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			ONE

			No one hated him more than his fans.

			As he always did after a new book was released, Todd Klein went online to check out reader reviews of the novel. There were only eight at the moment, and, as usual, none of them were kind. One stated simply that Across the Divide was the first and last book of his that the reviewer would ever read. Two lamented that while he had once been a good writer, lately his work had gone precipitously downhill. Three declared that his work was derivative of other, better authors. And two just flat-out trashed him, criticizing not only the new novel but his older ones, for being poorly written with flat characters and unbelievable plots, before announcing that they were no longer going to read any of his books. As in the past, he was tempted to sign in under a fake name and write a great review, contradicting everything that everyone else had said. But he was not really a computer guy and didn’t know how to disguise his identity, and the last thing he wanted was for someone to find out what he’d done and be publicly humiliated. 

			Todd sighed. Why did he let this online bullshit get to him? His last book had sold a hundred and fifty thousand copies, nearly twice as many as the one before it. That should have made him happy, but the fact that 130 of those 150,000 people had written online reviews, and 70 of those 130 had slammed him, had left Todd feeling depressed. It was a statistically insignificant number of readers, he knew, but that didn’t make any difference. He remembered hearing, years ago, that for every letter a U.S. senator received, it was assumed that a thousand other constituents felt exactly the same way. That was his belief as well. Most people, he figured, were too lazy to make an effort and comment on his work, but he had no doubt that a huge swath of them agreed with the sentiments expressed by those who did.

			Rosita walked in on him without warning, before he could toggle out of the screen, and saw immediately what was going on. “Stop reading those,” she said. 

			“I’m not,” he lied.

			“Then what are you doing?” She reached over his shoulder, moved the mouse and closed the tab.

			“I was just curious about what people are saying.”

			“Online people? You know what they’re saying. The same things they always say.”

			Todd didn’t respond.

			“Ignore those assholes,” his wife told him. “It got good reviews, it’s selling well. Do you really give a damn what Joe Blow from Kokomo, MO thinks about your book?”

			He raised an eyebrow. “‘Joe Blow from Kokomo, MO?’ Where’d you come up with that?”

			“You’re not the only creative one in the family.”

			He held up his hands. “You’re right,” he said. “You’re right. I shouldn’t waste my time.”

			She waited several seconds for him to continue. “But…?” she prodded.

			“But nothing.”

			She sighed. “It’s an addiction. That’s what it is. I should just cut off all internet acccess in this house.”

			He grinned up at her. “I’d still have my phone.”

			“You’re sick,” she told him. “You’re a masochist and you’re sick. Anyway, get ready. It’s time for dinner.”

			Todd ordinarily made their meals, since he was the one who worked at home, but when Rosita was off, she liked to cook, and he’d gotten spoiled over the past few weeks. Budget cuts had caused the county library to furlough a third of its workers, and during that time she’d been cooking up a storm. Tonight, she’d made shrimp gumbo from a recipe she’d found in an old Paul Prudhomme cookbook, and Todd was definitely going to miss this level of culinary sophistication when she went back to work next week. They’d probably have enough leftovers for a day or so, but after that it would be back to his usual rotation of spaghetti, tacos, burgers and chili.

			They ate, as always, at the dining room table while listening to the national news from the television in the living room.

			“I’m going out to lunch with Tori tomorrow, so you’ll be on your own,” Rosita told him during a commercial break. 

			“That’s fine.”

			“You can either heat up the gumbo, or there’s a leftover salmon quesadilla.”

			“Or I could make myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

			She grimaced. “Or that. By the way, what time’s your DMV appointment?”

			“Ten,” Todd said, irritated by just the thought of it.

			“Think you’ll even be out of there by lunchtime?”

			“Who knows?” The very idea of dealing with the DMV aggravated him. Not only had he had to get a smog check for his car earlier in the year, but now he actually had to go down to the office and take the written test in order to renew his license. He hadn’t had to take the test since first moving to the state, back when he started college. Since then, he’d received all of his license renewals through the mail. Unfortunately, he’d had two tickets this year, as well as a small accident, and apparently that was enough to trigger an automatic test requirement. One of those tickets he shouldn’t even have gotten. He’d been halfway through an intersection when a yellow light had turned red, but the cop who pulled him over said that he’d run a red light. He tried arguing his way out of it, to no avail, and had felt so strongly that he was in the right that he declined traffic school and showed up for his court appearance. But the judge—Harold Boorman, and if that name ever came up on a ballot Todd was voting against him—believed the officer’s false story, forcing Todd to pay the fine.

			Now he had to take the written test.

			It occurred to him that he probably should have looked for practice tests on the DMV website, or even examples of actual tests that people might have posted online. It still wasn’t too late, so he did exactly that after dinner, and found different versions available on several websites. He took all of the tests, missing either zero or a single question on each. As long as he missed less than three on the real test, he would pass, so Todd felt good as he shut off the computer.

			In the morning, he awoke with a sense of dread. It was a feeling he remembered well from high school and college: testing anxiety. The concern was irrational—he had always been prepared for exams and had always done well—but he’d experienced it nonetheless, and it had returned today with the prospect of taking the driver’s test.

			He shaved, showered and dressed, intending to make himself oatmeal for breakfast, but when he walked out to the kitchen, Rosita was already sliding an omelet from the frying pan onto his plate. “You need some protein,” she said. “Brain food.”

			“For what?”

			“Your test.”

			“I need brain food when I’m writing, not when I’m taking a driver’s test that every half-witted sixteen-year-old passes.”

			“I heard you mumbling in your sleep last night.”

			He took a bite of the omelet. Delicious. 

			She sat down across from him. “You seemed stressed.”

			“Maybe,” he admitted. “But I’ll be fine. I drive every day. And I took some practice tests online and passed with flying colors.” He took another bite. “Not that I don’t appreciate the breakfast.”

			“I even made coffee.”

			“And I thank you.” He got up, pouring himself a cup. 

			“You’d better go early. Even with an appointment, you’ll still probably have to wait in line.”

			“It’s seven o’clock!”

			“I’m not saying now. But you’d better get out of here by nine and not wait til the last minute.”

			“I’ll be fine,” he said again.

			Rosita sipped her own coffee. “Suit yourself.”

			He did end up leaving at nine, even though the DMV was only a ten-minute drive from their house. Sure enough, there was a line of people outside, snaking along the sidewalk in front of the building. Since there were no parking spots, he had to drive slowly up and down the aisles several times before finally seeing the taillights of a van that was pulling out and grabbing that vehicle’s space. 

			Todd assumed, correctly, that the outside line was for those people who had not made appointments. Walking next to the queue and up to the building’s entrance, he passed a diverse group of men and women typing on their phones, filling out forms on the backs of hardcover books, or reading over their copies of the DMV study guide. At the front of the line, an official-looking woman was guarding the glass double doors. He informed her that he had a ten o’clock appointment, showed his confirmation printout, and she opened the door on the left, allowing him to enter.  

			Inside, lines were everywhere. The gigantic single room that took up most of the building’s interior was split into two sectors by an unbroken counter that used a series of dividers and right angles to differentiate between departments. The area behind the counter was far larger than the area in front of it, and people were queued up before each of the individual sections, where signs suspended from the roof indicated the names of specific departments.

			Following instructions from a uniformed guard posted just inside the entrance, Todd moved to the tail end of the longest line, one which snaked around a half-dozen roped stanchions arranged in a zigzag pattern on the filthy tile floor. The Asian woman in front of him was wearing a surgical mask, and Todd thought that was probably a good idea. There were too many people here, shoved too close together, and from the smell of the room, not all of them practiced the best hygiene. The place was a pathogen’s paradise, and when a tall, red-headed, Ichabod Crane-looking guy passed by on his way out, coughing without covering his mouth, Todd held his breath for as long as he could, not breathing until the man was safely out the door.

			It had been a long time since he’d been here, and he had forgotten how chaotic and disorganized the experience was. His line, Todd noticed, ended quite a ways up ahead, where a very large, angry-looking, blue-uniformed man blocked anyone from progressing further. As Todd watched,  the man looked at the form presented to him by the first woman in line and directed her to the proper window. 

			As far as he could tell, no one from the non-appointment line outside was getting in the building at all.

			Shuffling forward inch by inch, he wished he’d charged his phone or at least picked up a copy of the driver’s test pamphlet so he could study while he waited. Instead, he stood in line, bored. According to a clock on the right wall, it was nine-forty, and as the time slowly passed and the line moved incrementally forward, he began to believe that the only reason the clock was displayed so prominantly was to torture people. 

			Fifty minutes later, he had finally reached the front of the line. After ignoring him for several minutes, the hostile behemoth blocking his way asked to see his paperwork. Todd handed over his printout, and the uniformed man quickly perused it before passing it back.

			“I’m not sure why you’re in this line,” the man said. He pointed to another column of people against the far wall. “You’re supposed to be over there.”

			Todd jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “The guy back there told me to get in this line.”

			“He was wrong.” The man pointed toward the wall. “Over there.”

			Not just annoyed now but genuinely angry, Todd proceeded to the far end of the building, getting in place behind an over-sexualized teenage girl who was being held far too familiarly by her rough, heavily muscled father. When this was all over, he was complaining to everyone he could possibly think of, from the manager of this DMV branch all the way up to the governor. This was ridiculous.

			The line crept forward. Slowly. Ahead, in the wall to his left, was a door, and when he finally reached it, Todd saw that it led outside. Through the smoked glass, he saw what looked like a fast food outlet’s drive-through lane, packed with a line of vehicles waiting to take their driving tests. A black Nissan Sentra was at the head of the line, and Todd watched as a man with a clipboard spoke to the driver of the Sentra through the car’s open window, then walked to the front of the vehicle, opened the hood and conducted an inspection.

			Cliff.

			The name popped into his head, though Todd hadn’t thought of it in years. Decades, even.

			Cliff was the man who had administered his first driving test. He’d been living in Park Rapids, Minnesota, where he’d been born and raised, and his dad had accompanied him to the Department of Motor Vehicles so he could take the test and get his license. His mom had stayed home, promising him a special meal if he passed.

			Passing, Todd figured, should be no problem. Not only had he aced Driver’s Ed in school the previous semester, but his dad had been taking him out on the back roads to practice ever since he was a little boy. Too short to reach the pedals at first, he’d sat on his father’s lap, steering while his dad braked and accelerated for him.

			But Cliff had been the DMV employee who’d given him the test.

			They encountered Cliff even before reaching the spot where the test was to begin. Sitting in the station wagon, waiting behind three other cars, Todd saw a beefy man wearing mirrored shades, a red baseball cap and a pale green windbreaker stride purposefully past another DMV employee toward the small line of vehicles. He stopped next to the Volkswagon directly in front of them. Todd had shut off the engine while they waited, as his dad had told him to do, and both of their windows were open to let in some fresh air, so he could hear the entire exchange.

			There was no preamble. “When you are waiting in line at the DMV, you will turn off your car radio. And you will never play the radio so loud that you will not be able to hear an approaching siren. Do I make myself clear?”

			Apparently he did, because the driver of the Volkswagon immediately turned off his radio, which disappointed Todd because he’d enjoyed hearing the music while he waited.

			“And shut off your engine,” the man ordered. “You’re wasting gas. When it’s time to advance, turn your engine on, drive forward, then turn it off again. You are off to a bad start, missy, and if you ever hope to pass your test, I suggest you heed my advice.” 

			He turned and walked back the way he had come.

			Todd and his dad looked at each other. His dad was smiling, on the verge of laughing, but Todd didn’t find it all that humorous. He found it even less humorous when the DMV man who walked out to the car ahead of them was a short older fellow, and the guy who approached their station wagon was the beefy man in the red cap and mirrored shades.

			“Howdy,” the man said. “My name’s Cliff.”

			The confrontation with the Volkswagon driver should have been enough of a warning, but Todd really knew he was in trouble when he heard that Howdy. It was a bad sign, and things only got worse when the man began kicking his tires, then poked his head in the window and said, “Do you really think these tires are road worthy?”

			“Yes, we do. Because they are,” Todd’s dad said. “Those are snow tires—”

			“Sir?” Cliff said coldly. “Please step out of the vehicle. Your son is the one taking the test, not you. You need to wait inside on the bench.”

			Todd was afraid his dad was going to argue and talk back, dooming his chances before he even got out of the parking lot, but his father obviously knew enough not to antagonize the man because he gave Todd a supportive pat on the shoulder and got out of the car without saying a word. 

			Cliff took his place in the front seat, strapped on his shoulder harness and said, without preamble, “Start the car.”

			Todd did so, then made a big deal about checking the placement of the side and rearview mirrors, though both were already at the proper angles. His shoulder harness was already on, but he tugged on it anyway, just to let the examiner know that strapping himself in was a step he usually performed upon getting into the car.

			“Put the car into gear, then move forward and pull on to the street whenever it is safe to do so,” Cliff told him. “When you pull on to the street, make a right turn.”

			He wished the man wasn’t wearing those mirrored sunglasses; Todd found them intimidating. His hands were sweaty on the steering wheel, and he kept his eyes glued straight ahead, afraid to even glance at his passenger. Through his peripheral vision, he saw that Cliff was writing something on the form attached to his clipboard, and he hoped and assumed he was receiving high marks, since he was pretty sure he was doing everything right.

			Once on the street, Todd followed Cliff’s instructions: merging into the left lane, making a U-turn at an intersection, driving into a neighborhood, parallel parking. Then the man said, “Drive back to the office and pull into the lane to the right of the building.”

			“How did I do?” Todd ventured to ask. 

			Cliff did not answer, and they drove the rest of the way back to the DMV in silence.

			He pulled behind the Volkswagon on the right side of the DMV and turned off the ignition. The Volkswagon driver was out of his car and grinning as his examiner handed him a form. 

			“Did I pass?” Todd asked.

			Cliff turned toward him and smiled. He saw his own nervous reflection in the man’s mirrored shades. The smile grew broader. “You failed.”

			Todd thought about that now as he looked through the glass and watched the man with the clipboard get into the passenger seat of the black Nissan and direct the driver to pull out. The Sentra was replaced by a red Jeep, and another DMV employee, this one a middle-aged woman, walked up to the Jeep and introduced herself to the driver.

			His line moved forward, and Todd progressed past the doorway. He was standing once again next to a blank white wall, but looking ahead he could see that they were not far from the end of the queue. Ten minutes later, he was standing on a yellow circle affixed to the floor, in the middle of which was printed a large number 5, waiting for the teenage girl and her creepy dad to finish their transaction at window five. Whatever their business, it obviously concluded to the duo’s satisfaction since the man gave a hard celebratory pat to his daughter’s butt, and the two of them walked off.

			“Window number five!” a woman’s voice called out. “Next!”

			Todd stepped forward. A bored-looking older lady stared flatly out at him from behind the counter. Hanging from a bar in the ceiling behind her was an eye chart, a setup duplicated for windows four and six to either side of him. Todd pushed his printout toward the clerk. “I’m here to take the driver’s test. The written test.”

			The woman did not bother to respond but took the printout, scanned the barcode at the bottom, and typed something into her computer.

			“I have an appointment for ten o’clock.” He emphasized the time since it was now well past that.

			The woman pushed back his paper. “I’m sorry,” she said, although her tone of voice made it clear that she was not sorry at all. “Apparently, you made an appointment to take the vision test and get your photo taken for a license renewal, not an appointment for the driver’s test.”

			“No,” he said calmly, turning around his printed confirmation so that it faced her direction. He pointed to the words “written test.” “As you can see right here, I made an appointment to take the written test. I made that appointment over a month ago. It was for ten o’clock this morning.” He pointed to the clock on the wall. “It is now eleven-fifteen. I got in line at nine-thirty and have been waiting in line for an hour and forty-five minutes.” He spoke to her as though she were a small child or a slow adult, and he was gratified to see that his tone grated on her.

			“My computer,” she said, speaking in exactly the same tone and swiveling her screen in his direction so that he could see, “shows that you made an appointment for a vision test and license photo.”

			“Well, as my printout shows, your computer is incorrect.”

			She fixed him with a level stare. “My computer is not incorrect. Your piece of paper is incorrect. For all I know, you typed that up yourself and printed it out to make it look like you had a test appointment.”

			“And yet, somehow, I’m still listed on your screen, and this barcode you scanned brought up my name. How do you suppose that happened?”

			“I’m sure I don’t know. What I do know is that this window is not where you take the written driver’s test. So you have two options. You can either go outside and wait in line along with those who have no appointments, or you can reschedule.”

			He picked up his printout, folded it and put it in his shirt pocket, crossing his arms over his chest. “Then reschedule my appointment,” he said.

			“I can’t do that. You’ll have to go to our website or wait in that line over there. Window number twelve.” She pointed down the counter to the right.

			“No,” he said. “This is your screwup, so you’re going to fix it.”

			“I am not.”

			Frustrated, Todd took a deep breath. Confrontation clearly wasn’t working, so he decided to try a different tack. “Look,” he said. “I’m sorry. I’m just stressed out from having to wait in line all morning and then finding out that I have to come back and do it all over again some other day. Could you please help me make another appointment?”

			The woman stared at him unresponsively.

			“Come on,” he said, giving her his most ingratiating smile. “Just this once? It’ll be your good deed for the day. And I’ll be sure to mention how helpful you were—” He looked at her nametag. “—Doris, when I fill out my customer satisfaction survey. What do you say?” 

			She motioned him closer, and he leaned over the edge of the counter.

			Okay, just this once, he expected her to say, but instead, she whispered, “If you ever ask me to perform a duty that is outside of my job description again, I will ream your ass with a four-slice toaster.” Her mouth smiled, though her eyes remained hard.

			Todd pulled back, shocked.

			“Next!” Doris called to the person in line behind him.

			Bitch, he thought, but said nothing, refusing to sink to her level.

			He turned away, resigning himself to making a new appointment through the website, since there was no way in hell that he was going to wait in another line today. 

			Looking toward the front of the building, Todd saw that the DMV seemed to have gotten even more crowded, if possible. He heard coughing and sneezing coming from the closely packed throng, saw a dirty man wiping his nose on his shirt sleeve, and determined that he’d rather not squeeze his way between the lines of people in order to go out the same way he’d come in. He decided instead to exit through the driver’s test door he had passed earlier, and then walk around the building to the parking lot.

			“Excuse me,” he said, cutting between two people and opening the door to the outside. 

			The fresh air and open space felt good after the claustrophobic closeness within, and Todd passed between a red Hyundai and a white Bronco until he reached a narrow sidewalk on the opposite side of the testing lane. Looking left, then right, trying to determine the fastest route to the parking lot, he saw a man with a clipboard walking around the car at the head of the line.

			A beefy man wearing mirrored shades and a red baseball cap.

			Cliff?

			It couldn’t be.

			But a chill passed through him as he saw the man jerk a thumb over his shoulder, and then remain in place as a mom emerged from the passenger side of the car and walked sheepishly back to the building, entering through the door Todd had just exited. The man—

			Cliff

			—looked in his direction, and Todd turned quickly away. There was no way this could be the same person. And even if it was, the man could not possibly recognize him.

			But the similarity was unnerving, and Todd turned to walk in the other direction, unable to relax until he was in the parking lot on the opposite side of the building and getting into his car. 


		


		
			TWO

			“We landed the DMV!”

			A cheer went up at Murdoch’s announcement, and in every cubicle coders and programmers stood, clapping.

			Zal Tombasian looked over the divider at his friend Bernard, who was grinning hugely. “Job security!” he boomed.

			Zal knew exactly how the other programmer felt. Along with half of the department, he had been surreptitiously sending out resumes as the county payroll project neared its end. Management had been trying hard to assure them that there would be no layoffs, but that was the same line they’d given out after the Familyland gig had been completed, just before sixteen programmers were shown the door.

			Getting the Department of Motor Vehicles account, though, was massive. Not only would there be no layoffs, but the company would probably have to hire new workers to ensure that deadlines were met. Any new statewide system would also require continued support, so there’d be assured employment for those tasked with writing and installing updates. The project was a godsend for Data Initiatives, and while Zal knew nothing of the specifics yet, their shared areas of expertise and experience, pretty much guaranteed he and Bernard permanent assignments.

			Bernard made an exaggerated display of wiping sweat off his forehead. “Whew!” he said. “That was a close one.”  

			Murdoch stood outside his office, holding up his hands for silence. “I’ll be meeting with Management this afternoon and come back with more details, but as I understand it, they’re looking to revamp not only their online scheduling system but their dedicated programs for transitioning learner’s permits into driver’s licenses. We’re in it for the long haul, children, and I have to say that they couldn’t have picked a better or more dedicated group to work with.”

			Another cheer went up, and Murdoch gestured for everyone to get back to work before retreating into his office.

			“So what do you think the time frame’s going to be on this?” Zal asked Bernard. 

			“Soon, I hope. There’s only so much longer I can stretch out these compiles before it becomes obvious that I’m stalling.”

			“You’re stalling? I haven’t even finished.”

			Bernard grinned. “I pity you poor mortals. We masters of the computing arts have trials and tribulations you cannot hope to understand.”

			Zal waved him off. “I’m going back to work.”

			After lunch, Murdoch called them all into the conference room for an update. Zal and Bernard sat next to Judi, along the wall next to the door, so they could effect an early and easy exit.

			The project manager began by citing the stats, and the scope of what they were being hired to do became immediately apparent. The number of terminals that would need to simultaneously log on to their programs was overwhelming, covering as it did every DMV office in the entire state. Fortunately, the amount of processing power they’d have at their disposal was tremendous, far beyond what any of them had had access to before.  

			Murdoch went on to explain how different divisions of Data Initiatives would be working on separate aspects of the DMV computer systems. Their department, along with two others, would be focused on permitting. “You’ll be interfacing not only with users and managers at the DMV, but coordinating with the freelance programmers they hired to patch the various systems while they waited for financing to be approved for a comprehensive restructuring.” He smiled sympathetically. “I know many of you have been worried about your futures and have been furiously rewriting resumes, but let me assure you, everyone here is safe. And safe for as far as we can forsee. The pre-planning alone should take us well into next year.”

			“There’s no deadline on this?” Austin asked.

			“Oh, there is,” Murdoch assured them. “Or, rather, there are a series of benchmarks and milestones, but this is a complete overhaul, so it’s projected to be a years-long effort.”

			Zal was not the only one with a smile on his face. Nearly all of the programmers in the conference room were grinning, and more than a few faces were filled with expressions of gratitude and relief. They returned to their desks and cubicles a half-hour later, feeling reassured and optimistic, after Murdoch had finished explaining all he knew and answering what questions he could.

			The rest of the afternoon sped by.

			Daylight Savings Time had ended only the week before, and it was dark by the time Zal arrived home. Not only that, but someone had taken the parking space in front of his house. Though he could see no evidence of road construction, the space in front of the house next door was blocked off by two orange traffic cones, which meant that he was forced to find a spot even further up the street. He was annoyed, but he couldn’t really complain. Practically everyone else he knew lived in an apartment. He was lucky enough to be able to own his own home. Of course, with housing costs so high, the only reason he could afford this place, in this neighborhood, was because it had been his parents’ house, and when they’d died, it had become his. Unfortunately, it still looked like his parents’ house. He’d fully intended to redecorate and make it his own, but his mom’s corny knicknacks remained on shelves and in cabinets throughout the house, and the framed reproduction of a naval battle between two tall ships that his dad had liked continued to dominate the living room. 

			Hell, he still slept in his childhood bedroom.

			Which might explain why most of his first dates were only dates. 

			One of these days, though, he was going to get around to clearing things out, selling things off and putting his own stamp on the residence.

			One of these days.

			Tonight, though, he popped a frozen macaroni and cheese pie in the oven, got a beer out of the fridge and went online to see what his friends were up to. There was no sign of Kevin, but, as expected, both Yung and Javier were playing Altair Assault. Yung had been granted access to a beta test version of the game, and the four of them had been tearing through it for the past several days. Zal signed in, put on his headphones, joined the team mid-mission, and after a quick greeting, started shooting monsters. Kevin appeared shortly after Zal paused to get his dinner out of the oven, and they all continued playing until they were too tired to continue.

			He went to bed sometime after midnight, falling asleep staring at the Pearl Jam poster tacked to the wall by the side of his bed and thinking that it really was time for him to redecorate.

			****

			In the morning, Zal scrolled through his news feed as he ate a bowl of Raisin Bran. Getting up to pour himself some orange juice, he noticed that the refrigerator in the kitchen was green. Well, he’d known the refrigerator was green, of course. He used it every day. But for the first time, he saw how old-fashioned it looked. He wasn’t sure when his parents had bought it, but it definitely had a 1970s vibe, and while it couldn’t be that old—refrigerators didn’t last that long, did they?—he was pretty sure it had been in the house at least since his high school days.

			He looked around. The entire kitchen seemed oddly out of date. It felt homey, at least to him, but the clunky gas stove and oven, the oversized microwave, the yellow-tiled countertops, the formica floor, everything contributed to an air of antiquated inattention. He remembered his mom cooking in here, especially when he was little. He would sit at the breakfast table, reading or coloring, while she made pies, cobbler or some other type of dessert, the entire kitchen smelling of sweet delicious goodness.

			It was strange, Zal considered, how infrequently he thought about his parents. Much of it no doubt was due to the fact that he wasn’t religious. His mother and father were dead and gone, and that was it. But, still, it would be natural for him to spare them a thought and recall old times more often than he did, particularly since he was still living in their house. Most likely, he avoided thinking about them to keep from being overwhelmed by the emotions such reflection would undoubtedly dredge up. It was much easier to skate along on a superficial plane than dive deep into those waters.

			He didn’t even want to think about why he didn’t think about his parents.

			Pushing the thought away, he turned his attention back to breakfast and scanned through his news feed until he found the movie reviews.

			After eating, he took a quick shower, got dressed, gathered his gear and headed out the door. Whoever had parked in front of his house was gone, and sometime in the night the traffic cones had been removed from the space in front of his next door neighbor’s house. A pickup truck decked out in extra chrome was parked there now.

			Zal hiked up the sidewalk past three more houses before reaching his car. He knew most of his neighbors on the street—many of them had lived there since he was a child—yet he had no idea who lived next door. When he was little, Old Man McDonnell had owned the place, but after his death, when Zal was in his early teens, it had become a rental, and since then no one had remained in the house more than a couple of years. His parents, always far more social than he was, had kept up with the turnover, but since their deaths, at least one family and two subsequent couples had lived there, and Zal had absolutely no clue who was renting the place now. 

			He’d parked his car in front of the Garcias’ house, and Mr. Garcia walked out to the sidewalk in his bathrobe to pick up his newspaper just as Zal reached the vehicle. They both nodded a somewhat embarrassed good morning to each other before Zal opened the driver’s door and got into his car.

			He was halfway to work, parked at a stoplight in front of an overcrowded Costco parking lot, when he noticed a police car directly behind him. The light changed from red to green, and he accelerated slowly, keeping an eye on the speedometer to make sure he stayed a safe five miles under the speed limit. Glancing in the rearview mirror, Zal hoped to find that the cop had turned at the intersection, but the police car was still right behind him.

			And its blue and red lights suddenly started flashing, accompanied by a short whoop! whoop! sound.  

			Zal began moving to the right, but signs on the street all said No Stopping Any Time, so he pulled into the parking lot of a strip mall. Lights still flashing, the police car halted directly behind him, blocking the way should he attempt to back up and escape.

			He rolled down his window but remained in the car while the cop walked up, and when the patrolman asked, Zal found and handed over his license and registration. The man looked in at him. “Do you know why I pulled you over?”

			Zal shook his head.

			“I was driving behind you, and I noticed that your tags had expired.” 

			“Okay, this is ironic,” Zal said. “I actually sent in my renewal form two months ago. I did it early. But I still haven’t gotten anything back. The ironic part is that I work for Data Initiatives, and we’ve just been hired to overhaul the DMV system to make it more efficient so things like this don’t happen and everyone gets their stickers on time.”

			“I wasn’t asking you for an excuse.”

			“It’s not an excuse. I was just trying to explain.”

			“There is nothing to explain. Your tags are expired.”

			“I know, I know. But I already paid for my license, and the check cleared, and I sent in all my paperwork, so I should be in the system as up to date. The DMV just didn’t send me my sticker yet.”

			“And since your sticker is not displayed, I am writing you a citation.” 

			“Aren’t you going to look it up? Your system should show that—”

			“Your plates show me that your tags are not displayed. I am going to issue you a citation…” He continued talking, but Zal tuned out the rest of what he said. He was getting a ticket. His first ever.

			Five minutes later, he was on the road again, the ticket on the seat next to him. It came with its own attached envelope, so he could mail in the fine, but Zal wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. His other options were going to traffic school, or showing up for a court date at the time and location listed on the citation in order to fight the ticket. He was leaning toward fighting it, on the chance that a judge would understand that he had sent in his forms on time and the delay in receipt was beyond his control, but if the judge ruled against him, he would have to pay the full price of the ticket and his insurance company would be informed.

			Maybe traffic school was the best option.     

			He was angry that he’d been cited for something that wasn’t his fault, and by the time he got to work, his anger had blossomed into outrage. Unless a judge dismissed that ticket, he was going to have to pay for the DMV’s incompetence, whether it was by forking over $200 for the citation or whatever it cost for traffic school. 

			“I got a ticket!” Zal announced when he walked into the office. He explained to Bernard what had happened. 

			The other programmer  cracked his knuckles. “Let me into the system. I’ll have that ticket erased faster than you can wipe your ass.”

			Zal laughed. They did not yet have access to any of the DMV systems, and neither of them would have jeopardized their careers by doing something illegal, but it was the thought that counted. Cheered up by his friend’s bluster, Zal settled into his cubicle and spent the rest of the morning trying to hurry up and finish his final screens for the county payroll system so he’d be ready to roll once specifics for the DMV project came through.  

			He and Bernard met up again at lunch in the break room. His friend used the microwave to heat up some godawful smelling leftovers that his wife had packed for him, while Zal bought a can of Dr. Pepper, a chili relleno burrito and two Dave’s Buttermilk Twizzles from the vending machines. 

			“Appropos of nothing,” Bernard said as they sat down on opposite sides of a round table, “did you know that most people mix up puce and chartreuse?”

			“The words?”

			“The colors. Like, what color’s puce?”

			Zal didn’t know and didn’t even try to respond.

			“It’s a purplish red,” Bernard said, answering his own question. “And chartreuse is a yellowish green. But most people think puce is yellowish green and chartreuse is somewhere in the purple family.”

			“And where did you obtain this fascinating information?”

			“PBS last night. People don’t give TV enough credit. You can learn a lot.”

			Judi and Hu came into the break room, both taking bagged sandwich lunches out of the refrigerator and sitting down at Zal and Bernard’s table. The two of them had been dating for the past year, but neither of them seemed to be in any hurry to take the relationship to the next level, and both still lived in different apartments in adjacent cities, though one or the other occasionally slept over.

			They were an odd couple to begin with, Zal thought. Judi was warm and matronly,  easygoing and fortysomething, while Hu was skinny and easily excitable and at least ten years younger. They seemed to work, though, proving that maybe opposites did attract.

			Both of them were smiling today as they sat down.

			And they were smiling at him.

			“What is it?” Zal asked suspiciously.

			Hu grinned. “There’s a new girl in Research.”

			“Woman,” Judi said.

			“A new woman,” Hu agreed.

			Judi put a hand on Zal’s arm. “She’s single.”

			He groaned. Almost everyone he knew who was in a relationship had, at one time or other, tried to fix him up with some friend or acquaintance of theirs.

			“Leave the boy alone,” Bernard growled. “If our little Zal wants to live the life of a monk, so be it.” He took a bite of his odorous food.

			“She’s cute,” Hu prodded.

			“And smart.” Judi.

			“Thanks,” he told them. “But I’m good.”

			“Well, her name’s Violet, and she’s in Research,” Hu said. “I can put in a good word for you, or, if you happen to be down there sometime, take a look around…”

			“No thanks.”

			The talk moved away from his nonexistent love life to everyone in the company’s new favorite topic of conversation, the DMV project, but on the way back to their cubicles, Zal asked Bernard, “How come everyone’s always trying to set me up?”

			“I don’t.”

			“And I appreciate it.”

			“I guess it’s because you give off that kind of sad pathetic vibe,” Bernard offered. “Like your social life consists of sitting at home eating junk food and playing online games.”

			“You play online games!” 

			He laughed. “But I’m married, so it’s not pathetic. It’s just immature.”

			“Thanks a lot.”

			Bernard clapped a hand on his back. “I calls ’em as I sees ’em.” He stopped off at his cubicle. “And if you decide you want to take a casual stroll down to Research next break, just let me know.”  


		


		
			THREE

			Jorge Guiterrez awoke in the morning feeling like shit.

			He’d lied to Beverly about the job fair yesterday—it hadn’t gone well, he hadn’t gotten a lot of great leads, it had in fact been a complete bust—and when he’d checked his email last night before going to bed, he’d received polite rejections from three of the four firms to which he’d sent out resumes the day before.The fact that they’d responded so quickly meant that they really didn’t want him. 

			Today was bound to be more of the same, and there was a knot of dread in the pit of his stomach as he thought about the bills that were beginning to pile up. Beverly was still working, but her income barely covered monthly expenses. He was the one who paid the big bills, and if money didn’t start coming in soon, he didn’t know what they were going to do.

			He spent the morning online, looking for job openings, and planned to stop by various employers in person this afternoon to fill out application forms, even if they weren’t hiring at the moment, so his name would be on file when something opened up.

			He’d agreed to meet his sister Rosita for lunch, allowing himself to be bribed by her offer to pay, but now he was regretting that decision, free lunch or no. She was just going to lecture him, telling him that it was his own fault, that he shouldn’t have quit his old job until he had another one lined up, and he didn’t really want to hear that right now.

			It seemed to Jorge that his sister should be helping him out a little bit more. She was married to a big-time writer, and while she swore to him that Todd was more famous than rich, and that financially they were solidly middle class, he wasn’t buying any of it. For one thing, they owned their own house. There was no longer any mortgage on it because they’d paid the whole thing off. And last year they’d gone on two vacations, one in the winter, one in the summer, both to Hawaii.

			He and Beverly hadn’t taken a vacation in three years.

			Jorge met up with his sister on neutral territory: El Rancho, an old school Mexican restaurant owned by Carlos Ruiz, a friend of their father’s. Carlos wasn’t there today, and neither were his son or his daughters. In fact, Jorge didn’t recognize anyone at the restaurant, and he wondered if the Ruizes had sold it to someone else. It had been awhile since he’d been here.

			“I guess we won’t be getting extra guacamole or free drinks,” Rosita said, obviously noticing the same thing.

			“You think new people bought it?”

			Rosita motioned for the waitress, an overly made up woman in an unflattering Mexican skirt and blouse. “Is Mr. Ruiz in?” she asked.

			“Which one? Junior or senior?” She shook her head. “Doesn’t matter. They’re both at the other restaurant.”

			Jorge and his sister looked at each other. “They’ve opened up another one?” Rosita asked.

			The waitress frowned. “Three years ago. El Ranchito. Over on Central.”

			“It’s been awhile for both of us,” Jorge said.

			Chips and salsa came before they were ready to order, and both needed to be refilled by the time the waitress returned. Taking advantage of his sister’s offer to pay, Jorge ordered a large meal, the Number Four: chicken burrito, cheese enchilada and carne asada taco, with rice and beans. Who knew when he’d be able to afford to eat out again?

			As he’d expected, Rosita started in on him about quitting his job without having a backup in place. He wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that she and Beverly had been talking, and the thought that the two of them might be conspiring behind his back made him feel defensive and unreceptive to her suggestions. It was illogical, a cut-your-nose-off-to-spite-your-face kind of thing, but there was no way he was going to take any advice from Rosita. He’d gotten himself into this mess; he’d get himself out of it.

			As she jabbered on, Jorge found himself looking around the restaurant. He had never really examined the place before, but now that he was scrutinizing it more carefully, he noticed how tacky and stereotypical it was. Dark lighting hid the worst of it, but on the wall above their red naugahyde booth, in an elaborate gold frame, was a painting of a bullfighter on black velvet. Hanging from the ceiling in the center of the dining area was a string of multi-colored lanterns cut out of construction paper. Next to the door stood a poorly made silver statue of Don Quixote. The cover of the menu was the same cartoonish caricature featured on the sign outside: a Mexican man asleep beneath a gigantic sombrero. How had he never seen before how terrible the decorations were? He wondered if the Ruizes’ new restaurant was an improvement.

			Rosita was staring at him, as though waiting for an answer to a question she’d asked, but rather than admit he hadn’t been listening, Jorge changed the subject. “Are you pregnant yet? Mama wants to know.”

			“Is Beverly?” Rosita shot back.

			Jorge smiled. He’d not only changed the subject, but he now had the upper hand. He hadn’t actually talked to their mother in…he didn’t know how long. Those foreign calls were expensive. But he also knew it would be the first question their mother would ask if he did call, so he wasn’t really taking any liberties.

			The topic of conversation turned away from himself to problems they’d had with their parents, and the rest of the meal ended up being rather pleasant.

			“So what are you going to do about work?” Rosita asked as they waited for the check. “Do you have any leads?”

			“Do you?”

			She frowned. “Me?”

			“Come on, you’re in the county system. Any openings?”

			“I could check. Although so could you.” 

			“Yeah, but you could put in a good word for me. Weigh the scales.”

			“Nepotism doesn’t work with the county.”

			“It works everywhere.” The waitress returned with their check, and he waited while Rosita picked it up, looked it over, then put her credit card on the tray, picking up one peppermint and handing the other to him. He unwrapped the small candy. “If things really went south, say, and we needed a little money to tide us over—”

			Even in the dim lighting, he saw her face harden.

			“—do you think you and Todd would be able to help out?”

			“Help out how?”

			“Well, a loan, obviously.” He shrugged. “Or you could let us skip a few mortgage payments, let the bank foreclose, and then maybe we could come and live with you.”

			“That’s not fair,” she said.

			“It’s the way it is.”

			Rosita leaned forward. “You had a perfectly good job, with benefits and a 401K, and you threw it all away. You quit because of some little—”

			“It wasn’t little!”

			She held up a hand. “You had a fight with your supervisor, and instead of just sucking it up and pushing forward, like an adult, you threw a tantrum, and now Beverly’s supporting you both—”

			“I knew you’d been talking to Beverly!”

			“Of course. I talk to her all the time. But she didn’t put me up to this, if that’s what you’re implying. She wasn’t even complaining about the situation. She just told me what was going on, and since I know you, I know you better than anyone, better than you know yourself, I wanted to talk to you in person.” She reached across the table, made a fist and lightly tapped his forehead. “Knock some sense into you.”

			Jorge had a sudden flashback to childhood, his sister trying to tickle him, and he couldn’t help smiling.

			Her fist opened as her arm dropped, and she reached for his hand, taking it in hers and squeezing. “I’m not here to give you a hard time. Honest. I’m just worried about you. You and Beverly both. And I want to make sure things are going to be okay.” 

			“I’m not screwing around,” he promised. “I’m looking for work. But it’s hard. I went to a job fair yesterday, I’ve sent out probably a dozen resumes. This afternoon, I’m going to be hitting a bunch of businesses and filling out applications. I’m trying.” 

			“And Todd and I can probably help out a little. If worst comes to worst.” She pumped his arm. “But only as a last resort. You need to try to find something.”

			“I am,” he told her.

			“I know you are,” she said, and smiled at him.

			Jorge left the restaurant feeling better than when he’d entered, but as soon as Rosita drove off, the pressure set in. He had essentially promised her that he was going to find a new job, and he knew from his experience at the job fair that that was not going to be easy.

			And now he was going to feel guilty if he tried to hit her and Todd up for money.

			He needed to find something fast.

			Rosita had parked in the small lot in front of the restaurant, while he had parked in the back, and Jorge was walking along the side of the building, halfway to the rear lot, when suddenly a man was next to him on his left. 

			Another on his right. 

			Both individuals seemed to have come out of nowhere, and Jorge stopped in place. He felt hemmed in, as though the two strangers were escorting him, and his hope was that their flanking positions had been a coincidence and the two would keep walking when he halted, but they stopped when he stopped.  

			It was the middle of the day, there were plenty of people about, and if he couldn’t fight off these guys or run away, he could certainly yell loud enough to get the attention of others, but Jorge was still nervous, and he glanced from one man to the next. The one on the left was short, stocky and African-American, the one on the right tall, thin and Caucasian. Both were wearing modified business attire.

			“What do you want?” Jorge demanded.

			The African-American man spoke first. “We wish to offer you an employment opportunity.”

			What did that mean? There was something vaguely threatening about the two men, and Jorge could not help wondering if “employment opportunity” was a euphemism. Was he being recruited to participate in some sort of illegal activity?

			“Not interested,” he said and started walking again.

			The two men kept up with him. “The DMV’s starting salary is fifty thousand a year plus benefits,” the white man said.

			Jorge stopped again. “The DMV?”

			Both men nodded. 

			“I’m not sure I have the qualifications—” 

			The African-American man smiled. “That is what we are here to determine. If you come with us, we’ll administer a quick aptitude test, a placement test. We promise to return you right here.”

			“As good as new.” The other man chuckled.

			Administer? He didn’t like that word. And this still didn’t seem on the up-and-up. He was pretty sure state agencies didn’t recruit employees by accosting random people in parking lots.

			“I’m sorry.” He started walking more quickly. “I have places to go.”

			“Where?”

			“Places.”

			He had reached his car by this time and got in quickly, locking the door. He half-expected the two men to stand in front of the vehicle to block his way, but just as they had flanked him on the way back here, they now positioned themselves to either side of the car. Turning on the ignition, Jorge threw the Chevy into gear and took off, leaving both men behind as he turned the corner of the building and drove through the front lot toward the street, pulling into traffic without bothering to stop. 

			He was not able to relax until the restaurant was well in his rearview mirror.

			No longer in the mood to fill out applications, Jorge drove straight home. There was a strange vehicle in the driveway when he arrived ten minutes later, an intimidating black SUV, and its presence forced him to park on the street in front of the house.

			Inside, the two men from the El Rancho parking lot were sitting on the sofa on either side of a very nervous looking Beverly.

			How had they beat him here?

			How had they known where he lived? 

			The men had not just accosted someone they happened to have seen on the street. They had been there specifically to recruit him.

			They knew who he was.

			It was that, more than anything else, that sent a shiver down his spine, and Jorge’s eyes went to Beverly, who looked like a woman being held hostage. He felt a surge of anger course through him.

			The African-American man stood. “Sorry we didn’t have a chance to introduce ourselves before. I’m Mr. White.”

			“And I’m Mr. Black.”

			They both chuckled, as though this was part of an oft-performed routine. “Ironic,” Mr. White said. “We get it.”

			“The only thing you need to ‘get,’” Jorge said, “is out of my house. I told you I wasn’t interested. Now you’re harassing my wife? Get the hell out of here.”

			Beverly looked at him with a frightened expression.

			What had they been saying to her? 

			Neither of the men made any effort to leave.

			“Are you deaf or just dumb? Get. The. Fuck. Out.”

			As before, they moved to either side of him. 

			“We can walk you through the initial test and application process,” Mr. Black said. “Where’s your computer?”

			“In the den,” Beverly answered, her voice small.

			“Let’s go, then.”

			“You can go,” Jorge told them. “I want you out of my house.”

			“You don’t want the fifty thousand a year starting salary?” Mr. White.

			“Or the benefits?” The way Mr. Black said the word “benefits” made Jorge think of far more than healthcare.

			“I don’t know why you’re being so hostile,” Beverly said. “It’s a good opportunity, a good place to work. Stable.”

			“Stable,” Mr. White said. “Exactly right.”

			Jorge looked over at his wife. She wasn’t nervous or frightened, he realized. She actually thought this was a good opportunity. He’d been reading things into her demeanor that weren’t really there.

			He was the one who was nervous.

			Why?

			It was nothing specific, nothing he could put his finger on. It was…everything: the meeting in the parking lot, knowing who he was, showing up at his house, all of it.

			“A civil service job?” Beverly said. “Once you’re in, you’re in.”

			“Let’s check out your computer,” Mr. White suggested.

			Jorge led the way toward the den, feeling slightly disoriented. Whatever was going on, it still didn’t feel right, and he was surprised that Beverly had not just let two strangers into the house but was seemingly fine with their intimidating manner. Although…maybe she wasn’t fine with it. He flashed back to the expression on her face when he had first walked in, his sense that she looked like a hostage sitting between the two DMV recruiters.

			“You’ll do fine!” Beverly called from the living room behind them.

			He didn’t know what to think.

			In the den, he booted up the computer, then stepped aside as Mr. White went to a DMV employment application website. Red words at the top of the screen said “ACCESS RESTRICTED,” but Mr. White typed in a code, then got out of the chair and motioned for Jorge to take a seat. On the screen was what looked like a multiple choice test.  

			Jorge frowned. “Where do I type my name?”

			“No need,” Mr. Black said. “We know who you are. Just answer the questions.”

			He’d expected questions about motor vehicles or highway rules and regulations, maybe simple math problems if the job involved taking money, or some sort of exercise that might show his ability to file or look up information alphabetically. 

			That was not what was on the test.

			Jorge stared at the first question. 


			You meet in person a man who has been threatening you online. You see that he is physically smaller and weaker than you. He also appears to have a nervous disposition.

			He is clearly not the bully that you have made him out to be. Which of the following responses is the correct one?

			A. You ignore him and pretend you do not know who he is and what he has done.

			B. You let him know that you realize who he is and verbally intimidate him.

			C. You physically threaten him.

			D. You physically harm him.

			E. You kill him.



			This was an aptitude test for DMV employment? Jorge turned to look at Mr. White, then Mr. Black. Both men were gazing placidly at the screen as though this sort of question was perfectly normal. He read the second question without answering the first.


			Which action would you perform?

			A. One which would kill your wife and parents but save 300 strangers.

			B. One which would kill 300 strangers but save your wife and parents.

			C. One which would kill your wife but save your parents and 300 strangers.

			D. One which would kill your parents but save your wife and 300 strangers.

			E. One which would kill your parents and 300 strangers but save your wife.



			Feeling numb, he moved on to the next question.


			In order to save your own life would you:

			A. Steal money from a blind man.

			B.Break the arm of an innocent child.

			C. Allow a pregnant woman to be killed.

			D. Kill a pregnant woman.

			E. Slaughter your family with an ax.



			Jorge tried to scroll down, but that was all there was. “This is crazy,” he said, looking up. Both men were watching him with equanimity. “I can’t answer those questions.”

			Mr. White smiled, his teeth bright against his dark skin. “Sure you can.”

			“The first one, yeah. But the other two? I’m not letting people die. And I’m for sure not committing a crime.”

			Mr. Black leaned forward. “Not even to save your own life?”

			“What does any of this have to do with the DMV?”

			“It demonstrates decision-making skills.”

			“But I wouldn’t be making decisions, would I? I’d just be following orders.”

			The two men looked at each other and smiled. “Working for the DMV involves much more than just following orders,” Mr. White said.

			Jorge pushed his chair back, away from the computer. “I guess I’m not what you’re looking for.”

			“On the contrary,” Mr. Black said. “Lookee there. You passed with flying colors.”

			In a green band bisecting the screen, in all caps, flashed the word QUALIFIED.

			“I didn’t even take the test!” 

			“The system is designed to spot potential.”

			“Congratulations,” Mr. White told him. “You have been accepted into DMV training camp. Pack up your stuff. Let’s go.”

			“What is DMV training camp?”

			“It’s a full-immersion course designed to get you up to speed and ready to work at he Department of Motor Vehicles. You will live, work, eat, breathe the DMV, and when you complete the course, you will be qualified to work at any one of our branches. So get some clothes together, pack up your toiletries, and let’s get ready to roll.” 

			“Now?”

			“No time like the present.”

			Jorge shook his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t just—”

			“Oh, yes you can,” said Mr. Black.

			Mr. White leaned forward threateningly. “And you will.” 


		


		
			FOUR

			“Hello, Todd? This is Chyla Reynolds. How are you doing?”

			Todd cursed himself for not having a more modern phone in his office, one with caller ID. Thinking it cool and hip and retro, as well as for reasons of personal nostalgia, he had installed his grandparents’ old rotary phone on his desk, and now it was catch as catch can every time it rang. 

			Chyla Reynolds was one of the people he definitely wanted to avoid. The publicist assigned to him by his publisher, Chyla was always after him to participate in hairbrained attempts to generate interest in his work that, as far as he was concerned, would lead to a complete loss of dignity and only a few individual sales. This soon after the release of a book, he should have known not to answer a call in the middle of the day and let the machine pick up.  

			“I’m fine,” he said, and left it at that. He wasn’t about to make her job easier.

			“I know we aren’t always on the same page, publicity-wise, but I have a real one this time.”

			“You got me on The Today Show?”

			Chyla laughed. “Keep that sense of humor. It’s priceless. No, I’m thinking we could have you do remotes with radio stations not just in your area but throughout the state, maybe even in other states. We’d offer the new book as a prize to the first caller or the fifth caller or whatever, and you’d get on with the morning drive people and do a little back and forth. They could even set up some sort of contest where you interact with the listeners or hosts and participate in a wacky on-air stunt.”

			“Are we talking Howard Stern? Sure, I’d do that.”

			“No, nothing national at this point. Just local shows in smaller markets. But not just small markets,” she added quickly. “Metropolitan drivetime, too. In several major cities.”

			“I don’t know,” he said. “Even if you could find stations willing to go along with this, I’m pretty sure this book isn’t going to appeal to morning radio listeners. NPR, maybe. But Morning Zoos or whatever they’re calling them these days? This has disaster written all over it.”

			“Think of it as a chance to cross over to a bigger, more mainstream audience.”

			“They’re going to try and make me prank a listener or talk about my sex life and I’ll sell, what, like three extra copies? It doesn’t seem worth it.”  

			“Well, we think it’s a good plan. That’s why I brought it to you.”

			Todd didn’t respond.

			“O-kay,” Chyla said, finally getting the hint.

			“Anything else?” he asked.

			“Well, unfortunately, I do have a little bad news to report.”

			Todd braced himself.

			“We’ve received a few complaints about…cultural appropriation.”

			He felt his muscles tense. “From who? And what the hell are they talking about? My main character’s me. Or a fictionalized version of me.”

			“But the neighbor is Chinese. Now, don’t get defensive, but an Asian critic has gone after your novel online. He was not happy that your character spoke broken English and mixed up ‘he’ and ‘she.’”

			“But I did have a neighbor who was Chinese. He did speak broken English. And he did mix up personal pronouns. And the character I wrote is well-rounded. This isn’t Mickey Rooney, for God’s sake.”

			“Yes, but the critic wrote a blog post for an Asian American literary website, and at his urging, a couple of other voices have come out and criticized your work.”

			“Any publicity’s good publicity, right?”

			“Not necessarily, which is why I think we should get in front of this with the radio promotion. Maybe we can even get the hosts to address the topic.”

			Todd groaned.

			“Come on, it’s not that bad.”

			“Just tell people that this an alternate world, and in this world the main character has a Chinese neighbor who speaks that way.”

			“You know that’s not going to fly.”

			“Then let’s tell them the truth. This novel is based on my personal life experience.”

			“But you have not had the experience of being Chinese.”

			“But I have had the experience of being someone very similar to the novel’s narrator, and I did have the experience of living next to a neighbor who dropped verbs, and sometimes said ‘him’ instead of ‘her,’ and ‘she’ instead of ‘he.’”

			“You’re still not Chinese.”

			“Oh, my God. So I can’t use my imagination? Only white men can write about white men? Only Hispanic women can write about Hispanic women—”

			“Latinx,” she corrected him.

			“So how’s anyone going to write a story about aliens?” he demanded. “Or monsters? No one has ever been an alien or a monster. They’ll be misleadingly appropriating the point of view of someone they aren’t.”

			“You’re blowing this way out of proportion. All we have to do is apologize, go on some radio stations—”

			“Well, that’s not going to happen,” Todd told her. “This is not fact, this is fiction. It’s a world I created. And in my world, there just happens to be a person who just happens to be Chinese and who just happens to confuse his personal pronouns because, in his language, there don’t happen to be personal pronouns because the gender of the speaker is indicated by the other words used in the sentence.” 

			“It’s really not that big a deal,” Chyla said. “You don’t need to get that worked up about it. They just wanted me to inform you about it and suggest that you address it somehow.”

			Todd paused. “So there is no real controversy. You were just using this as an excuse to get me to sign on to your radio contest idea.”

			“No, it is real.”

			He understood now. “Some guy on the internet complained, and you blew it out of proportion so you could trick me into talking to disc jockeys about my sex life. Goodbye, Chyla. Thanks for calling.” 

			“Wait—”

			He hung up, feeling annoyed and out of sorts.

			Looking over the computer screen at what he’d written, Todd read and reread the words before reluctantly deleting the last four paragraphs. He’d gotten off on a wrong tangent, and rather than try to write his way out of it, he decided to make a clean break, sacrifice this morning’s work and start fresh. He stared at the flashing cursor. Almost a third of the way through, he was still having a tough time, and more than once he had considered scrapping it completely and beginning anew.

			One reason he’d found himself so distracted lately was the stupid DMV test that was still hanging over his head. Yesterday, he had actually gone back to pick up a booklet so he could study for it. He shouldn’t have to study—he’d been driving almost every day since he was sixteen—but his new appointment was far too close to the expiration date on his license, and if he did happen not to pass, he needed a little wiggle room. The last thing he wanted was to be grounded while he waited for a chance to retake his test.

			When he’d failed his first driving test—

			Cliff

			—his dad had made him drive around the building, get right back in line and immediately take it again. He’d gotten a friendly older man that time and had passed with flying colors.

			Unfortunately, Todd didn’t think that was possible with the written test. He was pretty sure there was a waiting period before he could take it again, although that was probably something he should look up.

			Through the window, he saw Rosita’s car pull into the driveway as she returned from getting her hair done. She started work again Monday and was already beginning to prepare. Tired of sitting in his office, he went out to greet her, telling her how good he thought her hair looked, although he actually couldn’t see much difference. They walked back into the house together.

			“When’s your license expire?” he asked.

			“Don’t worry,” she teased him. “I can drive you around if you don’t get your new one back in time.”

			“Well, drive carefully,” he said glumly. “One accident or ticket, and you’ll end up in the same boat as me.”

			“Oh my God.” Rosita had opened her purse and taken out her wallet to look at her driver’s license. “Mine expires this year, too.”

			“You’re joking.”

			“I’m not.” She held the license out to let him see.

			Todd frowned. “Our licenses expire the same year? That doesn’t seem right. Were they the same year last time?”

			“I don’t remember. I guess so. Yours was for four years, right?”

			“Yep.”

			“Mine, too. They always are, I think.” She put her license back. “We probably just didn’t notice because we both got our renewals in the mail and neither of us had to do anything about it.”

			“Huh.” He didn’t see how that was possible, but of course it had to be the case.

			“So you’re still obsessing?”

			“I had a dream about the DMV, you know.”

			“A nightmare, I assume?”

			Todd nodded. “One of those testing nightmares. I wasn’t prepared, my pencil broke, I was running out of time, the whole nine yards.” 

			“Don’t you think you’re blowing this a little bit out of proportion?”

			He sighed. “Probably.”

			“Maybe you should incorporate something about the DMV in your next book. Everyone hates the DMV.”

			“Not a bad idea,” he conceded.

			The phone rang, and he let Rosita get it, hoping it was for her, but she returned seconds later, phone in hand, and passed it to him. “Robinson,” she whispered.

			Yet another person he wanted to avoid.

			Todd took the phone from her. “Hey!” he said, hoping his enthusiasm didn’t sound as false as it felt.

			Robinson Boyd had been his friend since college. Well, maybe friend wasn’t quite the right word. Frenemy was probably more accurate. The two of them had been rivals in almost every arena: romantic, academic, professional.  They’d both had similar interests and similar goals, and they’d even both dated the same girl at one point, which would have ended their friendship had she not thrown them both over for a computer science major. Now Robinson worked as a freelance journalist, and while he professed happiness at Todd’s success, Todd knew the fact that he was able to actually make a living writing fiction goaded his friend.

			“Got your new book,” Robinson said. “Thanks for signing it.”

			“No problem.” Todd braced himself. Either Robinson was going to faintly praise the novel before offering a harsh critique disguised as a series of friendly suggestions, or he was going to minimize Todd’s achievement by pretending he was too busy to read the book because he had more important things to do.

			“I haven’t had a chance to read it yet…”

			Todd smiled to himself. Not reading it was easier for both of them. They could avoid talking about the book entirely.

			For the next twenty minutes, they had a conversation where Todd got in no more than a word here and there, as Robinson held forth on a variety of topics related to his life and his work and his opinions of current events. Rosita was picking squash from her garden, and it was only after Todd walked into the back yard and held his hand over the phone, telling his wife to pretend to call him for lunch, that he was able to extricate himself and hang up.

			“Thank God,” he said. “I thought I’d never get out of that.”

			“He’s still God’s gift to everything?”

			“Apparently so.” They walked back into the house. Todd put the phone back in its cradle while Rosita set her squash in the sink to wash. “You know,” he said, “Target, Wal-Mart and The Store are all supposed to be carrying my new book. Want to go out with me and check?  It’s our last chance to do something fun together.”

			“It’s not that fun,” she pointed out.

			“Sure it is. We can move the book to the number one spot on the racks, make sure it’s at eye-level and facing outward, all the usual stuff.”

			She gave him a noncommittal stare.

			“Come on! Monkeywrenching corporate edicts? Fighting the man? You love it.”

			“Maybe we can also go out to lunch?”

			“Sure, sure.”

			“I don’t actually have anything planned, despite what you wanted Robinson to believe.”

			“I said sure.”

			“A real restaurant, too. Not Taco Bell or In ‘n’ Out or any of your usual haunts.”

			“The book’s out and we are going to celebrate,” he assured her. “Your pick.”

			She smiled. “It’s a date. Just give me a few minutes to change.”

			****

			Their favorite restaurant, a small Italian bistro with only three indoor tables and two outdoor tables, had never reopened after the pandemic, so Rosita chose one of her other preferred eateries, a modern Southwest establishment with the goofy name Agave!. Any restaurant with an exclamation point was automatically suspect in his book, and the atmosphere of the place was decidedly kitschy, but Todd had to admit that the food was good.

			They were peacefully eating, Rosita talking about how she was both dreading and looking forward to going back to work, when an older man with a pointed goatee and wearing a vest stepped up to their table. “Mr. Klein?” he asked politely.

			Todd glanced up at him. “Yes?”

			“I recognized you from your dust jacket cover. I’m a big fan.”

			To say that Todd did not get recognized in public very often was an understatement. In the decade plus that he had been a published author, only one other time had a reader known who he was, and that reader, an older woman, had set off alarm bells by asking detailed personal questions about his marriage and his relationship with Rosita immediately after introducing herself.  It was why he had always been happy to remain somewhat anonymous. He wanted his work to be known—but not himself.

			So it was with some trepidation that he gave the goateed man a small civil smile. “Thank you.” 

			He was hoping the man would go away, but rather than say, “It was nice to meet you,” and take his leave, the man stood there. 

			He wanted something.

			The man cleared his throat. “My name’s Winston, Winston Rackley. I host a podcast—”

			Here it comes.

			“—and I was wondering if you’d be willing to come on and discuss your new novel. Which I love, by the way.”

			Todd was automatically about to say no, but thanks for the offer, when it occurred to him that he could take a half-hour, answer a few of this guy’s questions over the phone, and get Chyla off his back by letting her know that he was out there doing publicity. He thought for a moment. “Why don’t you leave me your contact information, and I’ll get back to you.”

			Rackley smiled broadly. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

			He pulled out a business card and handed it to Todd, which was a good sign.The man was professional enough to have a card with his name, phone number, email address and the name of his podcast, “Just About Anything,” printed on it. Which hopefully meant that he wasn’t some loser broadcasting out of his mother’s basement or his sister’s backyard storage shed.

			“I’ll be in touch,” Todd said, turning back toward Rosita, and was glad when Rackley thanked him and then left, obviously picking up on the social cue. Another good sign. 

			He and Rosita spent the afternoon driving around to different stores, looking for his book. They found it at one out of the three Targets, at neither of the Wal-Marts, and at both of The Stores they hit. With one person acting as lookout for store clerks, they took turns rearranging copies of the books they did find into more advantageous positions, at one store switching places with an Ann Tyler novel, at another moving his book in front of a line of John Grishams. Just like old times.

			It was too late to call Chyla by the time they got home, but he rang her up the next morning and told her about the possibility of promoting his book on a podcast, telling her the whole story. She was less excited by the idea than he expected her to be, maybe because she hadn’t come up with the idea herself.

			“Pertinent info,” she said. “Give it to me.”

			Todd read her the information off the business card.

			“Let me look into it and call you back,” Chyla told him.

			“Look into what?”

			“I’ll call you back.”

			Bemused, he hung up the phone. He turned on a his computer and started writing, picking up from where he’d left off the day before. Some time later, the phone rang. He picked up on the first ring. “It’s a legitimate podcast,” Chyla said happily. “He’s had Aaron Sorkin on there, and Ben Stiller and Amy Sedaris.”

			“So I’m good to go?”

			“You’re good to go. And if this works out—”

			“We’ll see,” Todd said.

			“This could be the first of many—”

			“Goodbye, Chyla.” 

			After debating whether to call or email Winston Rackley, Todd decided to jump right in and dialed the number on the card. He’d expected to schedule a time a few weeks out, but either Rackley had no other guests lined up, or was as big a fan as he’d portrayed himself and was willing to bump someone else for Todd, because he said, “How about this afternoon?”

			Startled, Todd did not immediately respond. He wrote better than he spoke, and would rather have some time to prepare, to think of questions he might be asked and then write down intelligent answers. Then again, maybe it was better to get it out of the way. He’d been interviewed before. It wasn’t that difficult.

			“This isn’t one of those things where I have to be on Skype or Zoom or Facetime or something, is it? I can just talk to you on the phone, right?”

			“Of course. My podcast is for listening, not watching. In fact, I think most people probably listen to it in their cars.”

			“So what time would this be?”

			“It’s up to you. I’m flexible.” 

			They hashed out the details, Rackley giving him a basic framework for the discussion and getting Todd’s email address so he could send a link to previous episodes of the podcast. “So you can get a feel for what we do.”

			We? Todd thought. He was pretty sure “Just About Anything” was a one-man operation, but he didn’t say anything. He told Rackley he’d call in at two o’clock and promised to listen to earlier episodes so he would know what he was getting into.

			“Talk to you then,” the host said.

			Todd tried to get back to work, but the thought of the podcast hung over his head, and he found himself distracted. He started listening to the Aaron Sorkin episode, but Sorkin was so witty and engaging that he was completely intimidated. He stopped listening after about ten minutes and quickly started scripting some dialogue for himself, several stories about the writing of the new book that he thought would be entertaining. Thank God this was going to be over the phone. He could read his answers off the screen and no one would know.

			“It sounds like fun,” Rosita told him at lunch.

			Todd shook his head. “Oh, no. It is not going to be fun.”

			It wasn’t that bad, though. He started off by reading his responses, but the conversation veered off in a different direction, one that he hadn’t prepped for, and he was soon forced to wing it. Rackley was a good host, however, putting him at ease almost immediately, and soon they were chatting as though they were old friends. They went through Todd’s childhood, education, formative experiences, then started delving into the books. The questions were intelligent and informed but not picayune—rather than an attempt to trip him up or make him look foolish, they were a genuine effort to find out why he’d written what he’d written—and they progressed logically from one novel to the next.

			Finally it came: “Where do you get your ideas?”

			It was the most commonly asked question of any writer, and one for which he was definitely prepared. “I get most of my ideas from real life. It was either William Faulkner or Henry James who said that fiction is not facts, it’s the truth behind the facts, and my own reactions to real incidents tend to inspire my characters and plots. In fact, I recently had a little run-in with the DMV, and my wife suggested that I incorporate it into my next book—”

			“I’m afraid that’s all the time we have,” Rackley interrupted.

			All the time we have? There’d been no indication that the interview was winding down. Besides, podcasts had no time constraints, did they? Wasn’t that the point of podcasts, that they were free and open-ended discussions?

			“You asked me where I get my ideas, and I just wanted to explain how an ordinary everyday experience like a problem at the DMV could find its way into—”

			“And thank you for speaking with us, Mr. Klein.”

			There was an abrupt dial tone as the call was cut off. Puzzled, Todd put down the phone.

			Weird, he thought. Weird. 


		


		
			FIVE

			“Sorry, sport. Your mom’s gonna have to take you.”

			Danny Wilding tried not to let his disappointment show. His dad had been the one to accompany him to all of his weekend Driver’s Ed classes, even the two at night, and it was his dad who had helped him study for the written test, which was the reason he had passed with flying colors. So it was disheartening that his father was too busy to come with him today and see it through to the finish. Not that he wasn’t glad to have his mom there—he would have liked both of them to come—but this had been one of the first things since Little League, back when he was in elementary school, that father and son had done together. 

			Putting a hand on Danny’s shoulder, his dad looked into his eyes. “You can do it. I know you can.” He smiled. “And I want you to call me as soon as the test’s over. I’m working from home today, so I’ll be right here. If I’m in conference and Jill answers the phone, just tell her to come and get me.”

			Danny had his doubts that Jill would do any such thing—and one look at his sister’s smirking face told him he was right to be skeptical—but he nodded glumly. “I will.”

			His dad gave him an encouraging pat on the back. “Go get ’em, Tiger.” 

			It felt strange driving with his mom, and Danny found himself being extra cautious with her in the car. She didn’t offer tips and pointers as he drove, the way his dad did, and he wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. On the one hand, this was what the test itself would be like, so it was probably good preparation. On the other hand, maybe he could actually use some last minute advice.

			The line was already long when they reached the DMV, vehicles snaking around the far side of the building and well into a double-lane in the center of the parking lot that had clearly been marked off for just this purpose. Danny counted twelve cars ahead of them—and those were only the ones he could see. There were even more around the corner of the building that were not visible from this angle. 

			His mom must have noticed the same thing. “Go up this aisle, then get in line behind that last car,” she told him. 

			“I still need to go inside and check in.”

			“You can do that while I stay in line. Otherwise, more cars are going to come, and we’ll be even farther behind. It’ll take us forever to get out of here.”

			“What if you have to sign something?” He didn’t feel entirely comfortable going into the DMV by himself.

			“Here. Let me see what you have there.” His mom held out her hand, and Danny passed her the forms he’d been holding in his lap. She read over the instructions, turning back and forth from one page to the other. “Looks like there’s only two places a parent needs to sign, and your father already did it, so you should be fine.” She handed back the papers. “Just turn that in, they’ll stamp it or something, maybe give you some other form that you need, and you bring it back here.”

			She got out of the car and walked around to the driver’s door. Danny shut off the engine, got out and handed her the keys as she took his seat. He still felt self-conscious about going in by himself—he was used to having parents by his side for official things like this—but he figured he’d be able to handle it.

			Mr. Sabato, his Driver’s Ed teacher, along with everyone else he’d talked to, had warned him about the DMV, so Danny was expecting crowded chaos when he walked through the doors of the building. To his surprise, however, there were only a few short orderly lines in front of clearly marked counters. He quickly and easily found the one for driving tests, and stood for a few moments behind a girl about his own age and her mom before being called to the window.

			“Paperwork,” the elderly man behind the counter said.

			Danny pushed forward the forms he’d brought with him.

			“First try?” the clerk asked. 

			Danny nodded. The question had not been posed in an interested, supportive way nor in a disinterested matter-of-fact manner, but rather in a discouraging tone that implied there would be many more tries before Danny eventually passed. He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans and wished his mom had come in with him, as the girl’s mother had. So what if they had to wait in the car a little longer?   

			The clerk tore off a part of the top form, kept one half and gave the other back to Danny. “Give this to the DMV employee riding with you,” he said. He placed the other two sheets on a shelf beneath the counter. There was the zzt-zzt-zzt sound of a printer, and the man reached behind him and tore off a newly printed document, which he handed to Danny. “Bring this back if you pass the test and take it to Window Three.” He pointed. “Present it with your learner’s permit.”

			Danny nodded.

			The clerk stared at him for a moment.

			“Is that it?” Danny asked.

			The man leaned forward, speaking so quietly that it was difficult to hear him. “Just to let you know: having a driver’s license is a privilege not a right. You have to earn your license.”

			Danny stepped back, uneasy. “Okay.”  

			“People sacrifice for the opportunity to have a license. Do you understand? Sacrifice.” The clerk leaned back in his swivel chair, abruptly through with him. “Next in line,” he announced.

			What was that about? Danny wondered. Holding on to his papers, he exited the building as quickly as possible. Outside, the sun had burned away the few morning clouds that had been hovering over the city. Their Toyota, he noticed, was closer by at least two car lengths, and, as his mom had predicted, there were several new vehicles in line behind her. He might get through this quicker than he’d originally thought.

			His mom stepped out of the car, returning to the passenger seat as Danny got in and took the wheel. He told her about the weird old guy who’d lectured him about earning his license and sacrificing, and she laughed. “It’s always an adventure,” she said.

			The line moved slowly, and while they waited, he practiced hand signals and had his mom verbally describe driving scenarios he might face, while he explained with what maneuvers he would respond.    

			They were still waiting, now only six cars back from the head of the line, when his mom’s phone rang. She looked down at the screen. 

			“Jill,” she told him, holding the phone to her ear. “Hi, Jill. What’s up?”

			His mom’s face changed. He watched it in real time, her smile disappearing, replaced with a wide-eyed stricken expression he had never seen before. 

			“When?” she asked. Then, a moment later, “Are they there yet?”

			Danny’s mouth felt dry.

			His mom got off the phone without saying goodbye.“Switch places,” she ordered him, immediately unbuckling her seat belt and shoulder harness. “We have to go.”

			He was frightened by her pale face and suddenly frantic mien. “Why?”

			She didn’t answer right away, and that scared him more than anything else.

			“Mom?”

			“It’s Daddy,” she said, opening the car door.

			He knew he didn’t want to hear the rest.

			“He’s…” She wiped away the tears that had suddenly sprung from her eyes. “He died.”

			****

			There was Before.

			And there was After.

			His existence had changed so utterly and completely that it was almost as though he’d lived two separate lives. Now, anytime Danny wasn’t in school, he was at home, usually in his room, usually doing nothing. He avoided his friends, not because he didn’t want to hang out with them, but because the idea of carrying on in a normal manner or, worse, having fun, when his dad was no longer here, made him feel guilty.

			Although, he actually didn’t want to hang out with his friends.

			He didn’t want to do anything, really. He wanted to sleep. That was one thing he looked forward to, and while he still woke up at six every morning, his bedtime had migrated from ten o’clock to nine o’clock to eight o’clock. Last night, he’d turned in at seven-thirty. 

			He hadn’t realized until now how much his dad did around the house. He’d had a sort of TV sitcom concept of his father—in Danny’s mind, his dad worked to support the family, occasionally went to the store to buy groceries, and once every couple of weeks mowed the lawn—but his absence revealed just how much he contributed to the household on a daily basis. The handle on the oven door suddenly became wobbly, and neither he, his mom nor Jill could figure out how to tighten it. A strange clicking noise came from underneath the car each time a hard left turn was made, and none of them knew whether it was something major that needed to be checked out or something minor that they could ignore. At least once a week, one of them seemed to encounter spiders in the house, and without his dad there to kill the bugs, they were on their own.

			In a thousand different ways, the loss of his father was brought home to him and impacted his life and made Danny realize just how much he not only missed his dad but relied on him.  

			He had still not gone back to take his driver’s test and was not sure when he would be able to do so. It would definitely be more convenient for his mom if he were able to drive and help out a little more, but he was afraid to ask her to take him to the DMV, and she hadn’t brought it up herself, so for the time being, things remained as they were.

			He’d actually had a nightmare about the DMV, a nightmare whose premise continued to haunt him through his waking hours. In the dream, he had been at the counter, watching the old man sort through his paperwork. “People have to sacrifice for the opportunity to have a driver’s license,” the clerk told him. “You have to sacrifice.” And in the omnipotent manner of dreams, he had seen his father die, falling lifeless to the kitchen floor while pouring himself a cup of coffee, as Jill stood there screaming.

			What he was unable to get out of his head was the timing. Because his dad probably had had his heart attack at about the same time Danny was talking to the clerk. He’d gone over it all a million times in his head. Jill had not called his mom until after she had dialed 911 and told everything to a dispatcher. Before that, she had been in her bedroom, texting with her friend Kerry, and by the time she had gone out to the kitchen to get a bottled water, their dad was already crumpled on the floor, dead. She hadn’t seen him collapse, as in his dream, and because of that, it seemed far more likely to Danny that his dad had died at about the same time he’d been inside the DMV.

			Sacrifice

			It made no logical sense, but the thought was embedded in his brain nonetheless, and even though he knew it was stupid, Danny felt guilty, as though he had caused his dad’s death, as though that was the sacrifice required in order for him to obtain his driver’s license.

			Which he didn’t even have yet.

			And maybe didn’t want anymore.

			After all, it was better for the environment if he used public transportation, and services like Lyft and Uber meant that he didn’t need to drive himself if he wanted to go somewhere.

			But if he didn’t get a driver’s license, did that mean his dad had died in vain?

			Sacrifice

			Intellectually, Danny knew this was all just a coincidence, but emotionally it didn’t feel that way, and it made his dad’s heart attack seem not just a random natural occurrence but a purposeful result of his attempt to take the driving test. Of course, if that was the case, his parents’ licenses must have been bought with some type of personal sacrifice. And he was pretty sure nothing like that had happened.

			Before and After.

			The world had changed, and Danny would give anything to have his life go back to the way it had been, but there was no way that was going to happen. He was stuck here in this new confusing, chaotic existence, with these dark crazy thoughts. Irrationality might be his new normal, and if he was going to get through it, he would just have to adapt.

			But nothing was ever going to be the same.  


		


		
			SIX

			The library was still down three full-time employees, which put pressure on the rest of them to take up the slack. Rosita’s hours had been shifted, and while she was happy she no longer had to work until nine on Monday and Wednesday nights, those hours had been moved to Saturday, which meant that she was now working six days a week.

			For some reason, she discovered, more homeless people hung out in the library on Saturday than on weekdays. There were also far more kids. The library in general was a lot more crowded, and she spent much of her morning acting as traffic cop rather than assisting people at the Reference desk, her preferred activity. 

			Later in her shift, after a short lunch break, just after she’d finally gotten herself ensconced at the Reference desk, Brenda Kim, one of their high school volunteers, walked up and said, “Ms. Hamel told me to come over and get you. She said she needs help with someone renewing their library card.”

			Sighing, Rosita walked over to Circulation. John Moore, who was in charge of card issues and renewals, was at lunch, and Grace Hamel, a part-time aide who usually worked in the Children’s Room, had been temporarily assigned to take over for him. Grace was seated on the opposite side of the counter from a heavyset middle-aged man with a ponytail and a graying soul patch, looking at her computer.

			Rosita moved next to the aide. “What seems to be the problem?”

			Grace pointed to the screen in front of her. “It says here that in order to renew a card, a patron must show two valid forms of ID.”

			“Which I did,” the man interrupted. “What’s the problem?” 

			Grace ignored him. “The problem,” she said to Rosita, “is this driver’s license. He says it’s real, but I’ve never seen anything like it, and the system won’t let me enter it because there aren’t enough digits in his license number.” She passed Rosita the card.

			Rosita had never seen anything like it, either.

			Below the name of the state and the words Driver License, was the license number: six digits rather than the usual eight, with no letter at the beginning. Underneath was the man’s name, Tyson Buddrick, and his address, followed by identifying personal information. Except… instead of height, weight, eye color and other ordinary signifiers, the information included shoe size (10), biggest fear (spiders), favorite color (purple) and IQ (127). Beneath the words, a sort of blue watermark on the otherwise off-white card, was the faint outline of a truly horrific face, that of a toothless laughing crone. On the left side of the license, instead of a photograph, was a cartoonish depiction of Mr. Buddrick. Brightly colored and goofily cheerful, it looked like an avatar from a children’s video game.

			“This isn’t a real driver’s license,” Rosita said.

			Frustrated, Mr. Buddrick ran a hand through his tightly pulled hair. “Yes it is. It’s what they gave me. And I’ve gotten two tickets with it, and neither of the cops said anything about it. It’s real.”

			“Well, I’m sorry. We can’t accept it,” Rosita said. She looked at the other form of ID Grace showed her: Mr. Buddrick’s Costco card. “But if you bring in something with your name and address on it, like a utility bill, we can reinstate you.” She handed back both IDs. 

			“So I can’t check anything out?”

			“Not until your library card is renewed.”

			He put the cards in his shirt pocket as he stood. “Then fuck both you bitches.”

			Grace gasped.

			“Sir…” Rosita began.

			“I know, and I’m getting the hell out of here. Thanks for nothing.” He dropped the book he’d been planning to check out on the floor and walked away.

			Rosita watched to make sure he left the library, prepared to signal for the security guard if he didn’t, and, once he was out of the building, walked around to the other side of the counter and picked up his book: Mass Shootings and Their Aftermath. After what had just transpired, the title gave her pause, and she decided to put it into the reshelving pile herself without letting Grace see it.

			“Thanks,” Grace said. “I wasn’t sure what to do.”

			“No problem,” Rosita told her. She pointed toward the Reference desk. “I’ll be right over  there if you need me.”

			The rest of the afternoon was busy but far less crazy. 

			Thankfully, she was not required to close and so was able to leave precisely at five, rather than stay after and usher people out. On her way home, she passed by the closed DMV office, glancing at its empty parking lot as she drove by. According to Beverly, Jorge had not merely applied for a job at the Department of Motor Vehicles, he’d gone off to some sort of training camp. Neither of them had ever heard of such a thing, and Rosita had been meaning to look up what she could about it, but so far hadn’t been able to find the time.

			It was an odd coincidence that both her husband and brother had become entangled with the DMV recently, Todd in his so-far futile attempt to renew his license, Jorge on the other side of that divide, seeking employment. The split was symbolic, Rosita thought, since she was always walking a fine line between her husband and her brother. Todd and Jorge had never really gotten along, and she was forever defending one to the other, smoothing over disagreements and misunderstandings that would never have been resolved were it not for her intervention. 

			Often, Rosita wished that her parents had not returned to Mexico. She understood that they wanted to move back to where they’d been raised, and spend their retirement years with relatives, but a morbid part of her couldn’t help thinking that they were crawling home to die. Besides, those relatives in Mexico were old, except for a younger generation whom they did not even know. Mama and Papa should have stayed here, where she and Jorge could take care of them once it got to the point where that was necessary.

			And where they could have helped keep her brother in line when needed.

			The door to Todd’s office was closed when she arrived home, which meant that he was writing, so Rosita loudly announced that she was back and left him to his work.

			He emerged an hour or so later, hungry for dinner, and since neither of them had planned anything, they ordered a pizza, which Todd went to pick up. As they ate, she told him about the man with the crazy driver’s license at the library.

			“At least he has one.”

			“So your test got rescheduled. Waah. Suck it up and quit whining.”

			Todd shut his mouth.

			She took a deep breath. “I’m telling you, this guy’s ID had a cartoon for a picture and listed his shoe size. And he said it was legitimate, he’d gotten it from the DMV, and had even shown it to a policeman when he got a ticket.”  

			“You didn’t let him use it, so obviously you didn’t believe him.”

			She looked at him. “The thing is, I kind of did.”

			Todd raised an eyebrow.

			“I can’t explain it.” Rosita shrugged. “He was belligerant and hostile, but it didn’t seem like he was lying. At the very least, I think he believed it.”

			“So when I finally do get my new license, I can expect the picture to be a Mii version of myself?”

			“Who knows?” She took a bite of pizza. “But it was weird. The whole thing’s weird.”

			After dinner, they went for a short walk around the neighborhood. 

			It was cool outside and cloudy, which meant that it was going to be a cold night. The thought made Rosita happy. There was nothing she loved more than snuggling in a warm bed when the weather was cold. 

			“Magic beans night,” she told Todd. Magic beans were dried pinto beans that had been sewn up in a cloth bag the size of a small pillow. After being heated up in the microwave, the bag was placed under the blankets near the foot of the bed, where the toasty beans warmed up cold feet. Beverly had discovered them years ago at some craft fair and for Christmas had bought magic beans for everyone she knew. It was one of Rosita’s all time favorite gifts.

			Smiling, Todd put an arm around her. “Sounds nice,” he said.

			In bed, he nodded off before she did, since she wanted to see the end of “Chopped” and find out who won, while he had no interest at all in the show. 

			Once she did fall asleep, she dreamed that Tyson Buddrick returned to the library with an automatic weapon and unlimited ammunition, and started shooting the place up, killing the night custodian, destroying shelf after shelf of books, shattering all the windows, blowing apart every computer.

			She awoke early, before the alarm rang, overcome by the disquieting notion that when she turned on the local early morning news, she would see a reporter standing in front of a line of yellow police tape blocking off the library.

			Mass Shootings and Their Aftermath

			But there was a traffic report and a weather report, and then news of a suspected gang shooting that had occurred at a party in a poor neighborhood overnight. She kept the TV on in the kitchen as she made herself breakfast, but, thankfully, there was no indication that anything bad had happened at her library. 

			There was police tape blocking the entrance to the DMV parking lot when she drove past, but she was still thinking about her encounter yesterday with Tyson Buddrick, and her horrifying dream, and by the time she pulled into her spot on the side of the library, she had forgotten all about it.


		


		
			SEVEN

			The woman sitting next to Judi in the break room was young and attractive, and Zal felt his face heat up as he and Bernard walked in to get their lunches. He knew exactly why she was there, and was mortified that Judi had taken it upon herself to play matchmaker. Part of it was his own fault—he’d made no effort the past few days to visit the Research department and check out the lay of the land—but that still didn’t excuse this aggressive intrusion into his personal life.

			The woman smiled at him, and he wasn’t sure whether to ignore her and pretend he hadn’t seen her, or smile back and acknowledge her presence. His face was probably as red as Rudolph’s nose, and he was pretty sure that his confused and inconclusive reaction was some type of grotesque grimace, but Bernard, as usual, had no such hesitancy. “Judi,” he said. “Who’s your new friend?”

			They all knew the answer, but the question opened up an avenue of conversation, and Judi said, “This is Violet Benning, from Research.”

			“Hi,” Violet said shyly.

			“The older fatter one is Bernard,” Judi told her. “That handsome drink of water is Zal. They’re programmers.”

			“Who are you calling old?” Bernard said, taking his lunch out of the refrigerator.

			Zal had gotten a can of Coke out of the machine and had not yet decided what he was going to eat, but he noticed that Judi had taken one of the large tables, with four seats, and not wanting to reward her for her interference, he sat down at a two-person table nearby, waiting until Bernard sat across from him before getting up and picking out a red chile burrito.

			“Why don’t you sit with us?” Judi suggested. “There’s plenty of room.”

			Bernard caught his look, and gave Zal a small acknowledging smile. “We’re manly men,” he announced. “We need our space.”

			Zal was gratified to see Judi’s look of disappointment as he popped his burrito into the microwave. 

			Still, they were the only ones in the break room at the moment, and conversation was soon flowing naturally between the two tables. As annoyed as he might be with Judi, Zal had to admit that the coder was right about Violet. She’d been hired as a research assistant to do grunt work for the company, but she seemed to know a lot about a lot of things. The two of them were about equally matched in social awkwardness, and though Zal considered her way out of his league, she gave no indication that she shared that view. 

			Hu arrived later. “Sorry,” he said. “Still working on that stupid cleanup.”

			“I saved you some gumbo,” Judi told him. “It’s still in the fridge. All you have to do is heat it up.”

			Zal and Violet had been talking around Bernard about idiotic cliches used by news anchors and television reporters, and when Hu sat down next to Judi, Violet got up, tossed the remnants of her lunch, and brought her bottle of sparkling water over to Zal’s table. “Mind if I sit here?” she asked. She glanced quickly toward Bernard. “Only if it’s okay with both of you, I mean. I don’t want to—”

			“The more the merrier,” Bernard told her.

			“There are two different theories about language,” she said, continuing their conversation as she sat down. “One is that language has specified rules and standards that need to be followed. The other is that language is always evolving, that it can’t stand still or it becomes ossified.”

			“You know, my parents had this book about that. I found it on their bookshelf after they died. It was called Strictly Speaking.”

			“By Edwin Newman!” she said.

			“Yes!”

			“Great book. Although I don’t really agree with it. I’m of the language-is-always-evolving school.”

			“Okay, I have one for you,” Bernard said, jumping into the conversation. “‘Sooner than later.’”

			“Isn’t it ‘sooner rather than later?’” Zal asked.

			“Used to be. And that was stupid enough. Why not just say ‘soon?’ But lately I’ve heard newscasters say ‘sooner than later,’ which is idiotic because literally any time is sooner than later except ‘later,’ which is not only vague and unspecified but isn’t even a quantifiable time.” He shook his head. “Programmers need to rule the world. Things would be so much more logical.”

			Violet and Judi had to go back to work before the rest of them, having begun their lunches earlier, but the break room seemed dead after they were gone, and after a few minutes, Zal and Bernard decided to head back to their cubicles, leaving Hu alone with a couple of technical writers who’d shown up.

			“Looks promising,” Bernard said as they headed down the corridor.

			Zal didn’t reply.

			“Violet, I mean.”

			Zal still didn’t respond.

			“I take that as agreement.”

			The teams assigned to work on specific elements of the DMV project were to meet with their counterparts over the next few weeks, and while they were still finishing up work on the county payroll system, he and Bernard had arranged a meeting this afternoon with the independent contractors who had been redesigning the same units that they would be tackling. The meeting had been officially scheduled for one-thirty, and it was only twelve-fifty, but before the two of them had even returned to their work stations, Megan, the department secretary, intercepted them and said that the other programmers had already arrived and were waiting out in the lobby.

			Two of the four they were supposed to meet with were there—they’d shared an Uber—and were seated on adjacent chairs, laptop bags next to them. Both stood as they approached.

			“This here’s Zal,” Bernard said. “I’m Bernard. And you are?”

			“Boo,” said the one on the left, holding up a hand in greeting.

			“Boo? Are you trying to scare me or…”

			“That’s my name.” He shrugged. “What can I say? My mom was a big fan of To Kill a Mockingbird.”

			“So she named you after the retarded guy? No offense,” Bernard added quickly.

			“I don’t think Dil would’ve served me much better,” Boo said drily. “Especially in high school.”

			“I’m Gary,” the other man said.

			“Glad to meet you. We’re still waiting for two more, but it’s not even one yet, so—”

			“Oh, they’re not coming,” Boo said.

			“Why not?” Zal asked.

			“Didn’t feel like it.”

			“I think they’re pissed they’re being taken off the project,” Gary added.

			“Aren’t you?” 

			Gary laughed. “I’m grateful. This thing’s a fucking nightmare.”

			Boo nodded. “It definitely requires more resources than we have as freelancers. A company like yours has a lot better chance.”

			“It’s a monster, though. Really complicated.”

			“That’s why we need you to walk us through what you’ve done,” Bernard told them.

			Boo picked up his laptop case. “Where do you want to do this?”

			“We have a conference room that’s secure. You want to pick up some drinks and snacks first? This could take awhile.”

			“I’m good,” Boo said.

			“I could do with some munchies,” Gary admitted.

			“There’s a Starbucks down the block.”

			“Starbucks, huh? Anything else?”

			“McDonald’s,” Zal said.

			“That’s more my style.”

			“Why don’t you two go and pick up what you want,” Bernard suggested. “Bring a large coffee back for me. Anything?” he asked Boo, who shook his head. “Okay, then. Meet us in the conference room.”

			Zal’s age or maybe a little younger, Gary had not made even a token effort to dress professionally, wearing a vintage ELO T-shirt and faded off-brand jeans. He picked up his laptop bag and brought it with him as the two of them left the building. “Seems like a cool place to work,” he said. “Are you hiring?” 

			“Not at the moment,” Zal said. “Not to my knowledge. But with this DMV thing…”

			The freelancer smiled. “No thanks.”

			Gary wanted fries, an apple pie and a Dr. Pepper. Zal ordered Bernard a straight black coffee and got himself a Coke. By the time they returned, Boo and Bernard were deep in discussion about the design of a more secure but user friendly sign-in screen, which Boo had apparently done a lot of work on but which the project coordinator at the DMV had consistently failed to approve.

			Bernard looked up at Zal as they entered. “This is going to be a tough one.”

			Gary chuckled. “You don’t know the half of it.”

			The four of them pored over changes made and changes-to-be-made on just that single screen for most of the afternoon, and by three-thirty had barely scratched the surface of their small corner of the project. Bernard ran a hand through his hair. “Jesus. This is re-goddamn-diculous.”

			“Your company’s paying us,” Boo said. “So we can interface on this for as long as you need.”

			“Are you free this coming Monday?”

			“I’ll be here.”

			“We’ll be here,” Gary said.

			Zal and Bernard walked the two freelancers back to the lobby and said their goodbyes. “It’s a bureaucratic nightmare,” Bernard said.

			“Which means job security,” Zal pointed out. “That’s what we’re looking for, right?”

			Bernard sighed. “Right.”

			They turned away from the front door.

			“So…” Bernard said as they started walking. He had a slight smile on his face. “Want to take a stroll through Research on the way back?”

			“We could,” Zal admitted, unable to keep himself from smiling.

			Bernard clapped a hand on his back. “That’s the spirit!”

			It was out of their way, but they made it appear as though they were coming from Central Services rather than the lobby so their appearance in the department wouldn’t seem quite so obvious. Violet was sitting in the front at an open desk next to an old-school filing cabinet. She looked up from her computer, smiled when she saw them, and that smile made him feel more hopeful than he had in a long while. He was singularly bad at being able to tell whether someone was interested or not, and while he’d felt optimistic after their conversation at lunch (and was pretty sure Judi had been putting in a good word for him as well), it was impossible to know if Violet had had a similar reaction.

			Her smile, though, was real, and instead of doing his usual wave-and-walk-by, he actually approached her desk. There was a flashsecond of panic when he realized he had no idea what to say—his early interactions with women in whom he was interested were ordinarily scripted, each line gone over in his head multiple times before being said aloud—but he was saved from embarrassment when Violet spoke first.

			“Nice to see you again.”

			He appreciated that welcome. Simple, straight to the point, and not so clever that he felt obligated to come up with a witty response. She also looked genuinely pleased to see him.

			“I was just passing through, so I thought I’d say hi.”

			“Just a painter passing through, huh?”

			Zal wasn’t sure what she meant by that, and his confusion must have been obvious because her face suddenly turned red. “It’s the name of a Gordon Lightfoot album,” she explained. “A Painter Passing Through. Not one of his popular albums, from the Seventies, but one from the late Nineties that I don’t think anyone bought but me.”

			He wasn’t really familiar with Gordon Lightfoot, knew only that he was some sort of singer-songwriter, but Zal liked that she liked that kind of music. It seemed like the type of thing she would listen to.

			“Sorry,” Violet said. “I’m such a geek.”

			He smiled back. “No you’re not.”

			The look of skepticism on her face made him revise his response.

			“Well, you are,” he amended, “but in a good way.”

			They both laughed.

			“Actually,” Bernard said, “we weren’t just passing through. He wanted to see where you worked.”

			Now it was Zal’s turn to be embarrassed. He wasn’t unhappy that Bernard had outed him, though, and when he saw that she was smiling, he was glad his friend had spoken up.

			“Well, this is it. Do you want the tour?” She pointed. “File cabinet. Computer. Desk. Chair.”

			“Very nice.”

			Violet’s demeanor suddenly became much more serious, and from the corner of his eye, Zal saw a stiff-looking older man in white shirt and tie approaching from the left. He had the air of management, and obviously, being new, Violet couldn’t be perceived as slacking off. She quickly typed something on her keyboard, peering intently at her screen.

			“Well, thank you very much, Ms. Benning,” Bernard said loudly. “You’ve been a big help.” He smiled at the approaching man as he and Zal turned to leave. “You people in Research are the best. I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

			It was hard to keep a straight face, but Zal made it all the way out of the Research department and halfway down another corridor before letting out a small laugh. “Dude! That was awesome!”

			Bernard shrugged.

			“I owe you one.”

			“You do, junior. You definitely do.”

			They checked in with Murdoch and let their supervisor know how the meeting with the freelancers had gone, then returned to their cubicles to finish whatever work they could in the last hour before heading home. Zal got caught up in rewriting a small sub-routine, and by the time he looked up again, it was after five. He stood up, looking around. Several programmers had already left, and those that hadn’t were preparing to do so. Bernard, however, was making no effort to close up shop. Neither, he noticed, was Ken Blum.

			Zal didn’t want to remain here any later than he had to. He, Kevin, Yung and Javier had made arrangements to finish Altair Assault tonight, since the beta version was being superceded tomorrow and their access cut off.

			He popped his head over the edge of the divider. “How long are you planning to stay?” he asked Bernard.

			“I’m just finishing this string, then I’m gone. Alyssa gets pissed if I’m more than fifteen minutes late.”

			Zal lowered his voice. “You know Blum’s still here.”

			“So?”

			“You don’t think it makes us look bad if we bail and he stays here and keeps working?”

			“Hell no. It makes us look better. We got our shit done in the time allotted.”

			“Maybe he’s doing extra work.”

			“He’s not. He’s behind.”

			“How do you know?”

			Bernard smiled.

			“You spied on him?”

			“I may have taken advantage of a glitch in the last upgrade to make sure that everyone in our department is doing their fair share. It’s one of my responsibilities as a potential supervisor.”

			Zal lowered his voice. “What if you get caught?”

			“Doing what?” Bernard said innocently. He pressed the Enter key, turned off his computer and stood, stretching. “Ready to go?”

			****

			Knowing he had nothing in the freezer or refrigerator, Zal picked up some Chinese takeout on his way home. Before grabbing something to drink and setting up to eat his dinner in front of the computer, Zal quickly sorted through his mail, immediately spotting what he’d been hoping to find. Finally! His car registration and sticker had arrived. 

			Sort of.

			Because when he tore open the envelope, the small glossy rectangle was red rather than yellow.

			It was last year’s sticker.

			How was that possible? Why would the DMV even have last year’s stickers? Wouldn’t they have disposed of them when the replacements came in? 

			For a brief second, he thought someone might have screwed up somewhere along the line and printed the new stickers in the wrong color. But, even though it was hard to read, a quick glance at the black numbers against the red background showed him that it was indeed for the previous year.

			This was why the DMV needed to have their registration system updated.

			He read through the accompanying paperwork. At least his registration was now up to date, and Zal tore off the square sheet so tomorrow morning he could put it in his car. But he was going to have to contact the DMV and get this whole sticker situation sorted out. He’d gotten one ticket thanks to that damn expired tag, and he didn’t intend to get another one just because of an idiotic mistake some clerk or computer had made. 

			He had already signed up for traffic school and had scheduled it for the Saturday after next. All day. From nine to five. Surprisingly, the cost of traffic school was nearly as much as the fee for his ticket, and he probably would have sent in the money for the ticket and paid the extra amount just for the convenience, but attending class was going to keep the citation from going on his record and upping his insurance fees. 

			He immediately went online to see if anyone else was having similar difficulties with their stickers. As it turned out, quite a few people were, and judging by the comments, none of them so far had had any luck in getting the problem straightened out. Several had subsequently received tickets—which they were trying to fight—but whether they had gone in to their local DMV office, talked to someone on the phone or attempted to rectify the situation online, none of them had yet obtained the correct tag.

			He’d been planning to check out the DMV website and see if there was some way he could expedite the process of getting a current sticker, but after the session this afternoon with Gary and Boo, and after reading about the hell other thwarted drivers seemed to be going through, Zal was pretty sure that there was not going to be an online solution connected to that website.

			Opening up his takeout carton and taking a bite of what was now lukewarm chow mein as he signed in to Altair Assault , Zal put on his headphones and said a quick hello to Yung and Javier, who were already engaged in battle. He took a swift sip of beer, then helped Yung ambush an alien assassin.

			He’d deal with the DMV in the morning.


		


		
			EIGHT

			The phone rang, and, afraid it was Chyla, Todd didn’t answer but let the machine pick up. It was Robinson again. That was odd. He hadn’t heard from the guy in half a year, at least, and now he’d called twice in as many weeks?

			Todd listened to the message as it recorded. His “friend” was warning him that he’d written a review of Todd’s new novel for the Chicago Tribune. “It’s positive overall,” Robinson assured him. “But you know the type of review these papers like. I had to be a little…hard on you in places. Nothing personal, you understand, but I thought I should let you know ahead of time so you’re not blindsided. Talk to you soon.”

			Nothing personal.

			Right, Todd thought. If he’d any any intention of calling Robinson back, that notion was quashed by the smug and petty arrogance of the call, and while he was irritated that his ostensible pal had trashed him in a review, he wasn’t that surprised and found that he wasn’t even angry. Not really. He honestly didn’t care what Robinson thought, and while Todd regretted the fact that the review might result in a few lost sales, overall he was not that upset.

			Apparently, he was becoming more mature. 

			He was evolving.

			It was true, Todd realized, and he thought about how much freer he felt now than he had in college. These days, for example, if he liked something, he liked it. If he hated something, he hated it. He didn’t feel the need to have a reason for his judgments. Back then, though, he’d somehow felt he had to justify every decision, and if he ever had an opinion on a topic, he’d been prepared to defend that position, just in case he was challenged. Of course, he never was challenged, and over the years that sort of useless intellectual self-protection had fallen by the wayside. He had the feeling from listening to that message, however, that Robinson was stuck at that stage, and while Todd knew that meant he should feel sorry for the man, it actually made him feel gratifyingly superior.

			Maybe he hadn’t evolved that much.

			Why had he even sent that jerk a book in the first place? Todd wondered.

			Okay, maybe he hadn’t evolved at all.

			Right now, the thing he needed to focus on was the DMV test. His appointment was for one-forty this afternoon, and while he’d continued studying up on the booklet and taking online practice tests, his friend Palmer had told him that the tests these days were much tougher than they used to be. His dad had had to take one recently and had flunked twice before finally passing. “He’s been driving for forty years,” Palmer said, “and the things they asked him were trivial details about things he’d never encountered in his life. So be on your toes, buddy boy.”

			The warning worried him a little, and when Rosita had returned home from work a few days ago with the same story, after asking around amongst some of the library workers and volunteers, Todd had redoubled his attempts to cram for the test. Logically, he knew it couldn’t be that hard. Everyone and their mother had a driver’s license, and each day, people who were barely literate passed the test with flying colors. He was not only a longtime driver, but he’d been studying his ass off the past week. He’d probably do fine.

			Still, he was going to be thankful when this whole thing was over.

			Todd was eating lunch when Rosita called from the library to wish him luck.

			“I’m going to need it,” he said.

			“Knock that off,” she told him. “It’s the driver’s test. You’re not retaking the SATs. You’ll be fine.”

			She was right, he realized, and after eating, brushing his teeth, putting on a decent shirt and combing his hair so his ID photo would turn out halfway decently for once, Todd drove to the DMV office with a renewed confidence.  

			The lines were much shorter this time—maybe it was better to have an afternoon appointment—and he was at the appropriate window after a mere twenty minutes. The last time he had taken the test, which admittedly was many years ago, he had simply been handed a pen and a page of questions by the clerk behind the counter, and had stood in place, filling in the bubbles that corresponded to what he thought were the right answers. He’d handed the test back, the clerk graded it then and there, marking wrong answers with a big slash of red ink from a felt pen, and seconds later he’d been told that he had passed.   

			Now, however, Todd was given a tripartite form and directed to a side room behind a white door on which the word TESTING was written in block letters. In the center of the room, a man was seated on a swivel chair in the open inner area of a round desk. Around the edges of the room were study carrels, each containing a bulky old-fashioned computer with a medium-sized monitor. Three of the spaces were occupied. Todd approached the clerk in the round desk and handed over his paperwork.

			“Number Four,” the man said, pointing. 

			Todd walked over to the appropriate carrel.

			“What do I—?” he began.

			The clerk waved him away. “It’s self-explanatory.”

			“What if—?”

			“I’m here if you have any questions.” The man seemed to be getting annoyed, so Todd sat down on a hard plastic chair in front of his terminal. Following the laminated instructions posted on the side wall of the study carrel, he pressed the Enter key to bring up a sign-on screen, then typed in his name, and the number printed at the top of the form he’d been given. Instructions identical to those printed on the laminated sheet were displayed, and he pressed Enter again.

			The first question appeared: A driver must come to a complete stop if a traffic light is red. True or false.

			Simple enough. Todd found the right answer and clicked on it. 

			The next question appeared: A curb painted red indicates that 15-minute parking is allowed at that location. True or false. Easy. He knew that one, too.

			The third question: On a two-lane residential street with a grade of 7% in an unincorporated area ten miles from the nearest city limits, what is the maximum allowable weight for a light truck?

			What the hell?

			Todd reread the question, but it wasn’t any clearer the second time. It said exactly what he thought it said, and a glance down at the choice of answers gave no clue as to which one could possibly be correct.

			It might have been coincidence, but the fact that the answer to question one had been A and the answer to question two had been B, caused Todd to choose option C. Immediately a red X in a red box appeared at the top of his screen, accompanied by the loud sound of a game show buzzer.

			Todd nearly jumped at the noise. He quickly glanced back, but the clerk was looking down at something and paid no attention to him.

			A new question had appeared on the screen: Alternator is to carburetor as basketball is to…

			The choices were football, a catcher’s mitt, a telephone and George Washington.

			This was crazy! None of the analogies made any sense, and none of them had anything to do with driving. He glanced back at the DMV employee, now staring disinterestedly into space.

			He had to choose something, and since alternators and carburetors were both parts of a car, and basketball and football were both sports, Todd chose A) Football. 

			The loud buzzer again. The red X in a red box.

			Both Xs remained at the top of the screen as the next question appeared: Are you a better driver than Robinson Boyd?

			Todd found himself staring at the screen. This wasn’t possible. The question was not only disconcertingly specific but, eerily, seemed to reference the call he’d received this morning.

			Were his communications being monitored? 

			The whole situation was freaky, and he remained staring at the screen for a moment, wondering not only who had come up with the question and why, but what the correct answer could possibly be—and how it had been determined. 

			Before he could enter a response, the buzzer sounded, making him jump, and a third red checked box appeared next to the other two.

			“Three strikes and you’re out,” said the clerk.

			Todd swiveled around in his chair. “I didn’t even have time to answer the question!”

			“Test’s over. You’re done here.”

			One of the other test takers, an elderly man, was leaving his carrel, and he walked over to hand the DMV employee his form. “I’m finished.”

			“Congratulations,” the clerk said, stamping the form, tearing off the top copy and handing the man the other two. “Take this to Window Six.”

			He turned back to Todd. “What are you waiting for? You failed. Get the hell out.”

			Get the hell out?

			Todd felt anger building within him. When this nightmare was over, heads were going to roll. He’d complain up the chain of command, and if that didn’t do any good, write to his congressman and senators. If he still wasn’t able to effect change, he’d go public, talk to the press, take to social media, hell, write a book. What good was celebrity, even low-level celebrity, if you couldn’t leverage it and throw your weight around to get things done?

			“I want to retake the test,” he told the clerk.

			“Then go out front and reschedule. I told you, you’re done in here.”

			“I—”

			“Leave.”

			“Asshole.” Carrying his now apparently useless paperwork, Todd walked angrily out of the testing room. Somehow, in the last five minutes, the DMV office had filled up, and he took one look at the myriad intertwining lines before deciding to do what he did the last time—sign up for a test using their website.

			Frustrated and furious, he drove to the library rather than going home, and found Rosita at the Reference desk. She saw his expression as he walked up. “Uh oh,” she said.

			Todd nodded. 

			“You didn’t pass? How’s that possible?”

			“The questions were ridiculous. There were a couple normal ones, then this really complicated, convoluted one, then a nonsensical one, then one that asked if I was a better driver than Robinson.”

			Her eyes widened. “Robinson? Your friend Robinson? The test mentioned him specifically?”

			“It did.”

			“How’s that even possible?”

			“Big Brother’s watching me.”

			“That can’t be legal, can it?”

			“It shouldn’t be, but these days who the hell knows?”

			Grabbing a pen and a piece of scratch paper, Rosita wrote a note to herself. “I’m going to research this.”

			“Good.”

			“So what’re you going to do?”

			“What can I do? Take it over again.” He smiled wryly. “Or I may accept your chauffeuring offer.”

			A mother and her young daughter had come up behind Todd, and he moved aside so that Rosita could help them. “See you later,” he mouthed, waving.

			She nodded subtly to him while asking the patrons what they needed.

			City hall and the police station were across the street from the library, and once outside, Todd looked over at the municipal complex. A few years ago, he’d written a novel in which one of the main characters was a cop. Wanting to create as realistic a character as possible, he’d contacted the PD for some background, and had ended up spending quite a bit of time with Jim Briggs, a lieutenant who, it turned out, was a fan. The two of them had kept in touch, sort of, and he had recently sent Jim a copy of Across the Divide.

			On impulse, he walked across the street instead of over to his car. Maybe Rosita was right. Maybe that question on the test wasn’t legal.

			In front of the station, a uniformed officer was inspecting a rundown VW van, while a bushy-bearded bald man, clearly the van’s owner, stood off to the side, watching. Todd remembered that ritual. As a college student, he’d seldom had enough money to maintain the old beater he drove, and more than once he’d gotten a fix-it ticket for driving with bald tires. In order to have the ticket dismissed, he’d had to buy new tires (or used tires with better tread) and then drive to the police station to have the car inspected.

			Thank God those days were gone.

			He walked up the short steps to the police station lobby and asked if, by any chance, Lieutenant Briggs was on duty. The young cleancut cadet behind the safety glass did not answer the question but asked in an almost comical attempt at a just-the-facts cop voice, “What is this matter concerning?”

			“Just tell him Todd Klein’s here.”

			For a second, it looked as though the cadet would not agree to deliver the message without additional information, but his own hesitance and Todd’s authoritative attitude must have convinced him otherwise, because he told Todd to wait and then disappeared for a moment, an equally young female cadet taking his place at the window.

			A short time later, there was a metallic click, and the door to the left of the window opened, a beaming Jim Briggs walking out. “Good to see you!”

			“You, too.”

			“And thanks for the book!”

			“No problem.”

			“So what brings you here?”

			Todd chuckled. “It’s a little weird, really. I was just at the DMV. Had to take the written test.”

			“Passed, I assume.”

			Todd was embarrassed. “Not exactly. But that’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” He saw the look on the lieutenant’s face. “I’m not asking you to intervene or anything,” he added quickly.

			“Good. Because we can’t—”	

			“I know. I’m just wondering if you’ve heard any complaints about… I’m not even sure how to put this.” He took a deep breath. “The test I took was on a computer. A few of the questions were just bizarre. They made no sense. But, okay, I can live with that. The last one, though, referenced a guy who called me on the phone this morning. The question asked if I thought I was a better driver than he was.”

			Jim laughed. “Seriously?”

			“It’s crazy, but it’s true, and what I want to know is, has anyone else complained about this? And is it legal? It seems like an invasion of privacy to me, at the very least.”

			The lieutenant grew more sober. “There’s definitely something wrong there, but as to whether it’s legal? You’d have to ask a lawyer. I can, say, however, that I haven’t heard about anything like this before. Not that the police department would be the place for people to take their complaints.”

			“It just seems like a huge abuse of authority.”

			“Agreed. I mean, if we wanted to tap a phone, we’d have to get a court order. I don’t see how the DMV could do such a thing.” He looked at Todd. “This is on the level, right? You’re not joking with me? This isn’t some kind of prank?”

			“Oh, it happened. That’s why I’m here.”

			“I’ll see what I can find,” Jim promised. “I have your email. I’ll ask around, let you know what I come up with.”

			“Thanks.”

			“You know,” Jim added, “you should put this in a book.”

			“That’s what my wife said.

			“Everyone hates the DMV anyway.”

			“She said that, too.”

			“Actually, during the height of the pandemic? My brother got a notice from the DMV, telling him that he had to go in and take the vision test and get his photo taken in order to renew his license. Supposedly, they were going to social distance and make sure everyone wore masks, but, hey, it’s still the DMV, so he didn’t want to go. He’d never gotten a ticket, never gotten in an accident, had been renewing through the mail each time, hadn’t had to get glasses or anything, but they still wanted him to come in for a photo shoot and vision test. He asked for a year’s extension, told them he was in daily contact with our dad, who’s old and has a heart condition. They turned him down flat. So he had to go in, endanger his life, endanger my dad’s life, and they made him take his mask off for the photo.”

			“So I take it the DMV is not your favorite agency?”

			“No, they are not.”

			Todd smiled. “Then any help you could give me would be greatly appreciated.”

			“You got it.” Jim turned back toward the closed door and motioned to the cadet behind the window. There was a click as the door was unlocked. He turned back toward Todd. “There was really a question about you, specifically? And your friend?”

			“Yep.”

			The lieutenant shook his head. “That’s just wrong.”

			“Yes,” Todd said, “it is.”


		


		
			NINE

			Jorge awoke in darkness. He had no idea what time or day it was. He was not even sure of the location of the “training camp” where he and the other “recruits” were currently staying, or, more accurately, being held. They had each been blindfolded on their way here, and all he knew was that they were at least three hours away from where they’d started, and that this DMV site was surrounded on every side by woods.

			The moment they’d arrived, as soon as they stepped off the bus, all of their personal belongings had been confiscated. Since then, they’d had no access to any phone and no access to the internet, so they were not able to communicate with their families in real time, although they were told that they were allowed to write letters, which made Jorge wonder how long they were going to be here.

			He had basically been forced into “training” for a job at the DMV. He hadn’t phrased it that way to Beverly, had put on a brave face, not wanting her to see that he’d been bullied by their two uninvited guests (although he was pretty sure she’d figured it out for herself. Beverly was quick like that.), but he didn’t want to work at the DMV, and definitely didn’t want to waste his time at some ridiculous camp. 

			On that first day, though, Jorge had to admit that he’d been very impressed with the setup here. It looked like something out of a movie. The bus had parked at the end of a cul-de-sac in front of a clean white two-story structure that housed a series of administrative offices and where, in the lobby, they were given a sort of informal orientation before each of them received a packet of training materials. Connected to that building by a series of concrete walkways were other buildings, equally new and equally modern. He learned later that one was a library/study center, two others contained classrooms, one was some type of conference center, and one was set aside for receation and exercise.

			In the center of the compound was a fully-staffed replica of a actual DMV office. They looked in through the glass doors on their second-day tour of the facilities, and were told that when they had become sufficiently familiar with the department’s procedures and protocols, they would be able to train there, using genuine DMV equipment, filling out real forms and assisting patrons with innumerable services in an authentic immersive environment. The facsimile DMV was truly impressive, bustling on both sides of the counter, with what appeared to be harried workers at their desks and lines of customers waiting to be served, all under bright flourescent lights. The setting was so realistic that when they turned away from the doors and found themselves back in the quiet of the camp, it was almost a shock.

			Their lodgings were in what looked from the outside like a hotel, although the accommodations were nowhere near as plush, and everyone was required to bunk with a roommate. Closer to a dorm room or a prison cell than a hotel suite, their quarters consisted of a sleeping area whose only furniture was two small beds and two small dressers, and an adjoining bathroom containing a toilet, sink and narrow shower stall, all shoved into a space barely bigger than a closet. There was a thin sliver of window in the center of a blank wall in the sleeping area, no window at all in the bathroom. 

			Jorge was sharing his room with a man named Durrell, a skinny buck-toothed white guy who looked as though he’d been recruited off skid row. The two of them had been assigned to the same accomodations that first evening, after an early dinner in the camp’s well-appointed cafeteria. 

			Ostensibly, Durrell was here for the same reason he was: DMV training. But over the past several days, the other man exhibited absolutely no aptitude for learning, and his marked lack of interest was matched only by his complete inability to successfully complete any assigned task or project. He talked constantly, however, and was always asking personal questions, which was probably the main reason Jorge did not trust the man. In fact, as the days passed, he was filled with the nagging sense that his roommate was not actually in training, but was a plant, sent by the DMV to gain his confidence and spy on him. As a result, he told Durrell nothing of consequence, speaking only when he was forced to do so and only of general topics or subjects pertaining to their training. 

			The other recruits had been paired off just as he and Durrell were, and Jorge was suspicious of that, too. It was possible that they were all legitimate job applicants, but it was also possible that each pair consisted of a trainee—and a person assigned by the DMV to watch the trainee.

			Hell, it was possible that he was the only recruit in the entire camp, and everyone else was there to spy on him. 

			Mind games.

			Jorge stared into the gloom. There were no clocks in their room, and with their phones and watches confiscated it was impossible to tell what time it was, but it was dark out, which meant that morning could be anywhere from one to six hours away. Closing his eyes, he tried to go back to sleep but was unable to do so, and he remained restless in bed, unwillingly awake. 

			Far too slowly, the world outside the thin window grew lighter, black ever so gradually shading into gray, and as soon as he could make out the contours of the room without having to turn on the light, Jorge got out of bed, grabbed the clothes that he’d placed on top of his dresser, and went into the bathroom. He closed and locked the door before turning on the light, and sat down on the closed lid of the toilet. He wished he had his phone. Hell, he’d be happy with a book at this point, even though he could not remember the last time he’d read one.

			What he wanted most was to escape from this place, to get back home, but that, it seemed, was impossible. 

			Training was conducted on a strict schedule, and while classes took up much of each day, there was definitely plenty of downtime. On his second afternoon here, during an hour-long break, Jorge had attempted to explore the grounds, to venture beyond the core buildings on the cul-de-sac, but a short time out, he’d run into a barrier, a high concrete wall that looked like it should be surrounding a prison. There were no guard towers, but there was barbed wire at the top, and despite the cheerful murals of cars and streets and freeways painted on the flat cement, it was clear that the towering barricade was meant to not only discourage but prevent people from both entering and leaving the camp.

			As an experiment, Jorge walked along the edge of the wall, looking for some type of door or gate, but there was nothing, and when his inner timeclock told him it was time to get back for his next class, he retraced his steps and returned to the campus.

			He had gone into the woods not only to discover if there was a way out, and, possibly, learn where they were geographically, but also to get away from everyone else and be alone.

			He didn’t think he was alone, though. He could have sworn that he was being followed, that someone was tailing him, because each time he stopped walking, he heard several seconds of noise not his own, crunching sounds, as though a person was walking over leaves and rocks and dirt. Once, he thought he saw a shadowy figure duck behind a pine tree.

			The surveillance was unsettling but entirely believable. It seemed to him that this was as much a concentration camp as a training camp, and Jorge vowed that as soon as he was released, he would bring everything to light. These bastards were going to pay.

			In the meantime, he would toe the line, bide his time and do everything he could to make them think he was falling for their happy horseshit. He knew the whole point of this camp was to break him down, brainwash him, make him into a good soldier, but there was no way in hell that was going to happen. He wasn’t some weak-minded pato who could be programmed to join the team. He knew exactly what was going on and was well prepared for it.

			Jorge heard Durrell stirring on the other side of the door. Taking off his pajamas, he got into the shower. The warm water felt good, but it didn’t last long, and he finished pretty quickly. He would have taken an even shorter shower had he been rooming with someone else, but Durrell washed himself only every other day and wouldn’t need hot water this morning.

			The bathroom was pleasantly steamy, and he dressed slowly, enjoying it

			“Why so long in the bathroom?” Durrell asked when he came out. “Spankin’ your franklin?”

			Jorge didn’t bother to answer. He’d gotten used to his roommate’s rude remarks, and while Durrell might think his witless banter was helping them bond, it just made Jorge think he was a jerk. A redneck jerk.

			That was another thing Jorge had noticed about the camp. The lack of diversity. From his own observation, many people of color seemed to work at his local DMV. At least, it appeared that way whenever he was there. But here at the training site, there was…him. Everyone else was white. There was no one else Hispanic, and no one Asian, African-American or anything else.

			That seemed suspicious. 

			The actual training was going well, however. For the moment, they were alternating between two classrooms, a small one with only a blackboard and two rows of desk chairs, and a bigger one with computer stations for each of them. Against his will, Jorge found the classes interesting. He was legitimately learning a lot, and even if he didn’t end up working for the Department of Motor Vehicles—and he had absolutely no intention of doing so—the skills he gained would definitely help him find employment elsewhere.

			The strange thing was that only trainees seemed to be living here at the camp. As far as he could tell, they were out in the middle of nowhere—so where did the instructors stay? Or the administrators and service workers? Or the “customers” and “staff” of the replicated DMV office? Were they driven in each day? There was zero indication of that—no vehicles ever seemed to enter or leave the camp—but neither, as far as he could tell, were there any accomodations for them.

			The whole thing was confusing.

			Early on, he had tried talking this over with Durrell and his other fellow “recruits,” but he’d quickly determined from their lack of curiosity that they had no interest in learning about this place where they were confined.

			Another reason to be suspicious of them. 

			There’d been no sign of “Mr. White” or “Mr. Black” since he’d arrived, but the individuals conducting the training program, as well as the considerable support staff, all had similarly suspect names: Mr. Street, Ms. Rhodes, Mr. Light, Ms. Trucks.

			While Durrell was in the bathroom getting dressed, Jorge walked over to the cafeteria. Assigned partners were supposed to eat breakfast together, but after that first morning, Jorge had successfully avoided going anywhere with Durrell. The last thing he wanted to do was spend more time with that hillbilly than he had to.

			He was the first recruit to arrive, and after picking up a plate of French toast with bacon and a cup of black coffee, he sat down at a table near one of the windows, looking out at the administration building as he ate. A few minutes later, Jean, one of six women in their group of trainees, walked over and, without asking, sat down at his table and set her tray down. “Good morning,” she said.

			He nodded silently. He resented her being here, and wondered why she hadn’t chosen to sit at one of the other, empty tables. The two of them had never really spoken before, and it was odd that she’d suddenly decided to sit with him.

			“So how do you think things are going?” Jean asked.

			He came right out and said it. “Are you here to spy on me?”

			“What?” Her surprise was genuine, but he couldn’t tell if she was startled by the accusation or by the fact that he had correctly guessed her intent.

			Her followup reaction was equally suspect. She laughed. A not very believable laugh.

			Jorge looked straight into her eyes. “I was asking if you sat down at my table in order to spy on me.”

			Jean stood, picking up her tray. “If I’m not wanted…”

			“You’re not.”

			Offended or mock-offended—it was impossible to tell which—she left, moving to another table, but soon after, Al, a burly talkative truckdriver who’d told Todd on the first day that he was applying for a job at the DMV because he wanted to change careers and “become one of the regulators instead of the regulated,” sat down in her vacated seat. His partner, Jay, was right behind him. “Where’s Durrell?” Jay asked.

			Jorge refused to look up from his plate. “Don’t know, don’t care.”

			“You know,” Al said, “that was pretty good yesterday when—”

			“I don’t get why you’re here,” Jorge said.

			The other men looked at each other, seemingly puzzled.

			“There are plenty of empty tables, it’s pretty clear I’m not a morning person, and you’ve never eaten with me before. What’s so special about today?”

			Jay seemed flustered. “Well, we…”

			Jorge stood. “The table’s all yours.” He had finished eating, and he took a last sip of his coffee before walking away and leaving his plate and cup behind.

			Outside, he breathed deeply. The air seemed cooler than it should be for this time of year, making him think that wherever this place might be, it was probably at a higher altitude than home.

			Home.

			What did Beverly think was going on? He had no idea, but he was sure that she missed him as much as he missed her. Hopefully, she was looking into this, trying to find a way to get in touch with him and maybe, eventually, get him out of here. Because she had to know that this wasn’t the way a real recruitment worked. Whether it was a private corporation or a government agency, thugs didn’t just show up to your house and take you away for “training.” There was something seriously wrong here, and Jorge hoped that Beverly was smart enough to rope in Rosita and get her involved, because if anyone would know how to take this on, it was his sister.

			He probably had over an hour until the first class today. Not everyone had come to breakfast yet, and they always gave everyone plenty of time to eat, as well as some time afterward, before starting instruction. There were no clocks in the camp, but a series of bells alerted them as to when activities began and ended. The one for the initiation of breakfast had sounded only recently, which meant that he had some time before the bell signifying the end of the meal would ring, and another five or ten minutes before the start of classes.

			It was an opportunity to explore a little, and he slowed his pace, glancing around.  There were surveillance cameras on the roofs and side walls of every building, no doubt, trained on this entire area, but he saw no one about, other than a few straggling recruits walking toward the cafeteria. If anyone was outside and watching him, Jorge could not see them, and he decided to take a chance. Sauntering casually, he followed the walkway that led around the library and study center…then continued on, stepping off the concrete path at a point where the foliage was thickest. He maintained an air of nonchalance, as though this was something he did all the time.

			Jorge smiled to himself. If any of those whitebread nazis attempted to stop him, he would say it was a cultural thing. Si, Mexicans liked to walk after breakfast. It helped to digest.

			But no one stopped him, and moments later he was in the woods, out of sight of any building. He paused to listen, but heard no sounds other than crows cawing overhead and a nearby scuttling lizard. 

			There was no indication that he was being followed.

			This direction was opposite of the one in which he had gone before, and the terrain here was slightly different. On the other side of the camp, it had been flat, and he’d encountered nothing other than trees and bushes before reaching the wall. But here, there were jutting rocks and a dry stream bed, as well as a wide arroyo. If there were a wall here, it was farther away from the buildings than it had been on the other side, and soon he was so far out in the wilderness that he wondered if he would even be able to hear the bells if they rang.

			Keeping an eye out for hidden surveillance equipment, Jorge decided to go down into the arroyo. If there were some sort of barrier marking the edge of the DMV’s property, it was conceivable that this ravine might continue to run beneath it.

			He was attempting to keep track of time, but that was almost impossible without a watch or phone. He figured he still had a good half-hour until class started, though, and while it would probably take him longer to climb out of the arroyo than go into it, he should at least be able to check it out and get an idea of what was down there before having to return.

			He started walking along the edge, looking for a path.

			What would happen if he didn’t show up for instruction today? he wondered. Undoubtedly, they would send someone after him. And after he was found? It would be nice to think that he would be expelled from the program and sent home, but Jorge doubted that would be the outcome. More likely, he would be punished, and as crazy as it sounded, he could see himself not just confined to quarters but imprisoned in some sort of cell— or even beaten.

			Could he hide out here and avoid them until he found a way to escape?

			That seemed unlikely, and Jorge decided that his best bet would be to return on time and avoid arousing suspicion.

			So maybe he’d save the arroyo for another time.

			He could still walk along the edge of it, though.

			He continued on, peering through the trees and trying to find another wall, but the way ahead was unobstructed by anything manmade, and it was clear to him that the DMV owned far more land on this side of the camp than the other. 

			Why? Jorge wondered. Was there something out here?    

			He continued on, thinking that he should probably turn back soon. Moving away from the arroyo, he followed what looked like some type of animal trail through the woods.

			The buzzing was so subtle at first that he thought it was his imagination or the result of an auditory problem. Too much wax in his ears, perhaps. But the sound grew stronger, and Jorge quickly realized that the noise was coming from up ahead. He’d been about to return to the compound, but he pressed on a little further, walking rapidly. Through the trees and bushes, in stark contrast to the surrounding greens and browns, he could see a series of off-white objects clustered together in a grassy clearing. They were far taller than he was, and symmetrical in shape, but it was impossible to tell what they were.

			The closer he approached, the louder the buzzing grew. It sounded like…bees, and as he slipped sideways between two sticker bushes, Jorge understood that the whitish things in the clearing were hives. 

			He stopped and stood at the edge of the glade. The beehives resembled nothing so much as a small city, although, looking at them, Jorge was not even sure that they were beehives. Rather than the roundish blobs hanging from trees that he’d seen in illustrations for children’s books, or the stacks of white boxes that modern beekeepers tended, these objects were sculpted out of what appeared to be honey-filled wax fashioned into geometric shapes. Swarms of the insects, thousands of them, moved purposefully around and between the shapes in ordered uniformity. He was hypnotized by their movement, and their buzzing no longer sounded like undifferentiated noise to him but a song or language. It rose and fell, displayed different tones and registers, had a sort of rhythm.

			Above or behind the buzzing, Jorge heard the sound of crackling leaves and rustling bushes. Someone running. More than one person. Seconds later, his arms were grabbed from behind.

			Yanked around and found himself facing two men in security guard uniforms. The one holding his arms was younger than he was, with a shaved head and an angry expression. The other was heavy and older, with a thick mustache. “This is a restricted area,” he said.

			“Sorry,” Jorge told him. “I didn’t know.”

			The skinhead leaned forward. “The shit you didn’t, wetback.”

			Jorge looked him in the eye, spit on the ground. “Pendejo.”

			“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

			“It’s how your mama described you last night.”

			The older man laughed. “Come on,” he said, slapping his partner on the shoulder. “Let him go. He needs to get back to his training.”

			Indeed, faintly, from far away, Jorge heard the bell announcing that breakfast was over.

			The skinhead let go of him, and although his first impulse was to kick that racist’s ass, Jorge managed to restrain himself.

			The older guard pointed. “Head straight through there. It may not look like it, but it’s a shortcut.”

			Jorge nodded.

			“And make sure you don’t come back. This area’s restricted.”

			He didn’t respond but set off the way he’d been directed. Oh, he was coming back here, Jorge thought. Something was being kept secret, and if they didn’t want him here, this was exactly where he ought to be looking for it.

			He made it back to the classroom just as the final bell rang.  


		


		
			TEN

			Opening the mailbox, Danny saw on top of the small stack of bills and ads a purple-edged envelope from the DMV. He frowned. That couldn’t be right. He hadn’t taken the driving test yet, and his learner’s permit wouldn’t expire for another four months. Looking at the envelope more carefully, he saw that it was addressed to his dad.   

			His mom pulled the stack of mail out of his hands as he brought it into the house. She frowned as she saw the top envelope. “What is this?” She tore it open, her expression growing increasingly confused as she scanned the single sheet within.

			“What’s it say?” Danny asked. If it involved his dad, he wanted to know.

			“It’s about the Jeep,” she said. She reached a point where something in the notice shocked her, and a look of black anger animated her features. “What the hell?”

			“What is it?”

			His mom glanced up. “The Jeep was used in some sort of robbery, and it says that makes Daddy legally liable.”

			“Even though he’s…?” Danny could not even say the word.  

			“Well, we’re responsible now. Or, rather, I’m responsible.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“I don’t know, but it doesn’t make any sense. He sold that junker three years ago. If the new owner used it in a crime, what does it have to do with us? It’s that guy’s fault. Or whoever he sold it to.”

			Danny took the paper from his mom’s hand and read it. The consequences weren’t spelled out, but it did say that because his dad was “legally liable” for “providing material assistance in the commission of a felony” there would be “significant penalties.”

			His mom was right. It didn’t make any sense. How could a Jeep they no longer owned be their responsibility?

			“Do you know who he sold it to?” Danny asked.

			“I’ll have to look it up. There’s probably a file for it.” Her voice softened. “Daddy was always good about that. He kept track of everything.” 

			That was true, Danny thought, and, as stupid as it was, recollection of his dad’s organizational skills made him tear up. 

			Almost anything connected to his dad brought tears to his eyes now. There was so much about his father that he’d taken for granted, and it was only since he’d been gone that Danny realized how truly lucky he had been, how lucky they had all been, to have him.

			Needing time alone, Danny went back to his room, holding in his tears until closing the door behind him, then angrily wiping his eyes. He hated feeling like this, and the horrible part was that there was no one who could make him feel better. His dad was the one who’d been chief consoler in the family. His mom was naturally more negative, and his dad had always been the one telling them to cheer up, look on the bright side, that whatever was weighing them down was only temporary and would soon be gone.

			But this was not something that was ever going to go away. It was the way life was now. The way it was going to be forever.

			Moments later, his mom knocked lightly on his closed door, then pushed it open. “I found it,” she said. “The paperwork for the Jeep. I thought we’d sold it to someone, because I remember several people coming to look at it, but it turns out Daddy donated it to a children’s charity. I guess the tax write off was more than what he’d get for that hunk of junk if he sold it. I have the title transfer here, though, and the receipt for the donation, so there’s no way we can be blamed for anything. Although how a charity got itself involved in a robbery is a mystery. Probably one of their loser volunteers took the Jeep.”

			“So what are you going to do?” Danny asked.

			“I’ll call the DMV and try to straighten this thing out, if I can get through. But I want you on the other line,” she told him. “I want a witness.”

			He held up his phone. “Do you want me to record it?”

			“I’m pretty sure that’s illegal, but there’s no way for you to know that, so, yeah, that’s a great idea.” She thought for a moment. “You know what? I’ll put it on speaker. That’ll make things easier.”

			Danny followed his mother out to the living room, where they both sat down on the couch. She gave him time to set things up, then took the cordless phone out of its cradle, dialed the number listed on the masthead of the letter, pressed the speaker button and put the phone on the coffee table before them. Danny pushed Record and placed his phone next to hers.

			There were layers of robo-messages to get through before she reached an actual person, so many that Danny deleted his recording and started again, twice. But finally, a Ralph Brandt came on the line, and his mom patiently explained that three years ago her late husband had turned over the title of his Jeep and donated the vehicle to the Underprivileged Children’s Relief Organization. She had the paperwork to prove it and could send it to him if need be.

			“Unfortunately,” Brandt said, “that will not remedy the situation.”

			His mom pointed to his phone, and Danny checked to make sure it was still recording. It was.

			“What exactly does that mean?” his mom asked.

			“It means that we will still be impounding your…” He paused, apparently to look up the information. “Twenty-fifteen Kia Optima and your two thousand-and-eight Honda Accord.”

			“What? You can’t do that!”

			“Because your Jeep Cherokee was used in the commission of a robbery, asset forfeiture laws allow us to confiscate any other vehicles registered in your name.”  

			“You’re joking, right?”

			“No, sir.

			“I’m a woman,” his mom said drily. “I’m not a sir.”

			“I’m sorry, sir.”

			Danny frowned. Was the man saying that on purpose in order to make his mom mad? If so, it was working. He could see her face reddening, and he prayed that she didn’t make the situation worse by yelling or calling the man names.

			To his surprise, her voice remained calm. “As I said, my late husband donated that Jeep three years ago and gave up the title to it. The vehicle is not now, nor has it ever been, in my name or the names of my children. I have documents to back all of this up, and if you attempt in any way to blame us for something involving that Jeep when it was owned by someone else, I will see you in court.”

			Brandt was equally calm. “We will be by to take possession of your vehicles at our earliest convenience. Thank you for your time, sir.”

			The line went dead.

			Danny reached for his phone, checking the playback. “Got it!”

			“Can you believe that guy? He thinks he can steal our cars because someone drove the Jeep to a robbery?” He could hear the anger in her voice. “I’ve a good mind to sue that charity. It’s their fault, as far as I’m concerned. After I sue Ralph Brandt and the DMV.”

			“You should call Channel Four,” Danny said. “Or Channel Seven. They have those guys who help people fight companies and stuff when they’re being cheated. Consumer advocates. They could sort this out. No one wants bad publicity.”

			“That’s an excellent idea.” His mom smiled at him. “I probably don’t tell you enough, but you’re a good kid. We’re...I’m lucky to have you.”

			We’re.

			She’d caught herself, but it slipped out anyway. They still weren’t used to his dad being gone, and sometimes it took a moment to remember that he was no longer here.

			Danny stared hard at the phone in his hand, willing himself not to cry.

			“But what do we do if they just show up in the middle of the night and tow the cars away?” she mused. “I need my car to go to work.”

			Grateful to have something else to focus on, Danny felt the potential for tears recede. “We can’t put them in the garage because it’s too crowded.”

			His mom’s eyes widened. “Mrs. Burkholder’s garage is empty. She’d probably let us put one of the cars in there.”

			“Do you really think they’d just…take our cars?” Danny asked. 

			“There’s no doubt in my mind. You heard that guy.” She thought for a moment. “I’m going to go next door and talk to Mrs. Burkholder.”

			“I’m staying here,” Danny said.

			She looked at him. “I assume you have homework.”

			“That’s my plan.” He smiled. “Not that I wouldn’t love seeing Mrs. Burkholder.”

			His mom laughed. “Get out of here.”

			Danny was halfway through his geometry assignment when he heard a car door slam and looked out his bedroom window to see his Mom backing the Kia out of the driveway. He leaned to the left so he could see Mrs. Burkholder’s house next door and watched as his mom pulled the car into her garage.

			One down and one to go.

			Apparently, none of their neighbors had space in their garage for the Honda, but twenty minutes later his mom moved the car across the street into the Lees’ driveway. “Maybe they won’t see it if it’s at someone else’s house,” she told him after coming back inside. “They might think twice if they think they’re stealing someone else’s car,”

			“They’ll know it’s ours,” Danny pointed out. “It has our license plate.”

			“I guess we’ll have to take our chances.”  Frowning, she looked around. “Where is your sister? Isn’t she home yet?”

			Danny had no idea where Jill was. He wanted to say that it wasn’t his job to keep track of her, but he knew that wasn’t fair to his mom. She had a lot on her plate these days—too much—and he should probably step up and help out more. Besides, telling her that it wasn’t his job to watch Jill was an old answer, the type he would have given if his dad was still here. Now it really was his responsibility to help look out for his sister, and the truth was that he’d been doing a poor job of it. 

			“I don’t know,” he admitted.

			His mom sighed. “What am I going to do with her?”

			Ever since their dad’s death, Jill had been spiralling more and more out of control. Maybe because she’d been the one to find him, and had had to deal with 911 and the paramedics all by herself before he and his mom had arrived. Danny understood, but that still didn’t excuse her behavior.  

			The other day, after school, walking past Taco Bell on his way home, he was pretty sure he’d seen his sister come out of the fast food restaurant and get into a car with a man. Not an older student, a man. Danny hadn’t said anything to her about it and had definitely not told their mom, but it had been gnawing at him ever since. He could think of very few reasons why she would get into a strange man’s car—and none of them were good.

			He was scared for her, but he was also scared of her, and as a result he did nothing but brood about it, although he promised himself that if he saw something more conclusive, something that couldn’t be explained away, he would tell their mom.

			When Jill finally arrived home, after he and his mom had finished dinner, after not calling or answering her phone, it seemed as though she might have been drinking. Danny tensed up as she too-carefully closed the front door and their mom practically leaped out of her seat and stormed over to the entryway. “And just where the hell have you been?”

			He didn’t want to be here for this and quickly left to hide in his room. The yelling from the front of the house grew louder, and he put on headphones, letting music drown out the noise. Once again, he felt sorry for his mom. Their dad had usually been the one to mete out punishment when he or Jill did something wrong. Or both parents had acted in tandem. Now his mom had to do everything herself.

			He had a lot of homework tonight. He’d finished his math and biology assignments and was lying down on his bed, halfway through the four chapters he had to read in The Scarlet Letter, when the door to his bedroom opened. He took off his headphones, expecting his mom to come in and smooth things over, tell him the fight with Jill was finished, but it was his sister who walked through the door, and she quickly closed it behind her.

			“Can we talk?” she said.

			It was rare enough that Jill spoke to him in a way that wasn’t either mean or condescending, but coming into his room was downright strange.

			Maybe she was drunk.

			He sat up in bed, and she sat down next to him, glancing anxiously at the door. “I need to tell you something, but you can’t let Mom know.”

			“What is it?”

			“Promise me.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’m serious. You cannot tell Mom. No matter what.” She grabbed his forearm, squeezed it. “Swear. Swear on your life.”

			“I swear!” he said, trying to pull away. “Ow!” Her fingernails hurt.

			Jill let go of him. “Okay, then. Okay.” 

			But she didn’t say anything else, appeared to be thinking, and finally he had to prod her. “What?”

			She took a deep breath. “I saw an accident today. Hit and run. A woman pushing a stroller was run over. I think both her and the baby were killed.”

			“Oh, my God.”

			“That’s not the worst part.” His sister looked genuinely distressed, and Danny felt a wave of gooseflesh surf down his bare arms. 

			“What’s the worst part?”

			“You can’t tell Mom!”

			“I won’t!”

			“The guy driving the car,” she said, and her voice was almost a whisper. “It was Daddy.”

			 

			 

			 

			 

		


		
			ELEVEN

			Murdoch called on him as soon as he arrived Friday morning.

			Zal dropped his stuff off at his workstation and went into the manager’s office, automatically closing the door behind him. “What’s up?” He tried to appear nonchalant, but it was rare for Murdoch to meet privately with any of them, and behind his calm facade, Zal was desperately trying to think if he’d done anything wrong. Was it possible that the DMV project wouldn’t require quite as many hands on deck as originally thought? Could he be getting laid off?

			“Sit down,” the manager said, and Zal did so.

			“We need you to sign a non-disclosure agreement. Or, rather, the DMV needs you to sign a non-disclosure agreement. It’s pretty standard,” he said. “Just like us, they have proprietary intellectual property to protect, and they want to make sure they’re guaranteed legal recourse should any of us share it with someone unauthorized.”

			Zal relaxed.

			Murdoch took a stapled set of papers from the top of a pile on his desk. He handed the packet to Zal. “Look this over and sign it.”

			“This definitely isn’t standard,” Zal said, as he began scanning the top page. He looked up. “Have you actually read this?”

			Murdoch looked embarrassed. “Well…not the whole thing. I glanced at it. It seemed pretty boilerplate to me—”

			“‘Dissemination of any Department of Motor Vehicles protocol to any individual beyond those specifically tasked with incorporating said protocol into one or more computer programs designed to streamline or make more efficient a Department process utilized by a Department employee shall be subject to punishment involving but not limited to intense physical pain,’” Zal quoted. “Does that sound boilerplate?”

			“Let me see that.” 

			Zal handed him the page, pointing to the paragraph he’d just read.

			“Holy shit. You weren’t joking.”

			“No.”

			“Don’t sign a thing. We need to run this by Legal.” 

			“I wasn’t going to sign it.”

			“Holy shit,” Murdoch said again. “I already signed that thing. So did Judi and Said and Rory and Ken. I was calling Bernard in here after you.” He flipped the pages. “There’s probably more in here, too.”

			“What happens if they don’t back down? What if they say we have to sign it as is? Do we lose the account?”

			“I don’t know,” Murdoch admitted. “That’s above my pay grade.”

			“For the record, I’m not going to leak any information or compromise anything. So punishment’s not going to apply to me. But, out of general principle, I don’t want to be threatened with torture or death or anything.”

			“I think we’re all with you on that.” The manager put the packet down in front of him. “I’ll make some calls.”

			“Let me know what happens.” 

			On the way back to his cubicle, Zal stopped by Bernard’s desk to tell him about the NDA.

			“I knew this was going to happen.”

			“I call BS,” Zal said.

			“Okay, maybe not this exactly. And maybe not right at this moment. But I saw the writing on the wall during the pandemic, when businesses started ordering people back to work too early, without providing protection, expecting employees to sacrifice their health and put their lives in danger to maintain company profits. It was only a matter of time before those bastards demanded that employees submit to physical punishment for the good of the company. They think they own us.”

			“Murdoch’s having Legal look it over.”

			“And what do you think they’re going to find? I guarantee you, they’ll say it’s legit.” He threw down his pencil. “I’m not signing it. I’ll quit, find another job, but they’re not bullying me into letting them have dominion over my body.”

			“It won’t come to that.”

			“Won’t it? We’ll see.” 

			Zal returned to his own cubicle and started working, but after seeing that NDA, Bernard’s paranoia didn’t seem so paranoid. He glanced toward Murdoch’s closed door and wondered how this was going to shake out. Could he afford to quit if he had to? The house was his free and clear, but he definitely didn’t have much in the bank.

			He hoped it wouldn’t get that far.      

			The morning sped by, and at eleven-thirty he met Violet for lunch. 	They’d been eating lunch with her every day, but this time Bernard wasn’t going to be there, so in his mind that made it almost like…a date.

			Zal hadn’t told her that he’d be alone, not wanting to scare her off, and sure enough, the first thing she said when she entered the break room and saw him sitting alone at a table was, “Where’s Bernard?”

			“Out with his wife,” Zal said. “I’m pretty sure they had some sort of fight and he’s trying to make up with her. Bernard’s usually not a go-out-to-lunch kind of guy.”

			Violet smiled as she took her food out of the refrigerator. “I noticed.”

			He suddenly felt awkward. Had she noticed the same thing about him? What else might she have noticed? Was it possible she might want to go out to lunch with him sometime? 

			He wished Bernard was there as a buffer.

			But they talked easily, as they always did, and for the first time, maybe because Bernard wasn’t there, Violet actually opened up a little about her personal life. He found out that she was twenty-six years old and lived with her parents; that her mom was from El Salvador, her dad from Canada; that she had one younger sister, a bachelor’s degree in English, and no idea why she’d been hired here since she had no interest in computers and had only applied for the researcher position because she hadn’t been able to get a job anywhere else.

			He opened up, too. The story of his parents was kind of heavy, so he stayed away from that, but he told her a little about his dorky teenage years, his college days, and how he’d started working here right out of school.

			Things were going so well that he almost got up the nerve to ask her out on a real date, but the break room filled up all of a sudden, five people entering at once, and he didn’t have a chance to steer the conversation in that direction. 

			They talked awhile longer, and he walked her back to her department, both of them smiling shyly as they said goodbye.

			“See you on Monday!” she called as he was walking away.

			He turned back and waved. “You, too!”

			You, too? Zal cringed as he hurried around the corner. What did that mean? He needed to up his game if he ever hoped to move beyond the acquaintanceship stage.

			It was Friday, and later that afternoon, before they left for the weekend, Murdoch called everyone into the conference room. In his hand were single sheets of paper, and he handed one to each employee as he or she walked in. “Non-disclosure agreement,” he announced when they were all seated. “From the DMV. The previous NDAs that some of you signed were completely unacceptable and have been invalidated. What you have in your hands is a new agreement provided to us by the Department of Motor Vehicles that is intended to protect their intellectual property, which includes the systems we will be working on.”

			Zal glanced down at the sheet. It consisted of a single simple paragraph stating that any contractor hired to work on an assignment for the DMV must promise not to share or divulge information to anyone not specifically authorized to work on the same project. There was no mention of any form of punishment, only the vague phrase “legally liable.”

			“The DMV said the other ones were a joke sent out by an ex-employee. As soon as Legal looked it over and contacted them, they immediately sent over this correct wording. So look it over, let me know if you have any questions, and if everything looks copacetic, sign the agrement and hand it back.” 

			Zal read the paragraph once more before signing.

			He could live with this, he decided. It was normal.

			Next to him, Bernard was signing his agreement as well, and as soon as Murdoch had collected their forms, the two of them left the conference room and went back to their workstations to pick up their personal stuff before heading home. 

			“Any plans for the weekend?” Bernard asked.

			“Yes, indeed. Tomorrow I go to traffic school.”

			“That’s tomorrow?”

			“Time flies. Although, technically, it’s not called traffic school anymore. It’s behavioral training.”

			“They think that’s a better name?” Bernard shook his head. “Orwellian.”

			“What about you?”

			“Yard work tomorrow. And Sunday? A fun time with the in-laws. My life’s always a party.”

			They walked outside, heading toward their separate cars.

			“Later,” Bernard said.

			Zal waved. “Later.”

			****

			Traffic school was held in a room at the north county courthouse, which, luckily for Zal, was just a mile or two from home. He arrived fifteen minutes early, and there were only a few cars in the large upper parking lot, with a smattering of men and women standing outside the closed courthouse waiting for it to open. He sat in his car for another five minutes, playing a game on his phone, until he saw people start to go in. By this time, more individuals had arrived, and he accompanied a small group through the open glass doors into the courthouse’s high modern entryway, following a series of paper signs taped to the walls that led them into what would be their classroom for the day.

			Zal wasn’t sure if they were in what was ordinarily a jury deliberation room or some type of meeting space, but it was slightly smaller than a regular classroom, and in the center two long tables and one shorter table were arranged in an open rectangle, with a dark wood podium at the front. Behind the podium, next to a square television on a rolling metal stand, stood a short-haired, clean-shaven man wearing a white shirt and red tie. On a smaller table next to the television was what appeared to be a stack of workbooks and a box of pencils.

			The man waited silently until all of them had arrived, glancing between a clock on the wall and a pile of notecards on the lectern. There were chairs enough for sixteen people around the table, and when all of the seats were filled, the instructor walked over and closed the door.

			“Good morning,” he said. “I am Mr. Ford, and I will be your instructor today. You are all attending behavioral training class because you committed moving violations and have chosen to learn from your mistakes rather than pay for them. I know what you’re expecting from my class. Red Asphalt, right? Footage from real accidents meant to scare the crap out of you. I don’t do that here. Today, instead, we’re going to talk about what, specifically, each of you did wrong and discuss what we can do to avoid such mistakes in the future. We will go over the most common moving violations, the most frequently ignored traffic laws and regulations, as well as misconceptions about the police, the highway patrol, and traffic enforcement.”     

			He smiled at them. “It is the DMV that has arranged, through your various local police departments, to allow you to be here today and expunge the citations you received from your records. If it were not for behavioral training class, you would have to pay for your tickets and be dinged by your insurance companies for your infractions. So, before we start, I think it would be appropriate for us to give thanks to the organization that has generously granted you this opportunity. All hail the DMV!”

			Zal and the other students looked at each other.

			“Let me explain how this works,” Mr. Ford said patiently. “If you are going to get credit for this class and have your record expunged, you will need me to sign off on it. My signature is required. If I don’t sign and stamp your forms, they don’t count. And I will only sign and stamp them if you pass my class. And a big part of the class is participation. So when I say, ‘All hail the DMV,’ you say, ‘All hail the DMV.’ Got it? Good. Let’s try it again. All hail the DMV!”

			“All hail the DMV,” Zal repeated with the others.

			“A fine start, but I want you to show a little more enthusiasm. All hail the DMV!”

			“All hail the DMV!”

			“Say it like you mean it. All hail the DMV!”

			“All hail the DMV!”

			“All hail the DMV!”

			“ALL HAIL THE DMV!”

			The instructor smiled. “That’s more like it!”

			Whatever Zal had expected from traffic school, this was not it, and a cold shiver of apprehension passed through him as he looked around at his fellow classmates.

			But the rest of the class was more normal than that initial cultish chant had led him to expect. In the morning, they did indeed share the reasons they had each received a ticket, going over how they should have behaved instead. They also went over hypothetical situations in a workbook, addressing problems both individually and in small groups. After returning from lunch, Mr. Ford lectured about common mistakes made by drivers, and discussed helpful strategies for dealing with problems such as road rage, tired driving, and the gap between the posted speed limit and the flow of traffic.

			It was only at the end of the day, when he led them in a bizarre singalong, passing out photocopied lyrics to a song extoling the virtues of the DMV to the tune of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,” that things got weird again. But after four attempts, they finally sang the paean to his satisfaction, got their forms signed and stamped, and were released.

			In what was perhaps an attempt to test whether or not they had learned anything in traffic school, a police car was stationed right outside the courthouse parking lot, ready to pull them over if they committed an infraction. Hands at ten and two, Zal drove carefully past the cop, five miles under the speed limit, not relaxing until he was nearly home. 

			After making himself an early dinner of Top Ramen and eating it while he watched the last half of a butchered version of Tron on a local independent station, Zal went online to see what everyone was playing. Altair Assault was over, but Yung and Javier were both two hours into Zombie Air Force, an oldie but a goodie, and Zal was about to join them when a message popped up on his screen. He assumed it was from one of his friends, but when he read the words, he discovered that it was from someone at the DMV. Or, more likely, automatically generated by one of the DMV computer programs.

			Mr. Tombasian,

			Thank you for signing the Department of Motor Vehicles’ Non-Disclosure Agreement in preparation for your work on the departments’s online scheduling, permit and licensing systems. Congratulations also on successfully completing your behavioral training course! 

			We value you.

			The Department of Motor Vehicles

			To Zal’s right, his printer suddenly sprang to life, and he jumped, startled. Seconds later, a sheet of paper slid out and onto the ground, and he reached down to pick it up. It looked like some sort of certificate, with fancy curlicued edging creating a square in the middle of the rectangular paper. In the upper half of the square, in bold calligraphy, was his name, in all caps: ZAL TOMBASIAN. Below that, in a considerably plainer font, were the words: You Are A Superstar!  To both sides of the oddly childish message were printed yellow stars with happy smiling faces.

			The printer turned itself off.

			Zal sat there. Staring at the certificate. Wondering why he had gotten it.

			And what it could possibly mean.


		


		
			TWELVE

			It was midafternoon, and Todd was restless.

			He was usually restless after a new book came out, and even if he was already working on something else, he was often at loose ends during the day, not knowing what to do with himself. More than once, he had ended up wasting his time researching the whereabouts of long ago acquaintances: a friend from third grade, a bully who’d threatened him in junior high, a girl he’d gone out with one time in college. Each time, he wound up wondering how things might be different today if he had stayed in touch with those people, if his life had taken another route, and that train of thought always ended up making him feel sad. Not for who or where he was now—this was without a doubt the best possible life he could have had—but because his options were not as wide open as they had once been, because time had robbed him of potential. He was who he was, and this was it.

			Todd got up and went into the kitchen, opening the refrigerator to see if there was anything he wanted to eat. He wasn’t really hungry, and nothing looked particularly appetizing, so he went outside for a short walk. Halfway down the block, he realized that he wasn’t really in a walking mood, so he went back home, got himself a glass of water and decided to check his email.

			The first one, sent less than an hour ago, was from his publisher. Not Chyla or his editor, but Karen Heller, president of the publishing house. She wanted Todd to blurb a book from a first-time novelist. Todd had only written blurbs for a handful of books and was always flattered when asked to do so, but this time he turned Karen down flat. The book was a memoir by a young woman who’d had an abusive father, become a stripper and a drug addict, and had turned her life around, going on to write a monthly observational column for a trendy website chronicling hipster New York. All by the age of twenty-five. Todd had known a lot of truly excellent writers in college who to this day had never been published, and one of his pet peeves was when someone was given recognition far out of proportion to his or her talent because of a marketable backstory. He refused to perpetuate that model, so he emailed the publisher back that he was too busy, then continued scrolling through the rest of his emails. 

			Spam, spam, a request for a signed book for a charity auction, spam. 

			Robinson’s review.

			It had not been sent to him by either Robinson or his publisher but had been forwarded by a guy who ran a fan website. Not a good sign.

			Bracing himself, Todd started reading the review.

			“The first thing one notices upon reading Todd Klein’s new novel is that even after six books he has not yet learned how to begin a novel in a way that will capture the reader’s interest.”

			Todd smiled.

			One

			He suddenly recalled how, even in casual speech, Robinson chose to use the word “one” in place of “you” or “I,” the way a normal person would. Instead of “When you go to the beach, you should check out the tidepools,” he’d say “When one goes to the beach, one should check out the tidepools.”  It was as though by avoiding personal pronouns, he was stating some eternal truth rather than expressing his own opinion or describing a personal experience.

			What an asshole.

			Todd continued reading. As expected, it was a hatchet job. What made it even worse was that most of the critiques were not even valid. He was not so vain as to think his writing was sacrosanct. In fact, he often agreed with criticism of his work, and sometimes used the most negative analyses to make changes moving on. For this novel, he could easily think of several problems it had. But none of them were mentioned in the review, and it was clear that Robinson was reaching, purposely looking to attack his book for reasons that could only be personal.

			He printed out the review and shared it with Rosita when she came home several hours later, handing it to her immediately after she’d set down her purse. 

			“Can you believe that?” he said when she’d finished reading.

			“Don’t get yourself all worked up,” Rosita told him.

			“I’m not.”

			“But…” she prodded.

			“But from now on, that bastard’s not getting shit from me. He wants a book, he can buy one like everyone else.”

			“That’s the spirit.” She gave him a quick kiss. “I never understood why you sent him copies of your books in the first place. He’s a jerk.”

			“You’re right, you’re right. I’m just—”

			“Slow?”

			“I guess.”

			“Well, you’ve seen the light, and I’m hungry. Let’s eat.”

			Todd had made a turkey casserole for dinner, and he brought it out of the oven while Rosita took two plates out of the cupboard. “Beverly’s worried,” she said, placing the plates on the table, “and I’m worried, too. There’s been no word from Jorge for over a week. And the way she tells it, his invitation to the training camp was more like an abduction.”

			“I was hoping he’d be hired by now, so he could expedite my renewal.”

			“This is serious.”

			“Okay, okay.”

			She turned to him. “What do you think we should do? Call the police?”

			“As it happens,” he said, “I have been in touch with the police. Remember Jim Briggs? Helped me make the cop stuff authentic for The Brass Ring?”

			“Yeah.” 

			“Well, he’s been looking into the DMV for me.”

			“You did that for Jorge? Why didn’t you tell me?” He could hear both the surprise and gratitude in her voice.

			He should have phrased it another way.

			“Not exactly,” Todd admitted. “It was about those weird questions on the test.”

			“Oh.”

			“But I’m going to let him know about Jorge,” he said quickly.

			Rosita poured them some wine, and they both sat down to eat. “I am worried about him,” she said. “This isn’t normal. I don’t care how rigorous job training is; unless you’re in military boot camp, you should be able to go home at night or, at the very least, phone your family. This is just crazy.”

			“It does seem a little intense for just the DMV. I mean, what does Jorge have to learn? How to fill out forms? How to use their computer system? That should take, what, a couple of days at the most? Seems like he should just shadow someone already doing the work, ask a few questions, and that’s it.”      

			“I don’t like this.” 

			“There might be a lawsuit in it once everything shakes out. If he really was ‘abducted,’ as Beverly says, and he’s not being allowed to communicate with his family, he probably has a pretty good case. And the state has deep pockets. Not to mention the fact that they could do without the bad publicity. I mean, the DMV? Their rep’s a step above Satan as it is.”

			They were silent for a moment.

			“Don’t you have that book signing tomorrow?” Rosita asked.

			“I’ve been trying to forget about it.” Todd sighed. “I don’t know how I let myself get talked into these things.”

			“You love it,” she teased him. “Pretty coeds batting their eyelashes at you.”

			“You’ve been watching too many movies. My fans aren’t pretty coeds. They’re middle-aged men.”

			“Which is why I don’t feel the need to go with you and hover.”

			“You can come if you want.”

			“I don’t. But I was thinking you could stop by and see your policeman friend on the way home. Tell him about Jorge. Ask about this hardcore DMV training. Please?”

			Todd nodded. “Will do,” he promised.

			****

			The signing was surprisingly well-attended. 

			Ordinarily, unless you were J.K. Rowling, book signings were little more than an exercise in humiliation, sitting alone at a table while shoppers tried to avoid eye contact, where selling and signing five or six books was considered a good day. It was why Todd tried to never put himself in that situation.

			But Villa Incognito was his favorite store, and the owner, Keith Gregg, was a friend, so when Keith had hit him up for a favor, Todd reluctantly acquiesced.

			Somehow, the bookseller had managed to wrangle a crowd, and to his surprise there was a line of people waiting when he sat down at the table set up to the left of the entrance. On shelves behind him were autographed copies of books by other authors who had signed there over the years, many of them heavyweights: Ray Bradbury, Richard Ford, Lisa See, Larry McMurtry, Amy Tan, Jonathan Franzen. As if that weren’t intimidating enough, Keith had gone all out with his order, and at least thirty copies of Across the Divide were exhibited as part of an adjacent display.

			The bookseller had done his due diligence, though. And whether he had a deep mailing list of people he could count on, or many local customers who just happened to be fans of Todd’s writing, Keith had rounded up a group of individuals willing to buy the book and wanting it signed. Within forty-five minutes, all of the displayed books had been picked up and purchased, and from somewhere in the back of the store, another carton of books was brought out.

			Keith laughed at the surprised look on Todd’s face. “Always prepared. That’s my motto.”  

			He’d told Rosita that most of the people at the signing would be middle-aged men, but to his surprise there were quite a few younger men as well. And far more women than usual. Which made him think that either Chyla or the bookstore had gone above and beyond in the promotional department. Or maybe, miracle of miracles, he was actually expanding his base. Sales numbers had been rising steadily for each book, and it could be that he was starting to percolate up into the mainstream.

			For the first time, a signing was making him feel better instead of worse, and he found that even some of the stupid or insulting things said by people in line did not bother him the way they ordinarily would. When a man with three books for him to sign, obviously for investment and resale, asked, “So, what kind of stuff do you write?” Todd didn’t offer his usual snide “Pornography” or “Romance novels.” He actually attempted to describe Across the Divide. And when another man, accompanying a woman who was clearly a fan, said, “I used to like to read, but I just can’t seem to find the time anymore,” Todd just smiled politely.

			Throughout the signing, as the line moved forward, shrunk, shifted, grew again, one man stood alone near the rear of the store. That in itself was not unusual—bookstores were places where people often browsed and hung out—but this guy didn’t seem to be looking at any books. Each time Todd glanced over, the man seemed to be watching him. He also looked vaguely familiar, and Todd tried to think where he might have seen him before.

			The signing ended, a half-hour later than scheduled because of the large crowd, and the lurking man was still there. Could he possibly have a stalker? He didn’t think his fiction was quirky or cultish enough for that, but who could tell these days? 

			While still in the store, with Keith and other customers around, not wanting to give the man a chance to follow him alone out to his car, Todd got up from his seat and walked around the aisle to where the stranger was standing. This close, the sense of familiarity he thought he’d recognized was nowhere in evidence. Indeed, the man looked decidedly odd. His eyes were deepset and haunted, and there were thin scars on both cheeks that could have been from a blade cut but that for some reason Todd thought were from the lash of a whip.

			The other man spoke first, saving Todd from having to awkwardly ask what he was doing here. 

			“I’m glad to have the chance to speak with you, Mr. Klein.”

			“Really?” Todd said. “About what?”

			“The DMV.”

			The answer was definitely not one he had expected, and it threw him for a moment. In the back of his mind, he had an image of someone similar looking standing in line outside the DMV office the first time he’d gone to take his test, and it occurred to him that maybe that was where he had seen the man before. 

			“We’re here to offer our services.”

			“I’m not sure what you—” Todd began.

			“We provide DMV test prep to those who need it.” The man smiled shortly. “And you need it.”

			This was getting more curious by the minute. “What makes you think that?”

			“We keep track. And for whatever reason, you’re on their list. Maybe you pissed off a clerk or wrote a complaint letter or…I don’t know. But you’re on their radar, and they’re not going to give you a test that you can pass. They want to take away your license.”

			“I did flunk the test.”

			“We know.”

			“Who is this ‘we?’”

			The man handed him a business card. It was blank save for a phone number.

			“What is this?” Todd asked.

			“We’re exiles, the fallen, former DMV workers who broke away and are fighting against the department. We know—”

			Todd held out the card. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m not interested. I’m not into conspiracy theories or any of that crap. Good luck to you in…whatever you do. But I’ve gotta go.”

			The man did not take the card. “You will never renew your license without our help.”

			“Is that a threat?”

			“It’s a warning. We know how they operate. And we know you are in their sights.”

			“How? How do you know that?”

			“Some of us still have access.”

			Todd put the business card down on the bookshelf next to him. “Look, I really don’t want to do this. It’s been a long afternoon…”

			“Do you think your wife Rosita’s license will be renewed?”

			Heat rose in his face. “How do you know her name?”

			“I told you, we—”

			“—have access, yeah. But why are you harrassing me? Why don’t you bring this up with someone else? Take it to the papers, if you think it’s so important.” He pointed a finger at the man. “But don’t bring my wife into it.”

			“Maybe we miscalculated. Maybe you’re not ready yet. But you will be. All I ask is that you keep the card I gave you. You may think you’ll never need it, but I guarantee that you will. And you’ll have it when that time comes.” He moved forward, plucked the business card from the shelf and handed to back to Todd, who reluctantly took it. 

			The man pointed to his scarred face. “It is not as easy to leave the department as you might think it is. Sometimes sacrifices are required.”

			He walked past Todd toward the front of the bookstore. “By the way,” he said over his shoulder, “the answer to your final question was Robinson. He doesn’t drive, but the department considers him a better driver because there are no accidents or tickets on his record within the past five years.”

			Then he was out the door and gone.

			The Robinson revelation made Todd want to chase after him. He really did know what he was talking about. But the entire encounter had ben so strange and surprising that he remained where he was, although he did slip the business card into his shirt pocket.

			“Friend of yours?” Keith asked, walking up.

			“Definitely not,” Todd said.

			“You all right? You look a little…shaken.”

			“I am,” Todd said. “But I’m fine.”

			Keith thanked him for coming, and Todd thanked the bookseller for inviting him, letting him know that not only was this the most successful signing he had ever had, but that he’d actually enjoyed himself.

			“Another one for the paperback release?”

			“I don’t know about that,” Todd said.

			“The next book?”

			He smiled. “Maybe so.”    

			On the way home, he stopped off at the police station, parking his car in the library lot and walking across the street. He planned on going into the library after he talked to Jim Briggs to tell Rosita what he’d learned.

			It was warm outside, but the air conditioning in the station lobby was on high, and Todd felt almost cold as he opened the glass door and walked in. 

			The same young cadet was behind the window.

			“Is Lieutenant Briggs here?”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Do you know when he’ll be in?”

			“We’re not allowed to give out that information.”

			“Remember me? I’m his friend.”

			The cadet smiled. “Oh, yeah! The writer. Sorry. I didn’t recognize you. How’s it going?”

			“Fine.”

			“The lieutenant told me all about you. He said he helped you with your book and that you did a great job of showing what it’s like on the force. I was going to order the book online, but I forgot your name. And the name of the book.”

			“The Brass Ring,” Todd said. “And my name’s Todd Klein.”

			“Excellent.” The cadet wrote it down.

			“So can you tell me when he’ll be in?”

			“Actually, Lieutenant Briggs isn’t here anymore.”

			“Not here?”

			“At the station.”

			Todd frowned. “Where is he?”

			“He’s been transferred,” the cadet said.

			“Transferred where?”

			“To the DMV.”


		


		
			THIRTEEN

			Something was wrong. 

			Rosita could feel it.

			Even though she was at work and it was the middle of the day, a shiver passed through her, and she could not shake the sense that something was off. Todd automatically dismissed anything that smacked of superstition or spirituality—he’d been raised without religion and lived his entire life in the material world—but while she no longer attended church, Rosita had always been a firm believer in signs and intuition, and more than once, things that she’d dreamed had come to pass.

			And sometimes, like now, she just had a feeling that came to her completely out of the blue. 

			This one was particularly strong, and she was pretty sure it was connected with Jorge.

			The uncomfortable sense that there was a problem involving her brother stayed with Rosita for the rest of the afternoon, and she was grateful when her shift finally ended. Conveniently, Todd was not home, having agreed to meet his friend Tyler for drinks, and after getting off work, Rosita drove to Jorge and Beverly’s.

			It was nearly dark by the time she arrived, and the house looked almost abandoned. Rosita had been on the phone with her sister-in-law almost daily, though she hadn’t been over to their place in quite some time. The dark empty windows and the appearance of the overgrown lawn shocked her. Had Jorge let the place go to hell after quitting his job, or was it only in his absence that Beverly had neglected to keep things up? Either way, the implications were concerning, and Rosita got out of the car and quickly walked up to the front door. She knocked, and, when Beverly didn’t immediately answer, knocked again, the uneasy feeling growing inside her. Jorge had never given her a key to the house, and Rosita was afraid she was going to have to go around and peek through each of the windows in order to make sure her sister-in-law was all right, but at that moment, the door opened.

			Beverly was sobbing.

			Rosita’s heart leapt, and panic flared within her. “What is it?”

			“Today is two weeks, and I still haven’t heard from him.”

			She’d been expecting the worst, and at this point no news was good news. Rosita experienced a slight sense of relief. Beverly stepped aside, letting her in, and the two of them walked to the kitchen. There was an open bottle of tequila on the table, an empty coffee cup in front of it, and Beverly asked her, “You want a glass?”

			Rosita shook her head as she sat down. “I’m okay.”

			Beverly blew her nose on a Kleenex before filling her cup from the bottle. “It’s just that I don’t know where he is or what he’s doing or even if he’s okay. I’ve called a million times, emailed everyone I can think of, but no one gives me any answers. And it’s the not knowing that makes everything  so much worse. I imagine…I mean…” She shook her head.

			Rosita put a hand over his sister-in-law’s. “I told you, Todd talked to his cop friend, and this DMV camp is legit. They do keep people sequestered there, but that’s only because the training’s intensive and they don’t want any distractions. He’ll be back soon.”

			“How soon?”

			“The guy didn’t know.”

			Beverly looked at her. “And you believe that?”

			Rosita thought for a moment and made the decision to be honest with her. “No.”

			“I don’t, either.”

			“I think something’s wrong,” Rosita admitted. “I’ve felt it all afternoon.”

			“Why did he quit that damn job?” Beverly wiped her eyes. “If only he hadn’t quit…”

			“You know Jorge. He’s a hothead. Always was. Even when he was a little kid, he’d get into arguments with teachers, coaches, any type of authority figure.”

			Beverly smiled, sniffling. “Yeah, I know.”

			“It’s quite possible he won’t even make it through this. They may end up kicking him out and sending him home early.”

			“I hope so.”

			“I assume after all this that you don’t want him working for the DMV.”

			Beverly shifted uncomfortably. “He does need a job, and we do need the money, but that kind of rote work, dealing with the public all day every day, that’s not him. And those two guys who were here? I’m telling you, something was off about them. They were…spooky. Like men who work for the mob or something. They seemed more like gangsters than civil servants. And I told you, the way they hustled him out of here…?” She shook her head.  

			“That seems weird to me, too.”

			“I wouldn’t feel so freaked out if I at least knew where he was. It’s this whole being kept in the dark that scares me.” She downed the rest of the tequila in her cup.

			“Are you sure that’s all it is?” Rosita asked gently. “I know we’re both worried, but you seem a little overwrought today.” She winced inwardly as she said the word overwrought, knowing how Jorge (and Beverly) always made fun of her for using what they called her “librarian words.” “I mean, maybe it’s the tequila, but…”

			“It’s not just that,” Beverly admitted. She stood, walking over to a small table between the wall phone and a trash can, and picking up a mix of papers and envelopes. “I’ve been picked for jury duty. I keep getting change-of-address forms for some reason. I get a new voter registration packet almost every day. I’m being badgered about becoming an organ donor.” She dropped the pile back on the table. “They’re all things connected to the DMV.”

			Rosita didn’t like where this was going.

			“They pick people for jury duty based on their driver’s licenses. You can register to vote when you get your license. It’s how they know who’s an organ donor.” She pointed to the phone. “I keep getting robo-calls, too. All day long. At home, at work, on my cell. My numbers are supposed to be unlisted, but suddenly I’m getting random messages and surveys from car dealers and political groups and police associations and transportation departments and almost every state agency there is. And I’m pretty sure where they got my phone numbers.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?”

			“I don’t know. I didn’t want to burden you, I guess. Or…” She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

			“This is harrassment. I know I couldn’t find out anything to help us track down Jorge, but I’m going to research this. There are probably groups that fight against this stuff. Maybe lawyers who work pro bono.” She winced again. “Lawyers who work for free.”

			“I know what pro bono means,” Beverly snapped.

			“I know you do, I know. I’m just saying, there might be people in place who are already fighting this battle, who might be willing to help us.”

			“I’ll believe that when I see it.”

			“There’s probably other similar cases. There’s probably been lawsuits.”

			Beverly looked confused, and Rosita could tell the alcohol was taking effect. “Are you talking about my junk mail and the robo-calls, or are you talking about Jorge?”

			“I’m talking about all of it,” Rosita said. “I was trying to look up stuff about that camp, but I might have been looking in the wrong place. Jorge can’t be the first one this has happened to. And there’ve probably been people who sued. We just need to find them. And now with Todd’s cop friend working with the DMV, we have an in. We might be able to get some info that could really help.”

			Beverly was crying again. “You’re a good sister,” she said. “Jorge’s lucky to have you. I’m lucky to have you. We’re all lucky to have you!”

			Rosita stood, knowing she wouldn’t be of much more help here tonight. “Get some sleep,” she told Beverly. “Go to bed early. I’ll call you in the morning and let you know what I find.”

			“I just want Jorge back.”

			“I know.”

			“If something happens to him…”

			“Nothing will,” Rosita promised, though her assurance was based on nothing but hope.

			“Maybe they really will kick him out and send him home. He doesn’t do well with structure.”

			“Hopefully.” Rosita was at the door now. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” she said again. “Get some sleep.”

			Beverly nodded.

			Impulsively, Rosita gave her a hug. “Everything will be okay.”

			On the way home, she had time to think.

			Oddly enough, now that Jorge was incommunicado, she felt closer to him than she had in years. The two of them had spent a lot of time together growing up, but they’d always been a bit like oil and water, and as adults their differences had led them to lead separate lives that only occasionally intersected. Now, though, she was concerned for him and wanted nothing more than to see him safely home, even if it meant that he would still be unemployed and she and Todd would end up loaning him money.

			Rosita was tempted to call their parents and tell them, but that would serve no purpose other than to make her feel comforted. They would only worry, and, being in Mexico, there was nothing they could possibly do to help. 

			If they were still here, that would be another story.

			Why did they have to leave?

			There was a lot of cross-town traffic, and by the time she arrived home, Todd was already back. She told him about her visit with Beverly as she heated up some leftover pasta. “She doesn’t even know if he’s alive or dead. I mean, of course he’s alive, but the whole thing doesn’t make sense. And the fact that we can’t get any information out of them…”

			“The goddamn DMV.” Todd sighed.

			Rosita hadn’t mentioned her nagging sense that there was something wrong, knowing that it wouldn’t help with Todd, but the feeling, if anything, was even stronger than it had been before she’d talked to Beverly.

			“You know,” Todd said, “I was talking to Tyler about my trials and tribulations, and I’m thinking of postponing my test. What’s the point if they’re going to ask me the optimum weight of a semi on a ten-mile stretch of two-lane blacktop, or whether I’m a better driver than your brother? I’ll never be able to pass.” He paused. “Tyler suggested that I call that number for those DMV prep people.”

			“I thought you didn’t want to do that.”

			“I didn’t. I don’t. But…maybe it’ll work. I mean, I took one of those SAT prep classes in high school, and it definitely helped. Maybe these guys know the same kinds of tricks. Maybe they’ve figured out a way to game the system. Honestly, after that last disaster, I need all the help I can get.”

			“You said the guy was all scarred up, and he was talking about having to make sacrifices.”

			“Okay, he’s a weirdo. Granted. But it can’t hurt to check it out.”

			“Meet in a public place,” she told him. “Don’t go to some dark office in a dirty back alley. I don’t want pieces of you ending up carried out in trash bags.”

			He laughed. “I’ll be careful.”

			But his laugh wasn’t as lighthearted as it should have been.

			****

			In the middle of the night, Rosita got up to go to the bathroom, and afterward, instead of returning to bed, she walked outside. The city—or their section of it at least—was in the midst of a blackout. If it weren’t for the unusually large full moon, she wouldn’t have been able to see anything. As it was, a pale blue luminescence lay over everything and made their neighborhood look like a scene out of an old photographic negative. The only visible electronic light came from a section of town to the south of them, and with a shudder Rosita realized where that area was.

			The DMV office.  

			Still in her nightgown, she went back inside, picked up her car keys and, as quietly as possible, got into her car and backed out of the driveway. Headlights on high, she encountered no other vehicles as she drove down the darkened streets of the city toward the DMV.

			She could see the brightening glow as she approached, the cold white light of the tall halogens in the parking lot contrasting with the warmer illumination spilling from the thin windows amd wide glass doors of the building. The parking lot was full. Cars, vans, pickups, limos, motorcycles, every type of vehicle imaginable was jammed everywhich way, as though maneuvered there by a deranged valet. There were no people outside, but the office was lit from within, and beyond the doors, hordes of individuals seemed to be jostling for position.

			Rosita knew she should leave, drive back home and return to bed, but she parked her car across from the DMV and walked across the dark empty street to peer through one of the building’s doors. Inside, instead of equipment and office furniture, the large room was empty save for the gathered throng. Everyone was congregating around a central point that seemed to consist of a full-sized guillotine. She could see the gleaming blade and the top of the instrument’s wooden frame, but the constantly moving crowd was so dense that she could not see who, if anyone, had been put into the mechanism. Suddenly, the blade fell, and a cheer went up from the assemblage, a cheer so loud she could hear it clearly through the muffling of the door’s safety glass.

			A man in a security guard’s uniform jumped up on what must have been some type of platform, holding aloft a bloody severed head.

			Jorge’s head. 

			Rosita jerked awake, sitting up in bed, her blurred vision not allowing her to see the exact time on the dresser clock but letting her know that it was one-something. She desperately had to pee, which told her that even going to the bathrom had been part of her dream. And everything after that? A nightmare.

			One that still felt far too real.

			She made a production of getting out of bed, wanting to wake Todd, and when she returned from the bathroom, he was rubbing his eyes. “Everything okay?”

			“Fine,” she told him, and he nodded dopily, closed his eyes and rolled onto his side away from her. She snaked an arm around his midsection and gratefully snuggled next to him.  

			She fell asleep almost instantly.

			When she awoke, it was light outside. Birds were chirping in the yard. The sky was blue; she could see it between the partially open slats of the blinds covering the bedroom window. The temperature was pleasant. It was a perfect morning.

			But underneath it all, something still felt wrong.


		


		
			FOURTEEN

			As he did each morning, Jorge ate breakfast early and alone, before returning to his quarters to write a short letter to Beverly without Durrell looking over his shoulder and making smartass comments. He wasn’t much of a writer, but he’d felt so alone here that around the third or fourth day, he’d actually started cranking out a letter each morning or evening, whichever was most convenient, asking Beverly what was happening back home, telling her what he was going through. He’d even written to Rosita a couple of times.

			Though he wasn’t sure that any of his letters were getting through.

			He’d asked about that one time. He’d just dropped an envelope into the mailbox in front of the administration building, when Mr. Dodge, one of the higher ups, stepped outside. “Dodge!” he said, gratified to see the quicksecond expression of annoyance at his refusal to use the appropriate appellation. 

			“Yes?” the administrator said frostily.

			“Do you actually mail out these letters we write?”

			“Of course.”

			“How often do they go out? Do you send them each day, or do you let them pile up and do like a once-a-week run?”

			“They go out every day.”

			“What about incoming?”

			“We both send and receive mail daily.”

			“I’m just asking because I’ve been sending letters to my wife and my sister, but I haven’t heard back from them yet.”

			The man smiled. “Maybe they don’t wish to correspond with you.”

			Jorge didn’t believe that for a second. 

			It made him think that his own missives were getting lost somewhere along the way. He would not have been surprised if the letters, like those to and from prisons or concentration camps, were being read and censored by the powers that be. Which would definitely explain why they were not making it out to Beverly or Rosita.

			Still, he kept writing. Just in case. In his more optimistic moments, he thought that maybe the letters he sent out were being delivered, but the ones being sent to him were not. If so, that was fine. As long as Beverly knew he was okay.

			But, much more often, he imagined all of their letters being read by cackling DMV administrators before being carelessly tossed away.

			Finishing today’s message, he decided to sign off with “Fuck the DMV,” before sealing it in an envelope and taking it to the mailbox. 

			In the morning class, they had a new computer instructor. Last minute replacements seemed to happen quite a bit, and though he’d asked about it several times, no explanation for these sudden substitutions had ever been provided. He’d tried to figure out if there was a pattern, if the instructors were switched out after a certain number of hours or at natural breaking points in the curriculum, but, as far as he could tell, the changeovers seemed to be entirely random.

			“Hello,” the woman said, introducing herself once everyone was settled in place. “I am Ms. Lane. Today, we will be going over counter etiquette, what you can and cannot do while issuing a license.”

			Jorge stared at Ms. Lane as she spoke. She had big hands, he noticed.

			Really big hands.

			He could not help himself, could not stop looking, and Jorge glanced around at his fellow trainees to see if any of them had noticed. Of course not. Hell, they were probably in on it. But he found those oversized palms and those too-long fingers extremely distracting. And unnerving. Because her hands were not just big, they were wrong. They did not match the arms to which they were attached. They did not even look real.  

			This wasn’t the first time he had noticed something…odd about the individuals working at the training camp. A few days ago, one of the cafeteria employees had come out during lunch with a new steaming tray of pasta, and he’d had a gigantic, peculiarly protruding forehead that made him look like a Neanderthal. Before that, there’d been an outside custodian with only one eye. And it was not as though his other eye had been lost—he had only one eye. Like a cyclops. Although the eye was not in the center of his forehead but on the left side of his nose, just below where a normal eye should be, which somehow made it more disturbing. Another woman, one of the administrators he’d seen in passing, had had a small face. It was framed by a lot of hair, but still it was impossible not to notice that the eyes, nose and mouth took up a very modest area in the center of her ordinary sized head.

			Was there a reason for these deformities? Did they mean something? Jorge didn’t know, but watching the new teacher, he had the uncomfortable impression that the disfigurements were somehow connected to the function of the DMV.

			Ms. Lane passed out seven-pages of guidelines and then went over the bullet points on the stapled sheets, describing proper ways to interact with members of the public who would be coming in to the DMV office seeking services. She elaborated on the guidelines, talking about differences in approach based on what the patron might be looking to do.

			“I’ll let you in on a little secret here, one of the perks of working for the DMV.” The instructor grinned. “The latitude. You have a lot of individual latitude within the framework of our written rules and regulations. If you’re behind the counter and some old enemy comes up for a renewal, or an ex-girlfriend or boyfriend is looking to update an ID, or if you just don’t like someone’s face, you have options.” She chuckled. “I was working last month, filling in for a friend, as I am sometimes wont to do. A couple came up to the counter, and I decided to have a little fun with them. They were co-owners of an antique store, and on the line of the form asking for their occupation, the man had put down ‘antiques dealer.’ Antiques with an S. So I told the guy to lose the S. ‘People don’t work at groceries stores,’ I told him. ‘They work at grocery stores. You don’t go to books stores. You go to book stores. They’re not tires shops. They’re tire shops. So if you want your Real ID, you’d better put down your actual occupation—antique dealer—and not lie to a government agency.’”

			Ms. Lane laughed. “Then his wife came up, used a pen to change ‘antiques dealer’ to ‘antique dealer,’ as I’d told her husband to do, and handed me the form. I scowled at her and said, ‘Antique is an adjective. If you tell me you are an antique dealer, you are telling me that you are an old dealer, but you’re not telling me what you sell. The government requires you to explain what you do. So if you sell antiques, write down ‘antiques dealer’ as your occupation.’” The instructor clapped her hands. “They were confused and angry, and it was so much fun!” She glanced around at the class. “You’ll be able to have fun, too.”

			The DMV, Jorge was quickly learning, had a lot of power. Too much power, as far as he was concerned. Jorge cleared his throat. “What if a politician, like the governor or something, found out about this and tried to crack down?” 

			Ms. Lane’s face grew hard. “We’d pull his license. We’d make sure he was never able to drive again. Him, his family and anyone who dared to support such a plan.”

			The other students, sycophants all, nodded and smiled as though this was the most reasonable thing in the world. Once again, Jorge wondered if he was the only real trainee here, if the rest of them were merely set pieces in an elaborate brainwashing game, their purpose to reinforce the party line and, through peer pressure, get Jorge to do the same.

			But that was an awfully narcissistic take on things, and spending so much time, money and effort on indoctrinating one person was highly unlikely.

			“Some people might consider some of the things that we’re learning to do an abuse of power,” he pressed.

			Ms. Lane smiled sweetly. “And those people will never be invited to be part of the DMV family,” she said. “Some of them may even turn out to be enemies of the state, and when you are a little further along in your training, you will learn what the department  does with those people. Now shall we get back to the business at hand?”  

			At hand.

			His focus was drawn once again to the oversized appendages at the ends of her wrists. Her smile grew sly, as though she knew what he was looking at, and she wiggled her extra long fingers at him.

			He quickly looked away.

			****

			Jorge skipped lunch for the third day in a row. Lately, he’d started pretending he had an exercise routine—although he avoided the on-site gym—and he’d begun conspicuously jogging around the compound in his spare time, using the opportunity to look for possible weaknesses in security. To reinforce the ruse, he even performed push-ups and jumping jacks, though he hadn’t done that shit since high school. Each day, he went a little farther out. He was sure they were still watching him, and he wasn’t going deep into the woods the way he had before, but if he could scope the place out and learn something without attracting attention, it would be time well spent.

			Jogging along the curving sidewalk, Jorge thought about the beehives he’d seen. He couldn’t seem to get them out of his mind. The image of those tall wax shapes haunted him, and a couple of times he thought he’d heard that buzzing again, that strange shifting sound reminiscent of music or the rhythms of an unknown language.  Once, he’d even dreamed about the beehives, only in his dream they were the skyline of a city in which he worked at the office of the DMV. He could see part of the skyline through the window next to his desk. He was the only human working in the building—all of his coworkers were cooperative conglomerations of insects fitted together to resemble people. They buzzed instead of talked, and he could not understand a thing any of them said.

			Part of him wanted to see the beehives again, if only to verify that they were really there, but for some reason he found that he was a little bit…afraid to return to that spot. Not because of the guards who had kicked him out. That had been normal and understandable. It was the wax shapes themselves and the unholy buzzing undermining it all that frightened him and taken up residence in his mind.

			Unholy

			It was a word not part of his usual vocabulary, one of his Mama’s words. But nothing else really applied here, and Jorge found himself believing that those terrible hives were somehow involved in the operation of the training camp, although he had no idea how such a thing was possible. 

			He’d navigated all of the paved sidewalks several times and was on his third overall loop of the campus when the bell rang for the end of lunch. He made a quick trip back to his room, splashed water on his face and changed out of his sweaty clothes before returning to the classroom for afternoon instruction.

			Where today’s lesson taught them how to manage appointment times so that minorities were interspersed with white patrons throughout the day and not bunched together.

			One thing he’d noticed about the training camp was that there were more people around in the late afternoon than at any other time of day. Between the end of their afternoon class and the ringing of the dinner bells, he tended to see people coming out of buildings or walking into buildings. Not that there were a lot of individuals on the sidewalks even at that hour. It was only a few men and women, here and there, but the pattern was consistent, and Jorge wondered if a shift change was occurring at that time, if workers were leaving for home or going wherever they went at night.

			It was possible that the trainees weren’t being as closely monitored at that precise moment, and as today’s afternoon instructor, a man whose too-long neck was animalistically hairy, had refused to answer when asked how long training classes were going to continue, implying that they would be here for quite awhile yet, Jorge thought it might be time to try a little reconnoitering again.

			So in plain sight, right in front of two business-suited men walking along the sidewalk toward him, Jorge, pretending to jog, veered off the path and headed across the open space between the recreation center and the library. He had not explored this direction before, and as soon as he determined that he was not being followed (or, at least, when he was not immediately stopped), he increased his pace. 

			There were fewer trees and bushes here than there had been in the other directions in which he’d scouted, although the rocky ground quickly grew hilly. Far ahead, above what trees and brush there were, blocking off everything beyond it, was the wall. He assumed it encircled the entire property, and while he was sure that, if he asked, he’d be told that its purpose was to keep others out, Jorge had no doubt that its true objective was to keep him in.

			Atop a low rise, he almost tripped as his feet suddenly encountered a section of ground that was softer than the hard surrounding earth. He looked down. The dirt here had been recently dug up and replaced none too expertly. The spot was vaguely rectangular, and its familiar shape set off alarm bells in his head.

			A grave?

			Jorge stepped off the soft soil, feeling uneasy. He glanced back at the way he had come, to make sure he was still not being observed, and was relieved to see no one behind him.

			Looking down the other side of the slope, he spotted, beyond the hillock on which he stood, what appeared to be…an entire graveyard.

			He stared at the sight before him. It covered most of the land between here and the wall, small white crosses and rounded gravestones spaced unevenly across the undulating terrain. There was no road that led to this spot, no path. It was out on its own, which meant that its existence was being kept secret.  

			Who was buried here? Recruits who would not comply? Instructors no longer of use? Neither idea seemed as absurd as it should have, and Jorge felt anxious as he looked out upon the primitive cemetery. Who was in the grave next to him? he wondered. Whoever it might be, it must have been someone who’d died very recently, because there was no marker of any kind.

			Why would a Department of Motor Vehicles training camp have a graveyard at all? 	

			Jorge continued to gaze down the slope. Were there words carved on any of those crosses or tombstones? If so, it might give him an idea of who was buried out here. Moving quickly, in case a hidden camera had spotted him and security guards were already on their way, he hastened down the incline. 

			There were literally dozens of graves, and the sheer number of them left him stunned. Maybe, he thought, the cemetery had been here before the camp had been built, had been on the property when the DMV bought it and had simply been left as is when the land was acquired.

			Although that didn’t explain the new grave at the top of the hill.

			Or the other fairly recent one to his right.

			Jorge crouched down as he moved between the graves, scrutinizing the markers. There were no names or dates on any of the crosses, nothing written on any of the tombstones. They were all blank.

			Maybe it was a pet cemetery.

			No, that grave on top of the hill had been human-sized. And the spacing between the ones around him indicated that the burial plots were those of adult men and/or women. He could not know for certain whether that was true unless he dug one up—but that was something he was not about to do. 

			A shadow crept slowly across the landscape as the sun began to sink below the top of the concrete wall, and Jorge decided it was time to go. He was not exactly superstitious, but after everything that had happened lately, he’d be a fool to tempt fate. Hiking back up the slope the way he’d come, he turned for one last look. On a faint breeze that sprang up and lightly touched his face, he thought he heard a low cadenced buzzing, and, heart pounding, he hurried back across the rolling ground toward the buildings of the campus.

			It was not time for dinner—the appropriate bells had not yet rung—and as he re-entered the cul-de-sac, Jorge saw two of his fellow trainees emerge from the gym and head toward their quarters. Deciding to de-stress in his own room before going over to the cafeteria, he followed the two into the residence building. His own accommodations were in the opposite direction from theirs, and he turned left at the first corridor while they turned right.

			Taking out his key card, he opened the door to his room and stepped inside, giving a small start when he saw a pudgy, affable man sitting on the edge of Durrell’s bed and looking at him. “Hey!” The man smiled. “Didn’t catch you at lunch. Where were you?”

			“What are you doing here?” Jorge frowned. “Where’s Durrell?”

			The other man looked confused. “What are you talking about?”

			“My roommate. Durrell.”

			“I’m Durrell.”


		


		
			FIFTEEN

			Their mom had taken a second job, and she’d strongly suggested that Danny and Jill find part-time work as well. While Danny assumed that his dad had had life insurance, he knew nothing about the specifics. Maybe it was taking a long time to come in, maybe it would all be eaten up by medical and funeral expenses, maybe it wasn’t all that much money. For all he knew, there’d been no life insurance at all. Whatever the reason, there was serious belt-tightening going on in the family.

			Their mom’s second job, as a cashier at the store Lights ‘N’ Things, was on the weekend, so Danny and Jill were on their own Saturdays and Sundays. Since seeing the accident, his sister was sticking much closer to home, and if Danny still wasn’t sure she was making the smartest decisions, at least she didn’t have as much of an opportunity to screw up.

			Screw

			He didn’t even want to think about that.

			Both he and Jill had been keeping their eyes open, but there was no proof that the hit-and-run had even happened, let alone that the man driving the car had been their father. They’d gone online to look up local accident reports and police logs, but found no mention of any car running into a woman pushing a stroller. His sister had taken him to the spot where the accident occurred, and the two of them had gone up and down the adjacent streets, looking for the red sports car that she said their dad had been driving. Jill didn’t know the make of the car but assured Danny that she would recognize it if she saw it again.

			They hadn’t seen anything even close.

			This morning, both of them had finished a late breakfast and were debating whether to keep looking.

			“Are you sure you saw…what you saw?” Danny asked, not for the first time.

			Jill didn’t bother to answer.

			He’d been afraid to delve deeper, not because he didn’t believe her—he did—but because he was afraid of finding out more. This time, however, he continued to press. “Do you think he was a ghost? Or do you think…he didn’t really die?”

			She shrugged.

			“Maybe he faked his own death. Maybe—”

			“I saw him die. I was there.” It was the first time she had talked to him about it, and her bluntness surprised him.

			Neither of them wanted to discuss it further, and Danny was about to suggest they take the day off, when there was a knock at the door. 

			“DMV!” a man announced.

			He looked over at Jill. “DMV?” Danny said.

			She looked through the peephole, then opened the door a crack, keeping the chain latch in place. “Yes?” she said.

			“DMV. We’re here for Danny?”

			We’re here for Danny

			There seemed something ominous in those words, almost threatening, and luckily for him, Jill picked up on it, too. She quickly closed the door and bolted it. “What does that mean?” she demanded.

			“DMV Home Support,” came the muffled voice. “Danny missed his appointment for the driving test, and we’re here to administer the test where it’s more convenient. Sorry it’s taken so long, but we’re really backed up.”

			She still wasn’t opening the door. “I’ve never heard of DMV Home Support.”

			“It’s a service we provide. It started during the pandemic. Offices were closed, but people still needed to take the driving test in order to obtain licenses, so we instituted our Home Support Program. HSP remains available to applicants like Danny who, for one reason or another, find it inconvenient or prohibitive to come down to the office.”

			“That’s okay, Danny’s not interested in getting his license right now.” 

			What? He took a step toward his sister, instinctively about to object, when suddenly there was a loud bang! as the man hit the outside of the door as hard as he could. 

			“He made an appointment and did not show up for that appointment!” The man was shouting, and Danny could hear the anger in his voice. “He has to take the test!”

			Danny and Jill exchanged a frightened glance. He could read in her expression the same thought that was in his own mind: why did this have to happen when their mom wasn’t here?

			“I’m calling the police!” Jill announced.

			“We work hand-in-hand with the police. They are fully supportive of the Home Support Program,” came the man’s voice from in back of them.

			Both Danny and Jill screamed, whirling around.

			Standing behind them in the living room was a middle-aged white man of medium height. He was clean-shaven, had hair that was short but not too short, and was wearing casual business attire. He looked like someone who worked for the DMV.

			The man stepped past them, opening the front door. Parked at the foot of the driveway, Danny saw a generic white mid-sized sedan. 

			The man smiled. “Would you like to use your own car or would you prefer to test in our DMV vehicle? I assure you, you are neither more nor less likely to pass or fail the test based on which vehicle you choose to drive.”

			Frightened, Danny looked toward his sister. He had no idea how this guy had gotten into their house—

			and so fast!

			—and felt as though he was being forced into taking the driving test, something he no longer wanted to do. Everything was rapidly going off the rails in a completely crazy way, and on Jill’s face he saw the same fear and confusion he felt himself.

			“Which car would you like to drive for your test?” the man asked.  

			“I’d rather wait for my mom,” Danny said.

			“You made an appointment!” The man’s face twisted in anger. He was practically shouting. “We drove all the way out here just for you!”

			We?

			“Our mom—” Jill began, trying to help.

			But Danny was already being ushered out the door. He wanted to cry out, and Jill was shouting at the man on his behalf, but he was too stunned to react, and in a matter of seconds, he was on the sidewalk next to the white sedan. In the passenger seat was a dark-skinned, seriously overweight woman of indeterminate ethnicity stuffed into a blue uniform at least one size too small. She stared disinterestedly out the window.

			Although the polar opposite of the man next to him, she, too, looked like someone who worked for the DMV.

			“As you have expressed no preference, your driving exam will be conducted in our vehicle. Tanya here will administer the test.” The man held out a key. “Please get into the driver’s seat and follow her instructions.”

			He wanted to say no, wanted to run back into the house and bolt the door, but the man had gotten into their house before, and Danny had no doubt that he would be able to do so again.

			And what would happen to him if that occurred?

			Danny glanced plaintively over at Jill, who had her cell phone out and was again threatening to call the police.

			What if I just run away? he thought. What if I escape down the street or run over to one of the neighbor’s houses screaming?

			But he didn’t do that. Instead, he accepted the key and walked around the front of the car, getting into the passenger side.

			“Please start the vehicle,” Tanya said in a bored voice, not bothering to look at him. She was writing something on a white form attached to a metal clipboard.

			This didn’t feel like a real driver’s test, but it was, Danny knew, and before he turned the key in the ignition, he strapped on his seat belt and shoulder harness, adjusting the side and rearview mirrors, as he had been taught. Only after that did he start the engine.

			If Tanya noticed him following proper procedures, she gave no indication. “Pull out,” she told him indifferently, “and drive to the end of the block.”

			Putting on his turn signal to indicate that he was merging into traffic (even though there was no traffic on their street), Danny carefully pulled away from the curb and drove to the end of the block.

			“Turn right,” she said. “Then left at the next stoplight.”

			He did so, maneuvering into the proper lane, signaling, waiting for a break in the oncoming traffic and steering onto Union Street. The traffic here was far heavier, and in the lane to his right, a Corvette sped by then swerved into his lane, causing him to apply the brakes.

			“Pass that son of a bitch and cut him off,” Tanya ordered.

			This had to be part of the test. His hands steady on the wheel at ten and two, Danny said, “The speed limit here is thirty five.”

			“Shit.” Tanya started furiously writing on her clipboarded form. 

			There were no more instructions as he continued on for several miles, stopping at red lights, driving through green. He was starting to question whether she was even awake, but was afraid to look over and check. Several cars passed him on the right, though he was going the speed limit, and Danny wondered if he was going to have points taken off for not keeping up with the flow of traffic.

			“Turn into that parking lot on your right,” Tanya told him. For the first time, he heard what sounded like excitement in her voice.

			The empty parking lot was in front of an abandoned grocery store, and even from here he could see glittering shards of broken glass on the faded rutted asphalt, but he did as he was directed and signalled right, pulling off the street.

			“Now do a donut,” she told him. “Haul ass.”

			He was pretty sure that was illegal, and while he was not quite as certain as last time that this order was a test, he said honestly, “I don’t know how.”

			“Shit,” she said again, and started scribbling on her form.

			Unsure of what to do, he drove aimlessly around the vacant parking lot, trying his best to avoid potholes and broken bottles, until Tanya sighed and said, “Back onto the street.”

			For the next ten minutes, she had him drive through business districts and residential neighborhoods, telling him to turn seemingly at random. Danny thought he’d have to demonstrate how he could parallel park or do a three-point turn, all the things he’d studied, but Tanya seemed to have no interest in that, and eventually she waved a weary hand at the windshield and said, “Drive home.”

			Back at the house, the man from the DMV was standing exactly where they’d left him on the sidewalk. Jill was far behind him, sitting on the porch steps, and she stood and hurried over as Danny parked next to the curb.

			He turned off the ignition, handed Tanya the key and got out, walking around the hood to where Jill was now standing. 

			Next to her, the man grinned. “Congratulations! You passed!”  

			How was that possible? The man had no idea how well or how poorly he’d driven. Tanya was still sitting in the car, writing. She hadn’t told anyone anything or handed in her form.

			With a flourish, the man presented him with a driver’s license. “Here you go! You’ve earned it.”

			How was this possible? Frowning, Danny looked down at the card. Instead of a photo, there was a colorful illustration. It was probably supposed to look like him, but it definitely did not. The drawing was of his head, but the nose was too big, the hair was red instead of brown, and the eyes were manga wide. It was the smile, however, that was most disturbing. Not only was it Joker sized, but several teeth were missing, and the ones that weren’t were of varying shapes and sizes. 

			“This isn’t a real license,” Jill said, pulling it out of his hand.

			“I assure you, missy, it is.”

			“That’s not even a real picture of him. It’s a…a cartoon!”

			“Photographs can be faked,” the man said patiently. “You can do almost anything in Photoshop these days. This is a unique signifier that cannot be duplicated and thus provides protection from identity theft.”

			“It doesn’t even look like him!”

			“Be that as it may.” The man turned back to Danny. “Now, there are restrictions. For the first year, you cannot drive at night unless another licensed driver over the age of twenty-one is in the car. This applies to the hours between six p.m. and six a.m. During that same year, you cannot have more than one passenger under the age of eighteen in the vehicle at any one time, and no one in the back seat. The passenger cannot be a minor of the opposite sex. You cannot eat and drive. You cannot text and drive. You cannot talk on the phone and drive. While the car is parked, there is to be no fornication in the vehicle unless it is with your sister or another female family member.”

			“Eww!” Jill squealed disgustedly, shaking her hands as though they were covered with something repulsive that she was trying to get off. 

			Danny’s face felt hot, and there was a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.

			“Other than that, my boy…” The man clapped an unwelcome hand on Danny’s back. “Drive carefully and have fun.” He started around the driver’s side of the car. Before opening the door, he held up a finger, resting his elbows on the vehicle’s low roof. “One more thing. Since this is your first time, you have been given a provisional driver’s license. Which means, if you are in an accident, your license will be revoked. If you are cited for a moving violation, your license will be revoked. If you break any of the rules I have described to you…there will be consequences.” He opened the door. “Good driving!”

			Moments later, the car was speeding down the street away from them.

			Danny looked over at his sister. He didn’t know what to say, and obviously she didn’t either, because she turned away and headed back up the walkway and into the house. 

			When their mom came home after work, both Danny and Jill tried to explain what had happened, attempted to convey to her the frightening craziness of it all, but no matter what either of them said, they couldn’t seem to capture her attention. She was distracted, and when Danny showed her his driver’s license, she glanced at it and said, “I think we should visit Daddy’s grave tomorrow. All of us.”

			Danny met his sister’s eyes as their mom left them, walking into the kitchen to start dinner. Jill crooked a finger, and he followed her down the hall into her bedroom. She closed the door behind them.

			“What was that?” he said.

			“I think I know.” Jill’s voice was so low that Danny could barely hear her.

			“What?”

			She glanced nervously toward the closed door.

			“Jill?”

			“I think she saw Daddy.”


		


		
			SIXTEEN

			This couldn’t be the place.

			Todd stood on the cracked sidewalk, looking from the piece of paper in his hand to the peeling blue door in the tan brick wall that was sandwiched between a shuttered tattoo parlor and a particularly dark and seedy looking bar. 

			Yesterday afternoon, he had called the phone number on the business card he’d been given by the scarred man at his book signing, and had reached a robotic recording, which stated an address before clicking off.  He thought he’d be talking to a person, and so hadn’t been prepared for such a short swift message. He didn’t even have anything with which to jot down the information. He remembered the address, though—1432 East Lincoln Avenue—and quickly found a pencil and piece of paper, writing it down. Just in case he’d gotten it wrong, he tried calling again.

			A message informed him that the number was out of service.

			It didn’t matter. Todd was certain the address was correct, and he looked up directions on both MapQuest and Google Maps, printing out the one that seemed easiest to follow.

			Now he was not so sure he’d heard the address correctly.

			He smelled strong beer and cigarette smoke coming from the open door of the bar, heard two men with loud slurred voices arguing. Not expecting anything, he knocked on the rough wood of the blue door, flakes of dry paint fluttering down from the contact point with his knuckles. He was about to turn away, when the knob rattled and turned. The door opened, and at the foot of a stairway leading upward stood a man with a bald head and a long red scar across his scalp.

			“Welcome,” he said, beckoning Todd inside.

			Todd had come prepared. In a shoulder bag were pens, pencils, a notebook and his laptop. He’d also brought a checkbook, in case the tutorial cost money. He wouldn’t pay much, but if the DMV prep seemed legit, he was willing to fork over a few bucks.

			Although, now that he thought about it, he should have brought cash. The checks had his address on them, and he wasn’t quite comfortable letting these people, whoever they were, know where he lived. 

			Todd followed the man up the steps. At the top of the landing was another door, this one red, and beyond it a large open room that seemed surprisingly clean for this building in this neighborhood. Around the room, computer terminals sat on square institutional tables next to freestanding whiteboards on which words and arrows and simplistic drawings of intersections had been scrawled. 

			The man who had given him the card approached, smiling. “I’m glad you came.”

			Behind him, against the far wall, a small group of men and women stood watching them.

			“Our tutors,” the man told Todd. “All former DMV.” Each appeared to have been maimed or injured in some manner. Todd saw a woman with a missing thumb, a man with a dead arm, another man wearing a leg brace. Nearly all seemed to have scars on their faces.

			An elderly Asian woman and an African American teenage boy were already being coached at separate tables by teams of tutors.

			“We use no names here,” the man told him. “We know your names, of course, but for our protection, tutors use no names. The DMV would pay handsomely for that information, and we can’t take the chance that after you pass your tests, one of you might reveal who we are.”

			“But we could reveal where you are,” Todd pointed out. “Isn’t that worse?”

			“By the time we’re finished with your group, we will be gone. Another location in another city. And another one after that. And another one after that. By the way, I am Number One.” He pointed to the woman with the missing finger. “She is Number Two. We are the ones who will help you pass your test.”

			The woman stepped over. “Hello,” she said, smiling. Todd noticed that her two front teeth were unnaturally white. They had obviously been knocked out and replaced.

			“This is a crash course,” Number One said. “That means you will be here from eight in the morning to six at night, for four days in a row.”

			“How much does it cost? Todd asked.

			The man gave him a steely stare. “We don’t do this for money.”

			“But I assume you need to get paid. Unless someone is bankrolling all this.” He gestured around the room.

			“That is not your concern. We are here to help. Do you want our help or do you not?”

			“Sure,” Todd said. “But do you think I’ll really be able to pass?”

			“We know what they do,” Number Two said softly. “We’ll get you through it.” She gestured toward an open table at sat down in front of the terminal, turning it on. 

			Todd and Number One sat to either side of her.

			“Any questions before we get started?”

			Todd thought for a moment. “Do any of you still have contacts in the DMV?”

			The tutors glanced at one another. “As I mentioned before,” Number One said, “we still have access. Why are you asking?”

			“My brother-in-law was basically kidnapped by two guys who said they were from the DMV. They were taking him to some sort of training camp. It’s been a couple of weeks already, and none of us have heard from him or have any way of getting in contact with him. We’re just trying to find out if he’s all right.”

			The tutors again shared a glance. “We can look into that for you,” Number One said slowly, “but there’s something you need to know.”

			“You’re on the DMV’s radar,” Number Two said. “That’s how we found you. However it happened, whatever you did to draw attention to yourself…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

			“What we’re trying to say,” Number One clarified, “is that your brother-in-law was probably targeted because of you. And that won’t be the end of it. Most people hate the DMV because it ignores them. Their forms are lost, their requests disregarded—they’re invisible. It makes them furious, but they don’t realize that they’re the lucky ones. Because once you are noticed…”

			“It never stops,” Number Two said, finishing the sentence. “The DMV will go after you and the people around you. Everyone you know. Until it breaks you down.”

			Todd looked from one to the other. “So…”

			“So we can try to find out about your brother-in-law, but just be warned: this isn’t going to stop.” Number One took out a pen and a small notepad. “What’s his name?”

			“Jorge Guiterrez.”

			The tutor wrote it down.

			Number Two nodded. “We’ll let you know what we find.” She pressed a key on the computer. “Now let’s get to work.”

			****

			The next day, Todd arrived shortly before eight. Rosita was suspicious of the whole thing and tried to get him not to go (It’s probably just an excuse to get your personal information, she warned him. They already have it, he told her.), but after yesterday’s enlightening session, he was pretty sure that these mysterious DMV defectors would be able to successfully coach him through the test.

			The bar next door was already open, and this time two women were arguing with each other in shrike-like voices. Once again, he knocked on the peeling blue door, and was let in by a man he didn’t recognize, a man whose face had been burned on the left side. He followed the man up the stairs to the red door.

			He was the first student to arrive, although seconds later there was a knock on the outer door, a sound which echoed throughout the top floor like the pounding of a drum. From the group of tutors milling about, a woman with a hole where her nose should have been separated herself and hurried downstairs.

			Standing with the others, Number One and Number Two beckoned Todd over. Both wore serious expressions, but before he could ask what was the matter, Number One said, “We found your brother-in-law.”

			“He’s in the training camp,” Number Two confirmed.

			Their solemn faces were worrying. “What does that mean?” Todd pressed.

			“There’s only two ways you come out of training. As an all-in full-time worker. Or…like us.” She held up her hand with the missing finger.

			“Or you don’t come out,” the man with the dead arm said, and the others nodded soberly.

			Number Two met his eyes. “Some people get lost in there.”

			Todd looked at her, exasperated. “What does that even mean?”

			“It means that he’s in the camp, and there’s nothing any of us can do about it.”

			“You said you know their systems. Can’t you hack in and get him released or reassigned or something?”

			“He’s in the camp,” Number Two repeated.

			“There’s nothing to do but wait,” Number One said, leading him toward the same table and computer terminal they’d used yesterday. “Either he’ll come out, or he won’t. And if he does come out? Then we’ll see.” He sat down in front of the computer, bidding Todd sit next to him. “Come on, let’s help you pass that test.”

			****

			Rosita was silent after he told her what they’d said about Jorge.

			“I don’t think we tell Beverly,” he said.

			She looked at him, shocked. “We have to tell her!”

			“But what do we really know? Nothing specific. Vague stuff about getting lost and not coming out…”

			“Or ending up tortured and maimed! I say we tell Beverly and we go to the cops.” She ran a hand through her hair. “This is crazy. It’s like a nightmare.” She looked up at him. “Maybe they were joking—”

			“Oh, they weren’t joking.”

			“Then maybe—”

			“I don’t think these people ever joke.”

			“Then maybe they were just trying to frighten you. Or…or…”

			“One of those women doesn’t have a nose. One guy’s arm is totally dead.”

			Rosita started to cry.

			“I’m just saying, I believe it.”

			“Then what do we do?”

			He shook his head. “I’m not sure there’s anything we can do. It sounds to me like it’s some kind of brainwashing thing. Like a cult.” He put an arm around her. “Jorge’s smart, though. I don’t think he can be brainwashed, but I think he’s clever enough to pretend that he is.”

			“We can’t hope for maybes. We need to get him out of there. You have proof: all those mutilated people. If the cops won’t do something about it, we tell our congressman or the newspapers or the TV news or, hell, just post it with some kind of catchy hashtag. I’m sure other people will start coming out of the woodwork with similar stories.” The tears were back again. “We have to save Jorge.”

			“Okay,” he promised.

			“And I’m telling Beverly. She needs to know.”

			“Okay.”

			Rosita met his eyes. “You believe them, don’t you? You think they’re telling the truth.”

			“I do,” he said.

			She nodded. “Then we put a stop to it.”

			The phone rang at that moment. “You get it,” Todd said. “If it’s for me, I’m not home.”

			“Let it go to voicemail.”

			But it didn’t go to voicemail. The phone continued ringing, long after it should have stopped, and Todd felt an uncomfortable creeping sensation on the skin at the back of his neck.

			“Take a hint,” Rosita said, looking at the phone and addressing her words to the caller at the other end of the line. “Jesus.”

			The phone kept ringing.

			His dread increasing, Todd walked across the room and picked up the receiver. “Hello?” he said tentatively.

			“Hello,” a man’s cheerful recorded voice responded. “This is the Two-Minute Survey—”

			Todd hung up, a sense of relief flooding through him. For a moment, he’d thought that their house had been bugged and someone from the DMV had been listening to their conversation and was calling to threaten him. But it had just been a robo-call, and the endless ringing was some kind of technical malfunction. He let out the breath he’d been holding.

			“Who was it?” Rosita asked.

			“Survey.” Picking up the phone again, he dialed 911. “Let’s do this,” he told her.

			****

			Only they couldn’t do it.

			The 911 operator did not believe him and gave him a lecture for wasting the time of emergency services, warning that he would be subject to a fine and prosecution if he did such a thing again. It was late, so their congressman’s office was closed, but Todd sent their representative an email explaining what had happened. He copied the email and forwarded it to every local media outlet he could think of

			The only person they managed to reach was Beverly. She believed every word of it, and immediately said she was posting the story on Facebook and Twitter.

			Todd even emailed Jim Briggs. He was working out of the DMV now, but he was still a cop, and maybe he’d have greater interest or insight than everyone else. 

			They went to sleep that night hoping everyone they’d tried to contact would read their messages in the morning, then respond and take action.

			In the morning…nothing. There was no response from anyone, and while Todd wanted to believe that at least one of the media outlets would get back to him, he understood that their story sounded crazy and that there was no proof to back up any of their allegations. 

			“Keep checking throughout the day,” he told Rosita as he gulped down a cup of coffee. “I need to get to class.”

			“Are you going to tell them?”

			He wasn’t sure Number One, or any of the tutors, would respond well to attempts to publicize the secret side of the DMV, which could very well shine a spotlight on them, but he promised Rosita that he would indeed let them know.

			“See if they have any ideas.”

			“If they did, they probably would have acted on them by now, but I will.”

			He tried to tell both of his tutors about his and Rosita’s attempts to get rescue Jorge, but one sentence in, Number Two held up her hand. “Don’t tell us anything. We don’t want to know.”

			Todd nodded. He understood.

			Sort of.

			Jumping right in, he learned the standard pattern in question sequencing, as well as a series of cheat codes that could be typed into the dedicated testing terminals if certain questions came up. Rather than rely on forms distributed at the office, he was instructed to print out his own forms and fill them out ahead of time. They gave him a list of the required forms for license renewal, as well as others he might need in the future. Several times, they had him go over a diagram of his local DMV office, pointing out which lines he should wait in, and which lines he should avoid.

			When he got home, Rosita said that both she and Beverly had received a lot of support through social media, although the attempts to interest state and local government, as well as the press, had come to naught. They were clearly not the only ones with problems, however, and the sheer number of people with similar concerns and complaints gave him hope. There was strength in numbers.

			On his last day, there were no tutors other than his, and no other students. The room was already starting to be dismantled, with half of the furniture and equipment gone. He had never spoken to the three other people who were being coached on how to game the system, and he realized now that that had been intentional. They had all arrived at different times, all left at different times, and their short breaks had been staggered.  

			He spent the morning reviewing what he’d been taught, and the afternoon putting it into practice using stolen tests that were used by the DMV but had been isolated on the computer in front of him. 

			Finally, the computer was shut off and the two coaches stood.

			“Is that it?” Todd asked. “Are we done?”

			Number One nodded. “You’re ready. Thank you for coming. Every passed test is a victory.”

			Number Two handed him a slip of paper. “We’ve made you an appointment for the day after tomorrow.”

			Todd was surprised. He looked down at the date and time. “So soon? How’s that even possible?”

			She smiled. “We know the system.”

			“Make sure to use what we showed you,” Number One said. “Your test will follow one of the six progressions. All you have to do is apply the proper tactic.”

			Looking at the man, Todd thought that his face appeared even more scarred than it had before. Not for the first time, he wondered exactly how and why the injuries of his benefactors had occurred. “So what are you going to do next?” he asked. 

			“It’s not your concern.”

			“What if I don’t pass? What if I need your help later? What if Jorge—”

			Number Two put her pinkiless hand on his arm. “We do what we do, Mr. Klein. And we do all we can.”

			“But our time with you is over,” Number One said. “Good luck.”

			“And you will pass. Which they will not expect and which is not supposed to happen.”

			Todd walked down the stairs for the last time. It all felt so…incomplete. He wasn’t expecting to be awarded a certificate of graduation, but after the rigorous training of the last few days, this abrupt stop and casual goodbye seemed anticlimactic. 

			As always seemed to be the case around the time he left, the bar next door was loud and crowded. A man stepped out of the entrance as he passed by. Definitely not drunk and wearing business attire much too nice for such a seedy establishment, he stared at Todd with an expression of studied indifference, and when their eyes met, Todd saw something hard and unreadable there.

			Had the man been waiting for him to leave? Was he headed next door now, up the stairs? 

			He’d grown conspiracy minded lately, and the old bumpersticker joke popped into his mind: Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you. 

			He arrived home feeling as though he’d just avoided something terrible. Rosita, when he told her about his day, expressed relief that he was done.

			“I’m glad it’s over,” she admitted. “That whole thing just… I didn’t like it.”

			“I think it’ll help me pass, though.”

			“Was it worth it?”

			“Worth what? All I did was take a few days off for some helpful hints. It’s no different than those SAT prep classes.”

			“I don’t know about that.” She took a deep breath. “This whole thing: Jorge, you, your prep coaches with their scars and missing fingers. It scares me. I used to think the DMV was just a government office where you get your driver’s license renewed. But now there’s this whole other side of things that nobody knows about but us, and it’s crazy, you know? And not weird, interesting crazy. Crazy crazy. Dangerous crazy.” 

			“We’re not the only ones. Look at all the people responding to your posts. There’s a bunch of us out there.”

			“Best case scenario? We’re commiserating with people who believe the same thing we do and don’t realize we’re part of a wacky internet conspiracy group. That’s if those other posts are real and not plants. Worst case? The DMV’s tracking us even now, and everything we do is being watched and recorded for some nefarious reason.”

			“Wow. You’re all in, aren’t you?”

			“Jorge’s in a camp where your maimed friends said he’ll either come back brainwashed or injured? Or not come back at all? Yeah, I’m all in.”

			Todd didn’t know what to say. He put an arm around her. “I’ll get my license. It’ll be good for the next four years. Jorge will come back. Hopefully. And that’ll be it. We’ll be through with the DMV. At least for awhile.”

			“My license is up this year,” she softly reminded him.

			He didn’t know how to respond to that, so he said nothing, simply hugged her tight.

			****

			Todd arrived at the Department of Motor Vehicles office fifteen minutes before his appointment time. Lines were neither as long as the first time nor as short as the second time, but it didn’t matter, because he knew exactly where he was supposed to go.

			The same man was in the center of the same round desk, and somehow the clerk recognized Todd as he walked into the testing room. He grinned. “Back again, huh?”

			Todd didn’t respond, simply showed his paperwork.

			“Number Three,” the man said, pointing.

			Following the advice from his prep class, he signed on and saw the question A driver must come to a complete stop if a traffic light is red. True or false. Before responding to the question, he typed in the cheat code he’d been taught. He then answered True.

			It worked. From then on, the questions were on ordinary common sense topics that every driver should legitimately know. He answered all of them correctly, and at the end was taken to an otherwise blank screen on which the bright green words Congratulations! You Passed! were flashing. Instead of the obnoxious buzzer he’d heard previously, there was a pleasant chime.   

			He stood, left his carrel, and walked over to hand the DMV employee his paperwork. “I’m finished.”

			The man looked disappointed as he stamped the form, tore off the top white copy and handed Todd the yellow and pink copies beneath it. “Window Six.”

			Todd wanted to lord it over him, to say “Aced it!” or “Showed you, asshole!” but he didn’t want to jinx anything, so he left the testing room without saying a word and stood in line in front of Window Six. Moments later, he was handing his paperwork over to a surly elderly woman who kept the yellow copy, gave him the pink copy and then printed out his personal information, handing him the sheet and telling him to make sure everything was correct.  It was, and following her instructions, he moved two feet to his left, he stood in front of a gray screen while she used a blocky oversized camera mounted on the counter to take his picture.  

			“Your new license will be sent to you in the mail,” she informed him in a monotone. “If you do not receive your license within the next four weeks, you can contact the Department of Motor Vehicles by going onto our website or calling the toll-free number listed on your form. Have a nice day.”

			And he was done.

			Todd felt as though he should celebrate somehow, but everyone he knew was at work, including Rosita. He did call to tell her the good news, although afterward couldn’t really think of anything to do.

			So he went home, got himself some iced tea out of the refrigerator and went back to work on his new book.


		


		
			SEVENTEEN

			With no parents or other relatives, Zal’s holidays were like those in indie movies and romantic comedies, attended by a cobbled together makeshift “family” composed of friends, acquaintances and assorted colleagues with no plans of their own. For the past three years, they had been alternating locations for Thanksgiving, Christmas and New Year’s Eve. Mercifully, they had not gotten around to his house yet, but now, to his great embarrassment, he had been unanimously chosen to host a surprise fortieth birthday party for Bernard.

			Zal knew he wasn’t the coolest guy in the world, but he definitely didn’t want everyone to see the way he lived. That would kill any chance he had of ever building a decent rep.

			Especially with Violet.

			So he’d spent every free moment of the past week doing what he could to redecorate, shifting the contents of entire rooms into the increasingly crowded garage. Books were better than knickknacks, and he’d cleared the shelves of his mother’s figurines, souvenirs and other odds and ends, replacing them with computer texts, and science fiction and fantasy novels from his bedroom, as well as his old comic book collection, which had been in a box in his closet. Taking down his parents’ Middle America wall art, he put up some movie posters that he’d bought but never displayed. They looked kind of temporary and haphazard, tacked onto the walls with no frames, but at least they made the place look like his rather than his parents’.

			No matter what rules were laid down, no rooms were truly off limits at a party. Someone somehow, by accident or on purpose, was bound to open a closed door or wander into a restricted area, so he made sure to redo as much of the house as he could with the time and budget he had. And while there was no way he could replace all of the furniture, he did donate a couple of the worst offenders to a local thrift store, exchanging them for slightly more modern, if generic, items from Target. 

			After each step in his decorative evolution, Zal tried to see the house through Violet’s eyes. She was the main reason he had gone to all this trouble, although he did not want her to know that. He must have gone outside and walked back in more than twenty times in an effort to gauge what her first impression would be.

			He found himself thinking about the last woman he’d invited over, and while he could see her perfectly in his mind, he was shocked to realize that he did not remember her name. Irene? Veronica?  He knew her last name—Featherhill—but for some reason her first name eluded him. He was pretty sure it was either Irene or Veronica…or Laurie. But all of them seemed equally right, or equally wrong, and he couldn’t tell which one was correct. 

			What did that say about him?

			His parents’ bedroom was the hardest to revamp, and after ditching their old bed and dresser, he decided to pretend that it was a work in progress, and he piled a lot of boxes in the center of the room, then found some tarps and drop cloths in the garage and threw them over everything.

			The party was scheduled for Saturday at three. Everyone had been asked to come twenty minutes early, so they could surprise Bernard with a shouted “Happy Birthday!” when he walked through the door, but Bernard and his wife Maddie arrived ten minutes before that and were the very first guests to arrive. Judi and Hu arrived literally seconds after, and before Zal could decide what to say or how to react, Bernard turned to Judi and said, “You’re late for my birthday.”

			“You knew?” Judi asked, disappointed.

			He grinned. “Helpful hint: in the future, if you want to keep something private, don’t use company email.”

			Maddie punched his shoulder.

			“You read our emails?” Hu said.

			Bernard shrugged. “Can I help it if our cybersecurity is so poor? The way I look at it, I’m doing you all a favor by pointing out weaknesses that bad actors could exploit.” He turned to Zal. “Hey, what’s with those traffic cones on the street? It’s my damn birthday, and I had to park out in the cheap seats and walk way the hell back here.”

			“I don’t know what’s up with that,” Zal admitted. “It happens every day. At first, I thought they were doing some type of road construction, but now it seems like the guy next door just puts those out to make sure no one parks in his spot.”

			“It’s a public street. He doesn’t have a spot. Anyone can park there.”

			Zal shrugged.

			“Who is this dude? Have you tried talking to him?”

			“Never seen him. Or her. Or whoever lives there.”

			The bell rang, and guests began to arrive in earnest, all of them ready to hide and jump out upon Bernard’s entrance, and Zal saw the disappointment on their faces when they learned the surprise had been blown. Bernard cackled. 

			He’d invited Gary and Boo as well, and the two freelancers arrived together, looking uncomfortable, as though they wished they hadn’t come. 

			Somewhere in the middle of the rush, Violet showed up. She wasn’t part of their department, but Zal had known that Bernard would appreciate her presence and, more importantly, would understand that Zal wanted her here. Unfortunately, he was otherwise occupied when she first arrived, ushering two programmers to the punch bowl on the patio, so he missed greeting her and seeing her first impression of the place. He showed her where the food and drinks were, introduced her to a few people, but it wasn’t until everyone who’d been invited to the party was finally there that he was able to get away and talk to her.

			Bernard was in his glory, holding court and greeting well wishers, although, rather than remaining by his side, Maddie was in the back yard, talking to a couple of the women she knew. Most of the other guests had paired off into small groups consisting of the people they hung out with at work.

			Violet, standing by herself in the living room, was tilting her head to look at the spines of the books on his shelves. As he approached, Zal wished he’d bought some newer, more sophisticated novels so she would think he was more intellectual.

			“Hello,” he said.

			Her face brightened when she saw him. “Hi!” She ran her finger along a series of books on the middle shelf. “That’s so cool that you have these hardbacks. I love Harry Potter.”

			“I do, too,” he admitted. He pointed to a thick blue book in the middle of the collection. “Although Order of the Phoenix not so much.”

			“It did tread water a bit. I think she was trying to figure out where she was going.”

			“Which one’s your favorite?”

			“Oh, Azkaban.”

			He smiled. “Me, too.”

			She glanced down shyly. “I wanted to thank you for inviting me.”

			“Thank you for coming.”

			This was starting off awkwardly. In the real world, outside of work, there was less structure and more pressure, and it made having a natural conversation more difficult. Zal remembered the first time he’d seen Bernard away from work. That, too had been awkward at first, although Bernard’s natural gregariousness had quickly overcome those early uncomfortable moments. He wasn’t sure either he or Violet was up for such a challenge.

			“So how’s Research treating you?” he asked.

			“Okay, I guess.”

			“Are you sending out resumes? Trying to find something more appropriate, more English-y?”

			“No,” Violet said.

			“So what do you really want to do?” he asked.

			“Nothing,” she said. “Isn’t that awful?” She put a hand on his arm, and his entire body tingled. “I know I should have some great passion, something I’ve always desired, some secret ambition, but the truth is I don’t. I’m just kind of drifting.”

			“So you’re going to stay in Research?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. I tend not to make those kinds of plans.” Violet laughed. “Which is probably why I am where I am. It drives my dad crazy,” she confided. 

			She seemed different away from work, Zal thought. But in a good way. He liked the fact that her life wasn’t defined by her work—the way his was—and he was pretty sure, based on that touching of his arm, that she was as interested in him as he was in her. If he could only find a way not to screw things up.

			“You have a nice house,” she said.

			“It was my parents’. Well, mine, too; I grew up here. But I inherited it after they died.”

			“They both died?” she asked.

			He nodded. “Hit and run accident. Four years ago.”

			“I’m sorry.” There was a pause. “Do you miss them?” She stopped herself. “Of course, you do. Stupid question.”

			“That’s okay.”

			“It’s just that I still live with my parents, and I can’t imagine what it would be like if something happened to one of them. Let alone both of them.”

			“I miss them every day,” he admitted.

			“Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

			He shook his head. “Only child. You?”

			“I have a sister. She’s younger than me but already married. I guess in the old days, I’d be an old maid and a disgrace to the family. But these days, or to my parents at least, she’s the disgrace because she got married so young.”

			“I take it the two of you don’t get along?”

			“No, we do.” She thought for a moment. “Or maybe we don’t.” She smiled, shrugged. “I don’t know. But I was just thinking that it would probably be easier for you if you did have a brother or sister, someone to share things with.”

			“Maybe,” he admitted. He gestured around. “Although that would mean I’d have to share the house, too.”

			“Oh,” she said, “you’re one of those.”

			“No, I wasn’t being serious—”

			“Joking!” She punched him.

			He liked that punch. He liked having any sort of physical contact with her, and the fact that she felt comfortable enough to tease him made Zal feel good. He found himself smiling.

			On the other side of the room, Len, the oldest programmer in the department was laughing about something with Taylor, the department’s newest and youngest hire.

			“It’s Bernard’s birthday, but since it’s my house and I’m kind of the host, I should probably walk around and mingle,” Zal said, though at the moment that was the last thing in the world he wanted to do.

			Violet put her arm in his. “I’ll come with you.”

			He liked that arm, too. He hadn’t expected such a response, and he was not only surprised but grateful. Things were going far better than he could have hoped.

			“Okay,” he said. The two of them moved from the living room through the kitchen and out to the back patio, where most of the people were. He checked in on everyone, making sure they were doing okay.   

			Judi sidled next to him. “When are we going to cut the cake?” she asked in a low voice. “That bastard cheated his way out of the big surprise moment, but we can still humiliate him with the song.”

			Zal laughed. “He does deserve it.” 

			“I’ll get everyone together. You make sure he’s standing by the cake in five.”

			Judi made her way toward the largest group of guests in the back yard, and Zal and Violet went back inside, where Bernard just happened to be looking at the cake on the kitchen table. It was easy to keep him occupied in conversation, and Judi cleverly arranged for all of the guests to enter the kitchen singing “Happy Birthday.”

			Bernard was surprised, as they’d hoped he would be, and turned red as the singers surounded him, as they’d also hoped he would. Judi was grinning hugely, belting out the lyrics at the top of her lungs in order to make up for some slackers, and as everyone sang, Zal hastily lit the candles on the top of the cake. He’d wanted to actually light forty candles (and buy the joke kind that could not be blown out), but it had been easier to get one candle in the shape of a four and another in the shape of a zero, and put them together.

			The song ended, everyone exhorted Bernard to make a wish, and as people took pictures with their phones, he blew out the candles.

			“My new screensaver!” Judi announced.

			Bernard’s wife saved Zal from having to cut the cake and hand out slices, so he made himself useful by passing out the slices on small paper plates, while Violet handed out forks.  

			The last two pieces went to Boo and Gary, who brought up the end of the line. Most of the guests had moved outside or to other rooms with their plates, but Bernard had remained in the kitchen, and Maddie handed him her piece of cake.

			“Have you two had your initiation yet?” Gary asked.

			Zal glanced at Bernard, and both of them looked over at the contractors. “Initiation?”

			Gary laughed. “Oh, you’re in for a treat. When we moved from Phase One to Phase Two, a non-disclosure agreement apparently wasn’t good enough. We had to be initiated into the DMV ‘family.’”

			“Which meant…?”

			“Not for us to say,” Boo butted in. He shot Gary a look of disapproval.

			“Why not?”

			“It’s part of the initiation,” Gary confided. “And it’s in the NDA.”

			“So you can’t—”

			“No,” Boo answered for both of them.

			“No,” Gary said, but he was still smiling. 

			Boo wandered away.

			“A helpful hint?” Gary said, sotto voce. “I’d wear clean underwear.”

			****

			Violet stayed after to help him clean up, and while Zal assured her that she didn’t have to do that, he was glad she did. The two of them worked well together, and what would have taken him half the night—or, more accurately, what he would have put off until morning—they finished in less than an hour. They talked as they worked, and the conversation flowed easily and naturally. It was as though they did this all the time and it was part of their normal routine. He and Bernard had not been able to get into the subject of the “initiation” (Maddie had pulled him away and forced him to thank a couple of people who were preparing to leave), but Zal brought it up with Violet, and she was as curious and perturbed by the idea as he was.

			“‘Wear clean underwear?’ He really said that?”

			Zal nodded.

			“It had to be a joke.”

			“That’s the thing: I don’t think it was. His partner seemed deadly serious about the whole thing, and, to be honest, a little afraid that Gary was going to tell me more than the NDA allowed him to.”

			“This is the Department of Motor Vehicles we’re talking about? It sounds like some sort of cult.”

			“I know. And even though we’re just starting on the project, we’re already learning things…” Zal shook his head. “Do you know,” he said, lowering his voice as though afraid of being overheard, “that there’s a chip embedded in your driver’s license that can be used to track your whereabouts?”

			Looking at her, Zal suddenly wondered, in an uncharacteristically paranoid moment, whether Violet had been sent here to test him, whether her job at Data Initiatives, her friendliness toward him, her staying after the party were all part of some secret effort to gauge if he could be trusted to work on the DMV project.

			Then she asked, wide-eyed and shocked, if that was true, and he knew that his fleeting paranoia was nonsense. She wasn’t a spy. “It is true,” he said.

			“I work in Research,” she told him. “Do you want me to research this DMV initiation thing?”

			“Can you do that?”

			“I can try.” 

			“Anything you can find out would be great. I mean, I hope it’s a joke…”

			“But you don’t think it is.”

			“But I don’t think it is.”

			Finally, they were finished, alone, and the house was quiet.

			They looked at each other. Should he ask her to spend the night? Zal wondered. No. It was too soon. Besides, she still lived with her parents. Should he kiss her goodbye? No, too soon for that, too.

			He suddenly felt uncomfortable. He’d been about to ask where she lived, but realized that she might not trust him enough to reveal that yet. He stood there dumbly, unsure of what to say, and it was Violet who spoke first. Her hand was back on his arm. “I had a good time,” she said. “Thanks for inviting me.” 

			“Thanks for coming and, uh, staying after to help. It…helped.”

			She smiled at his awkwardness. “See you Monday?”

			He smiled back. “See you Monday.”

			He accompanied her to the door, and then out to her car, which was parked across the street. “You know,” she said as she took out her key, “you could invite me back again some time, when there aren’t so many people around.”

			He took a chance. “And maybe you could stay a little longer?”

			“Maybe I could.” She got into the car, waved goodbye, and Zal walked back across the street and into the house, feeling better than he had in a long, long time.

			****

			He was awakened in the morning by pounding. For the first few seconds, it was incorporated into the dream he was having, but then he was awake, and realized that the sound was coming from someone beating on his front door. Slipping on a pair of jeans, he used both hands to smooth down his sleep-tangled hair as he walked out to the living room.

			He opened the door a few inches and peered out. The man on the porch was middle-aged and dressed in an expensive suit. His face was red and contorted with anger, and he glared at Zal through the crack in the door. “Where are my orange cones? What did you do with them?”

			“What?” Zal said, confused. He was still groggy.

			“The cones I use to save my parking space. I know you took them.”

			Bernard, Zal thought.

			“You were having a party last night. I saw the riffraff parked all up and down the street, but I didn’t say anything at the time, because I wasn’t going to be home. I just stopped by for a few minutes after work and then left for the night. But when I got back this morning, my cones were gone! And someone was in my spot!”    

			Zal closed the door on him. Locked it.

			That was his next door neighbor? What a jerk.

			Feeling wide awake now, he ignored the resumed pounding and started toward the kitchen, intending to make himself some breakfast.

			“You stole my cones!” his neighbor yelled. “I’m calling the police!”

			“You do that!” Zal shouted back.

			Who did that asshole think he was? 

			By the time he reached the kitchen, the guy had given up, which was too bad. Zal would have liked the man to waste his time standing on the porch and knocking on the door, while he took a long hot shower then ate a leisurely breakfast.

			It had been over three weeks since he’d mown the lawn—manual labor was not his forte—and the grass was pretty overgrown. His dad had always made sure the yard was perfectly maintained, and Zal decided that he ought to at least make a minimal effort to keep the place up. He didn’t want to be the one with the trashiest house on the block, so after breakfast he went out to the garage, and wheeled both the mower and edger around the side of the house to the front yard.

			He’d been lucky enough to find a parking spot in front of his own house yesterday, and as he pushed the edger down to the sidewalk, he glanced over to see which vehicle was ahead of his. It was a Range Rover, the Calverts’ from down the street. Smiling to himself, he wondered where his next door neighbor had ended up parking. 

			Hopefully far away.

			“Psst! Zal!”

			He was bending over, ready to pull the cord to start the edger’s motor, and he straightened at the sound of the voice. Mr. Garcia was standing behind a leafy tree in the strip between the sidewalk and the street, waving him over.

			It was unusual behavior, to say the least, and, curious, Zal left the edger where it was and walked up to the tree. 

			Mr. Garcia glanced quickly around. “That lunatic who lives next to you came over and woke you up at the crack of dawn, didn’t he?”

			Zal smiled. “Yeah.”

			“He asked you about his precious cones, right?”

			“Yes, he did. I told him I didn’t know anything about it.”

			Mr. Garcia leaned forward. “I took them.”

			“What?” Zal laughed.

			“I couldn’t take it anymore. Every time he leaves to go somewhere, he pulls out into the street, parks his car, blocking the whole damn road, then takes those things out of his trunk and sets them up to save his spot. On a public street! Like he owns the road. Yesterday, I finally got tired of it. So after he left, I took his cones.” Mr. Garcia lowered his voice. “They’re in my garage.”

			“Good for you!”

			“I was thinking maybe I should put them back today. I don’t want to be caught stealing.”

			“Serves him right,” Zal said. “Besides, they look like real traffic cones. He probably stole them from a construction site.” 

			“Then what do you think I should do? I’m sorry to burden you with this, but when I looked down the street this morning and saw him pounding on your door… Well, I don’t want to cause you any problems.”

			“It’s no problem for me.” Zal thought for a minute. “You know what you should do? Put them in your trunk, and then take them to a dumpster somewhere and throw them away.” He grinned. “And if he gets some more and does it again, next time it’ll be my turn.”

			Mr. Garcia laughed.

			“I’m serious. Who does this guy think he is? If he’s going to be such a jerk about things, he deserves what he gets.” Zal glanced toward his neighbor’s house. “You know, I don’t even know his name.”

			“I don’t, either.”

			“Does he live alone? Or is there a Mrs. Psycho?”

			“I haven’t seen anyone else.”

			“Well, you did good. I say, get rid of those things, and if he does it again, I’ll do the honors next time. We need to nip this in the bud. For the sake of the neighborhood.”

			Mr. Garcia grinned. “For the sake of the neighborhood.”

			Waving, he walked up the street toward his house, while Zal returned to his edger and, bending down, pulled the cord to start the engine.


		


		
			EIGHTEEN

			Rosita had been spending most of the downtime she had at work, as well as much of her free time at home, trying to find out everything she could about the DMV. But while anecdotal evidence was piling up on the social media feeds of both her and Beverly, the agency clearly had the wherewithal to scrub search engines of negative publicity, since her dedicated research turned up only minor complaints about long wait times and unfriendly staff members.

			She could find no mention of training camps.

			Or cartoonish illustrations on driver’s licenses.

			Or even crazy tests like the one Todd had taken.

			But the personal testimonies of those sharing their stories with her and Beverly were very detailed and very specific, describing incidents and practices not even hinted at anywhere else. And some of those stories were horrifying.

			There was a woman who claimed that she was pretty sure she’d killed a man during her driving test. Five minutes in, the examiner sitting next to her had ordered her to swerve and hit an elderly gent who was nearly at the end of a crosswalk. She’d had no intention of doing any such thing, but at the last second, the examiner grabbed the lower third of the wheel and yanked on it. The car hit the old man, who went flying off to the side, and the examiner cackled. “Got that sucker!” He then told her, “Head on back. You passed with flying colors.” She reported the incident to the police, but they didn’t believe her since no body was found at that location.

			Another woman wrote that, after failing her written test for the third time, she had been locked in a small cell in the DMV office for two days, where she’d slept on the hard tiled floor. There was a sink, so she’d had water to drink, but she’d been given no food, and as there had been no toilet in the room, she was forced to use a wastepaper basket to relieve herself. After she was released, no one believed her, not even her boyfriend.  

			An anonymous man posted about his encounter with the DMV, where he had been led into a side room after submitting the paperwork to change the address on his driver’s license. There, an armed guard had forced him to strip naked. He was then led into another room and restrained, made to stand with his hands at his sides while a group of women seated behind a table jeered and made fun of him. Once he put his clothes on again, he was told that the updated license would be sent to his home within the next six weeks. His attempts to complain up the chain of command had gone nowhere, and he’d been too embarrassed to tell the police. 

			Those three were only the tip of the iceberg, and Rosita and Beverly were trying to figure out a way to leverage these experiences and use them to pressure the DMV to tell them where Jorge was and what was happening to him.

			Yesterday, her mama had called. Rosita was usually the one to phone her parents, since international calls were so expensive, but she’d been avoiding them since her brother’s disappearance, not wanting to talk about it with them, not wanting to worry them. She’d kept the conversation as short as possible, pretending that she had an important appointment she could not miss, but still the subject of Jorge had come up, and she’d told her mama in the vaguest terms possible that he was all right. 

			She vowed to herself that she would find him before her parents called again.

			After spending yet another lunch hour trying unsuccessfully to find something new about the DMV that would help in her quest, Rosita emerged from the staff office behind Circulation to relieve John, who was scheduled to take his lunch. When John returned, Rosita moved over to the Reference desk, where her friend Michelle was also on duty this afternoon.

			Today was Wednesday, which meant that many of the seniors who were the library’s regular weekday patrons were instead at the farmer’s market, so inquiries were intermittent, giving Rosita and Michelle plenty of time to catch up. Although Rosita had been back for a few weeks now, Michelle had only returned from furlough a couple of days ago, and the rumor going around the library was that there was probably going to be another round of layoffs. The city budget was still in dire straits, which meant that the regressive city council once again had the library in its sights.

			At the same time, both the city and the library board were actively looking for new sources of revenue, and one of the funding ideas was to allow certain DMV services to be offered at the library.

			It was not unprecedented. Already, it was possible to obtain a passport at the library one day a month. But the DMV idea bothered her. After everything she’d learned recently, she did not trust the DMV. 

			“How do you think they’ll do it?” Michelle asked. “Last hired, first fired?”

			“They didn’t last time,” Rosita pointed out. “My guess—my hope—is that they’ll offer a golden parachute to some of the older employees, then leave those positions unfilled. You know, save money with an accounting trick.”

			“You really think so? With this city council?”

			Rosita sighed. “No, you’re probably right. I suppose it’s more likely that they’ll try to cut people’s hours so they don’t have to pay benefits. Make everyone part-time. Or replace paid staffers with volunteers.” She shook her head. “I don’t know anymore. People are…” She trailed off.

			“Are what?”

			“Remember at the beginning of the pandemic? We were all in it together. Sasha even made masks and gave them out to friends and family. I still have mine, in fact. Then a month or two in, she became militantly anti-mask. It was all a hoax, she said. Instead of listening to doctors and scientists and people who’d spent their whole lives studying viruses and diseases, she started believing Facebook friends and TV hosts.”

			“Like that TV host who was president,” Michelle said disgustedly.

			“Exactly. Pretty soon, she was out there protesting against tyranny, as though not listening to medical advice was the equivalent of storming the beach at Normandy.” Rosita looked toward the non-fiction stacks. “There’s this anti-science, anti-intellectual attitude out there now. We can’t seem to agree on anything anymore. Not even facts. And that makes things like funding the library not a priority. God forbid the public should have access to information.”

			A nervous boy in his early teens, accompanied by his mother, made his way across the flat carpet to the Reference desk. “Hello,” he said in a soft voice. “I have to do a report?”

			Rosita smiled at him. “Do you need some help?”

			“Yes!” The boy looked relieved. “I need to find three books about Chinese people working on the railroad. It’s for my report,” he added.

			“Let’s have a look.” Rosita stood, leading the boy over to the nearest library catalogue terminal. She showed him how to look up books dealing with a specific subject, then find the call letters of those books and write them down on the scratch paper provided. She pointed out where the range of call letters were displayed on the ends of the shelves on each aisle.

			Thank you, his mother mouthed over his head. “You see?” she told her son. “It’s not that hard, is it?”

			Then all hell broke loose.

			There was what sounded like an explosion, an impossibly loud boom, followed by crashing noises and terrified screams. The boom was so loud it was almost deafening, and for a half-second Rosita thought a bomb had been detonated in the library, but another boom followed, and then another, and she realized with horror that there was a gunman in the building. Someone was shooting the place up.

			The mother and her son were frozen in place, clutching each other, and Rosita rushed over to them, pushing their heads down, leading them in a crouch down the nearest aisle, toward the corner of the library furthest from the entrance. The mom was screaming, though the boy had gone mute, and Rosita pressed on the woman’s back and told her to stay quiet.

			The three of them ducked under a small study table, breathing heavily. Rosita listened, trying to figure out what was happening and where. She heard cries of terror, and below that moans of agony, but the gunshots seemed to have stopped, at least for the moment, which made Rosita think that this wasn’t just some random attack but that the shooter had specific targets in mind.

			It was a straight line from the library’s entrance to the Reference desk, and she prayed Michelle was okay.

			There was another shot that sounded like an explosion, followed by renewed screaming. Immediately after, the tread of heavy clomping footfalls accompanied by metallic clicks and clunks announced the arrival of the police. Thank God the station was just across the street.

			“Help!” a man called out. His cry was echoed by others.

			“Drop your weapon!” a loud voice ordered.

			“I have permission!” the gunman shouted. “I’m licensed! I’m an active shooter!”

			She recognized that voice. It was Will Caskey, from Acquisitions. He’d been laid off during the last round of cuts. She didn’t know the man well, but he’d always seemed nice, and she had a hard time reconciling the quiet guy in the back room with a crazed vengeful shooter. He didn’t even look like the kind of person who would own a gun.

			“Drop your weapon now!”

			“I can show you my driver’s license!” 

			“Now!”

			“Stop him!” a woman screamed. “He’s—”

			There was a single loud whipcrack report, and then the sound of heavy running footsteps. Masculine voices were speaking, saying things too low for her to hear. Although victims were still moaning and crying out in pain, the frightened screaming seemed to have stopped.

			Rosita waited a moment, then emerged from her hiding place. “Stay here,” she told the mom. “I’ll come back and let you know if it’s safe to come out.”

			Keeping near the far wall, creeping out carefully, Rosita made her way toward the center of the library. Other people, patrons and employees, were standing up from where they’d been crouching, peeking out from behind bookcases. Ahead, she saw with relief, Michelle was getting up off the floor in back of the Reference desk.

			Who had been shot? she wondered. Had anyone been killed?

			Six policemen, four wearing armor, were gathered around the unmoving body of the gunman. Two were crouched next to him, one talking into a wrist radio. Several other uniformed officers were jogging into the library through the open doorway.

			She was right. It was Will Caskey. His eyes were wide open, as was his mouth, and it looked as though his face had frozen in the middle of saying something. Both of his arms were outstretched, and while the gun he’d been shooting had ended up a couple of feet away from his right hand, the fingers of his left hand were still clutching something thin that Rosita could not exactly see.   

			One of the crouching policemen reached out and took the item from Will’s hand. It was a card, and the officer held it up, looked at what was on it, then turned it over, frowning. “Huh,” he said. “The guy wasn’t lying. His driver’s license really does say he’s allowed to be an active shooter.”

			****

			“You’re not going back,” Todd told her.

			Rosita gave him a level stare. “I am not quitting my job.”

			“You were almost killed!”

			“I wasn’t almost killed. And now I’m even less likely to be killed. What do you think the odds are that another crazy person is going to come into the same library and do the same thing? It’s like being hit by lightning.” 

			“Bullshit.”

			“Besides, we’re right across from the police station—”

			“A lot of good that did you.”

			She took a deep breath. “I’m not going to argue about it.”

			“Just take a few days off, is all I’m saying. Let things settle down, then decide.”

			“There’s nothing to decide. And this is probably the best time to be there. The cops are going to be extra vigilant, and everyone’s going to be hyper-focused on looking for anything unusual. Not to mention that I just got back from being furloughed, and they’re talking about cuts again. If I want to keep my job, I should probably show them that I take it seriously.”

			“Maybe you should look for another job.”

			“I like my job. I intend to keep it. Besides, there are crazy people everywhere. There’s no guarantee that one workplace is safer than another.”

			But—”

			“No buts.”

			Although she would never admit it to Todd, she actually was a little bit nervous about returning to the library, although her first thought upon pulling into the staff parking lot the next morning was a practical one: had someone managed to remove the bloodstains from the carpet?

			As a matter of fact, the bloodstains were gone, but the entire Circulation area was still cordoned off, and fragments of shattered wood from the shot-up walls and furniture seemed to be everywhere. The library director held a staff meeting in the empty open lobby and informed them that the library would be closed for the rest of the week, until the place could be made to look presentable enough not to frighten children. Contractors were coming in tomorrow to repair the walls and counters, and a custodial crew had already started to clean up the mess. The staff was charged with inventorying their individual areas and making sure the computers were functional.

			“What’s this going to do to the budget?” John asked. “How’s it going to affect us?”

			It was the question on everyone’s mind, and they all nodded.

			“Repairs and cleanup are coming out of the city’s emergency fund,” the director told them. “None of this has any affect on our regular budget.”

			That was a relief, although not much of one, since the rumored cuts were still on the table.

			“They don’t need to fill Will’s position,” Michelle muttered next to her. “That’ll save a few bucks.”

			Rosita almost laughed, but she put a hand to her mouth and turned it into a cough. Her friend’s comment wasn’t really funny, wasn’t even meant to be, but in this situation, under these circumstances, its grim gallows humor struck a chord with her, and suddenly it was hard not to start giggling.

			Everyone’s salary was going to be paid, the director assured them, even while the building was closed for repairs. That one statement seemed to answer most of the remaining questions, and after a few more housekeeping items, they were all dispatched to their own areas of the library to assess and document damage.

			Rosita and Michelle headed over to the Reference desk. A stray bullet seemed to have hit the square pillar behind the desk, exposing white plaster and a small piece of metal brace, but their area appeared to be substantially untouched, which was both lucky and surprising, since the desk faced the front of the library and had been directly in Will Caskey’s line of fire. Although the cardboard stand displaying a list of Frequently Asked Questions had been knocked over, and the multicolored informational pamphlets ordinarily displayed atop the Reference desk were scattered on the floor, nothing was permanently damaged. Rosita unlocked her drawer and found nothing amiss. Michelle’s drawer, too, was untouched.

			Michelle turned on the Reference desk’s computer and waited for it to boot up. “What is this?” she asked, as an unfamiliar screen appeared.

			Rosita rolled her swivel chair in front of the terminal. On the monitor, a cartoon red convertible filled with smiling blonde white people was speeding toward the front of the screen. An Up With People kind of vocal group was singing a vanilla version of The Beatles’ “Drive My Car.” The car appeared to crash into the screen, auto parts and people parts flying in every direction. On what looked like the opposite side of the glass, cartoon blood dripped down to form the letters DMV.

			Michelle moved the cursor to the bloody DMV and clicked the mouse. Nothing happened. She pressed various keys, and still there was no change on the screen.  

			“The wires must’ve got crossed somewhere,” Michelle said. She turned the computer off, then on again, and the same screen reappeared, the same convertible barreling toward the screen. She turned it off and on again twice more with the same result before appealing to Rosita. “Do you have any idea how to fix this?”

			She didn’t, and she wasn’t sure where the tech guys were right now. “Just turn it off,” she said. “Unplug it.”

			Michelle turned off the computer and the screen went dead. Rolling her chair back, she bent forward and unplugged the terminal from the power strip beneath the desk.

			Rosita said nothing as she moved around to the front of the Reference desk and started picking up pamphlets off the floor, but what she’d seen on the screen made her shiver.

			Not just because it was apparently connected to the Department of Motor Vehicles. And not just because the little cartoon was creepily violent.

			But because the caricatured driver of the car had looked suspiciously like Will Caskey.  


		


		
			NINETEEN

			Durrell was not Durrell, Jean was not Jean, Al was not Al. Instructors were not the only ones who could easily be replaced here, Jorge had learned. His fellow trainees were gradually being swapped out, switched with others who shared their names and nothing else.

			He thought of that hidden cemetery he’d found, the fresh grave on top of the rise.

			Could Durrell have been buried there? The timing certainly made sense. Maybe his roommate had been eighty-sixed for not being able to gain Jorge’s trust. While he didn’t miss the obnoxious hillbilly, the thought that that might be the case did make him feel a little guilty. Which didn’t mean that he was acting any nicer toward the new Durrell. For although this guy’s approach was friendlier, his very existence made him utterly untrustworthy. Jorge knew this guy was a plant, and the powers that be knew that he knew, but were still going through with it, which meant that they wanted him to know.

			This new Durrell was here to keep an eye on him.

			Indeed, it had become nearly impossible for Jorge to spend any time alone. The ruse of his exercise routine had long since been discovered, and anytime he attempted to walk or jog, he was accompanied by runners who suddenly happened to be on the same path. No matter where he went on the campus now, someone was always there, either an employee or another trainee, and there was never an opportunity for him to explore. 

			With no clocks or calendars, and never any mention of dates or time, he had taken to tracking the passing of days in one of his notebooks, like a prisoner scratching marks on the cement walls of his cell. By his calculation, he had been here for over a month. That seemed impossible, but he was pretty sure it was accurate, and as always when his mind went to this subject, he thought about Beverly. Had the DMV given her some type of cover story that explained his absence and made it seem normal? Or was she going crazy trying to find out what had happened to him? He guessed that she was probably worried out of her mind and that even if they had concocted some sort of explanation as to why he’d disappeared, she didn’t believe it. If he knew her, she’d probably recruited Rosita, and the two of them were trying as hard to find this place as he was trying to escape it.

			Another reason it didn’t feel to him as though a month had passed was because, even after attending classes almost all day every day, Jorge didn’t feel as though he’d learned a month’s worth of information. As far as he could tell, a cheat sheet and a week of on-the-job training would have prepared him just as well for a position at the DMV as this full-immersion. Not that instruction was the reason he was here. The real purpose of this facility was indoctrination. Learning how to perform a civil service job did not require weeks of education and isolation. He was here because they were trying to make him love the DMV, to join their damn cult.

			But that was not going to happen, no matter how much time they spent trying to wear him down.

			The new Durrell attempted to engage him in light conversation at breakfast, but Jorge ignored him—and everyone else—and ate his waffles in silence. As a goof, he disregarded the bells and remained in the cafeteria after everyone else had left. When an administrator told him that he needed to report to class, Jorge answered in Spanish, pretending he did not speak English.

			Eventually two security guards entered the room, the same two who had ejected him from the restricted beehive area. The young one with the shaved head grinned at him. “Time to leave, beaner. Siesta’s over.” 

			The mustached guard said tiredly, “Come on. Let’s go.”

			Jorge wondered what would happen if he punched that bald fucker in the face and then kneed him in the balls. But he wasn’t ready to go that far—

			yet

			—and he merely smiled obseqiously and in a lazy drawl said, “Si, senor,” as he sauntered slowly out of the cafeteria.

			There was a line of ants, he noticed, crawling along the floor of the cafeteria, under the front door and outside. Walking along the concrete path to the classroom building, he saw that the procession of insects continued in the same direction. In fact, the marching ants went into the building, down the corridor and into his classroom, where they disappeared under the instructor’s desk.

			“We’re moving to the next level today,” Mr. Plymouth said as soon as Jorge, the last trainee to arrive, had taken a seat. The instructor pointed out the window toward the faux DMV office at the center of the campus. “Soon, you’ll be ready to show us how you manage real-time pressure, and whether you are able to handle the type of situations that will come up in a regular office on a regular day.

			“But you need to work your way up to that, so we’re going to go to a new classroom, where our public relations instructor, Mr. Lane, will prepare you for the scenarios you will encounter, and teach you what you need to know in order to staff specific desks and counters within a DMV office.”

			He led them out of the classroom, down one corridor and then another, all of them walking single file, like the ants. At the end of the second corridor, they started down a narrow flight of steps. The stairwell was dark at first, but motion sensors turned on lights as they entered. 

			Three landings down, they reached an open doorway. Beyond it was a large irregularly shaped space, oddly lit by orange halogen lights placed at seemingly haphazard intervals. This did not look like a classroom. There were no desks, no chairs, no blackboard or whiteboard. There were instead boxes of various shapes and sizes, as well as assorted pieces of mechanical equipment. It looked like nothing so much as a storage area.

			Mr. Plymouth moved to the side, ushering them in. A man wearing a suit so formal it was almost a tuxedo stood in the center of an open section of the room, and once they were all in, Mr. Plymouth said, “I turn you over to Mr. Lane.” He nodded at the other man. “Mr. Lane.”

			“Welcome,” the new instructor said, smiling.

			One of his arms was longer than the other.

			Jorge could not be the only one to have noticed. The long arm was so obvious that it was distracting. What made it even more conspicuous was the fact that his suit was tailored in such a way that the left sleeve hung far below the hem of the jacket while the right one ended precisely at the jacket’s hem.

			Jorge tried hard not to stare, but it was difficult. Focusing his gaze on the man’s face, he was suddenly sure that he had seen Mr. Lane someplace before, although he could not recall where or when that might have been.  The instructor’s eyes scanned him, then continued on, taking in each trainee. “I’d like to start by talking about the pressure employees feel when they are first thrown into the shark tank known as the DMV.” He chuckled drily, and a few of the trainees chuckled sympathetically in return.

			“This is not like working any other job. The challenges are unique, as are the rewards. But it takes a certain kind of person to adapt to the strains of this life.” Looking over the class, he pointed to a twentysomething hipster known to Jorge only as B.D. “You. You think you can handle stress?”

			B.D. nodded.

			“Get over here.” There was an edge to the instructor’s voice that forbade defiance, and the young man stepped forward.

			Mr. Lane looked the trainee up and down. “One thing you learn at the DMV is how to suss people out, size them up, figure out who they are. Now let me guess. You’re a music fan. You collect vinyl. And you tell people you like jazz, don’t you?”

			B.D. nodded smugly.

			“You do that in order to impress them, to assert your intellectual superiority. And, of course, you only like vintage jazz, none of the new stuff. You’re a fan of Miles Davis, and your favorite albums are Kind of Blue and Birth of the Cool, am I right? But you make sure to let everyone know that you don’t like Dave Brubeck. Not enough hipster cachet these days. And while you agree that Thelonius Monk is a god, you don’t actually own any of his albums.”

			The trainee shifted uncomfortably, not responding.

			“You hate country music, don’t you?”

			B.D. nodded slightly.

			“Except for Hank Williams. Hank’s acceptable in trendy circles. So you tell people you like Hank Williams.”

			Another uneasy nod.

			The instructor rushed forward, shoving his face next to B.D.’s. “Give me the name of one Hank Williams record! Right now! Name one! Name one!”

			The trainee stepped back, flustered. “I-I…” he stuttered.

			“That’s what I thought. Take him, boys.”

			Two black-uniformed guards came out from somewhere and flanked the trainee, one grabbing his left arm, one his right. They pulled him across the room to a well-lit corner where a thick metal pole ran from the floor to the ceiling. B.D. seemed too surprised to struggle, and probably thought nothing would happen to him, but within moments, he had been roughly chained to the pole and blindfolded.

			“You see,”  Mr. Lane said, “you have to be authentic.When you are working in the office, you are not merely representatives of the Department of Motor Vehicles but representatives of society at large, the same society that permits applicants to join the ranks of licensed drivers. You are the gatekeepers, the ones who determine which of them shall be granted the privilege of driving on public streets, and as such you need to be trustworthy, which means you need to be genuine.” He pointed toward B.D. “Not phony.”

			The instructor led them over to where B.D. was chained.  

			“And one of the most important skills you will need in your job is the ability to judge character. It is how decisions are made in regard to who is allowed to drive a vehicle. I knew who this young man was just by looking at him, and I wanted to demonstrate the type of evaluative skills that will be required of you should you be lucky enough to work for the DMV.”

			Jorge looked at the blindfolded hipster and shifted his feet uncomfortably.

			“In our business, mistakes have consequences, and punishment, of necessity, is swift and severe.”

			Mr. Lane nodded, and the two black-uniformed guards suddenly had sharp pointed sticks in their hands. The one on the right poked B.D.’s chest, drawing blood.

			The trainee screamed.

			The guard on the left jabbed his stick into B.D.’s right thigh, soliciting an even louder scream.

			This couldn’t be real, Jorge thought. This was surely being done for his benefit, and B.D. had to be in on it. But there seemed nothing fake about the pain on the trainee’s face. Or his agonized cries. And there was certainly nothing fake about the blood.

			“Pressure,” Mr. Lane said calmly. “Most people outside of the DMV family don’t know what real pressure is. But as you will learn, it can either be your friend or your enemy.” 

			B.D. appeared to have passed out. He was slumped against his chains, but the guards continued to poke him with their sticks, and the blood was running freely.

			None of the other trainees said a word. Jorge wondered what sort of lesson they were supposed to take from this demonstration. Was it merely an attempt to keep them in line and intimidate them?

			Or intimidate him? 

			Because despite the very authentic torture going on in front of him, he was still not convinced that all of this had not been set up for his benefit.

			Moments later, Mr. Lane raised a hand, and the two guards moved away from B.D.’s limp and bloody form, fading back into the part of the room from which they had come. 

			The instructor remained where he was, and, with B.D. and the pole as a backdrop, began his lecture. Jorge glanced around. Apparently, for this class, they would be standing and listening, not taking notes. 

			“The job will not only put stress on you, but will put stress on your relationships. With your husbands, with your wives, with your children, with your friends. Many marriages have crumbled under the strain of the job. But, rest assured, it is worth it. Life as part of the DMV is more wonderful than you can possibly imagine.” He smiled, his face aglow with a fanatic’s certainty, and Jorge felt a chill pass through him.

			“Now, if you become a member of our DMV family, you will not only have an impact on society, you will, in a very real way, be able to drive society in the proper direction. Particularly in regard to communities of color.” Here he looked specifically at Jorge.

			There was a flare of anger, an immediate tapping in to familiar resentment, and Jorge steeled himself for what he knew would be coming next. 

			“Which brings me to another point. You process some jig or chink or cholo, that goes in the license. Not just on the license, on the line where it says ‘Race.’ Hell, that’s a stupid thing to begin with. A cop pulls someone over, he doesn’t have to read what race the driver is. He can see it. No, this info goes into the license. Part of the chip. This way the person can be tracked. If an officer’s driving by, it’ll ping an alert and let him know what kind of person’s in the car. That way he’ll be aware if he’s coming up on some bad hombre.” He looked directly at Jorge again.    

			“Chinga tu mama,” Jorge said, staring back defiantly.

			The instructor smiled broadly. “You have a leg up on your compadres here,” he said. “You’ll be eligible for bilingual pay.”

			The other trainees laughed, and Jorge felt a stab of hatred for all of them.

			Mr. Lane stepped forward, putting both hands on Jorge’s shoulders, standing at a slanted angle because of the one long arm. Jorge wanted to punch him in the stomach as hard as he could, but looking past the instructor at the slumping B.D. chained to the pole, he knew this was not the time or place for such action, and remained stiffly still.

			“I have high hopes for you,” Mr. Lane said. His breath smelled sweet, like honey. “Listen and learn, and you will go far.”

			Jorge said nothing, and the instructor dropped his hands from his shoulders and stepped back, saluting Jorge with the long arm. He began lecturing again, a passionate monologue about the character traits necessary for an effective employee, making no mention of race this time. Gradually, he led them away from the corner and back toward the center of the irregularly shaped room. B.D. appeared to be stirring, and Jorge assumed that once he had revived, he would be unshackled and freed from the pole. One of the trainees moved, the light shifted, and, horrified,  Jorge saw that what he had taken for independent movement was actually the swarming of thousands of ants. They completely covered B.D.’s form, the teeming mass of insects granting his motionless body the appearance of life.   

			Jorge felt like screaming, felt like running away.

			Continuing to lecture, Mr. Lane saw where he was looking, caught his eye, and smiled.


		


		
			TWENTY

			Todd received his new license on a Saturday. 

			Rosita was at work, so when he heard the mail drop through the slot, he went out to the entryway and picked it up.

			On top was an envelope from the Department of Motor Vehicles.

			He’d been waiting for this, and he tore it open, grateful that it had arrived before his old license expired. Several days earlier, he had tried calling the DMV help line to check on the status of his renewal. A recording informed him that his expected wait time was an hour, so he had input his number for a callback. Two hours later, the monotone male voice on the other end of the line told him, when asked, that his status was “in process.” He asked what he should do if he did not receive the new license by the expiration date on his old one, and the man said, “We can’t answer hypotheticals,” and hung up on him.

			His new license was attached to cardstock backing by some sort of gummy adhesive, and he pulled it off to examine it. The style of the license had changed. Updated, he supposed. The photo was as bad as ever. He looked like a homeless guy, with beard stubble he did not recall having, and hair that looked wild and uncombed. The license number seemed more prominent than before, a different color, maybe, and he pulled out his wallet to compare the two.

			Yes, the number was red instead of blue, and slightly larger than previously, but that was not the only change. The number on the new license was different.

			Todd frowned. That was strange. What was even stranger was that the new number seemed more familiar to him than the old one. How was that possible?

			He continued to stare at the card. He had never been one of those guys who knew his license number by heart. Anytime he needed to reference it or write it down on a form of some sort, he had to take his license out and look it up. But he actually recognized this new number, though for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out from where.

			It would come to him, Todd assumed.

			The odd thing was that the number consisted entirely of numerals, with no letters. His old license number had started with an N, which he was pretty sure indicated what type of license he’d been issued. But this one was just a number.

			341579.

			He suddenly knew why it was familiar to him.

			It was the same number that had been tattooed on his great-grandmother at Auschwitz.

			He felt chilled to the bone.

			Heading straight over to the office closet where he kept family keepsakes, Todd pulled out one cardboard box after another until he reached one on which he had scrawled 1940-1960  in black marker. It was part of the family history that had been drilled into him throughout childhood, and he opened the box and dug through loose medals and ribbons, leather-bound diaries and brittle government certificates, until he found what he was looking for: a stack of photos held together by a rubber band that disintegrated when he touched it.

			He began sorting through the pictures. He had not seen them in years, but they were all familiar to him. Going through the photos and recounting the family story had been an annual ritual growing up. He took the top photo of his grandmother as a little girl in New York and placed it on the bottom of the pile, followed by well-remembered shots of relatives standing in various configurations at weddings and funerals, or posed before new cars and new houses and vacation spots. 

			Finally, he found a picture of his great-grandmother Elsa staring unsmiling into the camera, and, following that, the photo he remembered so well, the one that had given him nightmares as a child: a closeup of the blue tattoo on his great-grandmother’s arm.   

			341579.

			It was the same number.

			He’d known that already, but seeing confirmation on the old woman’s flabby flesh caused his heart rate to increase. He experienced the same sense of dread that had come over him as a child when looking at the picture and listening to his grandmother’s horrifying account of her mother’s experience. It was a coincidence—

			probably

			—but that did not make being assigned the number any less upsetting. Todd looked from the photo of the tattooed number in his hand to the number on his license, which he’d placed on the top of his desk. Strange, he thought, how people who were up in arms, literally, about gun registration, afraid that the government would use that information to keep track of them, had no qualms about the DMV not only knowing their height, weight, hair and eye color, but assigning them a number by which they were identified.

			Like 341579.  

			As of today, that was not just the number that the government of Nazi Germany had used to keep track of his great-grandmother, it was the number by which his own government would now keep track of him. If he wanted to cash a check, he would have to show that number. If he wanted to identify himself at the bank in order to withdraw funds, he would have to show that number. Every time he needed to show “valid ID,” for whatever purpose, he would have to use that number.

			There had to be some way to get his license changed, and after putting everything back in the box and returning all of the boxes to the closet, Todd immediately logged onto the DMV website to see what options might be available to him. No mention was made anywhere on the page or on any of the sub-screens about modifying a license, but there was a 24-hour help desk to which he could submit questions, and he provided his name and email address, and wrote a message asking whether there was any way he could get a new license number.

			Leaving the computer on, he went out to the kitchen, microwaved some pre-packaged Cajun rice and beans, poured himself some iced tea and watched CNN for a half-hour while he ate lunch. 

			Once back in his office, he switched over to his email, but an answer did not seem to be immediately forthcoming. There was, however, an email from Jim Briggs that had been sent earlier this morning. He hadn’t heard from the policeman in over a week. Jim had not responded to the two emails he’d sent, and Todd was surprised to hear from him now. He clicked on the message.

			Todd,

			Sorry for not responding sooner, I have forwarded your DMV questions to the appropriate department.

			Hopefully, you’ll be hearing from someone soon. I can’t talk about work, but if you’d like to have a personal conversation, you can call me at 555-1630.

			Todd frowned. It was a little disconcerting that Jim had forwarded his queries about Jorge to another department in the DMV…but then he thought that the offer to call and have a “personal conversation” might be a subtle way to get around department restrictions and talk off the record. Moments later, he called the number provided.

			“Jim Briggs.”

			“Jim! This is Todd Klein. I got your email—”

			The policeman cut him off. “Watch the local news this afternoon. ABC was there for sure, and I think NBC was, too.”

			“What are—?”

			“Can’t talk. Gotta go.” The line went dead.

			He sat there for a moment with the phone still held to his ear. What the hell was that about? Slowly, he put the phone down. Was it his imagination, or had Jim seemed nervous? Todd had the sense that he was supposed to be reading something between the lines, but he had no idea what that could be.

			The doorbell rang, and he went out to see who was there. Opening the door, he found a man standing on the stoop, a muscular young man in white shirt and black pants who looked like a wrestler applying for a job at an accounting firm. “Yes?” Todd said.

			The man stood there impassively. “I’m from the DMV. You put in a question to our help desk?”

			Todd was taken aback. “And you were sent over to my house?”

			“We aim to please.” He could not have said it more insincerely.

			“You could’ve just emailed an answer to my question. Or called.”

			“But instead I am here.” 

			This felt awkward. “So what do I need to do to change the number on my driver’s license? Is there a form I have to fill out, or do I have to go in to the office and talk to someone?”

			The man stared flatly. “You are Three Four One Five Seven Nine.” He took a step forward, and there was something almost threatening about the movement, as though he intended to force his way into the house. Todd held tight to the edge of the door, ready to slam it shut if need be. It was unsettling that the man knew his license number off the top of his head.

			“Here’s the thing,” Todd said. “That wasn’t my number until now. I had a completely different number, and for some reason, it was changed when I got my new license—”

			“Yes. That is your new number.”

			“But I don’t want that number. If I can’t have my old one, I want a new one. What do I have to do to get it changed?”

			“You cannot change it. You are Three Four One Five Seven Nine.”

			Todd didn’t like the way he said that. It sounded like an order, like something his great-grandmother would have heard.

			It was time to stand up for himself.

			“First of all, it’s a ridiculous waste of taxpayer money for you to drive over to my house to answer a few questions you could have easily answered over the phone, or that could have been sent to me in an email. Secondly, there has to be a way for me to get that number changed. It is a very offensive number to me and my family. If I can get my phone number changed or be assigned a new credit card number, I can certainly get a new driver’s license number.”

			The man gave him a slight smile. “And you have.”

			“I mean other than the one you guys gave me.”

			“You have been provided a unique and randomly assigned number. That number identifies you within our system. It is impossible to change it now. When your license comes up for renewal in four years, then you can petition to have a new one assigned to you. Until then, you are Three Four One Five Seven Nine.”

			Anger coursed through him. “You’re, what, from the help desk? What is your name? And who is your supervisor? I’m going to call whoever’s above you, explain the situation to him or her and get this whole damn thing straightened out.”

			The man leaned forward. “My name is Fuck Your Mama, and my supervisor’s name is And Your Daddy Too.”

			Todd slammed the door on him.

			The man chuckled. “Glad I could be of service,  Three Four One Five Seven Nine! Email the help desk if you have any other questions! We’re available twenty-four hours a day!”

			Todd was so angry, he didn’t know what to do. He did email the help desk, as well as an address for “Other Questions, Complaints or Concerns,” and spent the next few hours on the phone with various computerized voices and outsourced call centers trying to connect with someone in authority at the DMV. He talked to underlings, left messages but never actually spoke to anyone with the power to make a decision. Frustrated, he fired off emails to the governor, the head of the state Transportation department, his congressman and state senator.

			Finally, tired and burnt out, he shut off his computer. It was after five already. He remembered what Jim Briggs had said about the news, and turned on the television moments before Rosita arrived home. The newscast was already switching from the weatherman to sports, so he had to wait for the top stories to be repeated on the half-hour. While waiting, he showed Rosita his new license, told her about the Nazi number and the guy who’d come to their house, and explained how he’d spent the rest of the afternoon trying to find someone in charge.

			She shook her head in disbelief. “What a nightmare.”

			“Kafkaesque,” he acknowledged.

			She held her hand out for the driver’s license again, examining it. “That’s really your grandmother’s number?”

			“Great-grandmother. I put away the picture, but I should’ve kept it out.”

			“You can show me later.” She handed back the card. “So do you think it’s a coincidence or what?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

			“With Jorge and your test… We’ve kind of been stirring things up over there. You think they could’ve done it on purpose?”

			“I don’t see how they would even know.”

			“It depends what kind of records they have on us.”

			From the television came the triumphal/martial music that announced the next half-hour of the local ABC newscast.  “Breaking news,” said the anchor, and Todd turned his attention to the screen. 

			It was the top story.

			He’d had no idea what Jim was referring to when he asked him to watch the news, so it was something of a shock to discover that earlier today eight people had been killed in a suspected arson fire at a building in the arts district, and that while two of the victims had not yet been identified, the other six were confirmed to be former employees of the Department of Motor Vehicles.

			Footage of firefighters putting out the blaze was replaced by assorted family snapshots of the victims.

			One was the man who had helped tutor him for the DMV test, the man he knew only as Number One. Another was his other tutor, the woman with the missing finger, Number Two.  

			“It is unknown why the former coworkers were in the empty building,” the anchor said. “Investigators are still searching for a motive. In other news…”

			Todd looked at Rosita. He wanted to call Jim Briggs but was suddenly afraid to do so. If the people who were responsible for the fire—

			the DMV

			—were willing and able to kill eight people, they were certainly capable of tapping Jim’s phone.

			He understood now why the policeman had sounded so nervous.

			Even more concerning was the fact that this wasn’t the work of one person or even a small gang of individuals. It was an organization, an entire system. How could anyone fight against that? He felt dispirited and overwhelmed, impotent.

			“Were those people—?” Rosita began.

			“The ones who tutored me for the test,” he finished for her.

			They faced each other, silent for a moment.

			“Do you think…?” She didn’t complete the sentence, but she didn’t have to.

			Todd nodded.

			“What does that mean for Jorge?”

			He had no idea, neither of them did, but the possibilities seemed a lot more sinister than they had before. He thought of his great-grandmother’s tattoo and the number on his driver’s license.

			“What are we going to do?” Rosita asked.

			He had no answer for that, either.

			On the television, the newscast switched to a commercial for auto insurance.


		


		
			TWENTY ONE

			They confiscated the Honda in the middle of the night.

			Danny awoke in the morning to find his mom in her bathrobe, frantic, standing on the front porch with Mr. Lee, asking him if anyone in his family had seen anything.

			“I just woke up, went out to get the paper, and it wasn’t in the driveway. Could’ve happened anytime. Anytime after seven. That’s when I came back with the pizza last night. None of us went outside after that, and the drapes were all closed.”

			“You didn’t hear anything?”

			“I didn’t,” Mr. Lee assured her. “Maybe Rhonda did. Or the kids. I could ask them.”

			His mom shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I know what happened. When doesn’t make any difference.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Not your fault. Thank you for letting us use your driveway. But I have to go check on…” Still in her slippers and bathrobe, she ran next door, across the lawn, without finishing her sentence.

			Danny and Mr. Lee smiled awkwardly at each other, then Mr. Lee turned to leave, and Danny closed the door.  

			His mom returned a few minutes later from Mrs. Burkholder’s, to report that the Kia was still safely in her garage. Danny could hear the relief in her voice. “I’m going down to the police station and see what I can do about this. Make yourself breakfast. When Jill wakes up, you tell her she has to stay home. She came back after midnight last night, after I told her she had to be in by ten, so you let her know that I need to talk to her.” 

			“Maybe you should call the police,” Danny suggested.

			“And get put on hold or connected to some moron? I’m talking to them in person.” She hurried off down the hall and returned quicker than Danny would have thought possible wearing jeans, a T-shirt and sandals. Her hair was still wild, and she had on no makeup, but the keys to the Kia were jingling in her hand. “I’ll be back,” she said, and left. 

			He made himself cinnamon toast and ate in the kitchen, staring out at the side yard, trying to imagine what had happened to the Accord. They’d probably come around one or two, when they could be pretty sure that everyone in the neighborhood was asleep. Had they stopped by this house first, discovered that the car wasn’t here and then snooped around the street until they found it, or had the scoped things out earlier in the day and just made a quick surgical strike? How many people had they sent out to retrieve it? In his mind, he saw two black suited Ninjas leaping out of an unmarked van, one using some type of tool to jimmy the Honda’s door, the other popping open the hood and doing something to start the car, both of them hopping in and taking off.  

			He wondered if the car had been there when Jill’s date had dropped her off, although she probably wouldn’t have noticed one way or the other.

			Danny finished eating breakfast, took a shower and dressed, but Jill hadn’t awakened and his mom hadn’t returned by the time he got out. He hoped his mother would get back before his sister woke up, so he wouldn’t have to relay the message to her. The phone rang, and he ran to the living room to pick it up before she was roused from her sleep. “Hello?” he said quietly.

			There was a metallic click, and a strange whirring sound. He had no idea what that sound was, but goosebumps popped up on his arms, and he quickly hung up the phone, stepping away from it.

			“DMV Home Support.” 

			Danny jumped, whirling around. Standing in the same place as last time was the man who had forced him to take the driving test. Next to him, stuffed into her blue uniform, looking as bored as ever, was Tanya, the test examiner. His heart was pounding, but Danny managed to sound angry instead of scared. “How did you get in here?”

			“We’re Home Support,” the man said, as though that answered everything. He held up a finger. “But the question is not how we got here but why we are here.”

			“Why are you here?”

			“Our records indicate that your family is down one motor vehicle. And since we are the Department of Motor Vehicles, we thought we could help you out.” He frowned. “Not your mother, of course. She and your worthless daddy got themselves into this mess by their stupidity and ineptitude. Not following proper procedures. Not obeying the rules.” He brightened. “But you’re new, you’re young, and you merit a clean start. So, since you need a car, we brought you a car.”

			“I can’t afford—”

			“Oh, it’s free.”

			“Free?”

			“It’s stolen!” The man walked around Danny and opened the front door, gesturing with a flourish. In the driveway sat a red sports car. “We thought you deserved something nice. And since Tanya did not think you knew how to drive a stick, we found one with an automatic transmission.” He leaned forward, putting a hand to the side of his mouth as though whispering conspiratorially. “It used to belong to a rich bitch who found herself stranded on the highway when it was jacked.” 

			“That car’s actually stolen?”

			“Oh, yes!”

			“I can’t drive that.”

			“Actually, you can. You are specifically licensed to drive a stolen vehicle.”

			“There’s no license for that!”

			“There certainly is. I presented it to you. You earned it. Right, Tanya?”

			The examiner nodded indifferently.

			The man smiled. “Anyway, it is our job as part of DMV Home Support to provide for the needs of our clients, to make it easier to take tests, to deliver licenses, and to make it possible for people to use those licenses when they do not own cars.” He gestured again. “Which is why we have brought you your own set of wheels.”

			“There’s no license that says you can drive a stolen car.”

			“There is. And you have one.” The man winked. “Check.”

			He would check. His driver’s license was in his wallet, which was on his dresser in his room, and he dashed quickly down the hall.

			“We’ve got to hit the road!” the man called from behind him. “Places to go, people to see. Have fun and drive safely!”

			“Wait a minute!” Danny turned back around, but as quickly as they had arrived, the two of them were gone. The front door was still open, the stolen sports car was still in the driveway, but when Danny ran outside, there was no sign of either the man or Tanya. He hadn’t heard the sound of any engine starting or car driving away, but then again he hadn’t heard the arrival of the stolen vehicle, either.  

			He walked out to the sidewalk, looked up and down the street, saw nothing in either direction, and after waiting several moments, went back to look over the car in the driveway. It was beautiful, far nicer than any other car on the street, far nicer than any car owned by anyone he knew. He was afraid to touch it, nervous about leaving fingerprints. The keys were in the ignition, but he left them there and, after walking around the vehicle a couple of times, went back into the house, locking the door behind him. 

			Once inside, the first thing Danny did was go into his room, picking up his wallet from the top of the dresser. He pulled out his driver’s license and looked at it, freaked out anew by the drawing of his head, its gigantic smile filled with weird and missing teeth. Sure enough, to the right of his name, directly under the designation “Class C,” were the words, “Stolen Vehicle.” Had that been there before? He didn’t recall seeing it. But of course his license couldn’t have changed. He must’ve just not noticed.

			Stolen Vehicle.

			What did that mean?

			Apparently, it meant that he had every right to drive that sports car out in the driveway, no matter where it came from.

			Did he have permission to steal a car himself? He wouldn’t, of course, but if he did, could he do so without being arrested?

			This was insane. The fact that he was even thinking about those kinds of questions was crazy.

			Danny wanted to talk to Jill about all this, but her bedroom door was still closed. Maybe it was time to wake her up, although how she could have slept through everything was a mystery. About to knock on her door, he heard a sound coming from within the room.

			Jill was crying.

			Frowning, he knocked lightly. Waited. His sister did not respond, so he knocked a little louder and said her name. “Jill?”

			“Go away!”

			He thought for a moment, then tried the knob. It turned; the door was unlocked. Opening it, he peeked in. His sister was standing in front of the dresser mirror, with her nightshirt pulled up. There were dark bruises on her side and stomach.

			“Oh my God!”

			She dropped her shirt at the sound of his voice. “Get out of here!” she screamed.

			“What happened?”

			“Get out of here!”

			“I’m telling Mom.” 

			He closed the door behind him, but she immediately yanked it open. Her anger had turned to fear. “You can’t! You can’t tell Mom anything!”

			“Why? What happened? You’re all beat up.”

			“No, I’m not.”

			“I saw it!”

			“You can’t tell Mom!”

			“What happened?” Danny asked.

			Jill started crying again. He didn’t know if the tears were real or if she was just trying to manipulate him, but if she didn’t come clean about those bruises, he was going to tell their mother. This was serious stuff. He waited until the tears slowed, then stopped.

			She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “My date didn’t go the way I thought it would last night. It was…bad. It was bad, Danny.”

			She never used his name in conversation, so he knew this was serious. He decided to take a chance: “Was it that old guy I saw you with?”

			She nodded, looking down, and sniffled. “He wanted me to do things I didn’t want to do, and when I wouldn’t do them, he started attacking me. I had to fight back. I was a little bit wasted—he got me wasted—and I…He…” She started crying again.

			Looking past her, Danny saw yesterday’s clothes in the trash can rather than the hamper. There was a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “You have to tell the police!”

			“No!”

			“At least you have to tell Mom.”

			“No!”

			She was still crying, and Danny stood there helplessly, not knowing what to do. They weren’t the kind of brother and sister who hugged or showed affection or shared confidences or comforted each other. Most of the time they didn’t even get along. But deep down they did care about each other, and right now he was worried for her, although he had no idea what to do about it.

			Jill wiped her eyes. “Just get out of my room,” she said tiredly. “Leave me alone.”

			“Mom’s gonna ask.”

			“I’ll think of something.”

			Maybe it was time to change the subject.

			“We have a stolen car in our driveway,” Danny blurted out.

			His sister blinked. “What?”

			He explained to her what had happened. She was still in her nightshirt and didn’t want to go outside, but she could see the sports car from the doorway. By this time, she had stopped crying.

			Danny showed her his driver’s license. “We need to tell Mom,” he said.

			Jill nodded. She seemed more sober and rational now. “You can tell her your thing, but you can’t tell her my thing. You understand?”

			“Okay,” he agreed.

			“Now go over it again. How do you think they got in the house?”

			When their mom came home, it was close to lunch time. Weary and discouraged, she didn’t even ask about the car in the driveway, probably assuming it belonged to someone Jill knew. She dropped her purse on the halltree next to the front door. “Have you guys eaten yet?”

			Both Danny and Jill got up from the couch, where they’d been watching TV, waiting for her to come home. “That car in the driveway’s stolen off a rich woman,” Jill said. “A guy from the DMV gave it to Danny.”

			The news sharpened her focus. She looked from Jill to Danny. “What?”

			He told the story again, showing her his driver’s license as proof, pointing to the words “Stolen Vehicle.” Even with the grotesque drawing, his mother hadn’t been as alarmed by his driver’s license as she should have been when he’d first shown it to her. Just as she hadn’t been that upset by his and Jill’s account of the driving test and how it had come about. She’d seemed distracted.

			I think she saw Daddy.

			But now with a stolen car sitting in their driveway, his mom was definitely fired up, and she immediately called the police and told them what had happened. “They’re on their way,” she said, hanging up.

			“So what about the Honda?” Danny asked. “Are we getting it back?”

			She shook her head. “Maybe if we could afford a good lawyer…”

			“They’re actually allowed to do that?”

			“Apparently so.”

			“What are we going to do?”

			“I have no idea. We’ll have to figure something out. But we’re keeping the Kia in Mrs. Burkholder’s garage.” She turned her attention to Jill. “Now as for you, young lady…”

			Danny didn’t want to be a witness to that argument, and he retreated to his bedroom. He still thought Jill should tell Mom what had really happened—their mother would not only be on Jill’s side, she would fight for her—but he knew that if that was ever going to happen, his sister would have to do it herself. If he butted in, Danny doubted that she would ever speak to him again.   

			Whatever lecture his mom might be giving Jill, their voices didn’t escalate to shouting, and he supposed that was a good sign. Ten minutes later, an Officer Briggs showed up, and Danny went out with his Mom and Jill to tell the policeman about the stolen car, and the two DMV Home Support people who’d broken into their house. He expected disbelief, was prepared to show his license and help his mom argue with the man, but Officer Briggs seemed to take it all in stride. He called in the stolen car’s plate number, typed something into a hand-held device, then told them to wait while he returned to his patrol car and talked in private on his radio.

			When he returned moments later, the officer explained that the car had indeed been reported stolen, and arrangements were being made to tow it away and return it to its rightful owner. No charges would be brought against Danny, Jill or their mom.

			“Charges?” his mom challenged. “What kind of charges?”

			“Well, we’re not—”

			“What kind of charges?”

			“Well, grand theft auto.”

			“That’s a video game.”

			“It’s also the charge we make against people who steal cars. But,” he added quickly, “we know that you did not steal this car.”

			“The DMV stole it!” Jill said.

			“Yes, I realize that.”

			“So are they going to be arrested?”

			Officer Briggs smiled. “No. The police and the DMV work in tandem, so that’s not going to happen. But rest assured, the situation will get sorted out.”

			Danny looked over at Jill, who looked at their mom, who suddenly seemed disinclined to pursue the matter.

			“Listen,” she said, “we have another problem. One of our cars was impounded by the DMV last night. Years ago, my husband donated a Jeep we owned to a charity, but somehow it was used in a recent robbery, and now that’s become our responsibility, God knows why. So the DMV is punishing us by stealing our cars.” She gestured toward the vehicle in the driveway. “And is giving us stolen cars.”

			The policeman frowned.

			“All I’m asking is if you know of any way to straighten this out, any way to get our car back. We really need it.”

			He shook his head slowly. “Sorry,” the officer said, and he did seem genuinely apologetic. “I have nothing to do with that. Have you tried calling the office and explaining the situation?”

			“Yes,” she said. “It didn’t help.”

			“I don’t know what to tell you, then.”

			She leaned forward. “This is wrong. It may be legal, but it’s wrong. Maybe some loophole in the law allows the DMV to steal people’s cars when they didn’t do anything, but they shouldn’t be able to. And you know it.” She pointed a finger at him.

			Officer Briggs nodded. He looked unhappy. Danny and Jill were both close enough to overhear how the officer replied to their mom before he walked back to his car.

			“My advice?” he said. “Let it go. Don’t get involved, and stay as far away from the DMV as possible.” 


		


		
			TWENTY TWO

			They lived in opposite directions from work, so it wasn’t convenient to carpool, but Zal and Violet had taken to parking next to each other in the lot each morning and walking together into the Data Initiatives building. Today, for the first time in over a week, Zal had arrived first, and he sat in his car, listening to the radio as he waited for her.

			It was another ten minutes before Violet finally showed up and pulled next to him, and when she got out of her car, it was obvious that she’d been crying. Watching her approach, he was filled with a feeling of anxiety. The two of them had been getting closer ever since the party, but he still wasn’t sure they were close enough for him to pry into her personal business. 

			She blew her nose, tried to smile at him, and Zal wondered if she wanted him to ask what was wrong or wanted him to pretend as though nothing was the matter. He was frozen with indecision, and she obviously sensed it because her attempted smile gradually faded into a more puzzled expression. He’d been hoping she would speak first, but that didn’t seem like that was going to happen, so he kept his face as neutral as possible and struggled to come up with something middle-of-the-road enough that it would rescue him.

			“You’re a little late today,” he said lamely.

			He was hoping she’d take that ball and run with it, tell him why she was late, but all she said was, “Sorry.”

			“You don’t have to apologize,” he said. “I didn’t mean… I mean, I wasn’t…” 

			He didn’t know what to say and didn’t want to dig himself into a hole, so he just shut his mouth, and the two of them walked across the asphalt in silence. By the time they reached the entrance, she had stopped sniffling and put away her Kleenex, although her eyes were still red. They smiled their goodbyes as they separated and went to their different departments, but Zal could not get the image of her red eyes out of his mind and wondered what could have possibly happened to upset her so. 

			He sat down at his desk feeling down and distracted. As late as he thought he was, he’d still beat Bernard into the office, and his friend hurried past his cubicle several minutes later with an offhand, “Hey.”

			Very few of the programmers were morning people, so the first half-hour of the day, as usual, was quiet save for the tapping of keys, the rustling of paper and the occasional questioning grunt as someone encountered something unexpected on one of their screens. 

			It was Bernard who broke the silence.

			“Holy shit!”

			“What is it?” Zal said, peeking over the cubicle divider.

			Bernard pointed to his screen, but the print was too small for Zal to see from this angle. 

			“I can’t tell what I’m supposed to be looking at.”

			“All these drivers. They’re dead.”

			“They’re what?”

			“Their licenses have been automatically renewed, but they’re dead, and none of them have an address associated with their name. There are literally hundreds of names here, not connected to any living person or any real address. God knows who’s using these licenses..” 	

			“You don’t really think—”

			“Of course not, but it’s either a gigantic bug in the system or fraud on a massive scale, because right now, the dead can drive.”

			The dead can drive.

			Such a concept was ridiculous, and the horrorshow images in Zal’s mind had no basis in reality and nothing to do with the computer glitch Bernard had found, but the phrase remained in the back of his mind, and he could not make it go away.	

			At lunch, he and Bernard went to the break room. Ordinarily, Violet would be joining them, but Zal wasn’t sure he’d see her here today. She was there before they were, however, and his spirits lifted when he saw her. Immediately, he took her aside. She seemed back to normal, but their encounter in the parking lot had been gnawing at him all morning, and he said, “Are you all right?”

			“I’m fine,” she told him.

			“This morning, you seemed a little upset, and…and I’ve been worried about you.” They were in the hallway outside the break room.

			“It was nothing,” Violet said.

			Judi walked past them, on her way to lunch, and all three of them smiled and said hello.

			“It was something,” Zal said, resuming their conversation. “You can tell me.”

			“I know I can,” she said. “But…”

			“You don’t want to.”

			“No, it’s not that,” she assured him. “I’m just not…ready yet.”

			“Okay,” he said, backing off. “But when you are…”

			“You’re there?”

			He smiled. “I’m here.”

			“I’m glad,” she said, and took his hand, giving it a small squeeze.

			They returned to the break room, and it was as if the scene in the parking lot had never happened. It was a normal lunch, and for that Zal was grateful. For the first time since arriving at work, he was able to relax.

			Shortly after he and Bernard returned to their workstations, Murdoch called them into his office. “I got a call a little while ago from a Mr. MacAdam from the DMV. I know you’re just in the analysis phase, but apparently, you’re starting to access some rather sensitive information. You’ve already signed NDA’s, of course, but to make sure nothing private or proprietary gets out, the DMV is requesting an additional layer of assurance.”

			Zal knew what was coming next.

			“Yeah?” Bernard said. Maybe he’d forgotten what Gary and Boo had told them.

			Murdoch cleared his throat, looking away. His voice took on an embarrassed tone. “They’re asking you to take part in an initiation process.”

			Zal glanced over at his friend, and Bernard met his eyes. He clearly did remember. “Initiation? What is this,” he asked the project manager, “a cult?”

			“I know it’s a little unorthodox.”

			“Please explain to me how an initiation carries more legal weight than an NDA.”

			Murdoch shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s just something they’re asking you to do. Or requiring you to do. And if we want to keep this account and you want to keep your jobs, you’re going to have to do it. I know it sounds silly, but—” He spread his arms. “—it’s out of my hands.” 

			“What does this initiation entail?” Bernard asked. 

			“I’m afraid I’m out of the loop and not privy to that information. Apparently, it’s on a need to know basis, and I’m not involved to the level of detail that you two are.”

			“So you’re not…”

			“No, just you two. At the moment. Although I imagine Judi, Ken and Austin will cross that line next.”

			“What are we supposed to do?” Zal asked.

			“I’ll email you the address. Show up there tomorrow morning at eight. They’ll tell you what to do after that.”

			“And you have no idea what this involves?” Bernard said.

			Murdoch shook his head. “You can tell me when you come back. And you will come back. I have been told that the whole thing lasts less than an hour. No dragging this out and coming in after lunch or trying to take the day off.”

			“Would we do that?” Bernard said innocently.

			The project manager chuckled. “Back to work.”

			The two of them returned to their desks.

			Bernard shook his head. “So the initiation is a real thing. Craziness.”

			Zal nodded. He remembered what Gary had said at Bernard’s birthday party.

			I’d wear clean underwear

			It was a joke, sort of, but there’d clearly been a grain of truth behind it, and it made him wonder what exactly they were in for.

			****

			Traffic cones were not only blocking the parking spot in front of the house next door when Zal arrived home, they were placed on the street in front of his own.

			This was getting ridiculous.

			Ignoring his lunatic neighbor’s attempt to steal space, Zal parked directly in front of his house, rolling over two of the cones as he slid next to the curb. He’d picked up some tacos for dinner on the way home, and was eating them in front of the TV when there was a pounding on his door. He wiped his hands on a napkin, then went to answer it.

			As expected, his next door neighbor was again on his porch. “You ran over my cones!”

			“You can’t block off part of a public street,” Zal said tiredly. “It’s against the law.”

			“I’m saving those spaces—”

			“You can’t do that.”

			“Well, I say I can.”

			“Well, the law says you can’t.

			“I was in Afghanistan, you know. Two tours of duty.”

			Zal stared at him blankly. What was he supposed to do with that?

			“People usually thank me for my service.”

			Zal remained silent.

			The man stepped forward threateningly. “When men and women thank me for my service, do you know what they’re thanking me for? Killing. They’re thanking me for killing people. I killed more people over there in my two tours than Charles Manson did in his lifetime! In one single day, I killed fifteen ragheads, and that wasn’t even an unusual day.” He grinned. “Manson was a piker.”

			The man was clearly trying to intimidate him, and Zal was a little intimidated, but there was no way he was going to let that show. “So what’s your point?” he said calmly. “You’re going to kill me because I parked in front of my own house?”

			“You ran over my cones!”

			“Then don’t put them in front of my house.”

			“I’m using them to save a space.”

			“You can’t do that. I don’t know how many times I need to repeat myself.”

			“Oh, yes I can do that!”

			“I’m calling the police,” Zal said. “And I’m calling the city. Then I guess we’ll find out once and for all, won’t we?”

			He shut the door, made sure it was locked, then went back to his tacos and the news. He half-expected the man to start pounding on the door again, and wouldn’t have been overly surprised to see him sneaking around the side of the house, looking for another way in. But as the minutes ticked by, and the news returned from a commercial to show a heartwarming story about a blind boy and his seing-eye dog, it became clear that his neighbor had actually left.

			Still, before he went to bed that night, Zal double-checked that all of the windows were closed and that both the front and back doors were locked. 

			****

			Shortly before eight in the morning, Zal and Bernard met outside a nondescript warehouse in an industrial area. There was very little available parking, so Zal parked in the small single space between an “End No Stopping At Any Time” sign and a “Begin No Stopping At Any Time” sign, while Bernard had parked across the street in a 15-minute parking zone.

			“If it takes longer than that, and I get a ticket, I’ll make the company pay for it,” he said. “I wouldn’t be out here on my own. It’s a legitimate business expense.”

			Indeed, no one else seemed to be out here at all. Zal saw no other people, no other cars, and the building corresponding to the address they’d been given looked abandoned. Did the DMV own this warehouse? Did they rent it out for occasions such as this? Had they rented it out today just for the two of them? None of the possibilities made any sense, and Zal wished Boo had not cut off Gary when the freelancer was trying to explain about the initiation.

			I’d wear clean underwear. 

			“Let’s get this over with,” Bernard said.

			They didn’t have to knock on the door of the building. As they approached, it was opened for them by a very short bald man. “Welcome,” he said in a stuffed, nasal voice. 

			The man closed the door behind them, and they followed him into the murk of the cavernous building. About them were the remnants of old industry: broken equipment, rusted machine parts, discarded tools, empty boxes. The only light came from outside, filtered through the dirty glass of occasional windows set high in the walls. 

			“This is where the DMV holds its initiation?” Zal whispered. His voice was amplified by the emptiness of the warehouse.

			“Hard to believe.” Bernard, speaking in a normal tone of voice, sounded as though he was shouting.

			The small man said nothing, continuing on, and they followed him.

			Until he stopped.

			The floor had not been level; they’d been walking up a slow rise. Now they stood at the edge of a sharp drop off. Before them, a set of stairs led down into a well-lit open area with white walls and white floor, where rows of desks and counters were staffed by dozens of workers.

			“My head is full of bumblebees,” moaned the small man who’d led them to this point. He dropped to the filthy floor, just this side of the ledge, and seemed to slowly deflate as dark smoke poured from his nose, mouth and ears, coalescing into a black shadow above his flattening form.

			Only it wasn’t a shadow, it was a cloud of bees. Zal could hear them buzzing, and as the last of the insects flew out through the man’s eyesockets, leaving behind an empty skin suit, the swarm flew up toward the ceiling, merging with the gloom.

			“Neat trick,” Bernard said drily. He gestured toward the stairs. “Shall we?”

			Whatever he’d been expecting, this was not it. Bernard was trying to maintain his usual level of cool, but he wasn’t nearly as unflappable as he pretended to be, and Zal could tell that the bee man had shaken him. His friend’s hand was trembling as it reached for the stairs’ railing.

			Zal was trying to convince himself that what they’d seen wasn’t real, was a deception designed for their benefit, but he was starting to believe that wasn’t the case. Side by side, the two of them started down the steps, descending from dimness into light, and by the time they reached the bottom, it was as though they were in a completely different building, a new modern office.

			A DMV office.

			“Hello!”

			The woman who greeted them at the bottom of the steps emerged from behind the closest desk, looking them up and down, and smiling. “Welcome to your initiation. Now take off your pants.”

			“What?”

			She laughed, clapping her hands. “Sorry! I couldn’t resist. That was a joke. A lot of people get the wrong idea when they hear the word ‘initiation.’ But this is not that kind of initiation. We’re not a college fraternity, we’re a government agency. So relax. We are merely here to welcome you into the DMV community.”

			As one, the men and women staffing the office stood, smiling blankly at them and waving in an identical manner.

			“Well, that Stepford act is not creepy at all,” Bernard said. “And speaking of creepy, what was that trick up there with your little greeter?”

			She didn’t bother to answer but turned on her heels and said, “Follow me. And don’t look around. You don’t have access yet.”

			All of the workers had returned to their duties, whatever those might be, and the woman led them past people standing behind counters and sitting at desks, stamping forms, typing on computers, talking on phones. Suddenly, she stopped. “Don’t move,” she ordered.

			The lights went out, and they were plunged into darkness. Whatever diffused illumination entered through the high windows in the warehouse above did not make it down here, and nothing could be seen in the inky blackness. It was as though both light and sound had disappeared, because not only could Zal not see anything, he could not hear anything, either.

			Then the lights came back on, and they were still in the white office, but the workers were gone. There were only empty counters and desks. Their guide was gone as well, but in the white wall before them was an open doorway leading to another, smaller room beyond. Through the doorway, Zal could see dark walls and, in the center of the room, a pale object about eight-feet high that looked like a sculpture formed of connected cubes and triangles.

			He glanced over at Bernard, and without a word, the two of them walked through the doorway.

			Zal knew instantly that that had been a mistake. 

			There was a buzzing in here, and the buzzing came from the walls, which were only dark because they were swarming with bees. The pale object, it turned out, was a wax beehive, although it had somehow been fashioned to look like a David Smith or Anthony Caro creation, all angular lines and geometric shapes.

			Zal turned to leave, but the doorway just behind them had been sealed over by a wave of the insects. The only light in the chamber came from the beehive, whose wax seemed to glow from within. The buzzing, he noticed, possessed the cadence of speech, and he had the feeling that if he really listened, he would be able to understand words that were being said.

			He didn’t want to do that.

			He was afraid to do that.

			Zal looked over, hoping Bernard would have some idea about how to get out of here, but his friend appeared just as clueless as he was. Behind Bernard, a face pushed itself out of the side wall, a three-dimensional construct with protruding nose and chin, ridged eyebrows and rounded cheeks. It smiled at them, and for a second he thought that it was a real face, forgot that it was made of bees, but then he saw that the black teeth in the inky face had texture, and he realized what they were really looking at. It was impossible, horrifying, had nothing whatsoever to do with the DMV or computer systems or anything in the rational world outside, and he was filled with the sudden certainty that he and Bernard were going to die in here and no one would ever find what was left of their bodies.

			The face was not merely smiling now, it was laughing, bobbing up and down with mirth, its blackened mouth expanding and contracting. The buzzing which had sounded like speech now replicated laughter.

			“What the hell?” Bernard said, the first words either of them had spoken since entering the room. His voice sounded small and flat against the buzzing background noise.

			Zal’s attention was drawn by a subtle lightening of the illuminated wax. He looked toward the geometric formation in the room’s center and thought he saw, behind the angular shapes, movement, something dark and almost visible that was darting crazily back and forth.

			Bernard saw it, too. “What the hell?” he repeated.  

			Suddenly, there was another man in the chamber with them, although Zal did not know where he could have come from, or how he could have gotten there without being seen. He was dressed in casual business attire, was clean-shaven, and looked perfectly normal—aside from his hydrocephalic head.

			“Greetings,” the man said, his big head wavering slightly. 

			Startled, Zal wanted to glance over at Bernard to gauge his friend’s reaction, but he was afraid to look away, afraid his shifting of attention might be considered offensive, so he maintained eye contact, not wanting to insult the man or hurt his feelings.

			“I know you’re probably worried about your initiation, but believe me, it won’t hurt a bit. And after it’s over, you’ll be able to get into all of the programs and sub-routines you’ll need in order to update our online system.”

			It won’t hurt a bit?

			This time he did look over at Bernard…just as an uncommonly large bee flew out from the mouth of the face on the wall, or rather separated itself from all of the other bees that made up the face, and headed straight for Bernard’s neck. His friend saw it and cried out, startled. He tried to duck, but the bee honed in on its target and stung Bernard right below his Adam’s apple, just as another equally large bee sped out of the face’s mouth and zoomed toward Zal. 

			Zal twisted around, trying to get away, but felt a quick sting on the back of his neck. A searing flash of pain knifed through his brain, disappearing as quickly as it had come. He closed his eyes, opened them.  

			The big-headed man smiled. “You now have access to everything.”

			****

			There were no cones on the street when Zal arrived home, and there were open parking spots in front of both his house and his next door neighbor’s. He had just gotten out of the car when he saw Mr. Garcia hurrying toward him down the sidewalk. “Zal!”

			He waved, waiting until Mr. Garcia had caught up with him.

			“Did you hear what happened?”

			Zal shook his head. “No.”

			“Your buddy got arrested!”

			Zal pointed to the house next door. “Him?”

			“Yeah. Cops came this morning, right after he started putting up his traffic cones.”

			“They didn’t just give him a ticket?”

			“No. Took him away. And towed his car, too.” Mr. Garcia gestured toward the open space.

			“I wonder who complained,” Zal said. “I was going to file a complaint with the city, but I didn’t have the chance yet.”

			“That’s probably a good thing.” He lowered his voice as though their neighbor could still overhear them. “And we should keep that quiet. He seems like the kind of guy who might come after you if he found out.”

			Zal grinned. “Doesn’t matter tonight, though. He’s in jail.”

			Laughing, Mr. Garcia high-fived him.

			Later, however, alone inside his house, playing a new online game that Kevin had found for free and shared with him, Zal found himself wondering why the cops would arrest someone for falsely blocking the street in front of their house. It seemed like a misdemeanor at best, something a person might get a ticket for, not something that would send him to jail. 

			Maybe the man had been wanted for other crimes, bigger crimes.

			That definitely seemed possible. After that crazy I-killed-more-people-than-Charles Manson speech, Zal wouldn’t put anything past him.    

			Still, someone had to have complained and alerted the police, and he wondered which neighbor it could be. Not Mr. Garcia for sure. He’d been just as surprised as Zal. 

			So…someone else on the street had had a problem with the man.

			That left him feeling obliquely reassured, even though the arrest itself still seemed a little harsh to his mind, and he pushed away all thoughts of his neighbor to concentrate on his game, which he played until he went to bed shortly after midnight.

			In the morning, as he ate his Cheerios and pressed a probative finger against the tender spot on his neck where he’d been stung, Zal used his phone to check his email. It was the usual stuff, and most of it could wait, but there was one message from the Department of Motor Vehicles with a subject line of “Problem Solved,” and he called it up. Greetings! the message read. It is our understanding that your immediate neighbor Mr. Howard Lang (so that was his name) has been unlawfully blocking valid parking spaces on a public street and has been harrassing you over your opposition to his misconduct. It is our goal to make sure that everyone who has been initiated into the DMV family is able to live and work unimpeded. To this end, we have taken care of Mr. Lang, and he will no longer be a problem to you or any of your other neighbors. The name at the bottom of the email was Ed Drivers, and he identified himself as Ombudsman, Department of Motor Vehicles. 

			Ed Drivers?

			That couldn’t be a real name. 

			He’d been happy yesterday that his asshole neighbor had been arrested and was still glad he was gone. There was definitely something wrong with the guy. But the involvement of the DMV, and the vague yet menacing phrase “we have taken care of Mr. Lang,” made him feel uneasy.

			Howard Lang.

			Now that he and Bernard were supposed to have full access to the DMV’s computer systems, Zal wondered if he would be able to look up Howard Lang’s name and find out what had happened to him. Curious to see what he could discover, he quickly finished his breakfast and drove to work. 

			He arrived in the parkling lot earlier than usual but at the same time as Violet, and he wondered if she’d come early herself in order to avoid him. He didn’t say anything to her about it, though, and she didn’t say anything to him, and they walked in together as though there was nothing out of the ordinary.

			Once at his workstation, Zal booted up his computer and attempted a universal search of all DMV systems. Coming up with nothing, he began methodically searching, one by one, each program he could access, trying to find any mention of Howard Lang. Twenty minutes later, buried deep in an un-alphabetical listing of individuals who had violated DMV rules and ordinances identified only by number and letter (1-A, 1-B, 1-C…), he found the name of his neighbor. Clicking on it, he was taken to a screen with the heading Violation Resolution. 

			“Holy shit,” Zal said.

			Bernard poked his head over the top of the cubicle. “What are you holy shitting about?”

			“My asshole neighbor. The one with the cones.”

			“What about him?”

			“He was arrested yesterday, and this morning I got an email from the DMV saying that he’d been taken care of so that he wouldn’t impede my work since I was now part of the DMV family.”

			“Holy shit.”

			“Exactly. That’s why I came to work early, to use that full access we’ve been granted to find out exactly what happened to him.”

			“And?”

			“He has been, quote, ‘remanded for re-education.’”

			“That sounds ominous. Although it couldn’t happen to a more deserving guy.”

			“It does sound ominous,” Zal said. He stood, walking around the edge of the cubicle to Bernard’s side. “So are we going to talk about what happened yesterday?”

			“I thought we did.”

			“I mean now that we’ve had time to think about it.”

			“Perhaps,” Bernard said. “But not here at work, as our corrupt courts have decreed that employers have the legal right to spy on their employees. And not over an easily hacked phone, either, be it landline or cell.”

			“At lunch, walking randomly around in the open air?”

			Bernard smiled. “Maybe so.”

			Nodding, Zal returned to his workstation.

			They’d both brought lunches today, and instead of eating them in the break room, they decided to take them outside and walk down the street to a park. Violet asked if she could come with them, and while Zal wasn’t sure he should drag her into this, he didn’t want to do anything that might be perceived as pushing her away, so he said, “Sure.”

			Bernard raised a quizzical eyebrow, but then Violet’s phone rang, she stepped away to answer it, and moments later she told them, “You’d better go on without me. Something’s come up.”   

			On a bench at the park, they each took out sandwiches. It was Zal who spoke first. “So what was that yesterday? What the hell happened?”

			“You got me.”

			“We both saw the same thing, so it was real, it wasn’t a hallucination. But it was crazy, right? I mean, could you have even imagined anything like that? I sure as hell couldn’t. That weird underground office, and that guy filled with bees, and that face in the room. And what was that bee sting? Some sort of injection? Are there nanobots inside us now, monitoring everything we do?”

			“And Zal goes off the rails.”

			He stopped, looked at Bernard. “Really? After what we went through? You think I’m overreacting?”

			Bernard sighed. “I wish I did. But, no. That was my attempt at levity. Whistling past the graveyard. You are not overreacting.”

			“What was that?”

			“Our initiation.”

			“But did that make any sense to you? Any of it? I mean, it doesn’t even seem real.”

			“Oh, it was real all right.”

			“But how? I’ve been looking at this from every angle I can think of, trying to figure out how any of it could have happened, but I’m coming up with nothing.”

			“I don’t think it’s nanobots.”

			“Neither do I. That was just a theory.”

			“It’s something more primal than that.” Bernard paused. “You know, I’m not a religious guy. I’m not even a spiritual guy. Even as a kid, I didn’t believe in ghosts or Big Foot or the Loch Ness Monster. But that was some supernatural shit we encountered. I don’t know what it was or how it happened or anything, but that’s the only thing that makes any kind of sense to me. Much as I hate to admit it.”

			“I tried emailing Gary and Boo,” Zal said. “Haven’t heard back from either of them.”

			“Me too. Me either.”

			“They acted like they were sworn to secrecy about their initiation, but we didn’t get that.”

			“No, we were just stung by monster bees and then sent on our merry way.” 

			“I just…” Zal crumpled up his lunch sack, threw it at a nearby trash can and missed. “I just don’t know what to make of all this. I don’t know what to do.”

			“There’s not much we can do.”

			He looked over at his friend. “I think I’m a little bit scared.”

			Bernard nodded soberly. “You and me both, buddy. You and me both.”

			****

			Violet was waiting in the lobby for him when they returned to work. Bernard went on ahead with a smile and a wave, leaving the two of them to talk. Zal thought she looked troubled.

			“I was wondering if I could ask you a favor,” she said.

			“Of course,” he told her.

			Violet looked at her shoes. “Would it be possible for me to stay over at your place tonight? Not for that,” she added quickly, her face reddening. “I just need somewhere to sleep. There’re some problems at home, and I think it would be a good idea to…take a night off.”

			Zal took a chance. “Either reason’s fine with me.” He looked into her eyes in the sincerest way he knew how, but it only caused her to smile. 

			“Don’t hold your breath, buster.”

			He smiled back. “I gave it a shot. Seriously, of course you can stay over. I have a spare bedroom and everything.”

			They started walking through the lobby.

			“Meet you here after work?” she said.

			“I’ll be waiting.”

			“I can cook dinner if you want.”

			“Or we can have pizza if you want.”

			“Pizza sounds good,” she admitted.

			“I’ll meet you here.”  

			Rather than drive two cars, they left hers in the lot after work and took his. On the way, and as they stopped off to pick up a pizza, he told her about Howard Lang and the traffic cones and the arrest and the DMV. He left out everything about the initiation, but even without that part of the story, Violet found the situation unnerving. As they got out of the car in front of Zal’s, they both looked over at the dark house next door.

			“Is that his place?” Violet asked.

			He nodded. 

			She shivered. “What do you think ‘re-education’ means?”

			Zal shook his head. “I have no idea.” But just seeing his neighbor’s empty home gave him the creeps, and he locked the car and quickly ushered her into the house, turning on the lights. 


		


		
			TWENTY THREE

			“Guiterrez?”

			Jorge looked up at the unfamiliar man who had opened the door to his room and was standing just outside in the hallway. “Yeah?” 

			“Letter.” The man remained in place, holding forth a white envelope.

			He had a letter? Jorge jumped out of bed. It had to be from Beverly. The fact that she’d finally responded, after all the times he’d written her, lifted his spirits in a way that nothing had since his arrival at the camp.

			He grabbed the delivery and closed the door on the messenger. The envelope was thick, with no return address, and he tore it open immediately. Inside were three items. The first was a short handwritten letter, in Spanish, from Beverly’s mom. The ink was smeared in places, tear-stained.

			It said that Beverly had died of a sudden stroke.

			Jorge felt as though his heart had stopped.

			Stapled to the folded letter was a clipped newspaper obituary:  “Mr. and Mrs. Juan Avila are sad to announce the death of their daughter, Beverlyerly (Avila) Guiterrez…” He could not read any further.

			The third item was a funeral announcement that he let fall onto his bed.

			Beverly was dead?

			It was impossible, Jorge told himself, but as much as he tried to believe it was not so, he knew that it definitely was possible.

			He was already out of the room, the envelope and its contents in hand, heading outside and straight toward the administration building. He was getting out of here. One way or another. He’d show the people in charge what he’d received, tell them he had to leave, and if they tried to tell him he couldn’t, he would beat the shit out of them. They would call in security guards, but he would fight like hell and make those guards do so much damage that he would need to be sent to a hospital, where he would ask for his sister and finally escape this hell.

			Unless the DMV had its own hospital.

			He couldn’t afford to think that way.

			The sun was down, although there was still a hint of light in the western half of the sky. Jorge was afraid at first that the administration building would be locked—they didn’t work twenty-four hours a day, did they?—but the automatic glass doors slid open at his approach, and he found himself  in the same clean quiet lobby where he’d been given his orientation that first day and provided with his packet of training materials. In fact, the same man who had given that orientation—Mr. Line—was there now, standing in exactly the same spot, almost as though he’d been waiting for Jorge to arrive.

			“I need to go home,” Jorge announced. “My wife died.”

			Mr. Line smiled benignly.

			“Do you hear me? I need to get home! Now!”

			“I’m sorry. Your training is not yet completed.”

			Jorge advanced on him. “My wife died!”

			“People die all the time,” Mr. Line said flatly. “In fact, fifteen percent of them die in traffic accidents. But life goes on, and the hard truth is that whether your wife is alive or dead, the DMV still needs employees and you still need a job.”

			“You bastard!” Jorge shouted and tried to punch him, but the other man stepped adroitly to the side. He expected security guards to appear from somewhere and attempt to restrain him, but no one else entered the lobby, and with an incoherent cry of rage, he launched himself at Mr. Line, intending to tackle him, but once again the man easily avoided his attack.  He looked directly into Jorge’s eyes, and though he was shooting for calm dispassion, Jorge thought he detected a hint of satisfaction in the man’s steady gaze.

			“Your wife is dead, and there is nothing you can do about it. Except honor her memory by completing your training—”

			Jorge ran. He was leaving here. Now. Even if he had to slice himself up climbing over barbed wire or fight his way past racist goons, he was getting out.

			The direct route was always the best, and he rushed from the building down the center of the road. He had no idea what he’d do when he reached the entry gate or how he would get by whatever guards were securing it, but he’d figure something out. His anger would see him through.

			There was no one outside save himself, and for a few brief seconds, the only sounds Jorge heard were his own ragged breathing and the slap of his shoes on the asphalt. 

			Then there was the sound of engines.

			Cars came out of nowhere, bearing down, speeding up the road before him, driving out of the cul-de-sac behind him, emerging from side trails behind buildings, and he realized that until now, he had not seen a single motor vehicle at this Department of Motor Vehicles camp. Not a supply truck nor a personal sedan nor a golf cart. There’d been nothing since the bus that had delivered him here had departed. Everyone at the DMV camp walked. 

			But there were cars galore now, and they hemmed him in. Although it wasn’t yet dark, all of the vehicles’ headlights were on, practically blinding him. He could see none of the drivers, but he heard a car door open and slam shut, and a moment later, a silhouetted figure stepped in front of a pair of lights and moved toward him.

			Desperate, Jorge ran in the opposite direction. He wasn’t about to just stand here and wait to be captured. He was getting the hell out of this place. The lights made everything blurry, but he could kind of make out the positions of the cars, and he ran between two of them—and an opening door slammed into his midsection, knocking him down.

			He stood, gasping for air. Both knees felt as though they’d been broken. He wanted to run, but he was surrounded now. Everyone had gotten out of their cars, and he recognized instructors, members of the camp’s support staff, even a few fellow trainees.

			Mr. Line was standing before him. Jorge expected a lecture, expected to be told once again how he needed to stay here and finish training, how Beverly’s death wasn’t important and didn’t mean shit. To his surprise, though, the DMV administrator reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. “I know how you feel, Mr. Guiterrez. I understand. My wife, too, passed away recently. And like you, I was here at the camp when it happened. As much as I wanted to leave, as much as I wanted to say a final goodbye, I realized that my place was here—”

			“Well, my place isn’t here!”  

			“Isn’t it?” Mr. Line smiled kindly. “I know you have chafed against some of our restrictions, and you have certainly made your resistence known, but I have been monitoring your progress carefully, and I have to say that I think you might have found a home here.”

			“You think wrong.”

			He shrugged. “Maybe so. Or perhaps you are merely not there yet. But either way, your place is here with us.”

			“I’m getting out of here.”

			“You are not.” 

			It was said in such a low key, matter-of-fact way that the statement had far more impact than it would have had the administrator shouted it at him. Jorge looked around at the cars and the headlights and the slowly darkening sky, and felt the faint stirrings of despair within him.

			No!

			He lashed out, lunging at the man. He’d vowed that he would not go down without a fight, was willing to get the shit beaten out of him and sustain serious injuries if it would help him get the hell out of here, and he was damn well going to see it through. Well before his fists connected, however, he was grabbed from behind by several pairs of hands. His arms were restrained, and then his legs, and he was carried impotently away from the circle of cars to the grass on the side of the narrow road and dumped roughly on the ground.

			“Whadda ya wanna do with him?” someone said, and Jorge recognized the voice as that of Al, the burly truckdriver who’d become a trainee because he supposedly wanted to change careers.

			He didn’t hear the answer. A hard boot kicked the side of his head and he blacked out.

			When Jorge regained consciousness, he was seated at a table in the cafeteria. His head throbbed. Before him was a half-eaten hamburger. Mr. Line sat on the opposite side of the table, eating a bowl of chili. The two of them were the only ones in the cafeteria. Outside the windows, the world was black.      

			Beverly was dead.

			The knowledge suffused his being. His desperate desire to escape was gone, however. Grief had supplanted rage, and he was filled with a sense of utter hopelessness, a realization that no matter what he did or where he was, nothing could bring Beverly back. She was gone. Forever.

			Mr. Line wiped his lips with a napkin. He pointed to the remaining hamburger. “Are you through with that?”

			Jorge nodded dully. He wondered if the stroke had taken her instantly or if she had had time to realize what was happening. Had her final thoughts been of him?

			Mr. Line stood. “Let us go to the Temple.”

			Jorge frowned. Temple? He might have been raised Catholic, but he was nothing now. He certainly wasn’t Jewish.

			“All those who devote their lives to the DMV must worship at the Temple,” the administrator said, as though reading his mind.

			Jorge had no intention of devoting even a single minute of his life to the DMV. Still, he found himself standing and following Mr. Line out of the cafeteria. He had no idea what time it was, but there appeared to be no one outside, and the windows of the trainees’ quarters were dark as they took a winding sidewalk around the side of the cafeteria. Exterior building lights, regularly placed streetlamps and landscape lighting made the campus look like a small city at night, although the woods beyond were pitch black.

			They passed by the administration building, Jorge walking a step behind the other man as they strolled down the curved walkway. Before them was a windowless edifice more modern and at the same time more primal and elemental than the other structures on the campus. Vaguely pyramidal in shape, it was larger at the base than at the top, and at least four stories high. 

			He had never seen this building before.

			That was impossible. It was near the center of the campus and larger than any of the other buildings around it. Yet somehow, inexplicably, it had escaped his notice until now.

			How could that be? 

			Approaching the structure, Jorge saw an open arched doorway and darkness within. Something about that darkness sent a cold shiver through him. The single thought running through his mind was: What am I doing? Beverly is dead. Why am I here?  

			He continued on, though, following Mr. Line up to the entrance and inside.

			The interior was warmer than the chill outdoors, and the air smelled pleasantly sweet. Brighter than it had appeared from outside, softly illuminated by some hidden source of light, the inside of the temple consisted of a single chamber, a cavernous  sanctuary on whose stone walls were carved depictions of seemingly every car, bus, truck and van imaginable. There were carvings as well of even older examples of wheeled transportation: buggies, coaches, carts. The pews, if pews they were, consisted of a similar mishmash of vehicular seating: plush bucket seats next to vinyl bench seats next to wooden buggy planks.

			They walked forward down the center aisle.   

			In the front of the sanctuary was a massive altar and, on it, the dark statue of a large-headed man wearing a long robe and standing with his arms outstretched. Nearly fifteen feet tall, its surface moved and undulated in an alarming manner, and it took Jorge a moment to realize that it was not really a statue at all, but a shape formed by insects swarming over each other in a continuous wave that gave solid, specific form to what was in reality a conglomeration of individual organisms. The sweet smell was stronger here. He could feel energy radiating from the figure, and it was a soothing energy, completely at odds with its harrowing appearance. His head was filled with a low pleasant buzzing sound. 

			For a brief second, the anger and sorrow that had been his since learning of Beverly’s death faded and softened. Then pain and grief returned full force, slamming into him hard, and he was overwhelmed by an anguish so black and so deep that he was unable to move. He remembered the first time he had met Beverly, remembered their first date, remembered when they had decided to move in together, remembered when they had eloped and gotten married. He was filled with a complete and utter hopelessness and he wished with all his heart that he had been the one to die, not Beverly.

			The figure on the altar had moved. Now its arms were spread even wider, and it appeared to be looking down at him. “Worship it,” Mr. Line said softly, and Jorge fell to his knees, sobbing, praying to Jesus, to Mary, to the figure before him, to Whatever might be out there, for Beverly to be alive, for time to be reversed and undo her death and bring her back to him. 

			****

			He awoke in a new bedroom, part of a luxurious suite, with a view of trees through the large picture window. He could not remember how he got here or where he had been before this. His mind was fogged with a jumble of dreams, thoughts and memories, and the only thing clear to him was that Beverly was dead.

			Jorge sat up sharply, the knowledge focusing his mind. He had a few brief seconds to notice the unfamiliar surroundings, then his gaze landed on two men who were standing near the closed door of the suite, talking in low voices: Mr. Line and another administrator whose name he did not know.

			“What—” he began, and Mr. Line strode briskly toward the bed, a salesman’s smile on his face.

			“You’re awake!”

			The other man opened the door and exited the suite.

			Jorge stood. He was wearing expensive pajamas made from some sort of light soft material. On the PJs were prints of automobiles. “Where am I? How did I get here?”

			“You’re in your new crib. Isn’t that what you folks from the barrio call it?”

			He let that go. “Am I still in the camp?”

			“Oh, yes. You’ve just advanced to the next level.” 

			“There’s only one bed.”

			“You no longer require a roommate,” Mr. Line said. “You have worshipped in the Temple. You are part of the family now.”

			“Where is…Durrell?”

			“He was in a car crash, I’m afraid, and is no longer with us.”

			“He’s dead?”

			“Yes.”

			Before Jorge could say another word, before his brain had even settled on a reaction, Mr. Line had walked over to a double-doored closet and opened it. “We’ve taken the liberty of bringing your belongings over and providing you with attire more suitable to your new position.”

			He refused to let himself be sidetracked. “I need to get out of here. My wife is dead. I need to see her.”

			“There’s nothing to see. She’s dead.”

			Anger flashed through him.

			The administrator was suddenly holding an electrnic tablet, although where it had come from and how it had gotten into his hands, Jorge could not say. “As a courtesy, the DMV has gone through its extensive records and conducted a little research in regard to your late wife.” He looked at the screen, slowly shaking his head. “She was not a good woman, was she?”

			Jorge’s hands clenched involuntarily. “What?”

			“It says here that she was quite the slut. Stepping out on you with friends, neighbors, acquaintances, random strangers.”

			“That’s not true!”

			“Come now.” Mr. Line smiled indulgently. “If you’ve learned anything from your training so far, you must have learned that one thing we do well is keep track of our licensees. What use would we be if we did not?”

			“But you can’t—”

			“Oh, we know everything.” He looked again at his tablet. “Apparently, she was quite the backdoor woman. Enjoyed indulging in vigorous rear-end action. Not with you, I guess, but it seems that avenue was open to almost everyone else: her boss at work, the guy next door, the mailman… And aside from you, she was not really into Hispanics.” He glanced up. “That is what you prefer to be called, right? Hispanic? Anyway, it says here that she liked white meat best.

			“And she was a definite spendthrift, which has had the result of leaving you deep in the hole financially.” He shook his head. “With no life insurance and all of her accumulated debts, you’re really going to need a good DMV job just to stay afloat.”

			“Beverly was careful with money!”

			“That’s not the information we have.”

			“Fuck you!” He pushed past the man and withdrew a shirt and a pair of pants from the closet.

			The door to the suite opened and two men walked in. One was the man Mr. Line had been talking to when Jorge first awoke. The other he recognized him as the young security guard with the shaved head who with his partner had interrupted Jorge’s first exploration of the surrounding forest. 

			Make sure you don’t come back. This area’s restricted.

			Ignoring them, Jorge carried his clothes into the bathroom, shutting and locking the door. He changed quickly, looking at himself in the mirror, surprised to find that he was unexpectedly presentable. He’d expected to see wild sleep-mussed hair and a growth of stubble, but he could have just finished grooming himself.

			He opened the bathroom door and stepped out. Mr. Line and his friend were talking together by the door again. The bald security guard was standing just outside the bathroom, facing him, a smug expression on his face. Jorge tried to walk around the man, but he moved to the side and put himself in Jorge’s path.

			“Get out of my way.”

			The man just smirked.

			Jorge moved to the left.

			The guard moved to the left.

			“You are blocking my way.”

			“Si, senor.” 

			It was said in an exaggerated Mexican accent intended to offend him. 

			And it did.

			He lashed out, kicking the man in the balls. The security guard went down, howling and clutching his crotch.

			Mr. Line laughed, walking over and clapping Jorge on the back. “That’s the kind of spirit we need here at the DMV. I can see why Misters White and Black recruited you.”

			Jorge was going to punch him, fight off his associate if he had to, then storm out of here and find a way to get out of the camp, but he was overcome once again by the same soothing energy that had suffused him in the Temple. In his mind was an image of the sculpted wax hives he had found out in the trees when the security guards had accosted him, the geometric shapes that had reminded him of a city.

			“Relax,” said a buzzing voice in his head, a soft language that was neither English nor Spanish but that he still understood. “Relax.”

			And he did.


		


		
			TWENTY FOUR

			Todd was already asleep in bed, and Rosita was only in the kitchen because she was getting a glass of water, so when the telephone rang, she jumped a mile. Her eyes went immediately to the clock above the stove. 

			11:39.

			Nothing good ever came from a call this late, and she picked up the phone before the second ring, her mind immediately shuffling through the possibilities: Mama had died, Papa had died…

			“Hello?” she said, and held her breath.

			“Jorge left me!”

			It was Beverly, and Rosita had to admit that that had not been one of her possibilities. She frowned. “What do you mean? You heard from him?”

			“His whore called from the bathroom, right after they did it. She was gloating.”

			This didn’t sound real. “Maybe it’s not what it seems,” Rosita said slowly.

			“I could hear Jorge knocking on the door in the background, wanting to know what she was doing with his phone and who she was talking to.” Beverly stifled a sob. “She said he was leaving me and moving in with her.”

			Rosita was silent. She didn’t think her brother would be such an asshole—but it was not out of the realm of possibility.

			“I don’t even think he’s doing DMV training anymore. If he ever did. Maybe that was just a scam, an excuse to get away from me.”

			“That’s not like Jorge.”

			“Isn’t it?”

			Rosita honestly couldn’t say.

			“I’m sorry I bothered you.” Beverly was crying. “I don’t know why I called…”

			“Wait!” Rosita cried, but her sister-in-law had already hung up. 

			She immediately tried to call back, but after one ring, two rings, three rings, four, it became clear that Beverly was not going to answer the phone.

			Rosita hung up and hurried back to the bedroom. She went immediately to Todd’s side of the bed and shook him. “Wake up!”

			“Huh? I’m awake.” He sat up, blinking, apparently thinking it was already morning. Then he noted the darkness, looked at the clock, and turned toward her, puzzled. “What’s going on?”

			“It’s Beverly. She just called and said Jorge left her, and…we need to go over there.”

			“At midnight?”

			“She’s distraught, she’s not thinking straight, and I think she might do something.”

			“What do you mean ‘do something?’ Like hurt herself?”

			Rosita had already turned on the light and was picking up the clothes she had left on a chair. “I don’t know. Maybe. I just think we need to go over there and talk to her. Be with her.” She pulled on her pants. “Or I could go by myself if you don’t want to—”

			“I’m coming,” he said tiredly, throwing the covers off. “I’m coming.”

			Their street was empty as they pulled out of the driveway. In the neighborhood where Rosita grew up, there would have been a party at one of the houses, people driving up and down the street, or, at the very least, young couples making out on front porches before saying their goodbyes. But here things were quiet. It was one of the reasons they had bought a home in this neighborhood, and looking out the passenger window, Rosita realized how happy she was with the life she had. 

			Several blocks down, they reached the main thoroughfare, but in this section of the city, even larger streets were nearly empty at this hour. A delivery truck passed them going in the opposite direction, and a motorcycle going well over the speed limit zoomed by, but the few other cars on the road were spaced far apart and moving slowly, as though heading tiredly home.    

			Rosita glanced out the window to her right as a black Camry pulled even with them and kept pace. The driver looked over at her, grinning. She let out a startled cry when she saw his face, then the Toyota sped away and she was looking at its trunk, and then the empty street.

			“What is it?” Todd asked. There was an edge in his voice.

			Rosita shook her head. “Nothing.”

			“You screamed over nothing?”

			She didn’t bother to respond. She couldn’t have seen what she thought she’d seen. It was impossible. But when they stopped at the next red light, the Camry was next to her again, and she looked for a second time into that white grinning face and knew that she’d been right.

			It was Will Caskey.

			Rosita had seen his dead body after the cops had shot him, had seen him removed from the library on a gurney, zipped up in a plastic bag, after he’d killed two people and wounded three others.

			Now he was driving a Toyota through the city at midnight.

			The light changed, and the Camry took off. Her heart pounding so loud she could hear the thumping, Rosita turned to Todd. “That was Will Caskey. The guy who shot up the library. In the car next to us.”

			“What?” Todd frowned. “Is that a joke? I don’t get it.”

			“There’s nothing to get. It’s not a joke. The man driving that car was Will Caskey. I saw him. He looked at me, and he smiled, and I damn near had a heart attack.”

			“But he’s dead, right? Didn’t the cops—”

			“Yes,” she said, exasperated. “That’s what I’m telling you.” She pointed out the windshield at red taillights turning a corner up ahead. “There’s a dead guy driving that car.”

			“You mean a ghost? I don’t understand.”

			“I don’t either!” She was practically shouting at him. “But, no, it didn’t look like he was a ghost! He looked like a person, just really, really white.”

			“Like a ghost.”

			“No! Not like a ghost!”

			“Maybe it was just someone who looked like him.”

			Frustrated, she gave up. “Maybe it was.”

			But she’d seen that face. It wasn’t.

			It was Will Caskey.

			They pulled into Jorge and Beverly’s driveway ten minutes later. Rosita had been frightened by the white face of Will Caskey, but that was nothing compared to the fear she felt looking at her brother’s house. All of the windows were dark, and the only light to be seen was the muted yellow glow of the porch lamp. The place looked— 

			dead.

			“Come on,” she said, getting quickly out of the car. In her mind’s eye, she saw Beverly, wrists slashed, lying on the floor of the bathroom in a spreading pool of blood. In a moment of panic, she realized that she had forgotten to bring Jorge and Beverly’s spare key, which she and Todd kept on a hook in the kitchen, but then the front door opened, and Beverly was standing there, and she was fine.

			Rosita experienced a rush of relief. She ran up to her sister-in-law and hugged her tightly. “Are you okay?”

			Beverly pulled back, nodded. “You didn’t need to come.”

			“Yes, we did.”

			Todd had walked up by this time and stood awkwardly next to her.

			“I’m thinking maybe you were right,” Beverly said. “Maybe it’s not real.” 

			Rosita was surprised, but said nothing.

			“Because now that I’m looking back, that voice at the door didn’t really sound like Jorge’s. I mean, I thought it was him at the time, but now I’m not so sure. Besides, the number was blocked, and Jorge’s phone number isn’t blocked.” Beverly tried to smile, but the smile slipped. “Who am I kidding? I’m just deluding myself. He could easily block his number. And do I really think some random woman found my number, called me up in the middle of the night, convinced some guy to pretend to be my husband and then admitted to an affair that didn’t even take place? I’d have to be crazy.”

			“I believe it,” Todd said.

			They both looked at him.

			“It’s the DMV.  So far, they’ve kidnapped Jorge, given me some weird test, I’ve had to get tutoring from DMV ex-pats, who ended up dying mysteriously in a fire, my license number is from a Nazi concentration camp, and when I complained about it, they sent a thug to my door to tell me I can’t get it changed. You think they wouldn’t stoop to this?”

			“But what for?” Beverly said. “What’s the point?”

			“To throw you off the trail. To stop you from trying to find out about their camp and where Jorge is.”

			She sniffled. “You really think that? You’re not just saying it to…”

			“I really think that,” he said, and Rosita could tell that he did.

			Suddenly, she did, too. It might be crazy, but it did make a kind of lunatic sense. She thought of the SWAT officer in the library announcing that Will Caskey’s driver’s license identified him as an active shooter, the grotesque DMV cartoon that had appeared on the Reference desk’s computer.

			Todd shot her a look, and she knew from his expression exactly what he was hinting about. Rosita nodded in agreement.

			“There’s something we haven’t told you,” he said, and Beverly stiffened. “Those people who tutored me, they used to work for the DMV, and they were all...maimed. By the DMV, they claimed. I told them about Jorge’s situation, and asked if they could look into it for me, and they said he was in a camp where he could end up coming back brainwashed. Or injured.” He took a deep breath. “Or not come back at all.”

			Beverly let out a small cry.

			“I’m not saying I believe them. And even they said maybe. But—”

			She turned on him, furious. “And you didn’t tell me?”

			“We didn’t want to worry you,” Rosita said lamely.

			“I’m already worried! Where is this camp?” she demanded.

			“That they didn’t know,” Todd said. “Which is why we didn’t tell you. ”

			“You didn’t think I had the right to know about my own husband?”

			Why hadn’t they told her? Rosita thought now. What was wrong with them?

			“Get out of here,” Beverly said, pointing. “I want you out of here.”

			“Beverly…” Rosita began.

			“Now!”

			She was angry, but she did not seem suicidal, and under the circumstances, that was probably the best they could hope for. Rosita and Todd shared a glance, then started reluctantly back toward the car. Rosita decided she would call tomorrow morning, or maybe tomorrow afternoon. See if things had cooled down.

			She expected a sardonic remark from Todd as they backed out of the driveway, a Well, that was fun or something similar, but even he seemed to recognize the seriousness of the situation and drove off in silence.

			They remained quiet as they headed home. Rosita felt an involuntary chill as Todd reversed the route he’d taken on the way over. Glancing out the passenger window at the few vehicles they passed or that passed them, she could almost make herself believe that she hadn’t seen the person she thought she’d seen in the Camry next to her. It was late, she’d been tired and stressed…

			But that white face haunted her, and try as she might, she could not get its grinning visage out of her mind.

			****

			At the library the next day, Rosita did some research, trying to assuage her fears, and she found that, yes, Will Caskey was not only officially dead but also buried. A small crazy part of her thought it might be worthwhile to dig up the grave to make sure he was actually there, but she understood that the idea was completely irrational, and was eventually able to convince herself that either she’d seen someone who looked like Will, as Todd had said, or her tired brain had invented something that simply wasn’t there.

			Still, things continued to seem a little…off.  Even here at the library all was not as it should be. Ever since the shooting, several of her coworkers had expressed trepidation about walking alone through the building, not just in Acquisitions, the Local History Room or the Reserve Book Room, but through the stacks in the center of the library’s main space. Such feelings were understandable, and Rosita had experienced them, too. Until now, she’d put it down to a psychological aftereffect of the shooting, a type of PTSD, but thinking about Will Caskey, she was not at all sure that the fears weren’t justified.

			Nearly everyone was leery of the front entrance, and even Rosita’s heart rate accelerated when the doors opened and a patron walked in. For the most part, though, it was an unfocused sort of dread she experienced. She didn’t mind working by herself, however, and when John asked her to go down to the overflow stacks in the basement and bring up some books, she had no problem taking a cart down in the elevator.

			The metal doors slid open, and she pushed the book cart out into the low-ceilinged repository. Rosita had always enjoyed being alone down here. She liked the cool air and quiet, the comforting smell of the books, the restful sense of solitude.

			But not today.

			Guiding the wobbly-wheeled cart down the center aisle, Rosita was acutely aware of the fact that if something happened to her down here, no one would know. She might not be found until the next time someone visited the basement, which was not very often. Why hadn’t this occurred to her before coming down here? She could trip and fall and break her leg, she could suffer a stroke or seizure, she could bump her head and get knocked out.

			But that’s not what really worried her, was it?

			No.

			The back of her neck prickled. Rosita stopped the cart, thinking she’d heard another noise besides the tapping of her foosteps and the clicking of the metal wheels, a low drone that might have been another librarian humming a song or might have been…what?

			She didn’t want to know.

			“Hello?” she said tentatively.

			There was no answer.

			The repository was silent now, the only sound her own breathing and the faint buzz of the overhead lights, and she pushed the cart forward. Its rattling sounded downright clamorous in the stillness, and Rosita found herself grateful for the racket, minimal as it might be.

			She’d known from the call letters on the list John had given her that she was picking up nonfiction transportation books, but glancing down at the printout, Rosita noticed for the first time that all of the volumes she’d been sent to retrieve were about cars. It was a coincidence, it had to be, but it put her in mind of the DMV. Her thoughts drifted to the website she and Michelle had seen on the Reference desk computer, with the cartoon red convertible running people down, then to Will Caskey’s white face in the car next to her last night, grinning malevolently. 

			Was it her imagination, or were the lights at the end of the basement dimmer than they ordinarily were? The far corners seemed unusually dark, and she was grateful that the books she needed were near at hand, in the center of the aisle. Stopping the cart, she consulted her list and started pulling out the requested volumes.

			The droning sound was back, and it seemed to be coming from the darkened area of the room. 

			It wasn’t someone humming a song, it was a low conversation in a foreign language.

			“Hello?” she said again. She expected the noise to stop, but instead it became louder, and there was a fluttering of the lights that corresponded to the cadence of the unfamiliar speech. In her mind, she saw Will Caskey huddled in the corner talking to…something.

			Rosita was suddenly afraid to remain down here by herself. She had loaded onto the cart only four of the twenty or so books that had been requested, but she wasn’t about to stay and find the rest. Leaving the cart where it was, she hurried back toward the elevator. 

			She’d come back later with someone else to finish the job.

			She pressed the call button on the elevator, heard the lumbering lift start its way down. She’d been hoping it was still here at the bottom, but no such luck. Someone else had used it, and from the time it was taking to arrive, that person had probably gone up to the second floor.

			The lights in the basement switched off.

			Rosita would have screamed had the elevator doors not slid open at precisely that moment. She rushed into the lighted box, turned around and punched the Up button. As the doors shut, she thought she saw movement in the darkness, black against black. Was it coming toward her? It didn’t matter. She was safe. The elevator was going up.

			The metal doors opened on the welcomingly lit main floor of the library. With an audible sigh of relief, Rosita stepped out, feeling liberated by the high ceiling above and the expansive room around her. Michelle was at the Reference desk, helping a patron, and, grateful, Rosita headed over to see if she could be of assistance.

			Behind her, the elevator doors closed.


		


		
			TWENTY FIVE

			“Danny! Wake up!”

			It was Jill’s voice, but that didn’t make any sense. What would his sister be doing in his room? Dazedly, he opened his eyes. Not only was she sitting on his bed, but she was in her underwear, and that made even less sense.

			And it was still night.

			Something was definitely wrong.

			Instantly, Danny was wide awake. “What?” he said. For some reason, they were both speaking quietly.

			She got off the bed, motioning him toward the window. Pulling open the drape, she pointed to the driveway, where a gray Volvo was parked, the front porch light reflecting off its windshield.

			“Daddy’s home,” she whispered.

			A shiver of fear passed through him.

			Daddy’s home

			“That’s the same car he was driving when he hit that woman with the stroller.”

			“How do you know he’s—?”

			“He’s in the bedroom with Mom.” Jill’s voice had dropped even lower. “I heard them talking.”

			Danny had never been so frightened. He missed his dad more than anything in the world, and if someone had told him immediately after the heart attack that his father could be brought back, he would have done anything to make it happen. But now the prospect of actually seeing his resurrected dad scared him more he would have thought possible, and he could tell from his sister’s voice and expression, from the fact that she was here, in his room, that she felt exactly the same.

			She also said that he had killed a woman and her baby.

			That wasn’t the dad he remembered.

			“What do we do?” he whispered.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Should we…see him?”

			Jill shivered. “No!”

			“We could stay here in my room, lock the door and wait for him to leave.”

			“Who says he’s leaving? Besides, I’m not sure a locked door could keep him out. He’s dead.”

			Hearing the word spoken aloud somehow made it more real.

			“Maybe we should get out of here,” Jill suggested.

			“Maybe you better put some clothes on first.”

			She nodded. “You come with me.”

			It could have been conversation from a bad teen sex comedy, one of those terrible 1980s films that their mom, for some reason, seemed to like, but there was nothing remotely sexy going on here. Jill wanted him with her because she was scared.

			Danny nodded soberly. He was scared, too.

			He was still in his own pajamas, and he made her turn around while he slipped on yesterday’s clothes. She opened his bedroom door, peeking out. The coast was apparently clear, and she motioned him forward. He was carrying his shoes and socks, not wanting his mom—

			and dad

			—to hear the sound of his footsteps on the darkened hallway’s wooden floor.

			Jill’s room was closer to their parents’ than his, so they had to be quiet. Neither of them spoke as they slipped out and tiptoed up the hall. Once in her bedroom, Jill carefully closed and locked the door, not turning on the light. This time, it was his turn to look away, and he stared out her window at the unfamiliar car in the driveway. They remained silent, and the only noise in the bedroom was the scratchy sound of rough material against soft skin as she pulled on her jeans.

			No, that wasn’t quite true.

			There was another noise as well, coming from within the walls, a chittering, teeming sound. 

			He glanced over at his sister when he was sure that she was dressed and saw the look in her eyes.

			She heard it, too.

			Jill was right. They needed to get out of here.

			Taking care to be as quiet as possible, she picked up her wallet and phone from the top of the dresser. Where were they going to go? To one of the neighbors’? Or once outside, was she going to call one of her friends?  It didn’t matter. The important thing right now was to leave.

			In the hallway, Danny still heard that chittering noise within the walls, but above it, from behind the door of the master bedroom at the end of the hall, came the sounds of his parents. His mom was sobbing—

			with joy? with horror?

			—and Danny had a sudden urge to burst through the door to make sure she was okay. But then he heard the familiar cadence of his father’s voice, murmuring words he could not understand, and a chill ran down his spine.

			He was carrying his socks and shoes, but Jill had slipped on some sandals, and the two of them crept down the dim hallway toward the front of the house.

			The door to their parents’ bedroom opened behind them.

			It was as though everything was happening in slow motion. Through the open doorway, for a brief second, he saw his mother on the bed in the lighted room, dressed in a pink nightie, her eyes red from crying. Then she was blocked from view as another darker figure stepped in front of her and emerged into the hall.

			It was their dad.

			But he was…different. 

			Gangly and ungainly, moving almost as though he were a poorly manipulated marionette, he advanced toward them. His head flopped oddly on a stiff neck, and the smile on his face came and went, seemingly uncontrolled, while his rolling eyes were unable to focus on any one thing. He was muttering to himself, but the sounds he made did not appear to be real words.

			It was a horrifying sight, a version of his dad Danny could never have imagined, and he was grateful when he felt Jill’s hand grab his and pull him away.

			The noise in the walls had gotten louder, and it seemed to be in conversation with his father, growing louder and softer in hellish counterpoint.

			They dashed into the living room. Danny wished that he’d put his socks and shoes on ahead of time, but right now he’d be willing to run barefoot over jagged rocks if it meant that he could get away from his dad. 

			They reached the front door.

			“Jill? Danny?” It was their mom’s voice, and Danny looked over his shoulder to see that she’d come out of her bedroom and was standing behind the thing that had been their father. Her face was blanched, her expression one of unmitigated fear.

			Jill unlocked the door, yanking it open, and practically tripped over a white cube sitting on the welcome mat before her. 

			What the—? 

			Danny, next to her, was equally startled. Whatever it was, it smelled like honey, looked like wax.

			In front of their house, a white van had pulled up directly below the streetlight. Two men were getting out, one very tall, the other very short, both dressed in what looked like security guards’ uniforms.

			Jill stepped quickly around the left side of the cube, Danny around the right, but before either of them could get off the porch, they were grabbed from behind by arms that were at once familiar and not.

			“Daddy!” Jill cried.

			Danny turned his head and looked over his father’s shoulder into the house. The last thing he saw was his mom’s white face, her eyes red and wide and terrified.

			And then a black bag was pulled over his head.

			****

			They were herded blindly into the van, and the bags were not removed until they reached their destination shortly before dawn.

			Where that destination was, Danny had no idea. In the dim light, it looked like a prison. Squat unpainted cement buildings with metal doors and thin vertical windows lined both sides of the short street on which the van was parked. Well beyond a grove of trees in back of the buildings, a high concrete wall surrounded the entire complex. He saw no people other than his sister and the two uniformed men who had brought them here.

			“Welcome to the camp,” the taller one said, and laughed harshly.

			Both men got back in the van and drove down the street, pulling into what had to be some sort of garage or parking structure at the far end, next to the wall. 

			On the long trip over, Danny had put on his socks and shoes—by feel, since he couldn’t see—and was glad that he had done so. He turned toward his sister. “What do we do?”

			But she already had her phone out and was dialing.

			“Who are you calling?”

			“Nine one one.”

			The volume was turned up, and Danny heard ringing and then an answer: “What is your emergency?”

			“I’ve been kidnapped!” Jill shouted. “Me and my brother! We were taken from our home in the middle of the night and now we’re—”

			“You have not been kidnapped, Ms. Wilding.” The dispatcher’s voice on the other end of the line sounded bored. 

			“I just told you we were!”

			“I have all of your information here on my screen. You are calling from the Department of Motor Vehicles re-education camp. Individuals are remanded to this location when they have broken laws, rules or regulations, and it has been determined that formal intervention is necessary. According to the information I have here, you were recommended for re-education by your father.”

			“My dad’s dead!”

			“Not according to the information on my screen. And even if you had been taken in error or kidnapped, we have no jurisdiction over the DMV.

			“We were kidnapped!”

			“We hear this a lot, and I understand your frustration, but I assure you, your detention is legally sanctioned. Have a nice day, Ms. Wilding.”

			The dispatcher hung up.

			“Call Mom!” Danny suggested. “No! Call Grandma! Or Uncle Issac! Or…”

			A man was walking toward them from the building in back of Jill. Behind him, its thick metal door was open, and inside Danny could see what looked like a cage filled with naked people. His heart started pounding. A second ago, he’d been nervous and upset, but now he was genuinely frightened. He sidled closer to his sister, both of them facing the man as he approached.  

			He was smiling and wearing a suit, but the smile did not match the rest of his hard face, and the suit looked strange on him. There was something odd about his appearance, and it took Danny a moment to figure out what it was: his arms were too short. The man was heavily muscled, his shirt and suit jacket tight over his bulky form, but his swinging arms did not even reach down to his belt.   

			Jill had started to dial again, but the man snatched the phone out of her hand. “We’ll have none of that, thank you.” He threw the phone onto the asphalt and stomped on it with a hard shoe.

			“Hey!” Jill said. “You can’t do that!”

			“I can and did.”

			“That was mine! You have to get me a new one!”

			“I don’t have to do any such thing. As long as you are in this re-education camp, nothing is yours. Everything you have is ours. We own you.”

			Danny whirled on him, anger surging through his body. “You don’t own us! That’s not even legal! This whole thing’s illegal! You can’t hold us here! I don’t even know why we’re here at all!”

			“You,” the man said to Danny, “refused to take advantage of the DMV’s largess, and in declining the offer of a free vehicle exhibited behavior in direct opposition to the principles behind your duly issued license.

			“You,” he said, turning to Jill, “have been engaging in behavior within moving motor vehicles that is expressly prohibited by the terms of your license.” His smile returned, hard and cold. “Specifically, you have been servicing men while they were driving, thus running a risk of causing an accident, since, as you know, a man’s attention cannot be fully focused on the road when he is ejaculating into your mouth.”

			Danny did not want to hear this. Jill’s red face was a mask of shame, and she looked as though she wanted to sink into the ground. Humiliated, she was unable to even glance in his direction.

			“Because of this behavior, you have been sent here to be re-educated and placed in my custody.” The hard smile came again. “And if either of you hope to matriculate in anything remotely resembling a reasonable amount of time, I suggest you do everything I say.”

			Danny hazarded another glance at that open door. From within, he thought he heard moaning and whimpering. The naked people in the cage stirred listlessly.

			The man herded them down the center of the street. His arms weren’t long enough to go around their shoulders, but he pressed his hands against their backs, pushing them as they walked. Danny wondered if he could just take off and run, try to get away, but there was no way for him to let Jill know of such an intention, and there was no way he would leave her behind. Besides, that big wall surrounded the whole place. How could he get past that? 

			As they approached a concrete structure on the right that was slightly smaller than the ones surrounding it, the door to the building opened, and a woman stepped out. At least he thought it was a woman. The person was wearing female clothes and had a definitely feminine figure, but atop the graceful neck was a large manly Rondo Hatten head: brutish and bald and severely disfigured. Danny looked quickly away.

			The person motioned them over, then retreated back into the building. A poke in Danny’s back let him know that they were to follow. Inside, they went down a short corridor and into a well-lit room, where the tiled floor sloped gently down to a drain in the center of the chamber. There were shackles attached to the side walls, and at the back of the room a long black table on which sat a computer as well as several old-fashioned looking tools.

			The man who’d brought them here prodded them toward the table, while the person who might be a woman typed something on the computer’s keyboard before picking up what looked like a primitive glue gun and plugging its cord into a wall socket. The person faced them, smiling, the sight horrific on that acromegalous visage.

			“You must be imprinted with your driver’s license number for identification purposes,” the man told them. “Placement of the number is up to you. You can either roll up your right sleeve and expose your upper arm, or drop your pants and bare your buttocks.”

			Danny and Jill looked at each other, seeing the fear in each others’ eyes, then silently rolled up their sleeves.

			The person’s hideous smile widened, and the voice that came out of that mouth was piercingly wild. “This won’t hurt a bit!”


		


		
			TWENTY SIX

			Todd was typing on his computer, halfway through a chapter that he was pretty sure was going nowhere, when he learned the news.

			Across the Divide had made it onto the USA Today bestsellers list. 

			It was the expanded online list, to be sure, not the Top Ten that was actually printed in the paper. And he had barely made it on, entering at number 98. But his book was listed, and immediately after his agent had called with the good news, his publisher called to congratulate him. Not Chyla, not his editor, but the president of the publishing house herself.

			An hour or so later, his publicist did call, and he answered warily. “Hello, Chyla.”

			“Todd! Congratulations!”

			“Thank you.”

			She jumped straight in. “I have an idea on how we can capitalize on this.”

			He winced. “Yeah? What’s that?”

			“I know a freelance writer, Alanis Malaga. She happens to be a friend of mine. She’s written book reviews for The LA Times, The New York Times, a bunch of places…”

			“You’re going to have her review my book?”

			“Too late for that. It’s already out. What I was going to say is, she’s also written profiles—celebrity profiles, political profiles—and she just did one last week for USA Today on an Indiana congressman. I’m thinking she can do one on you. She knows books, she writes about people, she has an in with the paper, you’re on their bestseller list… It’s a perfect storm. I’m pretty sure they’ll bite. And this is national exposure.”

			“It’s a good idea,” Todd admitted.

			“I’m glad you think so, because I already told her you’d do it, and I gave her your email. She’ll be sending over some questions later today or tomorrow.”

			“Okay.”

			“One more thing. A little birdy told me that your great-grandmother was a Holocaust surviver?”

			Todd stiffened.

			“How did I not know this? That is a perfect hook! Especially for this book. We could—”

			He slammed the phone down angrily. 

			Who, he wondered, could have told the publicist about that? And why?

			For about the hundredth time since he’d gotten it, he thought about his driver’s license.

			341579

			Could someone from the DMV have informed her about his family history? That number was not a coincidence, and while he wasn’t sure how even a data-gathering organization like the Department of Motor Vehicles could be in possession of such private information, he was beginning to believe that it knew everything about him. 

			The phone rang again, and he answered it, steeling himself because he thought it might be Chyla again, but to his surprise, it was Beverly. 

			She spoke quickly, as though afraid he might hang up. “Hey, Todd, is Rosita there? I want to apologize for last night. I think maybe I’d had a little too much to drink, and with everything else that was pressing down on me, maybe I overreacted a little.”

			“Rosita’s at work, and don’t worry about it. We both understand. In fact, I think she was planning to call you today.”

			“I should apologize to you, too. Jorge’s been gone for so long, and no one can help me find him or even knows where he is, and I’ve been reading all these other horror stories online, and then some chick calls and tells me she’s screwing him and he’s leaving me, and then you two tell me that you learned about people who have come back from the camp brainwashed or hurt…”

			“I don’t blame you. You had a perfect right to be mad, and it’s my fault that we didn’t tell you earlier. I’m sorry.”

			“So what do we do now? Do you know where this camp is?”

			“That’s the thing. They couldn’t tell me. But a guy I know, a cop, has been transferred over to the DMV. I haven’t heard back from him recently , but he’s supposed to be looking into it for me.”  

			“Are you going to talk to him again?”

			“Today,” Todd promised.

			“Let me know what happens. And tell Rosita I called. Tell her I’m sorry.”

			“As soon as she gets home. And I’ll have her call you if she hasn’t already.”

			“You’re good guys.” There was a pause, and he could almost hear her smile over the phone. “No matter what Jorge says.”

			After getting off the phone with Beverly, Todd found the email with Jim Briggs’ number. He was still concerned that the policeman’s phone might be tapped, but things had gotten serious enough that they needed to talk. Perhaps, he thought, they could meet in person.

			Jim answered on the second ring. Todd was circumspect in his conversation, but was able to learn that the lieutenant was off today. Speaking casually—too casually, so that Jim would pick up on the obvious underlying thread—he suggested that the two of them meet, just to catch up on things. They decided on a neutral site: Fichtner Park, just down the street from the library and the police station—and far enough from the DMV office that they shouldn’t be spotted by any employees.

			A half-hour later, Todd was waiting in the narrow parking lot by the baseball diamond when Jim showed up in a white car that looked almost like a police vehicle, except for the fact that the identifying seal on the driver’s door was that of the Department of Motor Vehicles. Todd walked over as Jim emerged to greet him. “Todd,” he said, nodding.

			This wasn’t the confident competent officer who had shared inside information about police culture and vetted the versimilitude of his novel. This was a haunted man. He’d lost weight, his skin was sallow, there were bags under his eyes and stubble on his chin.

			“Thanks for meeting me,” Todd said. He tried not to stare but couldn’t help himself; the change in the other man was so profound. He knew what he wanted to talk about, had even planned out what he was going to say while he waited, but now that the moment was here, he was not sure where to begin.

			Jim solved that problem for him. “It’s even worse than I thought it would be. The DMV.” He took a lone free cigarette out of his shirt pocket and used a Bic to light it. Todd had not known that he smoked. “I never liked the department, either as a regular citizen or a cop, but now that I’m in the belly of the beast…” He shook his head, took a long drag.

			“Can’t you transfer back?”

			He smiled wryly. “It doesn’t work that way.” 

			“So you’re like, what, a babysitter? Or a security guard? I don’t get why you’re there. It doesn’t seem like they would need a police lieutenant, someone with your skills, at the DMV.” 

			“I was transferred over because they wanted someone who could help track down what they call ‘the renegades.’ Those people who ended up dying in the fire.” He paused. “Those people who were burned to death.”

			A bee flew between them, and Jim jumped. He tried to laugh it off, but his eye remained on the insect as it alighted on a leaf on a nearby bush.

			Now they were getting close to the things Todd wanted to talk about. He glanced around to make sure no one else was walking behind him. “Do you think the DMV had something to do with it?”

			Jim lowered his voice. “The DMV had them killed. I can’t prove it, but I know it.”

			“You’re a cop. Can’t you investigate?”

			“I’m their cop.”

			“You can tell other cops about it. The ones you worked with. They can’t just murder people and get away with it.”

			“Officially, it was an accident.”  

			“And that’s it?”

			“That’s it.”

			“Can’t you go to the press? Anonymously?” Todd suddenly thought of an idea. “Or I could go to the press!”  

			“No!”

			“You think…”

			“They know I know you. It wouldn’t be good for either of us. And by the way, your brother-in-law? I don’t know exactly where he is. But I’ve heard things about that camp. Not good things.”  

			That camp.

			341579

			Things were fitting together far more closely than they should, as far as Todd was concerned. When he was a kid, that whole “Never Again” refrain had seemed like a paranoid response to a one-time historical episode. But attitudes and events of the past few years had started to make him feel that history could repeat itself. And now eternal vigilance seemed like a vital necessity, “Never Again” a valiant rallying cry against a reality that was already here.  

			341579

			“I’m going to give you the advice I’ve been giving other people I’ve dealt with: Stay as far away from the DMV as possible. Renew your license when you need to, pay for your tags each year, but otherwise don’t have any contact. That place is toxic. It’s…”

			“Evil?” Todd offered.

			Jim looked at him with troubled eyes. “Yes. It is.” 

			Neither of them said anything for a moment.

			“What’s going on there?” Todd asked finally. “They’re kidnapping people and sending them to training camps to apply for jobs. They’re giving crazy tests and killing ex-employees, employees who all happened to be maimed and disfigured. I mean…what the hell? And this isn’t a book. It’s real life.”

			“It is real life,” Jim said. “Which is why I agreed to meet you, why I’m telling you not just to be careful but keep away.”

			“They can’t get away with this, though.”

			“They can and will. And they have been for a long time.” Jim took a deep breath. “But I might have an idea. Don’t say anything,” he added quickly. “Never bring it up, don’t tell anyone else, forget you ever heard it. But…I have an idea.”

			Todd could tell from the lieutenant’s anxious expression, as well as his haggard appearance, the toll this was taking on him, and he nodded in acknowledgement.

			“We probably shouldn’t meet again. And don’t call or email me, either. I know it sounds paranoid, but assume all of my communications are being monitored. If I find anything specific about your brother-in-law, I’ll get word to you somehow.”

			“Okay. And thanks.”

			Jim got into his car. Todd started to wave goodbye—

			And it was as though black paint was suddenly sprayed onto all of the car’s windows from the inside. In the space of seconds, the windows were covered, and whatever was covering them was not still but moving. Todd took a step forward and saw that the glass was swarming with bees. 

			He yanked open the door, thankfully not yet locked, then jumped back, expecting the insects to fly immediately out of the car. A few emerged lazily from the vehicle’s interior, but most remained in place, and Todd saw Jim engulfed by the bees, thousands of them crawling over him and each other in layers so thick that only a general human shape was discernible. He was crying out in pain, but even his screams were muffled by the overwhelming infestation, and Todd jumped the curb, ran to the edge of the park’s lawn and picked up a stick that was lying amidst brown leaves and other broken branches at the base of a tree. The stick was short—only about two feet long—but it would have to do, and Todd ran back to the car and began sweeping the bees off Jim with the piece of branch, prepared at any second to run away should they swarm and attack him. 

			For some reason, they didn’t. And he was able to practically roll them off in sheets. Many were dead, and the majority of those that weren’t appeared to be docile. Jim had stopped screaming, and by the time Todd had swept most of the bees off him, it was clear that he was unconscious. Amazingly, Todd had not been stung himself, and, taking a chance, he reached into the car, put his hands under Jim’s arms and pulled him out. Once off the car seat, the officer’s body became considerably heavier. Unable to carry such weight, Todd lowered the policeman  onto the adjacent parking space, leaning him against the curb, before taking out his phone and calling 911.

			A few random bees were flying around, a few others still clung to Jim’s clothes and hair, but most of them, dead or alive, remained in the car, and Todd kicked the door shut even as he explained to the dispatcher where he was and what had happened.

			Where had the bees come from?

			Clearly, they’d been in the car all along, but how had they gotten there and why hadn’t they attacked earlier?

			At least they were trapped, which meant that whoever ended up investigating this would have something to work with.

			Jim was breathing, but his face was red, bloody and swollen, as were his arms. Both his shirt and pants were riddled with holes. CPR obviously wasn’t required, but Todd didn’t know if there was something else he should be doing to revive the policeman. His instinct was to lightly pat the man’s cheeks, the way he did with Rosita when she was asleep and he was trying to awaken her, but with that puffy skin and so much blood, he didn’t think that was a good idea.

			A bee flew out of Jim’s open mouth.

			Todd jumped.

			Luckily, he heard the sound of an approaching siren at just that second, and a few moments later, he was flagging down the ambulance. 

			Paramedeics had Jim on a stretcher and loaded into the ambulance in a matter of minutes, even as the man in charge was asking Todd specific details about what had occurred. They had shooed the remaining bees off Jim’s clothes and body, but one of the paramedics had captured several of them in a clear plastic container to take along with them, no doubt to determine whether the insects contained any venom to which Jim was allergic.

			The ambulance took off, but the two policemen who had arrived in conjunction with the paramedics remained. They had overheard him explain what happened but asked him to go through it again, taking notes. It was unbelievable, but they believed it. The proof was right in front of them. The younger of the two tapped on a corner of Jim’s windshield, causing a bloblike movement of blackness within. “Jesus,” he said. “There must be thousands of ’em.”

			That was no longer Todd’s concern. He’d done his duty, told them everything he knew, and now he just wanted to get the hell out of here.

			“Do you know what hospital they’re taking him to?” he asked.

			“It’s usually whatever’s closest.” The older officer tapped something into his handheld device. “Looks like he’s headed to St. Jo’s.”

			“Thanks.”

			Leaving the cops to figure out what to do, he drove home. Could the DMV be behind this? he wondered. What if Jim was being punished for talking to him?

			Someone honked, and, startled, Todd glanced at the rearview mirror. A black Camry sped up from behind, practically tailgating him. He was tempted to slam on the brakes and let the asshole crash into him and suffer the consequences, but he didn’t want to waste half an hour exchanging insurance information. He wanted to get home.

			The Camry swung into the left lane, honking again, and Todd rolled down his window, sticking out his middle finger as the vehicle went by. The two of them were stuck next to each other at the next stoplight, and when he glanced over at the driver, Todd saw a peculiar looking man with a white grinning face.

			The other car took off, though the light was still red.

			Hadn’t Rosita said that Will Caskey had been driving a black Camry last night?

			Dead Will Caskey?

			Watching the retreating rear end of the speeding car, Todd thought of that white grinning face.

			The light changed, and he pulled forward. He was willing to believe almost anything at this point, and he decided that as soon as Rosita got home from work, the two of them were going to have a long, long talk.     


		


		
			TWENTY SEVEN

			Violet had stayed with Zal more than just the one night. She’d slept over for nearly a week. Though they hadn’t shared the same bed, he had gotten used to her being around, and now that she was gone, the house felt empty. He still didn’t know why she had taken refuge with him—she had not volunteered any information and he had not pressed—but whatever the situation was, it had apparently been resolved because she was back at home with her parents.

			At least he’d found out that they were compatible. Carpooling to and from work each day, eating lunch together, spending evenings with one another, making breakfast and dinner, sharing a bathroom, they had grown closer rather than getting on each others’ nerves. And it was not as if nothing had gone on. They were now definitely a couple, and the feelings he had for her were undeniably reciprocated.

			Still, it felt a little lonely wihout her, and Zal decided that if things kept progressing the way they were on the emotional front, he would muster up the courage to ask her to move in permanantly.   

			With his next door neighbor gone, parking on the street had become much easier, and it was rare now that Zal wasn’t able to find a spot in front of his house. He glanced next door while walking out to the car. His neighbor’s grass was getting a little long, and he wondered, if the man didn’t return after a few more weeks, whether he should take the initiative and mow it. Maybe he’d ask Mr. Garcia the next time he saw him.   

			Zal got in the car. Who was he kidding? Howard Lang wouldn’t be coming back in the next few weeks.

			He’d been taken care of.

			Zal was still unsure what that vague statement meant. Did it mean that Lang would be released and return home once Zal’s work for the DMV was over? Or had he been “taken care of” permanently?

			As always, he pushed the thought away.

			Violet was waiting for him in the parking lot when he arrived at work. They greeted each other with a kiss, then walked together toward the building.

			“I assume your neighbor’s still MIA?”  

			Zal nodded. “No sign of him. Not that anyone’s complaining.”

			“It’s weird, though.”

			“And creepy.” He held the door open for her. “So how are things at home? Better?”

			“Is that your tricky way of asking if I miss you? Because I do. I even miss your ugly green refrigerator.”

			Zal smiled. It made him feel good to hear that. “Miss you, too,” he said as they parted ways.

			At his workstation, Zal frowned as he turned on his computer. He was leery these days of checking his email, afraid of receiving another message from  the “Ombudsman” of the Department of Motor Vehicles—

			we have taken care of Mr. Lang 

			—but luckily the only messages were from other members of the project team and concerned technical details involving specific programs. There was also an email from Gary the freelancer, and he opened it to find a blank page.

			That was weird.

			Bernard walked past on the way to his cubicle. “Another day in paradise.”

			Zal unscrewed the top of the water bottle he’d brought with him, took a big drink and started working. Yesterday afternoon, he’d begun coding a new online path in order to request what the DMV was calling “Special” license plates from the registration page. There’d been a total of seven different background designs, but this morning he discovered that three new ones had been added. He accessed the first, so he could add it to the new selection menu, and was shocked to see that it was not a scenic landscape or endangered animal or any of the other types of designs meant to demonstrate a driver’s interest in a cause or subject matter. It was a brightly colored painting of a lynched African American man. 

			What were the other two?

			Zal brought them up on his screen. One was a closeup photo of a dead puppy being stepped on by a woman’s foot in stiletto heels. The other was a simplistic line drawing of male and female genitalia.

			“What the hell…?” Bernard said.

			It was exactly what he’d been about to say himself, and Zal looked over the edge of the divider. “What is it?”

			Bernard was shaking his head. “The protocols on this system…” He pointed to his monitor. “They make no sense whatsoever, some of them. They’re not just out of date, it’s like they were imported from some other century. I mean, look at this. ‘Modifications may only be made by a land-owning male over thirty-five years of age…’ What the what? Can you believe this horseshit?”

			“Yes I can.” Now that he was delving more deeply into the old system, Zal was finding a lot of unsettling incongruities. Like those new license plate designs. “I’ve unpacked quite a few eyebrow raisers myself.”

			Bernard pressed his Print Screen key, and his printer went into action, shooting out a page seconds later. “We need to document this. From now on, when you come across something screwy, mark it and print it out.”

			“Oh, I will,” Zal promised.

			He sat back down. Now that he’d been “initiated” and theoretically had unlimited access to all parts of the system, maybe it was time to delve a little deeper and see what he could find before finishing the request routine. 

			On a mission, Zal dug into not just the modules to which he’d been assigned, but others outside the scope of his responsibility, and it did not take him long to encounter what might be termed irregularities. He found that handicapped  placards could be issued not merely for physical disabilities but for alcoholism, ugliness, sexual dysfunction and murderous tendencies. He discovered that, purely at the discretion of the user, presumably a DMV clerk, restrictions could be placed on individual drivers, issuing licenses that limited driving to certain hours of the day, or to specific cities or counties. The authorized justifications for such limitations were: Mental, Visual or Other. 

			Exploring further, he located a list of five thousand different types of driver’s licenses that were offered by the Department of Motor Vehicles.

			Five thousand!

			It was almost impossible to believe, but he believed it. Stunned, he scrolled down the register. There was a license that allowed young children to drive, there was a getaway driver’s license, there were licenses for drivers who were blind, deformed or mentally incompetent...

			There was a hit-and-run license.

			Zal paused in his scrolling. This was crazy. According to the description, a driver issued such a license was permitted to, without penalty, “hit, run over or run into pedestrians, bicyclists or other motorized vehicles, including but not limited to cars, trucks or motorcycles,” and to “leave the scene of the accident without identifying himself/herself or offering any assistance to the victim(s) of the incident.”

			He found himself thinking about the manner in which his parents had been killed. Could their deaths have been…sanctioned? He didn’t want it to be true, but he knew now that it was possible, and the idea that the DMV could be protecting the killer of his mom and dad made him sick to his stomach.

			Zal called Bernard over to show him what he had found, both of them marveling not only at the bizarre and byzantine anomalies hidden within the DMV’s computerized system, but at the extent to which the agency was able to affect individuals’ lives. In return, Bernard shared with him what he had discovered, including drivers who had been placed on various “watch lists” based not on their driving habits or anything else the DMV might logically track, but on their reading preferences or the content of their internet searches or their credit scores or even the color of their eyes.

			There were so many ways to cross-reference a name it was ridiculous, and Bernard showed how he had tracked his own name through the system using a host of increasingly detailed and personal search parameters.

			“Damn,” Zal said. “That’s frightening.”

			“They know more about me than my wife does.”

			“Do we…tell anyone?”

			“Not yet,” Bernard said.

			Zal returned to his cubicle. He stared for a moment at the screen in front of him. It was wrong, he knew, but since he had access…

			He looked up Violet.

			She had a regular driver’s license that authorized her to drive a standard car or pickup truck but not a limousine. It was due to expire on her birthday in two years. He had accessed her information by name, but pulling out to view her on a directory arranged by sequential license numbers, he saw that the DMV had her license flagged. There was an asterisk next to her number, and clicking on that asterisk brought him to a list that Bernard had just shown him moments before, a list of unmarried drivers who were neither homeowners nor renters, but lived with another family member.

			Here there was a red dot next to her name, and Zal frowned. What could that mean? “Hey,” he called out to Bernard, “do you know what it means when there’s a red dot next to a name on the unmarried living-with-family list? That’s module six, page twenty.” 

			“Let me check.” There was the sound of clicking keys. “It means she’s marked for termination.”

			“Ha ha. Very funny.”

			“I’m serious. Look.” 

			Zal peeked over the divider, and Bernard swung his monitor around so that the screen was visible. Sure enough, the interior appendix defining the meanings of symbols used on certain listings indicated that a red dot denoted “termination.”

			“What does ‘termination’ mean?” Zal asked. “Her license is going to be taken away?”

			“Maybe.”

			They were both thinking something far more ominous, though neither of them said so, as as if ignoring the obvious might keep it from being true.

			He sat back down, looking at the red dot by Violet’s name.

			Could his parents have been marked for termination, too?

			Zal’s head hurt. None of this made any sense. He was about to continue his deep dive into DMV programs when Murdoch announced, “Attention everyone!” Zal stood. Above the cubicle partitions, other heads were popping up. All of them turned toward the project manager, who was standing in front of his office doorway. “We have a problem,” he said. “Conference room. Now.”

			Murdoch was pulling down the screen at the front of the room when Zal filed in. The project manager moved over to a table on which he’d placed a laptop and started typing as he waited for everyone to arrive. When they were all settled, he said simply, “The DMV’s issued a press release,” and pointed. 

			On the screen, a smiling female spokesperson was standing in front of a bar graph projected on the white space behind her. “Welcome,” she said. “The Department of Motor Vehicles is pleased to announce the rollout of its new online registration system. Members of the public will now be able to access online all of the services provided by the DMV. Rather than make appointments weeks or even months ahead of time, rather than take time off work to wait in endless lines at a Department of Motor Vehicles office, individuals will be able to request or renew driver’s licenses and ID cards, as well as take advantage of all of the other amenities the department provides, in a location and at a time that is convenient for them.” She went on to enumerate the benefits of online versus in-person transactions before signing off with, “And we thank you for your continued support of the Department of Motor Vehicles.”

			“She didn’t mention a release date,” Judi pointed out when the announcement ended.

			“I think she’s implying that it’s available now,” Hu suggested.

			Murdoch nodded glumly. “That’s how I read it, too.”

			“I thought we were going to have some time,” Bernard said. “What’s it been, a month or two?” 

			“I was assured that we would have all the time we needed, that they didn’t want a rush job,” Murdoch told them. He gestured toward the screen. “Then I saw that this morning and called my contact at the department, told him that we didn’t appreciate being undermined and left out of the loop…”

			“And?” Judi prompted.

			“It’s no longer a comprehensive system overhaul. It seems that now they want us to just install patches and updates as we complete them. The department wants to put what he called a ‘full stop’ to in-person registration, so they can shut down all remote offices  as part of a cost-cutting deal. They want everything online by the end of next month.”

			The room erupted in complaints.

			Murdoch held up his hands. “I know, I know. But they’ll take it away from us if we balk. Just like they did with the freelancers.”

			“Are we the only ones working on this?” Bernard asked.

			The project manager sighed. “God knows. I thought we were, but it’s possible that they’re hedging their bets and have some other teams doubling up. I’m sure we’ll find out more in the next few days.”  

			“If the offices are all going to be closed, how will people take the driving test?” Ken wondered.

			“I don’t know,” Murdoch said. “And, frankly, that’s not our concern. We just have to deliver those updates. We need to show results. And fast.” He looked around the conference room. “So whatever big plans you had for revamping entire programs or adding modules, set them aside. You were all given a preliminary list of specific changes to implement, in addition to major architectural revisions. I want you to work on those. And make sure you run them by me. I don’t care if it’s adding a whole new sequence or revising the number of characters allowed in a specific field. I want to see everything before it goes out.”

			Usually there would be more questions, and even if there weren’t, Murdoch would often extend the meeting just because he liked to hear himself talk. This time, however, he sent them immediately back to work.   

			As they walked back to their cubicles, Zal thought about the weird shit he and Bernard had discovered this morning. Should they mention any of it to Murdoch?

			“What do you think we should do?” he asked his friend. 

			“What we’re told,” Bernard said, and sat down in front of his computer.

			****

			“I heard about the DMV,” Violet said at lunch. “Everyone’s abuzz.”

			Zal couldn’t help smiling. “Abuzz?”

			“Abuzz.”

			The break room was empty save for Bernard. Zal caught his friend’s eye, saw the small encouraging nod. He cleared his throat. “Yeah. I was wondering if I could talk to you about that. About the DMV, I mean.”

			“What ?”

			He tried to think of the best way to bring up what he wanted to say. “I was looking things up, testing the system, and I typed in your name. It wasn’t an invasion of privacy thing. I mean, I wasn’t trying to snoop. I was just—”

			She smiled. “You were trying to snoop. But that’s okay. You think I haven’t looked things up about you? I am in research.”

			“Really?” he said. “What’d you find?”

			“Don’t worry. It’s all good. Get back to your point. You were looking me up…”

			“And on a general directory of licenses, there was an asterisk next to your name. When I clicked on it, it took me to a list of unmarried drivers who lived with their families.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “That’s a little personal. They keep track of that information?”

			“Apparently so. On this list, there was a red dot next to your name. Do you have any idea what that might be about? Do you have a lot of tickets or accidents or…”

			She shook her head. “Nothing.”

			“You haven’t done anything that might—”

			Violet’s cell phone rang.

			“Hold on a sec.” She pulled her phone out of her purse, touched the screen. “Hello?”

			Zal watched her expression change from curiosity to confusion. Frowning, she handed the phone to him. “It’s for you.”

			Someone was calling him on Violet’s phone? 

			“Hello?” he said.

			“Mr. Tombasian? This is Al, from the Department of Motor Vehicles. How are you doing?”

			What the hell was this? 

			“Fine,” Zal said cautiously. 

			“That’s great, that’s great. I’m calling to ask why you are eating your lunch in Data Initiatives’ break room rather than at your desk. I thought we had made it clear with today’s announcement that our timetable for completion of the project has been moved up considerably.”

			“I’m entitled to a lunch,” Zal said defensively.

			“Of course! No one’s saying you aren’t. But you’ve been initiated into the DMV family, which means that we’re going to be expecting a little more from you from here on in. Could you pass the phone to Mr. Benkhert, please?”

			Numbly, Zal handed Violet’s phone to Bernard, who listened to the man on the other end for a moment, calmly said, “Eat shit and die,” then switched the phone off and handed it back to Violet. “It’s all yours,” he said, taking a bite of his turkey sandwich.

			“What was that about?” she asked.

			Zal was still thrown off balance. “How could he know where we were and what we were doing?”

			Bernard touched his neck directly below his Adam’s apple, where the bee had stung him during their initiation. Zal thought about the insect that had stung the back of his own neck.

			Were they being monitored by something injected into their bodies?

			“What?” Violet said, catching the look that passed between them. “What’s going on?”

			Zal told her. He hadn’t planned to, had been trying to keep her away from it all, but he ended up describing what had happened during their initiation, Bernard jumping in to clarify or expand on certain points. He then explained the bizarre features within the DMV system that they’d found, and admitted that they’d learned that the red dot next to her name signified “termination,” though at the moment neither he nor Bernard knew exactly what that meant.

			He hadn’t expected her to become hysterical, but he’d definitely expected more of a reaction than he got. Violet took it all in, nodded, and merely asked, “So what’s next?”

			Zal and Bernard glanced at each other. 

			“Well,” Bernard said, finishing his sandwich and wiping his hands on a napkin, “our little investigation’s been put on hold because of these emergency updates. So we can’t really look into any of this right now. At least not during work hours.”

			“I’ll do it,” she said.

			“You don’t have the access,” Zal told her. “Besides, I’m not giving up. I’m part of the family, as they keep telling me, so I should be able to check out the system from my computer at home. Even if it’s address limited, I can stay here after work.”

			“Since this directly affects me,” Violet said calmly, “and I’m apparently marked for termination, I’m going to look into it as well.”

			“But you don’t have access to the system.”

			“Research is my job,” she said. “Let me see what I can find.”


		


		
			TWENTY EIGHT

			In his dream, Jorge was standing alone on an empty plain, looking down at an endless line of ants marching across the ground and into a black box. Suddenly, his body shrunk, though he remained suspended at the same height—and then he was falling, zooming down toward the ground, and the ants were not really ants but a continuous line of cars, and the black box was not a black box but the DMV office to which they were all headed.

			And then he was in one of the cars, pulling away from the DMV office, taking his driving test, and the examiner seated next to him was a hooded figure with a skeletal face. “Ten and two,” the examiner whispered. “Ten and two.” Jorge gripped the steering wheel tightly and— 

			—was standing behind plexiglass, looking over a counter at a queue of malformed men. He was working in the DMV office, and the freaks were here to apply for driver’s licenses. Gleefully, he turned each one down, and the moment one was rejected, a trapdoor opened in the floor and he fell into a pit. From within the pit, Jorge could hear the buzzing of bees. The sound was pleasant, soothing. He could have kept on doing this forever, but as he stood there, darkness engulfed the office, a shadow seeping out from a crack between the wall and floor, the lights fading and disappearing, the line of malformed men immersed in gloom. Within seconds, there was only blackness.     	

			Jorge awoke from his dream in a cold sweat, instinctively reaching for Beverly next to him on the bed.

			But Beverly was dead.

			He sat up in bed, alone, and at that moment knew he was fully awake.

			The specifics of the dream faded as he shaved, showered and dressed, but the feeling of disquiet it had engendered remained, and he was uneasy as he stared out his second-floor window and waited for the bells to ring for breakfast.

			The bells sounded seconds later, and he continued to look through the glass at his fellow trainees as they emerged from various buildings and started down the walkway toward the cafeteria. There were a lot fewer trainees than there had been only a few days earlier, and those that remained seemed to have been placed far apart from each other rather than in a single dormitory, although, from what he could tell, none of them had digs as nice as his. For some reason, he’d been given the equivalent of the presidential suite. 

			Stomach growling, Jorge turned away from the window, walking across the room and out the door, hurrying down the stairs.

			The breakfast was amazing, and the trainees who remained took full advantage of the offerings. Jorge had always been an American breakfast guy—pancakes, waffles and French toast were his preference—but today he had huevos rancheros that reminded him of a morning meal he’d had the one time his mother’s relatives had visited from Mexico and all eight of them had eaten outside on the back yard picnic table. He could not recall ever seeing his mother so happy. The taste brought back vivid memories, and while he was happy to have such wonderful food, he felt sad as he thought about his parents living so far away in Mexico, and all of the relatives who were no longer here.

			And Beverly.

			Jorge looked around the cafeteria. These were the real trainees, he assumed. Those who were missing had been the shills, the DMV employees ordered to spy on them. That phase of training was apparently over, and while he was pretty sure that the camp’s brainwashing efforts had not been successful with him, he was not quite as confident about the others.

			Mr. Line came into the cafeteria and clapped his hands. “Graduation day!” he announced.

			“Well, not exactly graduation day,” he clarified. “But you’ll be graduating to the next level of your training. Today, you will work within our mockup office to see if you can handle a typical morning at the Department of Motor Vehicles. There will be customers and coworkers, deviations from protocol, unanticipated interruptions. You will be assigned to a specific station within the office for a given period of time, and then—perhaps!— transferred to another post. It will be fun, educational and most revealing!” He clapped his hands again. “So chop chop! Finish your food and let’s get going! I want all of you out front and ready to work in fifteen!”

			Fifteen minutes later, the eight of them were standing in front of the cafeteria. The weather was cool, cooler than he was used to at any time of year, and once again Jorge wondered exactly where the training camp was located. Mr. Line emerged from a walkway to the side of the building, accompanied by their previous instructor Mr. Toll.

			“All hail the DMV!” Mr. Toll said. 

			“All hail the DMV!” the other trainees responded. Jorge stood there silently, his eyes focused on the man’s inappropriately long legs.

			Mr. Line smiled approvingly. “You taught them well.” There was a slight pause. “Shall we see how well?”

			Was that a look of worry that crossed Mr. Toll’s face? Jorge couldn’t be sure, but he thought he detected a flicker of apprehension. Then it was gone, and the instructor stood tall. “All right!” he announced. “Follow me!”

			Together they stepped off the sidewalk onto the street, marching toward the white building at the center of the campus. They had peered through its closed glass doors on their second-day tour of the facilities, but this time the doors slid silently open before them. 

			Inside, the air smelled clean and fresh. It was different than the sweet scent of the temple, purer and more invigorating somehow, but it filled Jorge with the same sense of well-being, and he stepped forward, breathing deeply, looking around the pristine office, taking in the spotless floors and sparkling countertops, everything cheerily lit by a welcoming combination of flourescent overhead lights and bright sunshine streaming in through the abundant windows and glass doors. He thought that he had never seen a place so inviting.

			As they had observed before, both sides of the counter were lively and active, with workers on one side and, on the other, lines of customers waiting to be served. Everything was running smoothly, unlike any DMV office he had ever seen before, and the participants all seemed to be smiling. Beneath the conversational hum of pleasant interactions, innocuously cheerful instrumental music issued from hidden speakers in the ceiling.

			Mr. Toll had stopped some five paces in, and Jorge sidled next to him. “This isn’t just a practice DMV office, is it?” he asked.

			“No,” Mr. Toll said reverently. “It is the DMV office. The one from which all others spring.” He crossed himself in a manner that was unfamiliar but definitely seemed religious: bending his neck so he could touch his forehead with the forefingers of each hand, crossing his arms over his chest, then curling the fingers of both hands and holding them out in front of him as though clutching an invisible steering wheel.   

			Jorge himself was not immune to the office’s charms. It seemed like a wonderful place to work, and he had to keep reminding himself that these people had kidnapped and imprisoned him here, that the training camp had its own graveyard, that his fellow trainee B.D. had been beaten and seemingly devoured by ants, that he had been assigned a roommate whose job it was to spy on him and that roommate had very possibly been killed. The shiny surface of this place hid a lot of underlying horror.

			They had lost Mr. Line somewhere along the way, but Mr. Toll gathered the rest of the trainees around him. “I want you all to listen carefully,” the instructor said. “We are going to be walking through this office to all eight stations. You will be chosen to work at one of them. The choosing is done through a time-honored process. We will stand in a group before each station, and a supervisor will step out from behind the counter, size you all up, and place a hand upon the head of the person who is determined to be the right fit for that particular position. At that point, the chosen trainee will bow to the station and follow the supervisor around the counter, thereafter following directions and doing whatever the supervisor says.” He scanned the faces of the group. “Does everyone understand?” 

			There were nods all around.

			“Does everyone understand?”

			“Yes!” they responded.

			“Verbal communication is vital when you work for the Department. You do not nod your assent when asked a question, you clearly state ‘Yes!’ If the answer is not in the affirmative, you do not shake your head but respond with a firm ‘No!’ Do I make myself clear?”

			No, Jorge was tempted to respond, but he found himself replying in sync with the others. “Yes!”

			Mr. Toll smiled thinly. “Very good. Follow me.”

			There was an Information desk near the door, staffed by a cheerful white woman wearing clothes and a hairstyle that were several decades behind the times. They passed her by and moved on to the area designated WINDOW 1. Three elderly white men, a twenty-something black woman, two middle-aged white men and an Asian teenage boy were waiting in front of Window 1. They were all good looking, none of them were overweight, and they nodded pleasantly at the trainees as Mr. Toll led Jorge and the rest of them alongside the queue to the front of the line. None of them objected or said a word.

			This obviously wasn’t a real DMV.

			Behind the plexiglass barrier on the counter, a movie-star-handsome white man greeted them with a hearty, “There you are!” He came around to their side of the window, which took a moment because the counter stretched unbrokenly past Windows 2 and 3, before reaching the small gate providing access between authorized and unauthorized areas. Approaching them, he did not seem quite so handsome. His skin was smooth and waxy, almost as though he’d had plastic surgery, and his black-pupil eyes seemed flat and dead. He was still smiling, though, and he looked them over silently. The trainees were standing in a casual, undefined group, and he walked around them several times before placing his hand atop the head of Holly, the youngest trainee, who’d supposedly been a college student before coming to the camp.    

			Holly looked toward Mr. Toll. “What do I do now?” 

			“Bow to the station!” the instructor directed her.

			“I no longer want this one,” the supervisor said tersely. 

			He walked around them once again. Jorge looked away, not wanting to meet those flat dead eyes. He half-expected to feel a hand upon his head, but instead the man chose Will, a tall, thin, slow-witted man whom Jorge did not much like. 

			Will at least was smart enough to follow directions, and he bowed to the window, then followed the not-so-handsome supervisor over to the gate and back behind the counter.

			“Moving on,” Mr. Toll said.

			Jorge was the last to be picked.    

			They were at Window 12, the station furthermost from the entrance. Window 5 had been closed, with a sign reading Please Go to Next Window on the plexiglass, and two of the other stations’ supervisors had declined to pick any of the trainees, so this was Jorge’s last chance. What happened if he wasn’t chosen? Could he leave and go back to his room? Did he have to sit on a bench and watch the others work?

			Judging by the equipment here, this was where photographs were taken for permits, licenses and ID cards. Jorge wasn’t exactly an expert in photography, but they had gone over the operation of DMV equipment, including stationary industrial cameras, in one of his classes, and he assumed he could figure things out pretty easily.

			The same ritual was performed even though he was the only one here. The supervisor—a striking-looking Asian woman—came out from behind the counter and looked him over before finally placing a soft hand on the top of his head. Feeling stupid, Jorge bowed to the window, then followed the woman around the side of the counter, while Mr. Toll beamed proudly and said, “Good luck!”

			There were two other people behind the counter: a distinguished-looking African-American man sorting through a batch of forms and dutifully segregating them into two piles, and a blond Ken doll-looking guy typing on a computer keyboard. Jorge focused his attention on the black man, thinking about the racist indoctrination he’d been receiving. Had that just been a means to an end, a brainwashing tool, like the way officers in the military publicly degraded recruits in basic training before selectively doling out compliments? Or was it, as he suspected, a sign of systemic racism? He suspected the latter, which made him wonder whether the African-American man was here under duress or had partaken of the Kool-Aid.

			“I’m Ms. Chung,” the supervisor said. “This morning, you will be taking photographs for us. Are you familiar with the DX-21?”

			“Yes,” Jorge said.

			She smiled. “Good.”

			Ms. Chung was the first person working here at the camp who seemed to be using a real name, and Jorge was caught off guard by that. He wondered if they were having her do that as a way to make him trust her. 

			Although nearly all of the other open windows had lines of people in front of them, there was no one waiting to have their picture taken. Jorge assumed that once the customers—or the applicants, as they’d been instructed to call them—finished all of the other steps, they would come here for their photo ID.

			“Now each person gets only one picture. There are no re-dos or second chances. You take the photo and that’s it.” Ms. Chung smiled slyly. “How that photo is taken is up to your discretion. You can wait for them to comb their hair and compose themselves, ask them to let you know when they are ready, or…you can catch them with their mouth open or before they’re ready or when they’re in the process of getting ready. It’s your call.” She leaned close to him and her breath smelled sweet. “That’s why Window Twelve is the best place in the office to work.”

			She was about to tell him something else when the pleasant background music was interrupted by a series of light chimes. The supervisor’s eyes lit up, and the other two Window 12 employees stood. “One of you has fallen already,” Ms. Chung said excitedly. “Hurry up or we’ll miss it. Come on!”

			Jorge had no idea what was happening, but he followed the other three through a warren of desks, dividers and cabinets to an open space in the center of the office, where his fellow trainee Holly was being led by two uniformed security guards toward a freestanding metal lattice. She had a stunned look on her face and was not resisting. Around the perimeter of the space, other employees had gathered, and they watched as Holly was handcuffed to the framework. Over the speakers, chimes were still sounding.

			“What’s going on?” Jorge asked. “What is this?”

			He was addressing the question to Ms. Chung, but she had already left them behind and was striding toward the restrained trainee, so it was Ken doll who answered. “She made some kind of mistake. I don’t know what station she was assigned to, but she must’ve given someone the wrong form or entered incorrect information on the computer or done something else that could’ve jammed up the system.”

			“But why’s she tied up?”

			“Oh, she’s being punished to make sure she won’t do it again.”

			Jorge thought of B.D. chained to the pole in the basement beneath the classrooms, beaten and devoured by ants.

			Whatever was about to happen, it was not going to be good.

			The chimes stopped, although the music did not resume. The speakers in the ceiling were silent. “Are we all gathered?” asked the man Jorge recognized as Holly’s supervisor. It was the supervisors, he saw, who were assembled before the lattice framework in preparation for whatever punishment was to be meted out.

			Holly looked helplessly around at the congregated employees, her gaze meeting Jorge’s for a second before moving on. Had she been told what she’d done wrong? he wondered. Had she been informed of her punishment?

			“The Department of Motor Vehicles is a unique institution, providing services to the public that are available nowhere else, which necessitates that we operate at the highest possible level.”

			That had not been his experience, and Jorge’s instinct was to snort disdainfully, but he held it in check. 

			“We expect a lot from all of you, and thanks to the excellent training provided by this glorious camp, we are seldom disappointed. Which makes it all the more regrettable when one of you does not meet our standards. Holly here was tasked with processing the forms filled out by doctors certifying that applicants with failing eyesight can still see well enough to drive and thus should have their conditional licenses approved. Unfortunately, one of the forms had been signed by an audiologist not an ophthalmologist, and she passed it through anyway. Now she must face the consequences of her mistake.”

			Her supervisor touched the top of her head, an echo of the manner in which she’d been chosen for her station. The other supervisors, including Ms. Chung, followed suit, seemingly un-annointing her.

			All of them stepped back.

			From somewhere, from nowhere, from anywhere, ants appeared, hundreds of them, thousands perhaps. The latticework was suddenly alive with swarming black bugs that covered the silver metal and then quickly migrated onto Holly, who screamed as they briefly engulfed her. Most of them rapidly disappeared, but a small cadre remained, crawling on her left hand. Seconds later, all of those ants were gone except one on the tip of her pinky finger.

			Holly cried out as it bit her.

			“Left pinky it is!” her supervisor announced. He pushed his way through the ring of onlookers and retrieved a pair of scissors from one of the desks. The security guards who had detained Holly produced what appeared to be a car battery with two jumper cables attached.

			“All hail the DMV!” the supervisors chanted in unison.

			“All hail the DMV!” the onlookers responded.

			Holly was sobbing, and Jorge watched as her supervisor approached with the scissors. Jorge wanted to be a hero, to jump forward and punch the supervisor, free Holly and escape. But he stood there like everyone else, watching, knowing that if he tried anything, his punishment would be far worse than hers. A feeling of powerlessness settled over him, and he was filled with a sense of shame and despair. 

			Beverly is dead, he thought.

			The supervisor spread apart the fingers of Holly’s left hand and placed the pinky between the open blades of the scissors. From a practical standpoint, Jorge didn’t think an office tool designed to cut paper would be able to sever a human finger, but he was wrong. It took strength, but using both hands, the supervisor chopped off the pinky, which fell to the floor while Holly screamed. Blood started to spurt, and the security guards, each holding one of the cables attached to the car battery, touched the clamps to the bleeding stump. There were sparks and a loud crack! and the smell of burning flesh. Holly’s scream was cut off in mid-shriek, and then all of the supervisors turned away from her. She remained bound to the lattice, sagging and unconscious, as the crowd broke up.   

			“Is that it?” Jorge said.

			Ken doll nodded. “That’s it, Back to work.”

			“But…”

			“Back to work.”

			Ms. Chung led them back through the maze of desks and file cabinets to Window 12. 

			There was a different noise coming over the speakers now, not chimes, not music, but a familiar buzzing. He felt relaxed, suffused with that calming energy from the Temple, his mind filled with sculpted wax shapes that resembled the skyline of a modern city.

			“Work hard,” the buzzing told him. “Enjoy your work. Work hard. Enjoy your work.”

			Ms. Chung looked at him, nodded and smiled, as Jorge approached the one man waiting in line and had him stand in front of the camera for his ID photo.

		


		
			TWENTY NINE

			Jim Briggs was still in the hospital, and while he was no longer in a coma, he was on so much medication that he remained pretty much out of it. Not that he could have spoken if he hadn’t been medicated—the bees had stung the inside of his mouth so badly that his tongue, gums and throat were swollen. A tube had been shoved down his trachea to keep his airway open.

			Todd sat in an uncomfortable chair recently vacated by Jim’s girlfriend and across the room from his dozing mother, staring at the incapacitated policeman. 

			Rosita had not wanted him to visit, and Beverly had agreed with her, both women believing that the DMV was monitoring Jim, keeping track of everyone who visited him, a possibility that Todd had agreed was closer to a probability.

			They’d all become a lot more paranoid lately.

			But he felt a responsibility. After all, he was the one who’d called Jim and wanted to talk. In person. If he hadn’t done so, maybe none of this would have happened.

			Before she’d gone out for a break, Jim’s girlfriend, Lisa, had told Todd to talk, to keep up a monologue. Even though Jim was doped up and unable to communicate, he could still understand. But the policeman’s mom had been awake at that point, and Todd had ended up just uttering some generic niceties. 

			She was asleep now, though, and Todd stood, moved closer to the bed, and bent down so that his mouth was close to the policeman’s ear. He was well aware of how weird this would look should Jim’s mom awaken or his girlfriend return, but Todd assumed that he probably was being spied upon, so he was careful to make sure he could be heard by no one else and that he was not in a position where his lips could be read.

			“It’s me,” he whispered. “Todd. Todd Klein. I don’t know if you can hear me, but I need your help. We’re still trying to find out where Jorge is, where that training camp is, and you’re our only hope. I know they did this to you, and I figure it’s because they were trying to keep you quiet. Which means you must know something. I know you thought you didn’t, but think. You must have some clue.” He glanced about to make sure they were still alone. “I don’t know if you can hear me, and I understand that you can’t speak right now because of the tubes and everything, and maybe you won’t be able to for awhile, but we’ll figure out some way to communicate. Just try to think, try to remember if you’ve ever heard anything about that camp. If you can write, write it down. If you can, I don’t know, whisper it or something, or do sign language, then do that.”

			Todd heard a noise behind him, Lisa walking back into the room, and he moved away from Jim’s bed. She’d seen where he’d been, and it pained him to witness the glimmer of hope on her face. He shook his head before she could ask whether her boyfriend had spoken. “I was just talking to him, like you said. I have no idea if he heard me or not.”

			She nodded, trying to smile, the disappointment clear on her features.

			“Jimmy?” the policeman’s mother said, waking up.

			“I’d better go,” Todd told them. “He’ll be better soon. And if you need anything…” He let the sentence trail off, realizing how stupid it sounded. He didn’t know these women—he barely knew Jim—and they had no way of getting in touch with him even if they wanted to. He could give them his phone number or email, but instead he chose to slink out of the room, mumbling goodbye.    

			In the hallway on the way to the elevator, he looked at his watch. He still had a few hours before Rosita was off work, which gave him plenty of time to stop by Whole Foods and pick up what he needed for dinner. He was planning to surprise her this evening by going way out of his wheelhouse and making a complicated scallop dish that they’d seen on a Food Network show whose recipe he’d later looked up online. 

			He was out of the hospital parking lot and barely halfway down the block when he saw the flashing lights of a patrol car behind him. He pulled over to let the car pass, assuming the cop was on the way to somewhere else, but the vehicle came to a stop right behind him, lights still flashing, and Todd’s stomach dropped.

			Shit.

			Knowing the drill, he took his car registration out of the glove compartment ahead of time, not wanting to be reaching for it while the officer was watching him—just in case. Shifting in his seat, he took his wallet out of his pocket and pulled out his driver’s license.

			He rolled down his window. The patrolman, Todd saw in his rearview mirror as the man walked up, was the type of dead serious, authoritarian-looking guy whose mugshot showed up on the news after an indictment for police brutality or excessive use of force. He quickly decided to be as obsequious as possible, so he could get this over and done with and be on his merry way.

			“Do you know why I pulled you over?” the officer asked, stepping next to the driver’s door.

			“Speeding?” Todd guessed. He didn’t know the exact number, but the speed limit in a hospital zone had to be very low. Although even if he had been speeding, it could not have been by much, and he wondered why the cop had stopped him, since as he sat there, at least three cars passed by at speeds much faster than he’d been traveling.

			“No, sir. It’s the suspicious manner in which you were driving. You looked like you had something to hide. Do you have something to hide?”

			Todd frowned. He was driving in a suspicious manner? That wasn’t even a real thing. And he looked like he had something to hide? How was that illegal?  “No,” he said carefully.

			The officer leaned into the open window. On the inside of the cop’s wrist, Todd saw a small tattoo that he recognized as a white supremicist symbol.

			That was definitely a red flag. Thank God he was white. If his skin had been darker, this encounter might end up with an entirely different outcome. He decided to remain as friendly, nonthreatening and compliant as possible. As nervous as he felt, he forced himself to smile pleasantly at the officer. This close, he could smell the man’s sour breath.

			“Can I see your license and registration?”

			“Sure.” Todd handed both items over.

			The cop backed up, drew his gun. “Get out of the vehicle, please. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

			Todd’s heart was hammering. “What is it? What—”

			“Out of the vehicle, sir! I am not going to repeat myself again!”

			“Okay, okay. I’m getting out.” He held his right hand high as he pulled on the door handle with his left. He wished he were brave enough to take out his cell phone and begin shooting footage, but there was no way he was going to antagonize this guy. The man was obviously unstable. Todd looked into the cop’s face, seeing a rage that told him things could quickly escalate. He’d kowtow right now because he had to, but he was definitely going to get a name and badge number and report this up the ladder as high as he needed to go, because this psycho needed to be fired. 

			“Hands on the hood!” the officer yelled. “Hands on the hood!”

			Todd maneuvered around his open door and stood next to the front tire, leaning over the hood and placing his hands on the warm metal. His feet were kicked farther apart, and then the cop’s rough hands were frisking him.

			“Turn around!” the patrolman ordered. “Hands in the air!”

			Todd did so, and saw that the gun was once again trained on him. Things could go very wrong here very fast, and he remained frozen in place, afraid to move. 

			“What do you have to say for yourself, Three Four One Five Seven Nine?”

			The use of the number—

			his great-grandmother’s number

			—rather than his name frightened Todd more than he was willing to admit, but he forced himself to stand tall. “I’m not sure what you mean,” he said. He took a chance. “Did I do something wrong, officer?”

			The man gestured with his gun. “Start walking.”

			Todd had no idea what was happening, but he complied with the order, and headed back toward the parked police vehicle, its still-flashing lights alternating red and blue.

			“Stop!” The officer moved past him and opened the back door of the patrol car. “Get in.”

			“I don’t—”

			“I’ll shove you in if I have to, Three Four One Five Seven Nine.”

			He slid into the back, and the door was slammed behind him. On the bench seat to his right was something wet. Either the previous occupant had spilled his drink or…something else had happened. Todd scooted closer to the door, away from it. The cop got in the front seat, put the car into gear and pulled onto the street. His own car remained by the side of the road, the driver’s door open. The battery’s going to run down, Todd thought, seeing in his mind the overhead light that remained on whenever one of the doors wasn’t closed.

			Then they were past his car and speeding away.

			“Where are you taking me?” Todd asked, and was humiliated to hear that it was a plea rather than a demand.

			The cop said nothing, but looking into the rearview mirror, Todd could tell from his eyes that he was smiling.

			****

			The Department of Motor Vehicles office to which he was driven was not the one where he had taken his test. It was a south county office, a small building incongruously located at the east end of a dumpy strip mall next to a closed nail salon.

			He was not handcuffed, but he might as well have been. The officer—whose name he still did not know—opened the rear door, ordered him out of the patrol car and, gun pointed at his head, told Todd to walk into the DMV office with his hands clasped behind him. Although the glass doors automatically slid open at his approach, he thought at first that the office was abandoned. The lights were not on, and there were no lines of people waiting. His eyes quickly adjusted, and he saw that they were not alone here. Behind the worn counter in front of him, next to an antique brass cash register, was an old white-haired woman standing so still she might have been a mannequin. Only her eyes, following his every move, gave away the fact that she was alive. Behind her, against a wall, stood a tall pale man in a black suit. Despite the dimness of the office’s interior, he was wearing sunglasses. As far as Todd could tell, he had not moved since they had entered the building.

			Even aside from the two employees, the place was like no DMV office he had ever seen. The floor beneath his feet was carpet, a strange orange shag like something from a suburban living room in the 1970s, and it was beset with ragged holes, some small, some large, as though the material had been gnawed through by animals or bugs. The walls, uniformly filthy, had irregular blotchy stains near the ceiling junctures, as well as long cracks that made it appear as though the building itself was structurally unsound. On tables behind the counter were typewriters but no computers, and the only observable seats were dentist’s chairs of various vintages.

			This was a DMV office?

			If before he had been anxious, now Todd felt genuinely alarmed. For it was not just a lone psycho cop he was dealing with, but the DMV as well, or at least some weird offshoot of the department. He thought of Jorge’s unknown whereabouts and wondered if he was going to disappear and Rosita was going to futilely try to find out what had happened to him. His situation might end up being even worse than his brother-in-law’s because at least Jorge had been abducted in front of Beverly and she had been told that he was going to a training camp. Todd’s car would be found abandoned by the side of the road and no one would have any idea where he had gone. 

			“Stay there,” the cop ordered, stopping Todd halfway between the entrance and the counter. He walked up to where the old lady stood frozen. “Got a new one, Flo. Three Four One Five Seven Nine. Can you process him for me?”

			The elderly woman finally moved. She pressed a key on the cash register, which rang loudly, although the drawer did not open. She peered for a moment at the white tabs that had popped up in the register’s window, then walked around the end of the counter and shambled over to where Todd stood. She circled him, looking him over. “You are Three Four One Five Seven Nine?”

			He refused to respond.

			She smiled coldly. “You didn’t pass your test the first time, did you? A little difficult for you, was it?” Her mien darkened. “And then you got help from those traitors!” She began kicking him.The tips of her shoes hurt more than they should have as they connected with his ankles and shins, and he checked to make sure there were no Rosa Klebb blades sticking out, even as he attempted to dodge their blows.

			One kick landed especially hard, hitting a bone, and Todd’s leg nearly went out from under him. Insinctively, he kicked out with his other leg and was gratified to see the old lady fall backward onto the floor. Her dress flipped up, and he saw with disgust that she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

			The cop punched him in the stomach, knocking him down, and for a brief moment, he had an even closer and more unwelcome view of the old lady. Then she was standing up, smoothing down her dress and going back around the counter. He could no longer see her, but he heard the clacking of typewriter keys.

			Todd struggled to his feet, still gasping for breath. The old woman was seated on one of the dentist’s chairs, leaning awkwardly forward and typing something on one of the typewriters. The pale man was no longer against the wall but behind her, looking over her shoulder, and she pulled a piece of paper from the typewriter roller and showed it to him. Nodding silently, the man walked toward Todd.

			The policeman grinned. “The camp will teach you a lesson, Three Four One Five Seven Nine.”

			The camp?

			No. Todd felt his bowels constrict with fear. This couldn’t be happening. Not today, not in the United States, not with no one knowing about it.

			But it was. The pale man moved behind him, and Todd was jerked backward as a black bag was pulled over his head and tied around his neck.


		


		
			THIRTY

			It was not like Todd to be late for dinner—especially when he was the one who was supposed to be making it.

			In fact, this had never happened before.

			But it was nearly eight-thirty, there was no sign of him, he had not bothered to call, and Rosita was getting frantic. She’d stopped by Beverly’s to check in on her on the way home from work, and had expected Todd to be waiting when she arrived at the house. But the place was empty, he wasn’t there, and she snacked on some chips and guacamole, watched the local news, watched the national news, watched an entire movie, all the while obsessively checking her phone, periodically attempting to call him, and…nothing.

			She wanted to call Beverly, but her sister-in-law was stressed out enough without having other worries placed on her plate.

			At least Beverly continued to believe that the phone call from Jorge’s supposed lover was a fake—and both Rosita and Todd had told her they agreed. Neither of them thought that was really the case, but if such a conviction helped Beverly cope with her husband’s absence, they were willing to offer their support.

			Although…

			The woman had never called back. Jorge hadn’t, either, and efforts to call his phone resulted in a recorded message saying that no such number existed.

			So it was possible.

			They were still trying to find this mysterious training camp, and Todd continued to believe that his cop friend was their best bet on that front, which was why, against her advice, he’d gone to St. Joseph’s. Maybe he was still there, and maybe his phone was off because they didn’t allow phones in the hospital. It seemed unlikely, but Rosita latched onto it anyway and decided to call St. Joseph’s.  

			What was the name of the cop? Her brain wasn’t working. His first name started with a J, she knew. The last name started with a P. Or maybe a B. She went into Todd’s office, opened the closet door and dug through the boxes of books until she found a copy of The Brass Ring. She quickly turned to the acknowledgments page. Jim Briggs! That was it. Immediately, she looked up the phone number of the hospital and called, asking to be connected to Jim Briggs’ room. When a woman answered, Rosita introduced herself and asked if her husband, Todd Klein, had been by for a visit.

			The woman turned out to be Briggs’ girlfriend. “Todd?” she said. “He was here for about an hour this afternoon. It was really nice of him to stop by. Jim’s pretty sedated, but I know he appreciates it.”

			“He’s not still there, is he? My husband?”

			“No. He left hours ago.” The woman sounded confused.

			“Okay. Thanks.” Rosita hung up, probably too abruptly, but now she was in full-fledged panic mode. Immediately, she dialed the police. She knew that for someone to be reported missing they had to be gone for 24 hours or 48 hours or something like that, but she called anyway and, after frustrating conversations with a dispatcher and then the dispatcher’s supervisor, ended up slamming down the phone and bursting into tears.

			Todd was dead.

			She wouldn’t go there, refused to let herself even consider it, but something was definitely wrong, and she pulled herself together, got out her phone and downloaded an app she’d heard about from Michelle, kind of a computer age up-to-the-minute version of a police log. She used it to look up all car accidents that had occurred between here and the hospital over the last six hours, found nothing, then checked for any assaults that might have happened within the same general area. Nothing again.

			Todd wasn’t the kind of guy who met up with a gang of buddies to go to a bar and hang. His few friends were ordinarily busy, and any socializing usually had to be planned and coordinated, so it was almost unthinkable that he had stopped off somewhere and simply lost track of time. Still, someone could have had an emergency and called him for help, and he might have sped over and not had time to notify her…

			She went into his office, found his physical address book and started dialing. 

			No one had heard from him. 

			Another dead end.

			She was running out of ideas, and Rosita called his phone again, but of course there was no answer. Tears of frustration blurred her vision as she plopped down on the couch. What was she going to do? What could she do? Alive or dead, he had to be somewhere; he had not just disappeared into thin air. Maybe, hopefully, he’d be back home before bedtime. He might even be on his way back right now, and all she had to do was wait here calmly until he arrived. 

			It should have been impossible to sleep, but she was one of those people who, rather than remain up all night, fell into a deep slumber when she was under stress. One minute she was sitting on the couch, waiting for the 11 o’clock news to come on, going over in her mind possible alternatives for his absence—he’d had a stroke and forgotten who he was and a kind family had found him wandering the streets and taken him in for the night— and the next she was opening her eyes and it was light outside.

			She hopped up, checked the bedroom, checked the driveway. There was no sign of him, and last night’s building anxiety had turned to certain dread. He had not called her phone, had not called the house phone, and when she dialed his cell for about the hundredth time, there was only his voicemail message again.

			She should stay home today, call in sick and not go to work, because if something had happened to Todd and the authorities had to get in touch with her, they would probably call the house. But the police station was right across the street from the library, and if she did go in this morning, she could talk to the library director, who knew a lot of the high muckymucks at city hall, and maybe he or one of his contacts could appeal to the cops, as fellow city employees, and ask them to try and track Todd down.

			That was exactly what she did, and when she was told that she still had to wait another 24-plus hours before Todd would be considered missing, she took the rest of the day off. There was no way she could work with this hanging over her head. 

			In the back of her mind was a growing belief that this was somehow connected to the DMV. She wasn’t sure why she thought that. Certainly, an accident, medical emergency or even a random car jacking made much more sense. But after everything she’d encountered lately, such a notion didn’t sound as implausible as it should have.

			Back at home—where there was still no sign of Todd—she decided to call Beverly. Her sister-in-law was at work, but Rosita’s news shook her deeply enough that she immediately announced, “I’m coming over.”

			“You don’t have to—” Rosita began.

			“I am.”

			She was actually relieved not to go through this alone, and Rosita hung up feeling slightly better. 

			Before Beverly arrived, she decided to check out social media. She felt stupid for even considering such an approach, but she was desperate, and if it was possible that crowdsourcing her problem could bring about a result, then it was worth the effort. There were well over a hundred people now who had shared their DMV horror stories with her and Beverly, and she paged through them, beginning with the most recent. One of the situations actually did seem somewhat similar to hers—a man who claimed that his wife had disappeared after a trip to the DMV to renew her license. After two months, the woman and her car had still not been found, and when the police tried retracing her steps, they said that she had never gone to the DMV. No one in the office had seen her, and security cam footage indicated that she had not been there—even though her husband said she had called him while in line.

			Rosita started to email the man, but in the midst of writing her message, well before she had even considered hitting the send button, a warning notice popped up on her screen, framed in red: This email cannot be sent.

			Maybe it was a glitch, maybe it wasn’t, but she X-ed out of the notice and kept writing her email.

			She had not even finished typing the next sentence when the warning reappeared, this time with letters flashing: This email cannot be sent.

			Irritation flared within her. Irritation and a soupcon of alarm. Had her computer been hacked? Was she somehow being spied upon even as she performed mundane tasks on her PC? She stared at the message onscreen, her eyes shifting to the small circle at the top of her monitor: the camera.

			All of a sudden, there was a knock at the door—

			Maybe it was Todd! Maybe he’d been mugged and found his way back home and had to knock on the door because his keys had been stolen!

			—and Rosita hurried out to the front room to open it, but neither of the two men who stood on the Welcome mat were Todd. The one on the left was a smarmy-looking white guy with close-cropped hair and a clean-shaven face, wearing casual business attire, while the one on the right was black, similarly groomed but wearing a slightly more formal suit, although his demeanor was equally slimy.

			The black man spoke first. “I am Mr. White. My associate here is Mr. Black.” He chuckled insincerely. “I know, right?”

			Rosita held onto the door handle.

			“We’re from the Department of Motor Vehicles, and we’ve come to collect your driver’s license. According to our records, you’ve been besmirching the name of the department in direct violation of the terms and conditions stipulated by your acceptance of a valid license, which means that your card must be revoked and turned in.” 

			“Drop dead,” she told them, getting ready to close the door. “Even if you are who you say you are, you can’t just come to someone’s house and take their license.”

			The white man smiled. “But I’m afraid we can, Ms. Klein. It is our sworn duty. You are no longer authorized to operate a motor vehicle.”

			“You can take my license when you pry it from my cold dead fingers.”

			“Let us hope it does not come to that.”

			The black man—Mr. White—smiled unctuously. “It is also our job to inform you that the Department of Motor Vehicles has impounded a vehicle registered in the names of you and your husband. It was found abandoned on Harbor Boulevard and, per section one-eighteen of the municipal code, was towed to an impound lot. Ordinarily, you would be able to retrieve the vehicle after paying the towing and impound fee, but without a valid license, you will not be recognized as an owner of the vehicle.” His smile broadened, and was there a taunt in that smile? “Your husband, however, may pick up the vehicle at any time.” Rosita slammed the door shut and locked it, feeling cold. Her hands were trembling.

			She was right.

			It was the DMV.


		


		
			THIRTY ONE

			Zal had been asked to meet Violet at her desk right after work, and though she hadn’t said why, he was assuming that her research had uncovered something. She’d been uncharacteristically closed mouthed about the subject for the past few days, telling him to be patient—and he had been—but he’d noticed what seemed to be an increasing uneasiness on her part. He wondered if what she’d found had frightened her. 

			The fact that it might have frightened her frightened him.

			He’d taken off a few minutes early, moving against the corridor’s flow of foot traffic to Research, and there were still a few stragglers in the department when he arrived, shutting off their computers and gathering up their belongings. Violet herself was seated at her desk talking to a young man who was sitting casually atop an adjacent table, laughing easily and swinging his legs, kicking the side of her desk. Against his will, Zal felt a pang of jealousy.

			He discovered as he drew closer that, for some reason, they were talking about Mulan, although whether it was the Disney cartoon or the live-action remake or the original legend, Zal had no idea.

			“All I’m saying,” the guy was telling Violet, “is that if Mulan was able to pass herself off as a boy, she must have been butt-ugly. Why they keep portraying her as a hunk of babe when she was probably muscular and manly is a mystery.”

			Violet looked over, noticed Zal approaching and smiled. Seeing the relief in her eyes, his jealousy disappeared. “I have to go,” she told her coworker. “My boyfriend’s here.”

			My boyfriend.

			No two words had ever been so welcome, and hearing them brought a broad smile to his face. Neither he nor Violet had specifically defined their relationship until this moment, but now that she had, he was filled with a pleasant satisfaction. The other guy looked both surprised and disappointed as she stood and gave Zal a kiss, and the two of them stood together as he fumblingly picked up his briefcase and awkwardly said goodbye.

			Taking Zal’s hand, Violet gave it a quick squeeze. “Thank God. You saved me. What a jerk.”

			“Am I really your boyfriend?”

			“Aren’t you?”

			“I just wanted to make sure you weren’t, you know, just saying that to get rid of him.”

			“Oh, I did say that to get rid of him. But it also happens to be true.” She studied him. “And I’m your girlfriend, right?”

			“I guess you are.”  

			“Now that we’ve got that settled…” She moved back behind her desk.

			“You found something, I assume?”

			“Oh, I found something all right.” Violet turned on her computer, then handed him a stack of paperclipped printouts that were sitting on top of her desk. “I found that your pal the DMV has a lot more colorful history than I ever would have thought.”

			Zal didn’t like where this was going.

			“Department of Motor Vehicles,” she said. “You would assume that a government agency with that name probably started… oh, around the time there were motor vehicles, which means the early twentieth century.”

			“You would assume.”

			“And you would be wrong. The DMV has been around for a lot longer. There’s been a DMV since way, way before there were cars. It was in America during the Civil War, in England at the time of Shakespeare, in Rome during the reign of Caligula.”

			“You’re joking.”

			“I’m not. Check out the printouts I gave you. It’s all documented.”

			Zal thumbed through the papers in his hand, examining them briefly. “How do you know these aren’t Photoshopped?”

			“Trust me.”

			He scanned a copy of a decree signed by Abraham Lincoln thanking the DMV for “Enforcing All Rules Concerning the Correct and Proper use of Roads throughout the Union during These Trying and Tragic Times.” Zal looked up. “But—”

			“This is just the tip of the iceberg. And I’ve corroborated everything.” She pointed to her monitor, paging through screens showing documents in various languages as well as photos of street signs, paintings, artwork and even stone carvings. “Unfortunately, it’s hard to find many details about them from that far back. Or even now, for that matter. The DMV is not exactly transparent. It’s always been secretive, has always seemed to exist in the shadows. But from what I’ve learned, and you have copies of a lot of this in your hand, it’s the body that, going back centuries, has controlled and regulated human transportation, whether by means of motor vehicles, like today, or horse-drawn carriages or mules or ox carts or even foot traffic. I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true. Whether there were presidents or kings or emperors or even nothing, the DMV was always there.

			“The thing is, a lot of the early references I found indicate that people viewed the DMV as part of the natural order. Back then, people believed there were only four elements—earth, air, fire and water—and natural processes, even things like the stars, were associated with gods and mythological beings. Religion grew out of this incomplete understanding of science. And the DMV did, too. It seems to have been, originally, a force that was thought to regulate and control human transportation. Just as there was, say, a temple dedicated to Diana, there was a temple dedicated to…well, I don’t know what it was dedicated to exactly, but it eventually became the DMV. And it was always called the DMV. Today, the acronym stands for the Department of Motor Vehicles, but in ancient Rome, it stood for Deus Malum Vehiculum, which roughly translates as Evil God of Vehicles.”

			“You’re kidding.”

			She shook her head.

			“That sounds like a joke.”

			“Believe me, it’s not.”

			Her reference to a force that arose from or was a part of nature made him think of the initiation he and Bernard had gone through, and the little man who’d turned out to be no more than a collection of bees.

			My head is full of bumblebees. 

			“How is this even possible?” Zal asked.

			“I don’t know,” Violet said, “but I’ve been going down this rabbit hole all week, and there’s no end to it. It just gets crazier and crazier the deeper you go.” She scrolled through more pages on her screen, stopping at a picture of a stained glass window, presumably from a church. High and large and gothic, it depicted in surprising detail Joseph and a very pregnant Mary on a donkey being stopped in the middle of a road by an anachronistically clean-shaven man holding an unrolled scroll in one hand and a quill in the other. At the bottom of the brightly colored window, in elaborate script, were the letters D,M and V, spaced far apart.

			“From what I can tell, in the Middle Ages, the DMV was thought to be run by witches. Several accounts mention the ‘fearsome powers’ of men associated with the organization. But while the church condemned witches, as we all know, it did not condemn the DMV. I suspect the church was afraid of the DMV. And you see here that the church even incorporated the DMV into biblical stories depicted in the stained glass of its chapels.”

			“How come no one else ever noticed this?”

			Violet shrugged. “Maybe they have. Maybe it’s floating around out there among all those wacky online conspiracy theories.” She looked at him. “Or the ones who did notice? Maybe something happened to them. In my research, a lot of people involved with the DMV in one way or another end up disappearing. Like your neighbor.” She scrolled forward to a black-and-white photo of a bland-looking man in an antiquated suit standing next to an old-fashioned car on which another man’s head had been impaled on the hood ornament. “They’re a bad enemy to have.”

			“And now we’re their enemies.” He wondered if Bernard had left yet. Quickly, Zal texted his friend, who turned out to be still in the lobby. Moments later, he was striding down the corridor toward them. Violet repeated the story of what she’d uncovered, adding even more examples, and Zal passed over his printouts as proof.

			Bernard nodded, flipping through the pages. “I guess this is where I’m supposed to say this is hard to believe. But the truth is, it’s not hard at all. I believe every word of it.”

			“I do, too,” Zal admitted. “And I’m pretty sure Boo and Gary would, also. Maybe even Judi—”

			“But not Hu,” they said in unison.

			Bernard smiled. “Great minds…” His smile faded. “So tell me something,” he asked Violet. “Do you have the names of any of those people who ‘disappeared?’” He looked over at Zal. “Maybe they’re in the system.”

			She started typing on her keyboard. “Sure. It’s definitely not a complete list, but there are still quite a few names.” Violet gestured toward her screen.

			“Can you print those out for me? I might do a little research myself tonight.”

			“Sure.” Violet pressed a key and the printer across the room whirred into action.

			Bernard walked over to collect the pages. “It’ll be interesting to see if any of those people, especially the older ones, were issued licenses of some kind. I’m thinking of those weird ones you came across,” he told Zal. “And do they keep track of everything? Has their entire history been digitized? Because my guess is that, even if they keep records all the way back, no one’s had the time to enter all of it, which means there’s probably libraries of documents or scrolls or whatever stored in a vault somewhere.”

			The printer finally stopped spitting out pages, and Bernard gathered them up.  

			“The thing is,” Violet said, “most people, including me until I dug this up, think that the DMV is a state agency. And it is. But the state DMV reports to a federal DMV which reports to the global DMV.”

			“Global DMV?”

			“That’s what I’m calling it. They don’t call it that. To them, it’s just the DMV, and all these hierarchal distinctions are organic, the way things are and the way they’re supposed to be.”

			“In your research,” Bernard wondered, “did you find times when there were major turning points? Big changes in the organization?”

			“Why?” Zal said.

			“Don’t you wonder why the DMV suddenly wants everyone to register online? Why they don’t want anyone coming into their offices anymore?”

			Zal sighed. “I assumed it was to make things easier for customers, but after all this, I doubt that was even a consideration.”

			“I think they want to keep people away from the offices because they’re planning to use those buildings for something else.”

			“Like what?”

			Bernard gestured toward a photo displayed on Violet’s monitor that was of robed Asian monks bowing before a giant bush that had been trimmed into the shape of an automobile. “Probably something we can’t even understand.”

			Zal thought again of their initiation.

			“I’m afraid I’m no help there,” Violet told them. “Like I said, they’re secretive. Like a cult. so there’s a lot of stuff I couldn’t find out.” 

			“Well, there’s definitely a transition underway, and that transition is happening much quicker than I thought possible,” Bernard admitted. “I’m sure it’s by design. And I’m pretty sure there’s some sort of deadline. Which explains why we’re suddenly doing patches and quick-and-dirty updates rather than the comprehensive system overhaul we were originally contracted for.”   

			“So what do we do?” Zal asked his friend.

			“You got me.” Bernard slipped the printed pages he’d been holding into his laptop bag, then strapped the bag over his shoulder. “I’ll think on it and get back to you tomorrow.”

			“You know what? Maybe we should talk about it outside.” He gestured, indicating the building around them. “Just in case. Meet you in the parking lot tomorrow morning?”

			“Not a bad idea, I guess. Especially if we’re talking specifics. But—” Bernard pointed at Violet’s computer. “I’m sure they’re on to us already.”

			Zal blinked. He was right. 

			Zal chastised himself. He’d been so careful to make sure that everything he did on his own company computer appeared to be connected to his work on the updates, even if it wasn’t, yet he’d been stupid enough not to even consider the possibility that the DMV would be monitoring other devices within the same building. With a project this big, the entire Data Initiatives operation was no doubt under constant surveillance. And if the DMV had now learned that one of those computers was researching the institution’s history...        

			“Don’t worry,” Bernard said. “We’ve been initiated. It’s all in the family.” He gave Zal and Violet a wry wave, then started off down the corridor. “See you tomorrow!”

			Zal was almost afraid to speak now, worried that they were being spied upon. But Bernard was right, the damage had been done, and whatever person or program within the DMV monitored this sort of thing was already on to them.

			Violet walked across the room and shut off the printer, then went from desk to desk making sure that everyone else’s equipment had been turned off for the night. Returning to her own work area, she took his hands in hers and looked into his eyes. “I know I’ve been a little weird lately,” she said.

			Really? They were going to do this here? Now? He imagined some smirking DMV bureaucrat listening in on their conversation, then castigated himself for being so paranoid. “No, you haven’t,” he lied.

			“Yes, I have. And it has nothing to do with you. It was just some stuff I was going through at home. But that’s all sorted out now.”

			Zal nodded, not wanting to press.

			“If you must know...”

			He started. “I didn’t—”

			“You’re being polite, and that’s sweet. But don’t tell me you’re not curious.”

			“Well, if you want to tell me…”

			Violet smiled. “I do.” She let out a deep breath. “You have to promise that this goes no further than us, though. You can’t tell anyone. Not even Bernard.”

			He glanced surreptitiously at her computer but did not want to ruin the moment. “I swear.”

			She paused. “I found out recently that my dad is not exactly in this country…legally. I don’t mean he snuck over the border and made his way through the wilderness or anything like that—and it was a complete shock to me, because my parents have been here forever, since way before I was born, so I never even considered something like this—but a few weeks ago, I asked my dad why we never visited his parents, my grandparents in Canada, why they always came to visit us. I thought it would be fun to go to Canada; I’ve never been there, and I’d like to see it. He sat me down and revealed that he couldn’t leave the country because he might not be able to get back in.”

			Violet shook her head. “Like I said, I was shocked. He told me that he was going to school here on a student visa, that he met my mom in college—my mom is a citizen, by the way, even though she’s originally from El Salvador—and that he just overstayed his visa. To hear him tell it, he never thought about it, it never came up. He moved in with my mom, they both graduated and got jobs, bought a house, had me, and..life just happened. I’m not quite sure I buy that. He had to know when he was applying for a home loan or a car loan or applying for a job that he was lying on whatever forms he had to fill out, but whatever. The point is that he lied to me. Or I felt like he’d lied to me, because he never told me any of this. I said he should see if there’s a way that he could become a citizen, or at least a legal resident, maybe pay a fine or something and then get permission to stay, but my mom…” She sighed. “My mom and I had a big fight—after Donald Trump, she doesn’t trust the government with anything involving immigration—and I ended up walking out, which was why I stayed with you. My dad eventually called a truce, and everyone’s agreed to sort of let things just stay where they are. So, once again, my grandparents are coming to visit from Canada next month. My dad said I could go and visit them if I wanted, and maybe I’ll do that eventually, but he can’t go back.” She smiled sadly. “Anyway, that’s what’s been going on, and I just thought you should know.” Her smile brightened. “Being as you’re my boyfriend and all.”   

			“You’re not afraid I’ll call INS and turn your dad in?”

			“It’s not INS anymore. It’s ICE. Has been for years. So, no. Someone so out of touch is not someone I’m really worried about turning anybody in.”

			Zal thought of something. “Does your dad have a driver’s license?”

			“I assume so. He drives.”	

			“Let me see your computer. I want to look something up.”

			Her face paled as she realized what he intended to do, but she stepped aside to let him access it. A few keystrokes later, they were looking at her father’s driver’s license.

			“It’s a conditional license,” Zal noted. “And there’s an asterisk next to it. And that asterisk means…” He clicked to another screen and was suddenly silent.

			“What?” Violet prodded. “What does it mean?”

			“It means he has been designated as a victim. Other drivers can hit him, or run him over, or crash into his car with impunity.”

			The stricken expression on her face pierced right through him. “This can’t be real.”

			“It’s real.”

			“What can we do?”

			“Tell your dad to stop driving, first of all. Try to keep him off the streets. Make up a reason. Any reason.”

			“We can’t let them get away with this,” Violet said. She was almost in tears. “We need to do something about it.”

			“We will. We’ll figure something out,” Zal promised. He stood, hugging her tightly. “We’ll find a way.”


		


		
			THIRTY TWO

			“Do you think Daddy killed Mom after we were gone?”

			Danny pretended to be asleep, not wanting to answer his sister’s question, not wanting to even think about it. They were both chained to their beds for the night, their diapers fastened. This, for Danny, was the most humiliating indignity they had to endure, and even if he had to go to the bathroom, he made sure he held it until morning when they were allowed access to a toilet. 

			Thea, the toughest person in their dormitory, a middle-aged woman who looked like a hardcore criminal, had taken exactly the opposite approach on the first night Danny and Jill had been there. She’d done everything in her diaper, and in the morning when one of the DMV workers had told her to take her diaper off in the bathroom and dispose of it, she’d said, “You take it off! Take it off and wipe my dirty ass, bitch!”

			She had been beaten in front of them, and hauled away. 

			They had not seen her again.

			Jill had whispered to him later that the whole thing had been faked, a way to intimidate the rest of them, but he wasn’t buying it. He thought she’d probably been locked in that cage with the naked people.

			Now he lay in bed with his eyes closed, in case his sister was looking over at him.

			“Do you think he did? Danny? Do you think he killed her?”

			He didn’t respond, and she was silent after that. Eventually they both fell asleep.   

			In the morning, once they were released from their shackles, there was a rush for the bathroom. Danny’s and Jill’s beds were close to the door, and they were only a few people back from the front of the line, which was good because Danny really had to go. In the bathroom, he took off and threw away his diaper, did his business, changed into the orange prisoner-like jumpsuit they were required to wear, then came back out to wait for Jill. Together, they walked through the double doors to their dorm’s mess hall, where they ate their bowl of unflavored gruel.

			“How long do you think we’ll have to be here?” Danny asked as they walked out with everyone else for their morning lesson.

			“I don’t know,” Jill said. “Forever?” 

			It was a joke, but it wasn’t really, and they followed along in silence as the group was marched past the nearly identical buildings to a large oval racetrack. Instead of grandstands, there were fake stores and houses, like those on a movie set, flanking both sides of the roadway, making it appear as though the track ran through the center of a city’s main street.

			As usual, today’s instructor, an extremely tall man with distractingly short legs,  had not provided them with his name. Before ordering them to follow him to this location, he had said simply, “You may address me as ‘Sir.’”

			Now he guided them toward a white car positioned next to the curb in front of the first fake building. Once they were all gathered before him, he said, “In order to earn the right to once again legally operate a motor vehicle on public streets, you’re going to have to learn, or re-learn, some of the basics. This morning, we will be talking about crashes and examining the consequences of being involved in a collision.” He slapped the hood of the car. “What we have here is the most common sedan on the highway, the type each of you has probably owned and driven sometime in your lives.”

			Danny saw some of the older adults nodding.

			“This also happens to be the type of vehicle most commonly involved in an accident.” He clapped his hands. “So for this demonstration, we require a crash test dummy.” 

			The instructor scanned the faces before him. “You,” he said, pointing to Jill. “You’d make a good dummy.” He chuckled. “Of course, none of you are that bright, or you wouldn’t be here. You’re all dummies, really. But for our purposes today, you, young miss, will serve as our official tester.”

			“No I won’t.”

			“Strip,” he ordered.

			Jill looked back at him defiantly, making no effort to comply.

			“The point of this exercise is to show the effects of a typical easily avoidable collision on the human body. Rather than take your clothes off afterward to examine the results of our demonstration, it will be easier if you are already naked. Take off your clothes.”

			“No!” Danny shouted. “Pick someone else!”

			The man looked at him. “You, perhaps?”

			Jill was already unbuttoning her jumpsuit. “I’ll do it.”

			Danny turned away, sickened. Most of the others, he noticed, were watching her, especially the men and boys. One old man in particular was looking at her so intently and with such a pervy look on his face that Danny wanted to kick him in the balls.  

			There were between fifteen and twenty people in their group, and on the far opposite side of the track, he saw another group of about the same size.

			How many people were in this camp?

			He turned back toward the car, and immediately wished he hadn’t. His sister, now completely naked, was getting into the driver’s seat, and he happened to catch sight of her at a particularly inopportune moment as she swung her left leg in. 

			The instructor was picking her jumpsuit and underwear off the ground. “I want you to drive through this little town, all the way around and stop right here again. Can you do that?” 

			“Of—” she began, but before she could answer, he slammed her door shut.

			“Drive carefully now.” The instructor giggled.

			Scowling, Jill strapped herself in. Putting on her turn signal, she pulled slowly away from the curb. She began to accelerate—

			And was hit hard from the passenger side by a red pickup truck speeding out of a driveway. Her car spun around until it was facing backward, and the pickup truck took off down the track.

			“Come on!” the instructor said excitedly. “Let’s check it out!”

			They ran toward the caved-in car, its broken windshield obscured by a massive amount of steam that was issuing from the radiator. Both front doors had flown open, and the group made a beeline for the driver’s side, Danny and the instructor in the lead.

			Jill was slumped against the steering wheel. Her right leg seemed to be folded in on itself and was twisted in such an unnatural way that it had to be broken. Blood was streaming from a gigantic gash on her outer left thigh. Blood was also dripping down the side of her face, and Jill moaned groggily as her head lolled in their direction. Her eyes met Danny’s, and he saw in them fear, confusion and tremendous pain.

			“She’s bleeding!” he yelled. “Call an ambulance!”

			The instructor was still holding Jill’s clothes, and he wadded up her underwear and pressed it against the leg wound. “She’ll be fine.” He turned toward the gathered group. “Note that she was wearing her shoulder harness but—uh oh!—the air bags did not deploy.” The man shrugged. “It happens.” He leaned in a little further. “Oh,” he said, with mock sympathy. “She pissed herself.” Straightening, he faced the gathering. “This is why you must always go to the bathroom before getting into a vehicle. It’s a very valuable lesson, and one I hope you all take to heart. In an accident, the victim often loses control of bladder or bowels. So unless you want the EMTs who are responding to your crash to have to clean up your urine or feces when they should be focusing on your injuries, I suggest that you heed this extremely important advice.”

			The instructor pointed down the track. “Now on to the second focus of our little demonstration: what about the driver of that pickup? The one who caused this unfortunate accident? As I’m sure you all know, this would be classified a hit-and-run. And unless that man has a license specifically allowing him to engage in such an act, he needs to be punished. Did anyone get a plate number?”

			“She’s still bleeding!” Danny yelled, pointing at his sister. “We need to get some help!”

			The instructor waved him off. “She’ll be fine.”

			“I don’t think she’ll be fine,” the pervy old man opined.

			“She’ll be taken care of. Don’t worry about it. Now did anyone see the license number of that truck?”

			There were head shakes all around.

			“If you had, or she had—” He pointed at Jill, who was now unconscious. “—you might have been able to do something about it.” He reached into his right back pocket, pulled out his wallet and opened it up, taking out his driver’s license. “See on my license here? There’s a little ‘P’ by the edge? Take out your own licenses, and see if any of you have one. I’ll wait.”

			“I do,” a young black woman said.

			“Me, too.” The pervy old man.

			Several people, it turned out, had such a marking on their licenses. Danny, his eyes still on his sister, did not bother to check. He wanted to rush over to her, but the instructor was standing in his way, and he was afraid to challenge the man.

			“What that ‘P’ means,” the instructor told them, “is that you are authorized to administer punishment in the event of an accident such as this. Say you saw the truck again and recognized it. You would be perfectly within your rights to ram it with your vehicle or run over the man. If you felt that this would damage your vehicle and end up increasing your insurance rates, there is also a provision allowing you to dispatch the offender in a different manner, a manner of your choosing. Uh oh, here he comes again!”

			The pickup had apparently driven all the way around the track and now maneuvered its way about the crash site, pulling into its original driveway. The lightly bearded young man who got out of the truck was wearing western attire and a cowboy hat. Calmly, their instructor walked over, waving to the man and hailing him in a friendly manner.

			Was this all planned out and scripted? Danny wondered. Because it seemed completely real.

			“Can I help you?” the driver of the pickup asked.

			The instructor suddenly held a long knife in his hand. Danny had no idea where it had come from—one moment it wasn’t there, and the next it was—but the instructor’s pace increased, and before the other man could move away or try to defend himself, the knife was plunging into his stomach. With smooth, even strokes, the instructor pulled the knife out and thrust it in. Again and again and again.

			Danny had never seen so much blood. In movies, it didn’t usually spurt this way, but as the pickup driver dropped hard to the cement, thick red liquid seemed to be jetting out in every direction, splattering on the concrete, spraying the side of the truck. Only their instructor seemed to miraculously avoid the crimson onslaught.

			This had to be fake. Danny looked around at the others in his group, all of them simultaneously shocked and skeptical. From down the track, he saw an ambulance speeding toward them. To help his sister no doubt.

			And maybe this guy.

			Because Jill’s injuries were definitely real. And if her injuries weren’t fake…

			Smiling, throwing his knife in the bed of the pickup, the instructor approached the group. Once again, he took out his driver’s license, pointed to it. “That’s what you can do if your license is designated with a ‘P.’”

			The ambulance had arrived, and two paramedics carefully pulled the unconscious Jill from her car, placing her on a gurney and strapping her in before rolling her into the back of the ambulance.

			“Got another one here, boys!” the instructor called out, pointing to the man on the ground. He chuckled. “Don’t think you’ll be able to help much, though.” He turned back toward the group, his gaze resting on Danny. “He shit and pissed himself. Like I said, always go to the bathroom before getting into your vehicle.”

			The paramedics were climbing into the ambulance, obviously with no intention of assisting the pickup driver. “Where are they taking my sister?” Danny demanded.

			The instructor waved him away. “She’ll be fine.” He clapped his hands. “Now! Let’s head over to Building Four, Room One Ten. We have some simulators there, and I want you to have a go, see how much you learned from this. Warning: the simulator seats have the capability to provide very strong electrical shocks should you respond incorrectly to the scenarios provided. So, once again, make sure you go to the bathroom before you strap yourselves in!”   

			****

			A new man joined their group after they finished on the simulators (where Danny had been shocked only once, and mildly, after failing to come to a complete stop before making a right turn). They were seating themselves in a lecture hall, where they were to be assigned identities for a role-playing game, when a security guard escorted the man into the building, bringing him directly to the instructor, who then asked the newbie to take a seat.

			Danny didn’t know who the man was, but he looked like he was somebody. It was the way he carried himself. He might or might not be famous, but whoever he was, the man seemed different than the rest of them, more important. And he was treated differently, Danny noticed. At lunch—or what passed for lunch—he overheard one of the busboys ask the man if he would be willing to read over something and give his opinion on it, a request that was met with a cold simple, “No.”

			Danny finagled a way to get close to the man after they finished eating, while everyone was milling about and waiting to see what the afternoon would bring. He wasn’t good at introducing himself to others, especially adults, but if this situation didn’t spur him into taking the plunge, nothing would. “Hey,” he said, trying to sound casual, “what’s your name? I’m Danny. Danny Wilding.”

			“Todd Klein,” the man said.

			He decided to take a chance. “The Todd Klein?” 

			The man looked surprised. “You’ve read my books?”

			So he was a writer. That made sense. “No,” he lied, “but my mom does.”

			Todd laughed. “I thought they’d be a little boring for you.”

			Danny looked around to make sure they weren’t being observed. “Why are you here? What happened?”

			“Why are you here? What are you? Fifteen?”

			Danny felt obscurely offended. “Sixteen,” he said, trying to keep the petulance out of his voice.

			“Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just weird to find someone so young in this…prison camp.”

			“Is that what this is?”

			“From what I can figure.” Todd shrugged. “Who knows?”

			“They told us it was a re-education camp.”

			The phrase seemed to alarm Todd, but he said simply, “Six of one, half a dozen of the other.”

			“Well, do you have any idea how long we’re supposed to be here?” Danny asked. “Is this like jail, where we’re in for a long period of time? Or do we just learn these little lessons, get a certificate and go home, like traffic school?.”

			“I have no idea,” Todd admitted.

			Danny glanced around, lowered his voice. “They hurt my sister. They used her as a crash test dummy, and she was in an accident, and I’m pretty sure she broke her legs, and now she’s in the hospital.”

			“They have a hospital here?”

			“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’m just guessing that’s where she is because some paramedic guys took her away.”

			“Maybe she’s in a nearby hospital. Maybe we’re close to a town or a city.”

			“You don’t know where we are either?”

			Todd shook his head.

			“Is this even legal, what they’re doing? Me and my sister were kidnapped! They tattooed us with our driver’s license numbers! And they…” He was getting perilously close to crying, and he took a deep breath. “Like I said, they hurt my sister.”

			“No, I don’t think this is legal.” Todd’s voice was quiet but firm. “I’m going to talk to some of these other men and women when I get a chance and see if we can’t find a way out of here. Until then—” He broke off as a DMV employee approached them.

			“Three Four One Five Seven Nine,” the employee said. “Eight Six Five Zero Zero One. What are you two discussing?”

			“Your mama,” Todd replied.

			Danny was admiring of such defiance, but he couldn’t help noticing the strange look that had crossed Todd’s face when the man addressed him by his license number rather than his name.

			“There are very few comedians in the camp,” the employee said. The words were presented as an observation but obviously meant as a threat. He nodded at them and continued walking. “As you were.”

			Todd looked over at Danny once the man was out of earshot. “What say we canvas the yard, talk to some of our fellow inmates, see who’s interested in joining us?”

			Danny nodded.

			“Then let’s go meet our companions.”

			****

			A new instructor had arrived for the afternoon, a blond crew-cut guy who looked more like a football player than a DMV clerk—and who had one eye that opened far wider than the other. “You may address me as ‘Sir,’” he said.

			Apparently, the plan was for them—the prisoners, as Danny now thought of himself and the others—to spend the rest of the day performing some type of unspecified manual labor. “It is hard work but very rewarding,” the instructor said.

			“And what is it exactly that we’ll be doing?” Todd asked. In the space of a few hours, he seemed to have become their spokesman.

			The instructor smiled at Todd then turned away, not answering the question. “On the way, we are going to take a small detour and look at The Pit,” he said. “The Pit is where particularly recalcitrant campers are taken so that they might reflect on their actions and perhaps derive some benefit from introspection. Onward!”

			He led them, single file, around the side of the low building where Danny and Jill had been branded, to the woodland beyond. Towering above the trees in front of them was the wall, and that was the direction in which they headed. The dirt path they were on was narrow, and it eventually ran through a short meadow where there was, indeed, a pit. It was as wide as two car lengths, and the instructor gathered them at the edge, telling them to look down.  

			Standing next to Todd, Danny peered into the hole. As large as its diameter was, the pit was surprisingly shallow, its top edge only a few feet above the heads of the men and women who stood at the bottom. Dirty and unkempt, dressed in raggedy scraps of clothing, the dozen or so people huddled together against the opposite side were hemmed in by what appeared at first to be a swirling pool of black water. But it wasn’t water. The shifting darkness on the dirt in front of them was actually ants, thousands of them. The insects and the humans seemed to be observing a kind of truce and staying on their own sides of the pit, but lines of marching ants spread outward from the central assemblage and up the dirt walls to form a fluid ring at the top, encircling the entire crown of the hole’s wide opening.

			“Let us out!” a woman cried, her pleading eyes looking up at them. “For God’s sake, let us out!”

			“You know,” the instructor mused, “the ant is the only species other than humans that wages war. All animals and insects fight, of course, but the mobilization of an entire society for the purpose of conquering a rival in battle happens only with human beings and ants.” He glanced around at Danny, Todd and the rest of the group. “We’re much more alike than most of you probably realize.”

			“Please!” another woman sobbed.

			“Time’s a-wasting!” the instructor said cheerfully. “And there’s a lot of work that needs to be done. We’d better move out. Onward!”

			They stopped moments later in front of a gigantic mound of debris several yards away from the high wall, which this close they could see was topped by barbed wire. Painted on the side of the concrete barrier were detailed murals of demolished cars and freeway accidents.

			“Halt!” the instructor announced. “We’re here!”	

			The afternoon was exhausting. They were put to work assembling a series of five-foot high piles of alternating red bricks and white cinder blocks. An entire building seemed to have been demolished here, and it was their job to separate the bricks and blocks from the rubble and boards, and stack them at the foot of the wall. “Slave labor,” one woman muttered as she toiled, and that was how Danny felt as well. He had plenty of time to think while he ferried materials, and while he didn’t know much about the legal system, he was pretty sure he couldn’t be put in a prison camp if he hadn’t actually been convicted of a crime. Which meant that either this wasn’t a prison camp, or the laws governing the DMV were different than those that applied to the rest of society.

			He suspected the latter.

			They worked until it was nearly dark. Tired and dirty, they were returned to the mess hall for dinner. The morning’s instructor was standing just inside the doorway, welcoming them, and Danny strode angrily up to him, demanding an answer to the question that had consumed him all afternoon: “Where’s my sister?”

			The man favored Danny with a slight smile. “If you wish me to respond, you will address me as ‘Sir.’”

			“Where is my sister, Sir?”

			“Why, she’s being fitted for her prosthetics.”

			Danny wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “What?”

			“Your sister has graciously agreed to help us demonstrate tomorrow the strides that have been made for drivers with special needs. And for her cooperation, she will be receiving a brand new license!”

			It seemed suddenly hard to breathe. “I…I don’t understand.”

			“We have amputated her legs, which, let’s face it, after that accident would never have worked right anyway, and she’s getting two brand new state-of-the-art prosthetics! Tomorrow, she will show us how amputees can drive, race and do everything the limbed can do. Besides, the way she likes to behave in cars, having no legs will be a blessing.” He nudged Danny with an elbow. “Easier access, if you know what I mean.”

			Even as Danny felt like throwing up, an incongruously logical thought cut through his shock and horror. “She can’t have her legs cut off today and then start driving tomorrow. It’s not possible. She’ll be in the hospital for a week.”

			“We’re using wax,” the instructor said.

			Danny had no idea what that meant. “Wax?”

			“She’ll be over it in no time.” He clapped Danny on the shoulder. “See you tommorrow, bud. Oh, and start using your diapers at night. Taxpayer dollars pay for those. It’s a shame to waste them.”

			Todd was waiting for him, along with three of the men who’d agreed to join them in looking for a means of escape. “What’d he tell you?”

			“My sister,” Danny said, blinking away tears. “They’re going to kill her.”

			“That can’t be true.”

			“It is.”

			“We won’t let that happen.”

			“They sawed off her legs. So even if we found a way out of here, there’s no way she’d be able to come with us.”

			Excusing themselves, the three men moved away toward a table, talking low amongst themselves.

			Todd ignored them.“Don’t worry,” he promised. “We’ll get out of here. And we’ll bring your sister with us.”

			Danny wanted more than anything to believe him.

			But he didn’t.

			“Dinner is served!” the cook anounced.

		


		
			THIRTY THREE

			The cheerful lights were starting to get to him. Along with the relentlesly sunny music.

			It was the third time they’d been brought to the office for on-the-job training, and Jorge had been at his station for what had to be at least 24 hours. Doctors, he knew, were subjected to this sort of shit as interns. It was supposed to prepare them for the rigors of the actual job. But he doubted that the DMV had such lofty goals in mind. No, this was a war. They wanted the exhausted trainees to make mistakes or doze off so that punishment could be meted out. Jorge refused to give them the satisfaction, though, and through sheer force of will, he kept the tiredness at bay and pushed on.

			At the moment, he was tasked with sorting newly printed forms that had not been collated, filing one copy of each in a long metal cabinet against the rear wall and distributing the remaining copies to the appropriate stations. It was boring work but easy to screw up, and Jorge was careful to make sure that the forms were in numerical order before filing them. Pulling open a new drawer, he peeled off the top form stacked on his cart—C134-2/V: Authorization For Duplicate Registration—and placed it in the appropriate manila folder. 

			The next sheet down, C146-3/G, was titled Request To Remove Spouse From Title Registration, and instead of immediately filing the form, he found himself staring at the word Spouse and thinking of Beverly. Over the past few days, the pain of her loss had settled into numbness. It was still there—it was always there—but it was no longer at the forefront of his thoughts 24-7. Overwork and perpetual tiredness had managed to push grief aside, and Jorge wondered if that was part of the plan. 

			Shaking off his reverie, he placed the form in its proper folder, picked up the sheet beneath it and continued filing.

			He must have learned more than he thought in those “classes” he’d been forced to attend, absorbing department procedures and protocols by osmosis, since even though he’d made no attempt to pay attention or study, he seemed to be fairly adroit at performing whatever duties were assigned to him.

			Unlike several of his fellow trainees.

			A man he knew only as Mitchell went down first this time. During the final hour of their previous shift, he had almost sent an applicant to the wrong window after a cursory glance at her paperwork, and though he had caught himself and immediately corrected the error, he had been reprimanded for it. This time, Mitchell failed to notice that a man whose renewal application stated that he was required to wear glasses while driving had neglected to wear those glasses while reading off the eye chart. He passed the eye test with a perfect score, suggesting that he had memorized the chart.

			Mitchell discovered his mistake at the same time the rest of them did—when the chimes sounded.

			Once more, an announcement was made, everyone stopped what they were doing, and they all made their way through the maze, convening in the open space at the center of the office. There was no metal lattice this time but what appeared to be an old-fashioned electric chair waiting for the trainee.

			Was Mitchell going to be electrocuted?

			Flanked by two uniformed security guards, he was strapped into the seat as his supervisor from Window Seven announced what he had done wrong and how his slip had negatively affected the effectiveness of the Department of Motor Vehicles.

			If, before, the recruits had been dopey, they were all now wide awake.

			“All hail the DMV!” the supervisors chanted in unison.

			“All hail the DMV!” the onlookers responded.

			Jorge tensed up, expecting to hear an electric crackle and see blue sparks as voltage was discharged into Mitchell’s body, but to his surprise, the Window Seven supervisor called out, “Number Two pencil!”

			A petite older woman wearing a vicious and jarringly incongruous grin stepped forward and handed the supervisor a sharpened yellow pencil.

			Which was promptly shoved into Mitchell’s right eye.

			His scream was louder than any Jorge had ever heard. Jerking against his restraints, his entire body lurched forward, but he was strapped in too tightly to budge more than a fraction of an inch. The supervisor pulled out the pencil, and Jorge expected to see Mitchell’s eyeball impaled on the end of it like a gruesome Tootsie Pop, but there were only bits of gelatinous tissue clinging to the pointed tip. The eyeball itself, damaged and dripping, hung half in and half out of its socket, lolling against the top edge of the trainee’s cheek.

			Mitchell, still screaming, was carried out in the chair by the security guards. The chimes sounded, even as his screams faded, and everyone headed back to work. 

			Some time later, the chimes sounded again. This time, Marcine, one of only three remaining female recruits, was caught nodding off at her station during a lull between waves of applicants. She ended up stripped and whipped, all of her hair shaved off. By the time she was carried off, every inch of skin was coated red with a thin sheen of her own blood.

			They were dropping like flies.

			Having filed the latest batch of forms in the appropriate cabinet drawer, Jorge distributed the remaining copies to the proper stations. The labyrinthine layout of the office still confused him, and it was only through a combination of trial-and-error and luck that he managed to find his way to the various divisions, although often not in the order he intended.

			He finished delivering the last of the forms and was pushing the empty metal cart back to his assigned station, making his way between an oddly configured arrangement of desks, when an officious-looking clerk—not one of his fellow trainees—nearly ran into him while sorting through a sheaf of papers in his hand. The man looked at him with disdain as he passed by. “Watch it, wetback.”

			Jorge punched him in the gut.

			The man went down, dropping his papers, gasping for breath, and Jorge kept walking, praying that no one else had seen. He wouldn’t have done it if he hadn’t been so tired, but that racist jibe was the snot sauce on this shit sandwich of a day, and his reaction had been instinctive.

			Ms. Signal, his supervisor at today’s station, had seen, and as he met her gaze, she smiled and nodded her approval. “Nicely handled,” she told him.

			Apparently, violence was a perfectly acceptable way to deal with inter-office conflict at the DMV.

			He was going to keep that in mind.

			During his absence, a new batch of forms had arrived, and he placed them on his cart and headed back to the file cabinet.

			It was the top form on the pile.

			By rote, Jorge read the number in the upper left corner first, opened the correct file drawer, then glanced at the name of the form centered at the top of the sheet: Application for Civilian Entrance to Department of Motor Vehicles Training Camp. 

			Civilian entrance?

			Someone from the outside could fill out this form and get into the camp?

			If there was one thing Jorge had learned during his time here, it was that forms and paperwork were like Holy writ to these people. If a form said to do something, they did it, no questions asked. 

			If he could somehow get this to Rosita and Todd, they could blow the lid off this place.

			Heart pounding, he glanced quickly around to see if anyone was looking in his direction. No one was, and he was about to take one of the forms, fold it up and put it in his pocket, in case he ever had the opportunity to contact the outside world. But then he thought of the other recruits who had been punished, and realized that all of the trainees, including himself, were probably under constant surveillance, whether they realized it or not. He briefly considered getting a pen and writing the number of the form on his hand, before deciding instead to simply memorize it. Holding the paper in front of his face, he read the form number over and over again, repeating it under his breath.

			“A one-thirty-one slash two B. A one-thirty-one slash two B. A one-thirty-one slash two B…”

			There was a tap on his shoulder, and Jorge jumped, startled, certain that he’d been caught.

			The man standing over his shoulder, a nondescript white guy in a gray suit with red tie, chuckled at his reaction. “Didn’t mean to scare you there, sport. I was just wondering who gave you this busywork. Who’s your supervisor?”

			“Ms. Signal.”

			He shook his head. “She should know better. What we do here in the Office has repercussions throughout all of the satellite branches. And the fact is, we’re actually phasing out in-person registration. It’s no longer effective in this online age. Our goal is to make services more easily accessible to people, and to that end, we’re updating our processes and procedures. Pretty soon, these forms you’re filing will only be available online. People will have the option of filing electronically or printing out applicable forms and sending them in, but once the updates are complete, they will no longer be able to obtain any forms at a branch office. Everything will be done from the comfort of their own homes.” He slapped Jorge on the back, and it was all Jorge could do not to slug him. “Pretty good, eh Tonto?”

			Tonto? 

			The asshole might think he was Native American and be trying to insult him with that dated reference, but in Spanish tonto meant “stupid,” and he wouldn’t put it past someone from the DMV to purposely use it in that manner in order to get his goat. Either way, it was a put-down, and Jorge had to force himself to let the matter slide and turn back to his work.

			The man left, still chuckling to himself, and Jorge put the Application for Civilian Entrance to Department of Motor Vehicles Training Camp at the bottom of his pile, repeating its number to himself even as he filed the other forms. He wanted to see if he could memorize and retain the information while continuing to sort and file the rest of his batch. He was relieved when he reached the bottom of the stack and, before even looking at the form number, said to himself, “A one-thirty-one slash two B.” 

			He’d done it.

			There were no forms for him to distribute, so Ms. Signal farmed him out to Mr. Green, a beefy Bill Barr lookalike who was in charge of Window Nine. Jorge was promptly put to work at a desktop computer, updating the records of drivers who had submitted change-of- address forms. He had input over a dozen when Mr. Green circled back around to check on him. The fat man stood there for several moments, silently staring, before loudly clearing his throat. “I have a question for you, Senor Guiterrez.”

			The disdain in his voice when he emphasized the word Senor was clear, and it was all Jorge could do not to punch the man in his froggish Burghermeister Meisterburgher mouth. Even in his exhausted state, however, he knew that assaulting a superior would not be tolerated. It might be fine for dealing with other trainees or employees on his level, but like most organizations, the DMV was a hierarchy, and he knew that if he punched up, he would be taken down. He didn’t have to accept the insult passively, though, and he looked up at the man with a subservient simpleton’s smile. “Yes, massa?”

			The fleeting expression of annoyance that flitted across the supervisor’s features gave Jorge a welcome sense of satisfaction.

			“One of your fellow recruits—” Mr. Green said the word with contempt. “—seems to have given a young woman applying for an ID card incorrect information and provided her with the wrong form for what she wishes to do.”

			“What does that have to do with me?”

			“How do you think we should punish him?”

			Jorge fixed him with a flat stare. “What do the regulations say?”

			“Castration.”

			“There’s your answer.” He turned back to his computer. “Excuse me. I need to get back to work.” He started entering a driver’s new address. “A one-thirty-one slash two B,” he muttered under his breath.

			The question Mr. Green asked must have been hypothetical since no punishment was meted out to anyone. In fact, soon afterward, the entire office was shut down and they were released. Mr. Toll was always the one who led them to and from the office, and once outside, he gave them the choice of eating or sleeping, since they had done neither for what had to have been over a day. One recruit opted for the cafeteria, but the rest of them headed straight to their quarters and bed. 

			No room had never looked so inviting, and as he closed the door behind him, Jorge wondered if the other remaining recruits had accommodations as nice. The first thing he did was pick up a pen and piece of scratch paper, and jot down the number of the form he had found. “A one-thirty-one slash two B,” he recited as he wrote. He folded the paper and put it into his right front pants pocket, where he could easily pull it out if the opportunity arose.

			Application for Civilian Entrance to Department of Motor Vehicles Training Camp 

			If he could just get that out to Rosita and Todd…

			Drained, Jorge fell onto his bed, not even bothering to take off his clothes. He expected to hear the pleasant buzzing that usually spoke to him before he fell asleep, but there was nothing this time, only the silence of the room and the chaos of his own thoughts. As much as he distrusted that oddly pulsating hum, it seemed he had come to depend on it, and as tired as he was, he found it difficult to succumb in its absence. For what seemed like forever, he tossed and turned, and he was about to get up, go out and get something to eat (could hunger be causing his insomnia?), when he finally managed to slip into sleep.  

			In his dream, he was back home and Beverly was alive and they were in bed on a Friday night. He still had his old job, and he’d come home late, but a weekend of free time stretched before them, and they were both looking forward to sleeping in and then going for a morning walk together. He had just started rubbing his hand between her legs and kissing her neck, when he felt her body stiffen. “What’s that?” she said.

			“What’s what?”

			“I heard a noise.”

			Jorge groaned inwardly. He would have to get out of bed to investigate, and then come back and try to get things started up again.

			“It sounded like it was in the garage.”

			He listened. “I don’t hear anything.”

			“Go check it out.”

			Of course. Getting out of bed, he pulled on his pants. He knew it was nothing, so there was no real reason to put his pants on, but if he didn’t, Beverly would think he wasn’t taking it seriously, and they would end up fighting.

			He headed quickly out to the kitchen, wanting to get this over with. Flipping on the light, he opened the door to the garage—

			—and was in his parents’ house in Mexico. He was standing in the small front room. The place was completely dark and appeared to be empty. Refracted moonlight from the room’s lone window offered the only illumination. “Mama!” he called. “Papa!”

			There was only silence.

			No, not quite silence. Listening carefully, he could hear what sounded like whispering. Walking slowly forward, he saw, through the crack at the bottom of  the closed bedroom door, a low flickering light.

			“Mama?” he said tentatively. “Papa?”

			The whispering stopped.

			It was as though he was a child again, afraid of the dark, and, heart pounding, he tiptoed carefully and quietly across the wooden floor, reaching the door and slowly turning the knob. He pulled open the door and behind it was his high school gym. Driving in circles around the basketball court was a child-sized car, and within the car, their blank rotting faces pressed distortedly against the glass of the windshield, were the corpses of his parents.

			He was awakened by Mr. White and Mr. Black, both grinning broadly, each of them dressed in purple suits with matching purple top hats. “My boy!” the recruiters exclaimed in unison. “You won!”

			Jorge stared at the men, bleary eyed and confused, wondering how long he had slept, wondering if it was day or night. 

			“Willy Wonka?” Mr. Black offered helpfully.

			“We just wanted to show you that it’s not all seriousness at the DMV,” Mr. White explained. “We have a sense of humor here.” He took off his hat. “We’re actually supposed to take you to the other side today.”

			“You’re graduating!”

			“One of us!” they both chanted. “One of us! One of us!” Mr. White punched his shoulder. “Fun and games here, I’m telling you.”

			“You’re going to like working for the DMV,” Mr. Black assured him.

			Jorge looked from one to the other. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

			“It’s over,” Mr. Black said. “You’re no longer a recruit or a trainee, you’re an employee.”

			“Probational employee,” Mr. White emphasized. 

			“Well, yes, but you have been hired by the Department. You are part of the family. Have you decided yet where you’d like to be stationed?”

			Nowhere, Jorge thought, but he merely shook his head.

			“If you’re lucky, you might get assigned to Re-Education.” Mr. Black smiled wistfully. “That’s a sweet gig. All those miscreants under your tutelage, and you’re free to set them straight any way you see fit.”

			“That’s where we’re taking you right now,” Mr. White explained. “Get dressed, so we can get going.”

			“I’m taking a shower,” Jorge informed them. “Then I’m getting something to eat. I’m starving.”

			“Nothing finer than DMV food,” Mr. Black said.

			“We’ll meet you at the cafeteria,” Mr. White told him, putting his purple Willy Wonka hat back on. “But we’re leaving in an hour, whether you’re finished eating or not. So I suggest you take a short shower.”

			“What time is it?” Jorge asked.

			“It’s eight-fifteen,” Mr. White said, looking at his watch.

			Jorge nodded as the two of them exited the room.

			After all the weeks or months here, he had finally been allowed to know what time it was.

			****

			He was the only person in the cafeteria, and when the two men came for him, and he followed them outside, they were the only people in sight. 

			They took a concrete path between two buildings that led into the woods beyond. Mr. White and Mr. Black talked amongst themselves. Jorge assumed he was supposed to overhear what they were saying, so he purposely did not listen. The trail wound through a small meadow, past a fairly high hill. Somewhere to their left, he knew, was the graveyard. Thinking about the gradually thinning pool of trainees, he wondered if more plots had been added—and filled—since his last excursion.

			Eventually, they ended up at the wall. 

			The murals here were not as benign as those he’d encountered earlier. Painted on this segment of concrete were not generic scenes involving transportation but very specific modes of death that were caused by transportation. In front of a bus with a dented grill were sprawled the bodies of two teenagers whose faces had been smashed and whose akimbo arms were covered in blood. On a train track, an old lady had been cut in half, the top portion of her body on one side of a rail, the bottom on the other, innards spilling onto the ties. Most horrifically, an overturned stroller lay behind a station wagon, a mother screaming as she stared down at the squished body of the infant she had just backed over.

			There was a door in the wall that Jorge did not notice until Mr. White walked up to it, although he should have realized it was there, since that was the point where the path ended. The door was concealed by being part of a mural scene—a horse-drawn carriage that had just run over a little girl in a pink dress—and Mr. White knocked three times on the door, placed his hand on a knob that Jorge could not see, and pulled the door open.

			On the other side was a smaller, more primitive, budget version of the camp they had just left. Instead of large modern buildings with landscaped space, there were low concrete structures situated close together that looked like something out of the 1950s. The path they took was dirt, and the copse they passed through on their way to the road was little more than a narrow greenbelt. There was a sense of grimness about the place, and if Jorge had felt confined on the other side of the wall, the atmosphere here was closer to that of an actual prison. From one direction, he heard chanting. From another direction came screams.

			The three of them stepped off the path and onto asphalt.

			“When drivers break the rules,” Mr. White said, “they are sent here.”

			“I thought people get tickets for traffic violations. Or go to jail if they do something really wrong.”

			“The people in this camp broke rules not laws,” Mr. Black said. “DMV rules.”

			Mr. White nodded. “And if they break the rules while they are here—” He gestured around the camp. “—they are taken to this building.” The three of them stopped in front of a concrete structure that looked almost identical to those on either side of it. The recruiter walked up to a metal door, turned some knobs, and pulled the door open.

			Inside was a large dark room, and taking up most of the room was a metal cage filled with naked men and women who shuffled sluggishly about, shoved so close together that they could barely move. Nearly all of them were people of color, Jorge noticed immediately.

			“Animals,” Mr. Black said, disgusted.

			“You can’t have a civilized society if you don’t follow rules,” Mr. White noted. “And sometimes you have to remove the disruptive elements within a society in order to save it.”

			An emaciated Asian woman, a look of pleading on her face, stretched a hand out between the bars.The sound that emerged from her open mouth was more wild primate than human.

			Mr. White closed the building’s door. “Let’s take a look at some drivers who actually have a chance of getting out of here and going home.”

			They continued down the street toward a cul-de-sac at the end, passing well-dressed DMV employees with whom the recruiters exchanged greetings. Many of the employees were leading small groups of individuals who had been incarcerated here. All of the internees wore orange jumpsuits. Several were in chains. 

			Passing between two of the buildings, they walked to a gigantic parking lot located past the end of the cul-de-sac. While the white lines of designated parking slots were still visible on the very black asphalt, the area seemed to have been converted into an obstacle course, with orange cones, wooden cutouts shaped like people, and various road signs transforming the space into a driver training area. A red sports car was revving its engine at the start of the course, waiting for a much bigger luxury car to slowly make its way through. At the beginning and end of the track were small groups of orange-clad internees.

			“Oh, this is going to be fun,” Mr. White said. “Watch this.”

			They stood where they were as the oversized luxury car exited the course, pulling past the last two cones and coming to a stop. At the same time, the sports car took off, accelerating quickly, knocking over cones and crashed into the cutout of an old lady with a cane— 

			Before a diesel truck appeared out of nowhere and t-boned the vehicle.

			Jorge saw the driver, a young man clearly not wearing a seatbelt, fly sideways out of the suddenly smashed sports car in a shower of blood and glass.

			Both of the recruiters burst out laughing. 

			“They never see it coming,” Mr. Black said.

			“No, they never do. This way,” Mr. White told him, and Jorge followed the two around the edge of the parking lot to a long building with a tall entrance resembling that of a barn. Inside, behind velvet ropes, were automobiles the likes of which Jorge had never seen. Some appeared old-fashioned, others startlingly futuristic, but none were even remotely familiar to him. Were they cars that had appeared in movies? He had no idea, but a man standing before one of the nearer autos—a sleek vehicle with domed top windows that reminded him of a Hot Wheels car—was describing it to a group of ten or fifteen individuals in orange jumpsuits who were taking notes as though they were going to be tested on the information later.

			Mr. White and Mr. Black waved to the man giving the lecture as they walked in, and the man waved back. The people in the group turned to see who had entered the building.

			One of them was Todd.      

			His brother-in-law was standing between a teenager and an old man, and he was close enough that, despite the prisoner’s uniform, Jorge recognized him instantly. The fact that he was here at all was shocking, bewildering, and almost stopped Jorge in his tracks. The two of them locked eyes, but neither let on that they recognized one another. He wanted to ask about Beverly’s death, wanted to ask how Todd had ended up here, wanted to ask…so many things. But it was safest for both of them to ignore each other. For all Jorge knew, this was just another test.

			And yet…

			He was almost certain that the DMV really did consider him one of their own now, a new hiree, one that they believed had been properly brainwashed.

			The last thing he wanted to do was let on that that wasn’t the case. So he kept walking and let his gaze wander away from Todd as he followed the recruiters through the large room, past the collection of cars, into a smaller connected office. Here, an entire wall of television screens showed surveillance footage from different angles of the adjacent room with the car collection, and the obstacle course in the parking lot outside. It was the sort of place that he would have expected to be manned 24 hours a day, but the seats behind the three desks were empty.

			“If you did come over to Re-Education,” Mr. Black said, “you’d probably start off in a security office like this, doing surveillance. It might seem boring—and it is, to a certain extent—but the work is necessary.” He grinned at Jorge. “There are also perks.” Using the palm of his hand, he rolled a black control ball set in in the top of the closest desk. The camera in a center screen zoomed in on the face of an attractive young woman in Todd’s group who was looking at one of the cars. Mr. Black slowly rolled the ball in a different direction and the camera panned down to her ample chest. “It would be better if they didn’t wear those stupid uniforms, but still…”

			“Try heat signature,” Mr. White suggested.

			His partner pressed a button on the desk, and the jumpsuit disappeared, replaced by two cartoonish but clearly delineated breasts colored in shades of red and yellow, large nipples visible at the tips. Using the ball, Mr. Black panned down the woman’s body, and Jorge saw, at the meeting of her legs, the bright red triangle of her crotch.  

			“There you are!”

			The clear sound of a musical chime rang out, and Mr. White pulled a cell phone from his pocket. “White.”

			He listened for a moment, looking over at Mr. Black, and said, “Of course.” Putting his phone down on the desk, he edged the other recruiter aside and began pressing buttons. One by one, the television screens winked off. He nodded to Mr. Black, who walked over to the back wall and flipped a series of switches.

			The lights in the office dimmed.

			“We’ll be back in a minute,” Mr. White told Jorge. “Stay where you are. Don’t touch anything.”

			“What’s happening?” Jorge asked.

			“We’ll be right back,” Mr. Black said.

			The two of them left the room, closing the door behind them. There was the metallic click of a lock being engaged.

			Jorge stood in the half-light, confused. What was going on? His gaze alighted on the cell phone that had been left on the desk.

			Surely this was a test. There had never been a slip-up so blatant in the entire time he’d been here, and it would be naïve of him to think that they’d start making such obvious mistakes now. Whether this was a setup or not, however, Jorge didn’t care. He had a chance here, and he damn sure was going to take it. Hurrying, before the recruiters came back and caught him, he picked up the device, which luckily remained on. Beverly was dead and Todd was here, so his sister was his only hope, and he quickly texted Rosita. He had no idea where he was, but he still remembered the number of that form, and he texted:

			Still alive. Todd at camp 2.

			Get DMV form A131/2B. Find us.
 
			Jorge. 

			Exiting the screen and placing the phone back where he’d found it, Jorge moved to the other side of the desks, closer to the screens, so there wouldn’t be any suspicion, hoping that what he’d texted his sister would be enough for her to figure out what to do. The recruiters did not return for several more minutes, so he probably could have written more, but he was nervous enough as it was. In his mind, he went over the message, thinking he should have added this or that, not sure if he’d made himself clear enough or provided Rosita with enough information to find him, wondering if he should have advised her to call the authorities—or not call the authorities; they could be in on it, too. His sister was smart, he told himself. She would know how to handle it.

			Jorge hoped Mr. White didn’t look over his sent messages, discover what he’d done and then track down Rosita.

			He knew that was a distinct possibility.

			Or maybe the DMV already knew what he had done.

			Maybe they’d wanted him to do this.

			He couldn’t allow himself to go down that path.

			There was a click as the door lock disengaged, and the recruiters returned, acting as though they’d left the room to get a cup of coffee. Mr. Black went over to the wall and flipped the switches that brought the lights up to their former brightness, while Mr. White stepped behind the desks and started pressing buttons, bringing the screens back online. He pocketed his phone.

			Todd’s group, Jorge noticed when the screens came on, was no longer in the chamber with the car collection. In fact, he didn’t see the internees on any of the televisions.

			“What was that about?” he asked.

			“Nothing,” Mr. White said. “Normal protocols.”

			“Perfectly routine,” Mr. Black added.

			That was almost certainly not true, but Jorge didn’t push it. He followed the recruiters out of the office as they retraced their steps. The obstacle course was empty now, too, he saw as they made their way along the edge of the parking lot, although three wrecked cars were burning unattended at different points on the makeshift track.

			They headed back between the buildings and out to the cul de sac, walking up the road.

			“It’s a solid assignment,” Mr. Black said. “Re-Education.”

			From somewhere came indistinct shouts. Suddenly, from around the corner of a building, an African American woman in an orange jumpsuit came running up the road toward them. The expression of panic on her face was mingled with a grim determination, and it was clear that she was attempting to escape.

			“Got a live one,” Mr. Black said, grinning.

			Seeing them, the woman veered off the road, and Mr. Black went after her. She was fast, but he was faster, and he tackled her on the narrow stretch of grass by the side of the asphalt, the pursuit ending almost as quickly as it had begun. She hit the ground hard, and along with her harsh grunt of expelled breath, Jorge thought he heard the subtle crack of bone.

			The woman lay there groaning as Jorge and Mr. White walked up. Mr. Black stood, brushing off his pants. He nudged Jorge with an elbow and pointed down at the woman, who was on her stomach, legs spread. “You’re a Department employee now. You want to Trump it? You can grab her by the pussy, do whatever you want.”

			Jorge shook his head. “Not really.”

			Mr. Black shot him a disappointed look. “I don’t think he’s Re-Education material.”

			“He’ll find his niche,” Mr. White promised.

			Two other employees ran up, taking the woman by her arms, picking her up and carrying her away.

			“The cage,” the recruiters said in unison. Both laughed.

			Mr. White clapped Jorge on the back. “I think that’s enough fun for this morning. Ready to head home?”

			“Home?” he said pointedly.

			“Your side of the wall. Your camp.”

			“That’s not my home,” Jorge said flatly.

			Mr. White stopped walking. He motioned to Mr. Black. “Give us a minute, will you?” Mr. Black continued on, and Mr. White turned to Jorge. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but here at the DMV, the real DMV, there are very few people of a minority persuasion. But things are changing. The DMV is expanding. And that’s one of the reasons I recruited you. Do you understand me?” 

			There was a veiled threat in his voice, and though Jorge had been about to automatically say yes, he instead remained stubbornly silent.

			The recruiter sighed heavily. “All I’m saying is that you could be a little more appreciative of the opportunity you have here.”

			“Okay.”

			Mr. White put an arm around his shoulder. “People like us, we have to stick together.”

			There is no us, Jorge thought. I’m nothing like you. 

			But he smiled and nodded and followed Mr. White as the two of them strode up the road to catch up with Mr. Black.


		


		
			THIRTY FOUR

			Rosita awoke in the morning to find that her car had been impounded. Next to her on the bed, on Todd’s pillow, was a pink receipt for the seizure. She instantly sat up, reaching for the slip. There was a line of checked boxes enumerating the reasons, but she didn’t bother with the details, because there was a much bigger issue here.

			Someone had come into the house while she was asleep.

			Into her room.

			Rosita had never felt so violated, and she was grateful that it had been a cool night and she’d slept in heavy pajamas rather than just her underwear. She tended to mummy herself up under the covers, rolling the blanket under and around her until only her head protruded, and she was thankful for that as well.

			Where else in the house had the intruder been besides the bedroom?

			Getting out of bed, the first thing she did was peer through the bedroom window and check the driveway to make sure the car really was gone. It was. Next, she went into Todd’s office. With a queasy feeling in her stomach, Rosita saw that the room had been ransacked. The desk had been overturned, books had been thrown off shelves and onto the floor at random, papers were scattered everywhere. It looked like—

			A car had crashed into the room.

			Rosita had no idea where that thought had come from, but it was accurate, and the only surprising thing was that there was not an accompanying hole in the wall.

			Quickly, she surveyed the rest of the house. Nothing else appeared to be out of order…until she reached the kitchen. Here, it appeared from evidence on the table, someone had made and eaten a sandwich. Stuck to the refrigerator with one of her fruit magnets was a piece of stationary with From the Desk of the DMV printed at the top. On the square of paper was scrawled: “You need more milk!” An empty milk carton sat on top of the adjacent counter.

			She was calling the police. The DMV might be a governmental agency, but this was America, damn it, and there were laws against trespassing and breaking into houses and vandalizing people’s homes. She turned on her phone.

			And saw a text from Jorge.

			Pulse racing, all thoughts of calling the police instantly forgotten, Rosita read what her brother had sent: 

			Still alive. Todd at camp 2.

			Get DMV form A131/2B. Find us.
 
Jorge.

			Rosita sucked in her breath. Todd was at the DMV training camp with Jorge? It didn’t make any sense, but, then again, what did make sense these days? The important thing was that after all this time, her brother had somehow sent a message to her. And he was asking for help. She wasn’t sure, since the details were so skimpy, but the way she read it, this DMV form A131/2B would somehow help her find out where he was.

			She saved the text, then wrote down the message, just in case, and called Beverly. It took three rings, and for a moment she thought she was going to have to leave a message, but then her sister-in-law picked up.

			Rosita didn’t bother with pleasantries. “Jorge got a message out. He texted me. I think I know how we can find him.”

			“Jorge?” She could hear the excitement in Beverly’s voice. “What’d he say?”

			“It’s literally a two-line text. ‘Still alive. Todd at camp, too. Get DMV form A one-thirty-one slash two B. Find us.’” 

			“Todd’s there, too, now?”

			“I guess so.”

			“Why didn’t he text me?”

			“I don’t know. We’ll figure that out later. Right now, we need to get this form and find them.”

			“How’s that work?”

			“I have no idea. That’s all he texted.”

			“It sounds like we fill out this form, turn it in and they tell us where the camp is.”

			“That’s how it sounds to me, too.”

			“What then? Do we call the police?”

			“I’m thinking we just go over there and get them out. After that, we call the cops, go to the press, whatever.”

			Beverly was quiet for a moment. “You know what they’ve done, what they’re willing to do. You really think they’re going to just let us walk in, and let them walk out?”

			Rosita was getting frustrated. “I don’t know. But we’re wasting time. Jorge actually got a message out to us, and we need to act on it. Now.”

			“You’re right. I’m sorry.”

			“They confiscated my car. Can you come by and get me?”

			“Sure.”

			“Then we hit the DMV.”

			****

			The parking lot of the Department of Motor Vehicles office was empty as they pulled in. Rosita remembered seeing police tape blocking the entrance several weeks ago, and realized she’d never learned what had happened there. Was the office still closed? She wasn’t sure.

			With no other vehicles in the parking lot, Beverly pulled in close to the building, taking the first spot past those reserved for the handicapped. Getting out of the car and looking toward the office, Rosita was still not sure it was open. The few windows in the low brick structure were dark, but they were also heavily tinted, so even if things were bustling inside, she wouldn’t be able to tell. Rosita shivered. She didn’t like the building, felt an odd discomfort just looking at it, and while that might make sense under the circumstances, she was pretty sure she would have felt the same way even coming in cold. Her reaction was instinctive, and the fine hair on her arms bristled as her gaze swept over the face of the DMV.

			The face of the DMV.

			It was an odd phrase, and as she looked at the building, she thought she almost could see a face in the configuration of doors and windows.

			That was stupid. She was being melodramatic, and when Beverly came around the side of the car, both of them walked through the empty handicapped spots and up the sidewalk to the office.

			In front of them, the doors slid open automatically.

			Had they always done that?

			She was just being paranoid.

			But when they went inside, she found out that she wasn’t. 

			The interior of the DMV was slightly hazy, almost as though a thick fog had just lifted, or a fire had been put out and the last of the smoke was dissipating. Unsourced illumination bathed the entire office in a soft yellow light—which made the redness of the blood stand out more clearly. 

			For there were dead bodies everywhere. At first, Rosita thought they were customers, people who had come to the Department of Motor Vehicles to renew their licenses or get ID cards or conduct other business, but it was clear from the nametags and uniform attire that these were the corpses of DMV employees. Slumped in a chair just inside the door was a gutted security guard, his viscous innards spilling onto his lap. On the floor, parallel to the wall on their left, was a line of mutilated bodies positioned head-to-toe, creating a pathway that led to a white door marked TESTING. The door itself was covered with bloody handprints.

			And yet… behind the continuous counter that encircled the center of the room, the windows were still staffed. There was a woman underneath an INFORMATION sign suspended from the ceiling, a man beneath a sign that said FORMS, another man at the APPOINTMENTS window. All of the people, she noticed, were pale and glassy-eyed, staring unblinkingly into the middle distance, their hands occupied with repetitive movements: typing on keyboards, straightening papers, marking forms, stamping documents.

			In back of the employees, blocking everything on the other side of it, rose what looked like a modern sculpture or a miniature city. The object reached all the way to the ceiling, and it was hard to tell whether the white geometric shapes that made up the assemblage were supposed to represent buildings or something more abstract, but they were arranged in such a way that Rosita found their layout disconcerting and…wrong. That was the only way to describe it, and she had to turn away, afraid that if she looked for too long she might not be able to turn away. The entire collection of shapes was transluscent, lit by some sort of golden glow from within, and the afterimages that remained in her mind were somehow worse and more disturbing than the object itself. 

			“Do you hear that?” Beverly asked.

			Rosita nodded. There’d been a persistent buzzing since the moment they’d walked into the building, a sound so pervasive that it seemed to be coming from inside her head.

			“This place has changed since the last time I was here.” Beverly was trying to make a joke, to relieve the tension, but her voice was shaking, and her attempt at humor fell flat, crushed by the presence of so much death and the heavy malevolent atmosphere of the office.

			It was Rosita’s impression that the DMV had not changed at all but had simply reverted to what it had really been all along.

			“Let’s get that form and get out,” she said.

			There were no queues, so, with Beverly at her side, she walked directly up to the FORMS window. The man on the other side of the counter looked at her without seeming to see her. His mouth was half open, and, within, his teeth were small and stained. “I need a form,” Rosita told him.

			The man slowly pushed forward a piece of paper. “Fill out this Form Request form,” he said. His voice was little more than a raspy whisper, and something about it made her shiver. She took the form and slid it to the right of the window, where a black pen was attached to the counter by a small beaded chain. She filled in her name and mailing address, her email address and phone number, and, after getting her driver’s license out of her purse to look at it, her license number. Below that was the line Form Requested, and here she wrote, “A131/2B.” At the bottom, she signed and dated the form, then handed it back to the clerk.

			It had not occurred to her before, but after providing her mailing address, she expected to be told that the form she was requesting would be sent to her within a certain number of days—or weeks. But to her surprise, the man said in his raspy whisper, “I’ll be right back.”

			Slowly, he got off his chair and shuffled into the heart of the office, disappearing behind a cubicle divider.

			Rosita turned toward Beverly, next to her. Her sister-in-law, staring at the golden glowing monstrosity that reached to the ceiling, looked positively ill. Rosita put a hand on her arm, startling her out of her reverie. “As soon as we get what we need, we’ll go,” she promised.

			Unfortunately, that was not as quickly as she’d hoped. They stood there a full ten minutes, time enough to take in horrific details of the abbatoir surrounding them, time enough for the smell of putrescence from all of those dead bodies to overwhelm their nasal cavities, before the clerk finally returned. Without speaking, he sat down in his chair, swiveled toward them and pushed another paper through the window.

			Application for Civilian Entrance to Department of Motor Vehicles Training Camp was the name of the form, and Rosita’s pulse raced as she read the title. Holding it up so Beverly could read as well, she saw that the form allowed them to request temporary permits that would allow them entry to the camp where Todd and Jorge were apparently being held. Up to four permits could be requested by each applicant “for purposes of education, inspection and/or personal or business interest.” 

			 She had no idea why such a permit would even be offered to members of the public. Maybe it was a legal requirement, but it seemed like a loophole. She wasn’t about to question it, though. This could be the way they’d get Todd and Jorge out of there—as long as their application was approved.

			Rosita filled out all of the fields on the form, requesting two permits: one for herself and one for Beverly. She handed the paper back to the clerk, who slowly and methodically read each line, using a pale finger to underscore his progress. Finally finished, he fed the form into some sort of scanner. There was a hum, a click, a seepage of white light from within the machine. The clerk, eyes fixed and unblinking, stared at his computer screen and began typing on his keyboard.  After a long pause, he reached beneath the counter and pulled a sheet of paper from an unseen printer. He looked up at them dully. “You may pick up your permits at Window Six.” He pushed the paper through the window.

			With a rising feeling of apprehension, Rosita saw that in order to reach Window Six, they would have to wend their way past a phalanx of blackened figures that were standing in a line between here and there. She thought at first that they were the propped up bodies of people that had been burned, but she saw almost immediately that what she had initially taken for charred skin was actually a coating of teeming black insects that overlayed the individuals beneath. Were the people alive? Rosita didn’t think so, but the insects were, and their swarming provided the illusion of movement.  

			Beverly had noticed, too. “What are they?”

			Rosita shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Come on.” She grabbed her sister-in-law’s hand, and the two of them made their way over to Window Six, giving the standing figures a wide berth, even though it meant coming far too close to the line of bloody bodies lying on the left side of the floor. The buzzing sound grew louder, and Rosita thought that the insects covering the statue-like forms might be flies. Or bees.

			Window Six was staffed by a dead-eyed woman with skin the bluish white color of skim milk. Rosita handed her the paper she’d been given, and the woman looked it over, nodded, then got out of her seat and silently walked away.

			Rosita and Beverly looked at each other.

			Moments later, the woman returned. Without a word, she passed Rosita two half-sheets of paper with the words Temporary Permit in bold at the top of each, then put up a sign reading “Back in 5 Minutes” before again walking away.

			Rosita looked at the permits. On one was printed her name, on the other Beverly’s. They both stated that the two of them were granted eight-hour access to “The Department of Motor Vehicles Training Camp.”

			Beneath that was an address, and on the back a map.

			Rosita’s heart sped up. They were in!

			“Let’s go,” she said.

			“Uh…” Beverly said, gesturing.

			The line of black figures now blocked their way.

			The bugs had not merely provided the illusion of movement; they actually seemed able to animate the corpses beneath them. For the humans were definitely dead. Rosita could see, through thin patches of the layered insects, empty eye sockets, exposed ligaments, flashes of bloody bone.   

			“I don’t think we can get through,” Beverly whispered fearfully “Is there another way out?”

			“I don’t know,” Rosita admitted.

			And from the front of the office someone said loudly, “Jesus Christ! What the hell is this?”


		


		
			THIRTY FIVE

			Zal woke up with Violet next to him in bed. It was the best morning he could remember having, ever, and when she opened her eyes at his stirring and smiled sleepily, leaning over to give him a kiss, he felt absurdly content. Despite everything going on around them, despite the near certainty that the DMV would be targeting them for God knew what, at this particular moment, he was completely happy.

			That lasted about a minute.

			“What are we going to do?” Violet asked, sitting up.

			“I don’t know,” he admitted. He ignored an impulse to scratch his chest, while she pushed a wisp of hair out of her eyes.

			They were silent for a moment. 

			“Can’t you and Bernard write some program that’ll…fix things?”

			Zal smiled. “It doesn’t really work that way. Although,” he mused, “if we had enough time and enough hands on deck, we probably could steer this Titanic in a different direction.” He shook his head. “But the system’s so massive, it’d take forever. In fact, that’s why we were so happy when Data Initiatives got the contract. Job security.” 

			“Then what’s the plan?”

			“Eat breakfast.”

			“And after that?”

			“I’m not sure.”

			If he’d thought ahead, there would have been something decent for them to eat. As it was, he had only a few frozen waffles in the freezer and one glass’ worth of orange juice in the refrigerator. Violet said she didn’t mind, and the two of them made do with what was available. 

			The bell of the toaster oven had rung, and he’d put two waffles on a plate for Violet, when there was a knock at the front door. Zal frowned. He didn’t usually have visitors this early in the morning—he didn’t usually have visitors at all—and his first thought was that the DMV had had Howard Lang released. Now that Zal was on their shit list, what better way to torment him than to bring back his psycho neighbor?

			Manson was a piker

			Getting up from the table, he tightened the sash on his bathrobe and walked out to the living room, where he unlocked the front door, opening it a crack and peeking out. To his surprise, it was Mr. Garcia standing on his stoop, and Zal opened the door all the way. “Hey,” he said. “What’s up?”

			Mr. Garcia looked as though he hadn’t slept in days. His eyes were bloodshot, and his entire face sagged tiredly. “I’ve been up all night. On the phone with the DMV.”

			Zal suddenly felt cold.

			“I got a notice in the mail yesterday that my license was being suspended as of today. I can’t get to work if I can’t drive, so I called what was supposed to be a twenty-four hour hotline. They put me on hold and gave me that ‘unusually high call volume’ B.S., but they didn’t let me do that thing where you get a callback. The recording said if I hung up, no calls would be accepted from my number for the next seven days because I would be ‘forfeiting my place in queue.’”

			“So you stayed on the phone all night long.”

			“That music,” he said. “They kept playing that music. ‘I Believe I Can Fly.’ The same song over and over and over again.”

			Zal grimaced. “I hate that song.”

			“Over and over again. Over and over.”

			There seemed something odd about his neighbor’s manner, something not entirely attributable to a lack of sleep, and Zal was suddenly put on alert.

			“I never did get through. About ten minutes ago, the music stopped, and I thought I was being transferred to a person. I said, ‘Hello,’ and then there was a click, and I was cut off.” His red eyes met Zal’s. “Couldn’t you do something about this? Didn’t you tell me you were working on the DMV’s computer system?”

			Zal stiffened. He was pretty sure he had not told his neighbor any such thing.

			Where had he gotten that information?

			The look Mr. Garcia was giving him no longer seemed quite so neighborly. 

			“You can help me, right? I mean, you’re doing something with that computer system. What exactly are you working on?”

			“I’m sorry. It’s getting late, and I have to get ready for work. I’ll talk to you later, okay?” Zal closed the door. Locked it. Maybe he was being paranoid, but he didn’t think so, and he walked back into the kitchen and told Violet, “I’m calling Bernard.”

			“Who was it?”

			“Mr. Garcia. From up the street.” He paused, uncertain whether to tell her more. “He said he was up all night, on the phone with the DMV.”

			Violet paled.

			“And somehow he knew about me working on the DMV system, even though I never told him. It seemed like he was trying to get information out of me. So I’m calling Bernard.”

			He did just that, while Violet ate her waffle. He had just started to tell Bernard about the encounter with Mr. Garcia, when his friend cut him off. “Only in person. Nothing over the phone. And no emails.”

			“Understood,” Zal said.

			“I’ll be by.”

			Paranoia was catching, and while he said nothing to Violet, Zal wondered if his house was under surveillance. He was glad that he’d taped over the camera eyes on his laptop and desktop, even though both were currently powered off.

			They’d dressed and finished eating by the time Bernard arrived. Zal opened the door, and his friend strode immediately in. He seemed anxious and excited. “I’ve been thinking,” he announced. “As I said I would.”

			Zal looked over at Violet. “Okay.”

			“We’re members of the DMV ‘family,’ right? We’ve been initiated.”

			“Yeah.”

			“So let’s see how far we can push that. Let’s see what it really means. I’m thinking we invite ourselves over to a DMV office, see the place in action, find out what’s doing.”

			“That doesn’t seem like much of a plan,” Zal said doubtfully.

			“You got a better one?”

			“Keep accessing the system from work? Make changes?”

			“They’re on to us there.”

			“Or home?”

			“You don’t think they’re monitoring that, too? Our best bet is to walk right into the heart of the lion’s den. That’s not a move they’ll be expecting. And if we get kicked out, we get kicked out.”

			“What if it’s more than just getting kicked out?” Zal said quietly.

			“That’s a chance I’m willing to take. I want to see their set-up. My thought is that the peons at a local office won’t know we’re on the outs with the big boys. We flash our credentials and tell them we’re the ones updating the registration system, and need to look at their devices and access a couple of their programs in order to evaluate the user interface effectiveness.”

			“What then?”

			“I have a few specific processes I need to see in action, on the floor in real time, and once I do, I’ll know what platforms and sub-routines to target. If things go well, I can delete a couple of those weird databases, and put the kibosh on a few of the worst procedures we found. It won’t cure everything, but it’ll be a start. It might also buy us time to do a more thorough purging.”

			“This is illegal, you know. What you’re planning. It’s also against our contracts. If we’re caught, we’ll be fired, jailed, probably fined outrageous amounts of money.”

			“So we won’t get caught.” He met Zal’s gaze. “It’s the right thing to do. Besides, if we do get caught, then we go to the press. We’ll be folk heroes!”

			Bernard had skills, Zal had to admit. If anyone could figure out a way to pull this off, he could.

			Zal turned to Violet. “You don’t need to be in on this, you know—”

			“I’m in,” she said firmly.

			“You’d be considered an accessory.”

			“My dad’s been designated a victim. I’m fine with being an accessory.” 

			“Okay, then. Let’s get a move on.”

			“Shouldn’t we call in sick first?” Violet suggested. “We still want to have jobs when all this is over, don’t we?” 

			“Good point,” Zal said.

			Bernard nodded. “Then we’ll go.”

			The closest DMV office was fifteen miles away, although because of the drive time traffic, it was quicker to take the streets than the freeway. They took Zal’s car by default, and with most of the stoplights on their side, made it there in less than twenty minutes. Zal pulled into the two-lane driveway and drove alongside the building to a parking lot in the back. As far as he could tell, there was only one other car parked there, and the office itself looked abandoned. “Where are the cars?” he asked. “Where are the lines?”

			“I think it’s closed,” Violet said.

			Zal looked at the dashboard clock as he pulled into a space just down from the other car. “I’m pretty sure the hours are eight to five. And it’s already ten after nine.”

			“No, I think it’s closed. Like, permanently ”

			“It can’t be. Not yet, at least. That’s supposed to be months away.”

			“Besides,” Bernard said from the backseat, “we haven’t finished even half the upgrades. There’d be a massive backlog if they tried something like that.”

			“You think they’d care?” Violet asked.

			“Good point.”

			“If we can’t get in…” Zal began.

			As if in answer, the front doors of the building automatically slid open.

			He didn’t like that, and shivered involuntarily. Through the open doorway, the interior seemed dark, and trying to look into the office from this far away, he felt ill at ease. He was about to suggest that they call it off, but Bernard was already out of the car and, by the time Zal and Violet had gotten out themselves, was striding toward the entrance.

			The DMV doors were still open, and this close, Zal could see that it wasn’t quite as dark inside as he’d originally thought; there was an unpleasant yellowish light emanating from within the office. His uneasiness increased. He thought of his DMV initiation, the pristine office at the bottom level of the abandoned warehouse, the small room with the buzzing insects— 

			My head is full of bumblebees 

			—and the glowing pale sculpture made out of connected cubes and triangles.

			Holding tightly to Violet’s hand, he glanced over at Bernard, and without a word, they passed through the open doorway.

			“Jesus Christ!” Bernard said. “What the hell is this?”

			The office looked more like a house of horrors than a government agency. The air was murky, there were dead bodies on the floor and all of the seated employees looked like zombies. In the center of the room was a weird geometric structure that was disturbingly familiar, though it was larger and far more intricate than the one they had encountered at their initiation. Everything was illuminated by that eerie yellow light.

			There were also two women at the far end of the office, two normal-looking women barely visible behind dark immobile sentries—a line of motionless men completely covered in bees.

			“Help us!” one of the women called. “We can’t get out!”

			“Are those things even alive?” Bernard wondered, walking forward. He approached the sentries.

			“Don’t!” Violet said.

			“Help!” the second woman cried.

			“Those things aren’t moving,” Bernard announced. “I think we’re safe. We’re coming!” he called.

			One of them did move.

			It turned toward them.

			Violet’s grip tightened in his. Zal heard a familiar buzzing, a buzzing that sounded almost like a language. Had it been there all along? He had the feeling it had, although he had not noticed it until now.

			Bernard stopped, stamping his foot. “Move!” he ordered the figures. “Get out of my way!”

			Another one turned toward him. In a sliver of open space between the crawling insects on its face was a portion of smiling skull, a flash of red blood. 

			“What are they?” Violet whispered fearfully.

			Zal suddenly had an idea. He stepped in front of the Information window and told the pale impassive woman behind it that they were from Data Initiatives, were updating the department’s computer systems and had to get to the other side of the office. “We need those…people to move.” He pointed. “Can you tell them to get out of the way and let us through?”

			She stared at him blankly, said nothing.

			Bernard had crept forward, closer to the sentries. None of them made a move in his direction, and he continued on, carefully stepping over a dead body on the floor and slipping around the figure at the end of the line. A few stray insects flew up and around but made no effort to sting him. “Quick!” he called to the women. “Come here!”

			Zal moved away from the Information desk, and he and Violet stood there, watching Bernard.

			“Grab my hand,” he ordered the taller woman. “Then grab her hand.” 

			The three of them linked together, and with a sudden burst of speed, Bernard came out from behind the line of dark figures, pulling the two women with him, a couple of bees following in their wake. They dashed over to Zal and Violet.

			“Thank God!” the taller woman said, stumbling to a halt. “I thought we’d be trapped there until…” She didn’t finish the thought. She didn’t have to.

			Catching her breath, she smoothed down her clothes. There was a white piece of paper in her hand. “I’m Rosita, by the way. She’s Beverly.”

			“I’m Zal, this is Violet, and your rescuer is Bernard.”

			“Why are you guys even here? I assume you’re not registering your vehicle.”

			He smiled. “No, we’re not. Why are you here?”

			“The DMV kidnapped my husband,” Beverly said. “He was unemployed, and they said they were taking him to a camp for job training. That was over two months ago.”

			“They took my husband, too. After a traffic stop. And impounded his car.” Rosita looked at Zal suspiciously. “You guys don’t work for the DMV, do you?”

			“I don’t,” Violet offered. 

			“We sort of do,” Zal said. “We’re with Data Initiatives. The DMV hired us to update their online registration system.”

			“So you’re here to fix their computers?”

			“We’re here to stop them from doing what they do with their computers,” Zal clarified.

			“Specifically,” Bernard said, “we’re trying to put an end to things like your husbands being kidnapped, or people being allowed to use their cars to run others down without being held responsible, or a lot of other stuff that’s currently allowed. Basically, we’re here to access some of their programs, so we can pinpoint areas we can rewrite and alter that will do some good.” He glanced over at the nearest window, where a whey-faced man with a scarred right cheek stared vacantly into the middle distance. “Although I’m not sure how much luck we’re going to have with that.”

			“We’re heading to the training camp to get our husbands back,” Beverly offered. “We found out where it is.” 

			“You’re going by yourselves?” Violet asked.

			“You could come with us,” Rosita suggested. “We could definitely use the help.”

			Bernard looked thoughtful. “Training camp, huh? They’re in the belly of the beast. And if they actually have been trained for DMV jobs, they might be familiar enough with the online programs to steer us where we want to go.”

			“If your husbands have been kidnapped and you know where they are, why don’t you just call the police?” Violet asked, and Rosita explained that some cops actually worked for the DMV. She and her husband knew one of them. Which was why telling the police wouldn’t do any good.

			Bernard nodded as if this was completely expected. “Their fingers are in a lot of pies. Scanning that system, I’ve found tendrils leading everywhichway.”   

			“So we go it alone?” Zal asked.

			“We are,” Rosita said firmly. “You’re welcome to join us, if you want.”

			“I’m coming,” Bernard announced.

			Zal turned to Violet, who nodded. “Count us in.”

			“Then you need to get a form,” Rosita told them. “It’s called an Application for Civilian Entrance to Department of Motor Vehicles Training Camp.” She pointed. “Ask that guy for form number A one-thirty-one slash two B, fill it out, and they’ll give you a permit to get into the camp.” She held up her own permit. “You can get up to four permits per form.”

			Beverly glanced back nervously. “But you have to pick them up at Window Six.” She pointed. “Over there.”

			It was decided that Zal and Bernard would order and pick up the permits, while Violet went outside with Rosita and Beverly.

			The process took longer than expected. The employees they dealt with were practically catatonic, and they did have to get around that line of bee-covered corpses (some of whom would randomly turn in their direction), but finally they had their permits in hand and gratefully exited the office. Bernard looked worried as the two of them walked toward the women, standing behind Zal’s car.

			“What is it?” Zal asked quietly, not wanting the others to overhear.

			“If things have devolved to that extent—” Bernard gestured back toward the building. “—I don’t think tweaking a few computer programs is going to make much of a difference.”

			Zal had been thinking along the same lines. “What do you think we should do?”

			“Keep on keeping on. I don’t think we’re going to solve anything, but…maybe we’ll be able to help. A little.”

			Rosita was holding up her permit, and she and Beverly and Violet were huddled together looking at the map on the back of it, trying to figure out the best way of getting to the training camp. 

			They decided to all drive together. They could have taken two cars, but why waste the gas? Besides, Zal wasn’t completely comfortable taking his on a roadtrip. It was getting old and was not particularly reliable. So when Beverly offered to drive, he immediately agreed, and the five of them piled into her Blazer, Beverly and Rosita in the front, Zal, Violet and Bernard in the back.

			Problems started almost immediately. After leaving the DMV parking lot and driving less than a mile down the street, they were pulled over by a policeman. Beverly was at a stoplight, and the driver in the car next to them kept glancing over, honking his horn and grinning like a lunatic, revving his engine and indicating that he wanted to race. As soon as the light turned green, he peeled out, leaving burnt rubber tracks on the street.

			And seconds later, Beverly was pulled over by a motorcycle cop.

			“What did I do?” she asked when he walked up.

			He said nothing, merely stood there in his shades and helmet, looking at her.

			“That guy next to me took off at, like, eighty miles an hour, and you let him go and pulled my car over?”

			“Your license has been flagged.” He took off his sunglasses, leaned into the car and looked at each of them in turn, before finally settling on Beverly. “Did you know that this used to be a sundown town?” He spoke slowly. “At the time, people of the, let’s say, darker persuasions were strongly advised that it would be better for their health if they were not on our pristine streets after the sun set. Very strongly advised.”

			“We’re trying to get out of here right now, but you won’t seem to let us.”

			His expression clouded over. “Don’t you take that tone with me, young lady. I’ll have none of that sass. You start arguing with a police officer, I’m going to haul you in for insubordination.”

			“Insubordination is not a crime,” Bernard said.

			The cop looked back at him. “And who might you be?”

			“I might be the guy in charge of programming the DMV’s new online system, the guy who might find that a motorcycle with your plates is illegally registered, the guy who might find that—” He leaned forward to see the officer’s badge. “—John Rogers has so many DUI’s on his record that he should promptly be fired.”  

			“Are you threatening me?”

			“Well, good golly Miss Molly, I guess I am.”

			The two of them stared each other down.

			“I can do it,” Bernard told him. “I’ve done it before, and I can do it again. I can even make you into a weenie wagger. You want that on your record, John Rogers? Want your friends and neighbors, the other macho men at your station to think that you, John Rogers, get off by wiggling your willie at little girls?”

			“Keep driving,” the cop said angrily, stepping back from the window. “Get the fuck out of here.”

			“Will do, officer,” Beverly said politely. She rolled the window back up, put on her turn signal and merged smoothly into the flow of traffic.

			“Good job,” Rosita said admiringly, turning around to look at Bernard.

			“It’s what I’m here for,” he said, and grinned.

			Their next encounter was on the freeway.

			They were still in the city, but it was mid-morning and rush hour was over, so the freeway was not particularly crowded. Which why it was odd that, with three open lanes, a car came up behind them and started honking. Beverly glanced in the rearview mirror. “What does that asshole want? I’m going the speed limit.”

			Turning to look through the rear windshield, Zal saw an old wide yellow Pontiac tailgating them. The driver continued to honk, then suddenly swerved into the next lane over, pulling even.

			He sucked in his breath.

			The man and woman in the Pontiac were his parents.

			They were wearing the same clothes they’d been buried in, clothes far nicer than any they’d worn in the ten years prior. His dad was facing forward, driving by-the-book: back ramrod straight, hands at ten and two. But his mom was looking at him through the passenger window and laughing. Her window was rolled down, and wind blew her hair back, giving her an almost bride of Frankenstein look.

			What were they up against? Zal wondered as he stared at his parents. The DMV wasn’t just an all-encompassing government agency that kept detailed records of every driver in every household—it could raise the fucking dead.

			He suddenly felt overwhelmed. Who were they to think that they could fight something so powerful?

			They had permits to get into their camp, though. And he and Bernard had access to the department’s computer system. They might be overmatched, but they had the means to fight fire with fire, to use the department’s own resources against it.

			Which was probably why they were being targeted out here on the road.

			His parents’ Pontiac sped ahead, swerved into their lane and immediately slammed on the brakes.

			If Zal had been driving, he probably would have hit them. But Beverly either had quicker reflexes or had expected something like this, because she smoothly transitioned into the next lane, then into the next, then into the carpool lane. The Pontiac followed suit, speeding up, clearly intending to ram them, but a cocky driver in a BMW slid between them in the carpool lane, and the Pontiac slammed into him instead.

			Beverly sped away, leaving the crashed cars in the dust.

			“What was that?” she asked.

			“My parents,” Zal said, and in an indication of how inured they all were to the craziness no one questioned it. 

			From then on, every vehicle they passed or that passed them was a potential threat. Once past the metropolitan region, they almost got into a Duel situation with a semi-truck that appeared out of nowhere and barreled down on them, forcing Beverly to increase her speed far past the limit, and it was only a long steep uphill grade that allowed them to pull far ahead and get away. Later, on another highway, a zigzagging motorcyclist slowed them to nearly a halt.     

			The camp was located hours away from any town or city. Following the map, they turned off the highway in the middle of nowhere at an unmarked exit, then continued down a series of increasingly narrower roads that branched off from each other, finally finding themselves in a heavily wooded area of rolling hills.

			“At least there’s still cell service,” Violet said, checking.

			“I wonder how much farther…” Rosita said, examining the map on the back of her permit.

			They rounded a turn, and the answer was suddenly there, a large gate looming before them. It wasn’t quite Jurassic Park, but there was about it a similar air of imposing significance, the sense that it existed as much to keep something in as keep people out. A high concrete wall stretched through the trees to either side of the intimidating entrance, and several yards in front was a small guardhouse. As they drew closer, Zal saw that on the door of the guardhouse was the official seal of the Department of Motor Vehicles.   

			A uniformed man sporting a holstered gun stepped into the center of the single-lane road as they approached. Beverly stopped in front of him and rolled down her window.

			“I’m sorry—” the guard began.

			“We have permits,” Beverly told him, holding up her paper. “Let us in.”

			He took it from her, read it, then handed it back, an odd expression on his face. Zal wondered if they were the only people who had ever done this. The guard looked through the window at each of them. “Do you all have permits?”

			They nodded.

			“No outside vehicles,” the guard said. He motioned toward three empty parking spaces to the side of the closed gate. “Pull in there, then get out and show me your papers.”

			Beverly parked, and they walked over to the guardhouse, where the man now stood in the doorway. One by one, they handed him their permits, and he looked them over, then placed each paper in the slot of a time clock and stamped it. He handed the permits back, then pressed a button, and the massive gate swung slowly open.

			“You may enter.”


		


		
			THIRTY SIX

			Todd awoke with a desperate need to pee, but he was not about to use the diaper they’d put on him before bedtime, and he held it in, clenching every muscle in his body as he waited to be released from his shackles. It was some time before a smug Aryan-looking young man came by and unfastened the lock that kept him chained to the bed. “Good morning, Three Four One Five Seven Nine.”

			Todd did not respond, but as soon as he was free, he made a beeline for the bathroom, barely beating another newly released man who’d obviously had the same idea.

			After relieving himself, he peered into the mirror above the sink as he washed his hands. Last night, after dinner, he had been separated from the others and taken to an office, where two standard DMV bureaucrats had asked him to proofread something. Once again, he turned them down flat, but the offer made him realize that they knew who he was—and were trying to get on his good side by flattering him. Which made him wonder if there was an effort being made on the outside to discover his whereabouts. He wasn’t that famous, but he was a little famous, and hopefully Rosita was publicizing his mysterious disappearance. He smiled to himself. If Chyla had been made aware of the situation, she was no doubt exploiting it for all it was worth. 

			Maybe he didn’t even need to try and escape. Maybe all he had to do was wait.

			He couldn’t count on that, though. 

			Putting on his jumpsuit, he made his way through the double doors to the dorm’s mess hall. Danny was already there, and he looked terrible. The boy sidled next to Todd in line. “Three days,” he said. “No sign of her for three days.”

			“Maybe that’s good.”

			“Or maybe she’s been sacrificed to teach some other group about…whatever.”

			“Do you want me to ask?”

			“No!” Danny looked around fearfully. “That might be what they’re waiting for. If I keep quiet, maybe they’ll just leave her where she is and not do anything to her.”

			Todd nodded, saying nothing. Most likely, he thought, Danny’s sister’s legs were still healing—or weren’t healing properly—and she remained in the hospital or infirmary or whatever they had here.

			Or she had died.

			He did not think that was out of the question, but he said no such thing to Danny, and the two of them sat down at a table with the three other people who had expressed an interest in trying to escape. One of them, an old man named Purvis, claimed that he’d been imprisoned here for years. The very thought made Todd’s blood run cold. How was that possible? If Purvis was telling the truth, either the man had no friends or family and had not been missed—or else the DMV had been able to completely cover its tracks. Either way, Purvis was here.

			Danny said he had called 911 when he and his sister first arrived, and the police dispatcher had told him that the two of them were supposed to be at the camp, that their confinement here was entirely legal.

			Todd thought about his great-grandmother.

			Three Four One Five Seven Nine.

			That had been legal, too.

			History wasn’t a straight line, it was a circle.

			They ate their gruel in silence. He didn’t know enough about this place yet to formulate a workable escape plan, but he already had the others monitoring the movements of the staff, keeping track of who went where and when, looking for patterns, and it was only a matter of time before vulnerabilities were revealed, vulnerabilities that they could exploit. He himself was trying to figure out where Jorge might be and how he could break his brother-in-law out as well. It had been a shock to see Jorge here, and while Todd had no idea what was going on, he knew that he could not leave without bringing Rosita’s brother with him.

			Immediately after breakfast, they were herded out of the mess hall. Todd ran a tongue over his front teeth, wishing they’d given him time to brush. They were shepherded down the street to a concrete building where, inside, they met up with internees from another dorm, nearly all of them Asian. The building was bigger inside than it appeared on the outside, and the space consisted of a small paved track around which were positioned low flat bench seats. On the track itself were six small Autopia-type cars, parked in a line.

			The two groups were seated on opposite sides of the track. An instructor Todd had never seen before stood in front of them. “You may address me as ‘Sir,’” he said. He went on to explain that there was going to be a type of demolition derby. Six drivers at a time, three from their group, three from the other group, would get into the cars and drive around the track, crashing into each other. If any car was incapacitated, that driver would be forced to run around the track and avoid the cars that would be trying to run him down. The round would end when there was only one car still running. 

			“And don’t worry,” the instructor said. “We have plenty of other cars on standby. You will all be able to participate.”

			The first group was chosen, and the rest of them remained on the benches to watch. Todd and Danny were at the far end, and as the drivers were warming up their tiny cars, yesterday’s instructor walked up, carrying a purple tote bag emblazened with the gold letters DMV.  He stood in front of them. “Condolences,” the instructor said, handing Danny a blood-stained shirt he withdrew from his bag and that Danny seemed to recognize immediately. “Your sister didn’t make it, but she died for a good cause, and we at the Department of Motor Vehicles are grateful for her sacrifice. She redeemed herself at the end, and if it were not for her selfless example, several scofflaws would not have learned a very valuable lesson.” Smiling, he withdrew from his bag a pair of torn stained panties, placing them on top of the shirt.

			And Danny began to cry.


		


		
			THIRTY SEVEN

			Rosita’s heart was pounding as they entered the camp. She held tight to her permit, not willing to put it in either purse or pocket, afraid that if it left her hand she might lose possession of it and end up being stuck here with no way out. 

			The road on which they were walking led through a grove of closely growing trees, but beyond, she could see sunlight reflected and refracted off the windows and white concrete walls of buildings. From that direction, two men approached, no doubt informed of their presence by the guard. One of the men was white, the other black.

			“That’s them,” Beverly whispered. “The ones who took Jorge.”

			Rosita and Beverly were in the lead, and the salesman smiles plastered on the men’s faces switched to something like confusion when they saw Zal, Violet and Bernard behind them. Rosita and Beverly had clearly been expected, but the presence of the other three was a surprise, and obviously not one that was welcome. For the first time, Rosita felt the stirrings of real hope. Despite all of their hours on the road, they’d come up with no real plan, nothing more specific than coming here and showing up, but the fact that the DMV had apparently not prepared for this contingency, made her think they could use this to their advantage.

			The African American man spoke first. “Welcome. I’m Mr. White. My associate here—” 

			“Is Mr. Black,” Beverly said. “I remember. Where’s my husband?”

			“We had arranged for you and Ms. Klein to attend Mr. Guiterrez’s graduation—”

			“You didn’t arrange anything. Jorge sent us a message.”

			“Which we arranged for him to do. But we did not anticipate additional guests.” He shot a hostile glance at Zal, Violet and Bernard.

			“And yet here we are,” Bernard said, stepping forward. “And we have no intention of attending any graduation ceremony. We’re here to bring two of your ‘guests’ back home. Now take us to them.”

			“I’m sorry—”

			“Yes, you are. In fact, I’ve never seen a sorrier pair. But if you meant to imply that you are remorseful and apologetic, you certainly are not.” Bernard held up his entry permit. “What I have here, what we all have, in fact, is permission from the Department of Motor Vehicles to enter this facility. And we are entering this facility to rescue two of your prisoners.”

			“Jorge,” Beverly said, defiantly speaking his name.

			“And Todd,” Rosita added.

			“So take us to them, or get the hell out of our way and let us do our job.”

			They had blanched at the permit when Bernard exhibited it, and now the two men seemed at a loss as to what to do.

			“We are also part of the DMV ‘family,’” Zal informed them, gesturing between himself and Bernard. “We’re programmers with Data Initiatives and we’re working on updating your registration system.”

			The two men looked completely confused.

			“So you need to let us do what we need to do,” Bernard said.

			“Where’s Todd?” Rosita demanded.

			The two men seemed to have regained a measure of authority. “I do not know any Todd,” Mr. White said. “But Jorge Guiterrez is one of our great success stories.” He nodded at Beverly. “As we knew he would be. Right now, I believe he is having a late lunch.”

			“Where?”

			“In our cafeteria.”

			“And where might that be?”

			“We’ll take you there.” Giving them no chance to object, the men started walking, and Rosita and the others quickly followed. It was a short walk to what looked like a college campus, a series of new modern buildings with a lot of green space in between, everything connected by clean concrete sidewalks. They stepped onto one of the walkways, stopping before an angular structure with large tinted windows. 

			“Is he in there?” Beverly asked. “Is that the cafeteria?” 

			“Yes. We’ll—”

			“Thank you for your help,” Rosita said. “We’ll take it from here.”

			“We’ll take you in there.” A flash of anger crossed Mr. White’s features. “You are guests here—”

			“Exactly.” Rosita held up her permit. “And according to this, which I got from the DMV and is an officially authorized document, we have been granted access to this camp. It says nothing about having to be chaperoned while we’re here or—”

			“It’s understood!” Mr. White said angrily.

			“It’s common sense!” Mr. Black exclaimed.

			“I don’t read it that way.” She looked around at the others, who were nodding. “We don’t read it that way. Is there someone in charge I can talk to, to get this straightened out? I’m not going to stand here and argue with two recruiters about a policy that seems pretty cut and dried.”

			Once again, the displayed permit seemed to have almost a magical affect on them. Mr. Black appeared genuinely flustered. 

			“Go to Administration,” Mr. White ordered his partner. “Find Renault. I’ll stay with them.” He turned on Rosita. “And if you think I’m going to let you go traipsing about on your own, you have another thing coming, bitch.”

			There was an intimdating hostility to his manner that left even Bernard quiet, and, holding tightly to her permit, Rosita decided that this was not the time to push. They were in enemy territory here, and a reliance on rules and regulations might only get them so far. The important thing was to find Jorge and Todd and get out of here as quickly as possible.

			Because no one knew where they were.

			And if they were to disappear, they would probably never be found.

			“Then let’s go in,” Rosita said, feigning a bravery she did not feel.

			Smugly, Mr. White gave her a single nod, back in control again, and led the way up a wide, short set of steps into the building.

			Jorge was sitting alone at a table by a window, with a few other diners scattered throughout the cafeteria. He didn’t notice them at first, but when Beverly rushed across the dining room, the movement caught his attention. Looking up from his food, he seemed for a second not to recognize her, but then she shouted out his name, and he jumped up, dropping his fork, knocking over his chair. The two of them smashed into each other, a collision that ended in a hard desperate hug. Rosita could not remember ever seeing her brother cry, not even as a child, but there were tears in his eyes now, and he threw his arms around his wife, clutching her tightly. Beverly, sobbing, buried her head in his shoulder.

			“I thought you were dead,” he kept saying. “I thought you were dead.”

			Rosita made her way over to them, slowly, giving them time, while the others remained behind, not wanting to intrude on their privacy.

			“You didn’t have a stroke?” Jorge asked, his voice catching.

			Shock stopped Beverly’s sobs. “What?”

			“I thought you died of a stroke.”

			“No!” She pulled back, still holding him tightly but no longer talking into his shoulder. She looked him in the eye. “You didn’t break up with me? I mean, I didn’t think you did, but when that woman called…”

			It was Jorge’s turn to be confused. “What woman?”  

			There was clearly a lot to unpack, on both sides, but neither of them wanted to speak in front of Mr. White, and they simply stopped talking.

			Rosita stepped into the breach. “Hola,” she said.

			Jorge was laughing and crying at the same time. “You got my message.”

			“I got it.”

			He glanced over her shoulder toward the door, toward Mr. White, and a look of worry passed over his features. He dropped his voice. “How are you going to—?”  

			She held up her permit. 

			He smiled. “Form A one-thirty-one slash two B?”

			“It worked.” 

			The door flew open. Mr. Black had returned, nearly out of breath. He addressed Mr. White, a stricken expression on his face. “They’re allowed,” he said.

			“What?” Mr. White’s features twisted with fury.

			“They’ve been issued valid permits. They have permission to visit and to do so unaccompanied.”

			“What are the limitations?”

			Mr. Black looked uncomfortable.

			“You’re joking.”

			Mr. Black lowered his voice, but in the quiet of the cafeteria, he could easily be heard. “It seems there’s a loophole. They didn’t apply online. They used an old form that hasn’t been updated since…you know.”

			“That’s impossible!”

			“They’re allowed.”

			“We told you,” Zal said calmly.

			Rosita nodded. She felt relieved but wary, knowing that she would not be able to relax until they found Todd and were safely away from here. 

			“Begone,” Bernard said. “Before somebody drops a house on you.”

			Mr. White was livid. “We’ll see about this!”

			The two men stormed off, and Zal, Bernard and Violet hurried over. “We’d better move quickly,” Zal said. “While we still can.”

			Rosita turned to her brother. “Where’s Todd? You said Todd was here.”

			Jorge wiped his eyes. “He’s at the other camp, the re-education camp. It’s on the other side of the wall.”

			The other side of the wall.

			Her heart sank. He was in another camp. And since it was a completely separate location, that probably meant their permits did not apply.

			“So what do we do?” Beverly asked.

			Jorge glanced around to make sure no one was around to overhear. While it was possible there might be hidden listening devices, the few diners in the cafeteria were nowhere close and were once again concentrating on their meals after being briefly distracted by the commotion. “I think I can take you there. I…I think I work here.”

			“You think?” Rosita said.

			“They took me around the other day and gave me a tour of everything—even the other side of the wall. That’s where I saw Todd. They told me I was an employee. They kept talking about how I could be stationed here or there…” He paused. “I’m pretty sure I work for the DMV.”

			“They told us we were here for your graduation,” Beverly said. “Mr. White and Mr. Black. Did they hire you before you graduated?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“And they said they arranged for you to send us your message.”

			He did not seem surprised. “I sort of expected that. It seemed way too easy.”

			Rosita gestured to Zal, Violet and Bernard. “But they didn’t think we’d bring others. And these guys know what they’re doing. They work on the DMV’s computer system.”

			Bernard cracked his knuckles. “And we’re here to shut things down. Where can we get access to computers?” 

			“That might be difficult,” Jorge admitted. “Besides, we might need you on the other side of the wall.”

			Violet looked as nervous as Rosita felt. “I think it would be better if we got out of here as quickly as possible.” 

			“I agree,” Jorge said.

			“You guys can access their system from anywhere,” Violet told Zal. “Let’s just do what we need to do and go.”

			He nodded, took her hand.

			“Then where do we need to go?” Bernard asked.

			“Follow me,” Jorge said.

			They left the cafeteria and walked outside. There were people here and there, but none of them paid any attention to their little group. Rosita saw no sign of Mr. White or Mr. Black or the uniformed officers that she expected to encounter at any minute. They continued down a winding walkway before Jorge led them up a concrete path between two buildings that led into the trees. The trail passed through a meadow and around a hill. 

			“There’s a graveyard somewhere over there,” Jorge said, gesturing to the woods on their right. “I stumbled across it one time. I think it’s where they bury the bodies of the people they kill. I’m pretty sure my ex-roommate’s there.” He turned to Beverly. “We have roommates here.”

			Eventually, they reached the wall. It was solid concrete and much higher than Rosita had thought. Extending through the trees in both directions for as far as she could see, it had murals painted on it, murals depicting in gruesome detail the myriad ways people could die on roads and highways and trails.

			There was a door in the wall that was hidden as part of a mural, and Jorge knocked three times on it, then grabbed a handle that Rosita could not see, and pulled the door open. He let out a deep breath. “I wasn’t sure that was going to work,” he admitted. He pointed at a chunk of brown rock roughly the size of a basketball that was on the ground in front of a long broken tree branch amidst a pile of significantly smaller rocks. “Could someone get me that? We need something to prop the door open. Just in case.”

			“I could stay here and keep it open,” Violet offered. “I’m not really—”

			Zal cut her off. “No.”

			“We stay together,” Jorge said. “No one’s splitting up. It’ll make it easier and we’ll get out faster. Just get me that rock.”

			Zal was already picking it up, using both hands.

			“I guess they did teach you to be more responsible here,” Rosita joked with her brother.

			He didn’t smile. “You don’t want to know what they taught me.” Jorge opened the door wide, while Zal placed the rock at the edge of the jamb. “Everybody through,” Jorge ordered. When they had passed to the other side, he closed the door carefully, adjusting the heavy rock with his foot to make sure it left a large enough crack.

			On the opposite side of the wall, they took a short dirt path that led to a paved road. The buildings here were ugly, concrete and nearly identical. Rosita instantly recognized the place for what it was.

			An internment camp.

			She sensed it immediately, not only from the utilitarian architecture, the functionality of the layout or the grim expressions on the two men who walked past them, but from the atmosphere of the place, a heavy feeling of misery and dread that seemed to exist independently of the surroundings and hovered over the place like a black cloud. The thought that Todd was imprisoned here filled her with sorrow and anger. “Where do you think he is?” she asked.

			“I have no idea,” Jorge said.

			“Then how are we going to find him?”

			“I know where I saw him last time. We could start there, I guess.”

			“You work here,” Zal said. “Couldn’t you ask someone?”

			Jorge shut that down immediately. “I’m not taking any chances. Come on, let’s start looking. The sooner we get out of here…”

			From an open door in one of the squat ugly buildings came a line of men and women dressed in orange jumpsuits. There were about twenty of them all total, and they marched in single file down the road in the opposite direction.

			“Let’s follow them,” Jorge suggested.

			There was no talking, no discussion. The rest of them simply fell in behind Jorge, who strode quickly over the asphalt in an effort to catch up to the prisoners. For that was what they looked like to Rosita—prisoners. She could tell pretty quickly that none of them were Todd, but, like her brother, she hoped they would lead her to him.

			Led by a smarmy looking man in a white shirt, the orange-clad marchers walked into another building. The six of them were quite far behind, but when they reached the building and the open doorway, Jorge walked in confidently, as though he belonged and knew exactly what he was doing. The rest of them followed his lead.

			Inside, within the surprisingly large room, there was what appeared to be a racetrack with cars the size of go-carts speeding around the enclosed oval. Around the track were benches, and it was to one of these that the group of prisoners they had followed were headed. There were other assemblages of orange-clad individuals on other benches, and Rosita looked carefully around—

			And saw Todd.

			Her heart raced. He was seated at the end of one of the benches, dressed in an orange jumpsuit, his hair wild and uncombed, a gray-flecked beard starting to come in. She started in his direction, but a hand-motion from Jorge stopped her and caused her to hang back. As a group, they moved in that direction, walking single-file behind Jorge.

			Halfway there, Todd saw her. Rosita met his eyes, and the look that passed between them made clear that they both understood the perilousness of the situation. Neither gave any indication that they even knew each other. 

			Jorge motioned for her and the others to remain where they were and strode along the back of the bench to where a short-haired DMV employee in casual business attire stood watching him approach. The employee, she noticed, had only one ear. Jorge walked up easily, acting completely self-assured. “I need to talk to that man there,” he said, pointing to Todd.

			“What for?” The bland face looked suddenly suspicious.

			“I’m working with Mr. White and Mr. Black,” he said. “We have a few questions.”

			Jorge turned purposefully away, and Rosita saw from the tenseness of his expression as he walked back toward them that he was expecting to be stopped. But his ruse worked, and the man let him go. The rest of them moved closer as Jorge motioned for Todd to stand. “We’re getting you out of here,” he said quietly.  

			“You need to get us all out,” Todd said.

			“I’m not sure if we can get you out. But we’re going to try. Just come with us.”

			“I can’t leave these people here.”

			“Look,” Jorge said, “as soon as we’re free, we’ll blow the lid off this motherfucker. But right now, we have to leave.”

			“I’m taking Danny with me,” Todd said.

			“Who’s Danny?”

			The teenager sitting next to Todd stood up. At the far end of the bench, Rosita saw the DMV man frown. Her pulse quickened.

			“I can’t leave him here. He lost his sister and—”

			“Fine,” Jorge said shortly, and despite the employee looking in their direction, hearing some of the usual tension between her husband and her brother made Rosita feel like things were on their way back to normal.

			“I’m taking these two!” Jorge announced, and they started toward the door.

			When there was no objection, a spark of hope flared within her. They might actually have a chance of making it out of here.

			A couple of other employees were on the street, an extraordinarily tall and frighteningly thin man, and a short stocky woman with a large single-nostriled nose that reminded her of a pig snout. Neither paid any attention to them as the duo walked into one of the buildings together. From within the building came manic high-pitched laughter.     

			Rosita was afraid to even look at Todd, and it was not until they had stepped off the road and onto the dirt path, passing between two trees, that she finally hugged him.

			“There’ll be enough time for that later,” Jorge said. “Right now we need to get the hell out of here.”

			Todd chuckled, and even Rosita had to smile. The boy on the other side of Todd, though, Danny, looked stunned and shell-shocked, and she immediately felt guilty for her own good fortune. What was it Todd had said? He’d lost his sister? Judging from the expression on the kid’s face, that meant that she was dead, and Rosita realized that Jorge was right. They had to get out, the quicker the better.

			But once they returned to the other side of the wall and closed the door behind them, her brother seemed to change his tune. He slowed his gait, sidling next to Zal and Bernard. “No,” Beverly said. Rosita could hear the trepidation in her voice. She felt exactly the same way.

			Jorge turned to look at them. “I have an idea,” he said.

			“No,” Rosita echoed. She glanced over at Danny, who still seemed to be in shock. “We have to leave.”

			“We will,” Jorge promised.

			“But?”

			“But I think there’s something we can do to stop them first.”


		


		
			THIRTY EIGHT

			He was not cut out for these sorts of heroics.

			Zal’s hand, holding Violet’s, was hot and sweaty, as was hers, and glancing over, she looked as nervous as he felt. Bernard, on the other hand, seemed excited and invigorated, and while Zal hoped that boded well for their chances of success, he was not at all sure that was the case.

			From what he understood, there was a building, a DMV “temple,” that Jorge seemed to believe was the source of a lot of what was going on. In the temple was an animate statue made entirely of bees, perhaps the diety the DMV members worshipped, and this was what Jorge intended to destroy, hopefully putting an end to—or at least throwing a monkey wrench into—whatever the DMV was doing. 

			Zal and Bernard’s plan was to sabotage the agency’s computer system, which, whatever the other consequences might be, seemed like a physically safe mode of attack. 

			This effort to vandalize a temple? Not so much.

			Although…he was not as skeptical of Jorge’s theory as he might have been. Zal recalled that weird geometric structure in the center of the DMV office where they’d met Rosita and Beverly, that pale object of connected cubes and triangles he and Bernard had encountered within the secret room during their initiation, and, in both places, the bees, the teeming black bees with their maddening droning buzz.

			My head is full of bumblebees

			If he had learned anything over the past few months, it was that the DMV was a lot more than just a government agency. Its roots ran far deeper, and its influence was far wider, than anyone knew.

			They were back on the concrete pathway, walking past the cafeteria where they had found Jorge. Standing on the steps of another, taller building to their right were Mr. White and Mr. Black. With them was an officious-looking woman with a disconcertingly small face framed by a significant amount of hair. All three were watching them, smiling.  

			Suddenly, Zal heard a low noise, an encompassing sound that seemed to be all around them, though it had no specific source. It reminded him of the almost-language of the bees, but it was different, more elemental somehow, and there was something soothing and relaxing about—

			“Plug your ears!” Jorge shouted, pressing his own index fingers hard into his earholes. In the seconds before he barked out his warning, there had been an almost blissful expression on his face, but the look on his features now was anything but. It was fear Zal saw when he looked at Jorge, and though his own fingers were blocking the noise, as were the plugging fingers of the others, he too had felt the onset of a tranquil sort of happiness, and he knew that whatever that sound might be, it was meant to hypnotize them.

			Danny, the boy, appeared to be succumbing. He was plugging his ears, but apparently not well enough, and the stressed look that had not left his features since they’d first encountered him was fading away, becoming something closer to acceptance or contentment.

			Mr. White, Mr. Black and the woman were speaking, but Zal had no idea what they were saying, and he was pretty sure the others didn’t, either. He saw movement from the corner of his eye and turned to see uniformed guards entering the street from various points.

			Jorge jerked his head to the left and began running in that direction, fingers still in his ears. He clearly expected them to follow, and they did. Todd even managed to use his body to coerce Danny into joining, though the kid’s tranquil expression indicated that running away was the last thing he wanted to do. 

			All eight of them raced down the curved walkway, past one building and then another, until they were approaching a tall windowless structure that somehow Zal had not noticed before. At once more primitive and more modern than the others in the camp, the building reminded him of a pyramid, though the tapering walls were nowhere near as steep.

			The temple.

			The sound was coming from here.

			Zal didn’t know about the others, but he was nearly out of breath. He definitely wasn’t used to exercise. He forced himself to continue running, and remained right behind Jorge, Violet next to him. Hazarding a glance backward, he was surprised to see that they were not being pursued. Even more surprising was the discovery that the contented expression on Danny’s face had disappeared, replaced once again by worry and anxiety. Experimentally, Zal lessened the pressure of the finger on his right ear.

			The sound was gone.

			He stopped running, took both fingers out of his ears and grabbed Violet’s wrists, pulling her hands away from her head. “It stopped,” he said.

			The others noticed and did the same. Jorge, slightly ahead, halted when he realized that no one was with him, and when he turned and saw that the rest of them were no longer plugging their ears and did not seem to be affected, he dropped his own hands.

			“This is the temple,” he said quickly. “That sound comes from here, and it’ll probably come back again.” He looked behind them. “Those guards’ll probably come, too. Let’s get inside and bolt the door.”

			There was no door, though. Only an open arched entryway. Within was an enormous sanctum, where a hazy yellowish light illuminated representations of primitive and modern modes of transportation that were carved into high stone walls. Pews consisted of bucket seats, carriage benches and all manner of vehicular accommodations. The entire chamber was filled with a sweet scent that reminded him of honey.

			“I don’t like this,” Todd said. “There’s only one way in and one way out, and if those goons show up, we’re trapped.”

			“I thought there was a door,” Jorge said, more than a little defensively.

			“Well, obviously there’s not.”

			“Look,” Jorge said, “we don’t have much time. Let’s not waste it.” He pointed toward the front of the temple.”That’s what we need to take down.”

			Atop a raised altar was the large statue he had described, a big-headed man wearing a long robe and stretching out his arms in benediction, the entire figure covered with teeming insects and radiating a palpable energy.

			What were they going to do if the noise started up again? This close, fingers in ears would probably not be enough to keep out the hum.

			And how were they going to destroy the statue? They had no weapons with which to attack it, and any attempt to push it over or dismantle it by hand could very well result in a lethal number of bee stings. At the very least.

			Besides, Zal was not even sure that it was a statue. For it seemed alive to him, not static, and his muscles remained tensed, ready to run away should it begin to move toward them. At its feet, he saw, was a stone tablet, on which was carved a series of spiral shapes and cuneiform figures, strange designs that resembled a language and that for some reason filled him with dread.  

			There were worshippers in the pews, as well, three women and four men who sat in a middle row, heads bowed. He only had time to notice them, and to wonder why they were here, before Jorge was pulling a standing bicycle seat out of the floor, using all of his strength to wiggle it back and forth, and free it from the stone, where it anchored the first row of pews.

			The pleasant scent was suddenly accompanied by a pleasant noise. Was it the same sound as before? Zal wasn’t sure, but he also didn’t care. A warm peaceful feeling started to settle over him—

			And disappeared instantly as Jorge, screaming at the top of his lungs, jumped onto the altar and swung the bicycle seat as hard as he could into the center of the dark figure. The sound shut off, replaced by the roar of thousands of bees buzzing furiously at the same time. Still holding tight to the support pole of the bike seat, Jorge pulled it free from the conglomeration of angry insects and swung again, causing the figure’s outstretched arms to fall limply to its sides. He let go of his weapon, leaving it suspended within the teetering form, and picked up the stone tablet, raising it high and slamming it down, breaking it into pieces, before jumping off the altar and flattening himself on the floor in an attempt to escape the mass of bees swirling over the now listing figure. 

			As impossible as it was to believe, Jorge seemed to have done some actual damage, and he crawled quickly away from the altar before leaping to his feet halfway up the temple’s center aisle. The rest of them had hit the deck the same time Jorge did, and were also scuttling away from the altar as fast as they could. Reaching Jorge, Zal stood, pulling Violet up with him, and turned back toward the figure as its oversized head seemed to explode, bees flying out in every direction. Underneath, there was nothing there. The teeming horde had not been covering a statue or an existing shape, it had created the shape, the interlocked insects somehow forming the structure of a humanoid body and fashioning it into the appearance of a robed god performing a benediction. The rest of the figure disintegrated into a shadowy cloud as the cohesion of the bees evaporated.

			In the row of pews where the worshippers bowed their heads, the first person crumpled, deflating. Then the second. Then the third. Then the entire row. Black bees exited en masse from noses, mouths and ears, absorbed into the shadow cloud above, the entire temple reverberating with the sound of their buzzing.

			My head is full of bumblebees.  

			The cloud tightened, consolidated—then flew out the open doorway.

			“What the fuck,” Bernard said.

			Zal looked out the temple entrance. The guards that had been after them had still not shown up, nor had anyone else. Through the open doorway, he saw only empty sidewalk and open space, no people.

			Why?

			“Holy shit,” Todd said.

			The show wasn’t over. From every corner of the temple, black lines, dozens of them, were lengthening toward the center of the chamber, as though being drawn by some invisible hand. It was impossible at first to know what they were, but as one passed by them, and then another, Zal saw that they were actually columns of ants marching in such smooth and perfect synchronization that the shared movement masked their true makeup. 

			The lines moved quickly over the floor, growing in speed, size and number, as they converged on the empty husks of the deflated worshippers. By the hundreds, and then the thousands, the ants swarmed over the collapsed bodies, binding them together, reshaping forms into something entirely new and of their own making: a twisted rendering of a hideous god, a figure far more frightening than that originally on the altar. This one had no robes, nor even a vague approximation of humanity. It was instead an amorphous shape, terrible to look upon, at once hideous and hypnotic, and it rose from the center of the pews, seemingly oblivious to the surrounding world. 

			Zal had never seen anything like it, yet the contours of its form spoke to some recess of memory within him. He was reminded of the face that had pushed itself out of the side wall of the secret room during their initiation, and he recalled how it had laughed at them.

			This was something different, though. Less animated, but far more threatening, the repellent shape expanded in size as the marching ants were absorbed into it, and the air was filled with a tense, electric sensation of power. 

			For the first time in his life, Zal understood, on a fundamental level, that evil was not just a word that could be applied to acts that were wrong or bad, but was a palpable, tangible thing.

			It was not the ants that were behind this, he realized. It was not the bees. It was the force animating those insects that was the real power here. 

			Deus Malum Vehiculum.

			Whatever the DMV was, its origins were in the natural world, in an entity so primal that it had been here before the advent of human beings. It had begun by influencing ants and bees, communal societies based on the collective transportation of foodstuffs and building materials. Their hive minds were perfect for co-option, and the power controlling them could make the insects do its bidding. 

			Or perhaps it had started even smaller, by managing microorganisms ferrying materials between cells.

			Humans, higher up on the evolutionary ladder, were another matter. Here, it had had to create an organization, set up a system, to achieve its goals, but once again, the outcome was that it controlled the transportation of food and materials. Now, it was an integral part of society, and everyone obeyed its rules, supporting it with money and officially allocated resources.

			Its ultimate purpose? 

			He had no idea.

			How could they fight something this elemental? What could they possibly do to put a stop to something so deeply embedded?

			A harsh clicking noise emanated from the terrible form, echoing throughout the chamber. There was no hypnotically pleasant sensation accompanying this sound. There was, instead, a  sense of revulsion that made Zal want to move as far away as possible.

			Jorge, Todd and Bernard were not just standing around watching. All three of them were working together to try and loosen a plank from a section of pew made out of a stagecoach bench. Belatedly, Zal joined them. Beverly, Rosita and Violet started on the pew behind them, attempting to pry a metal rod from a motorcycle seat, while the boy Danny stood awkwardly watching.

			Zal felt the bench board break free and leave his hands as Jorge and Bernard lifted the plank high. They shoved the plank into the center of the growing, clicking shape. Ants fell, cascading like a black waterfall, even as arriving insects continued to join in. Sweeping the board around, moving it up and down, and from left to right, they managed to dislodge gobs of clinging ants that fell to the stone floor in chaotic confusion, disrupting the incoming columns.  

			“I don’t think we stopped anything,” Bernard said. He glanced around. “Maybe it’s the building itself.”

			“There’s no way we could bring down a whole building,” Zal said.

			Jorge was looking at lines of ants that continued to stream into the temple. “I’m not sure it is the building.” He pointed. “Where are they coming from? And where did the bees go?”

			The answer was somewhere outside, and as one, the eight of them moved quickly down the center aisle and through the open entrance. In the open space before the temple, there was no sign of Mr. White, Mr. Black, the guards or anyone else. The walkways and road beyond were empty. 

			“Maybe we should just go,” Violet suggested. “Get out of here.”

			“Seconded,” Beverly said.

			Jorge remained silent.

			Beverly confronted him. “What? What are you thinking?”

			“We’re here. This may be our only chance.”

			“We can tell people about his place, let them know—”

			“It would just give the DMV time to regroup, protect itself. Besides, I think we can stop them. And,” he pointed out, “they may not let us leave. Just because it looks calm out there doesn’t mean it is. I’ve been here for awhile. I know how things work.”

			“And they won’t hesitate to kill us,” Todd added. He shot a quick glance at the dazed boy next to him.  

			Beverly sighed. “So what do you want to do?” 

			Jorge described a series of weird wax honeycomb structures he’d found out in the woods. They were in a clearing that he had come across while hiking, and as soon as he’d aproached, guards had immediately arrived to physically remove him from the area. “The bees were there, and they were talking, and…there was just something about that place,” he said. “I think that might be the root of it all.”

			“So you want to…”

			“Destroy it.”

			“Then leave?”

			“Then leave,” he agreed.

			It made sense to Zal, and he found himself nodding along with the rest of them.

			Jorge led them back to the road, and then around a building he identified as the DMV library. Leaving the concrete path, they walked between trees and bushes, reaching a dry stream bed, and, eventually, a wide ravine. They’d gone far, and it seemed to Zal that they were way the hell out in the middle of nowhere—how big was this DMV camp?—but  they continued on. Moving away from the edge of the ravine, they followed a narrow footpath through the woods, walking single file.

			The noise was faint at first, so low that it made Zal think his ears were plugged up, but he quickly realized that it was a sound he was hearing. A hum. A buzz.

			Bees.

			Around them, the landscape changed. The air became hazy and indistinct, and color seemed to drain from the surrounding brush. The trees themselves had grown strange, their leaves diseased, their branches crooked at odd and impossible angles.

			“It wasn’t like this the last time,” Jorge said. He spoke quietly, as though in a library.

			Their destination was visible up ahead. Through the stunted trees and pallid bushes was what looked like a small city, a cluster of symmetrical off-white objects that contrasted sharply with the wildness of the surrounding woods. Passing between two sticker bushes, they entered the clearing of which Jorge had spoken. The buzzing here was louder, with a conversational cadence that rose and fell in irregular rhythm, and the air, if anything, was even more opaque than it had been moments before, not hazy now but thick, like the shimmering of desert heat.

			They had no weapons, but along the way, at Jorge’s behest, they had each picked up a heavy stick or short piece of broken tree branch. Zal was not sure such primitive implements would be of any help—but the bee god in the temple had been dispatched with a bicycle seat, and the ant creature had been broken up by a seat plank, so anything was possible.

			They moved cautiously forward. Zal’s attention was on the huge angular waxwork before them, which seemed to be glowing. This close, he could see that the large geometrical shapes were connected, more like a single building than the city it had appeared to be from afar. 

			Movement in his peripheral vision drew his gaze to the edges of the clearing, where numerous vehicles had driven up, vehicles unlike any he had ever seen. He counted three…six…nine…twelve…fifteen. They were comically small, every single one of them, yet at the same time were intricate in design, each utterly unique and constructed from disparate and largely incongrous materials.  He saw a truck smaller than a golf cart with a hood that looked like a repurposed washing machine meshed with a homemade guillotine; something that resembled a miniature Model-T made from pigskin and pounded-out beer cans; a tiny limousine with a shiny grill that resembled a crooked grinning mouth.

			Zal didn’t like the vehicles. There was something off about all of them, and looking at any one for too long made him feel anxious and unclean. He noticed Mr. White and Mr. Black hunched over in adjacent windowless cars, both of them clutching white papers in hands that held steering wheels. The other drivers, he assumed, were also DMV employees.

			Members of the family.

			“Fuck,” Bernard said.

			“Focus,” Todd told him.

			Jorge nodded. “Ignore them. Let’s do what we came to do.”

			The primitive clubs they held might be able to damage wax, Zal thought, but they would not be of much use against those cars and trucks if the vehicles came speeding toward them. Still, he followed Jorge across the pale grass, uncomfortably clutching the rough heavy branch in his throbbing right hand. He could feel energy emanating from the eerie angular assemblage before them. Far more powerful than what he’d sensed in the temple, it coursed through him in physical waves that caused his head to hurt and the hair on his skin to bristle.

			Jorge was right. This was the source.

			Only it wasn’t. 

			It might be the source for their DMV—right here, right now—but there were other DMVs, as there had been throughout history, in early Europe, old England, ancient Rome and who-knew-where, so this obviously could not be its true origin. Like magma beneath the earth’s crust that randomly and periodically percolated up to form fissures and volcanoes, its real source was somewhere else, and this was only a localized manifestation. Zal’s hand held the branch so tightly that it hurt. They might manage to disrupt things here or even destroy what was in the clearing, but it would not be permanent, and it would all come back sooner or later.

			Behind the illuminated wax, he saw movement, something almost visible darting crazily back and forth. He had seen the same thing during their initiation, or something very similar, and the sight filled him with gut-level fear.

			Around the edge of the clearing, the vehicles’ engines started. Headlights were turned on, horns honked, turn signals pressed into service. Voices began declaiming.

			“Your visitation permits have been rescinded.”

			“We are suspending your driver’s license, Three Four One Five Seven Nine …”

			“You are to be detained under Section Six, Sub-Section Thirteen of the…”

			“…fees have accrued due to your failure to…”

			“You will not be allowed to…”

			“Your right to contest this action has been permanently revoked by order of…”

			The drivers were talking over one another, their cacophonous chatter blending into incoherence.

			“Run!” Todd shouted.

			They did, and in a sudden flurry of activity, the diminutive cars and trucks drove between trees and bushes onto the colorless grass of the clearing, their courses interweaving, as though the entire thing had been tightly choreographed. Jorge first and Danny last, assisted by Todd, the eight of them reached the closest rectangle and flattened against its wax wall as a small car that appeared to be made from old musical instruments sped past, leaving forms flying in its wake, sheets of paper that fell like snow on the ground next to them.

			From this proximity, Zal could see that the connections between geometric sections of the wax structure were far more intricate and convoluted than could be seen from other angles, and behind a towering polyhedron, in front of an upright cylinder, he spotted a narrow opening.

			Another car sped by, a stapled stack of forms landing at Rosita’s feet.

			It was only a matter of time before a car hit one of them or all of the vehicles pulled up in an offensive line, and wordlessly they looked at each other.

			There was only one place to go.

			Inside.

			They had all seen the opening. Jorge was closest to it, and he moved quickly to the left, slipping through the gap, Zal and Violet right behind him.

			They were in a tall narrow chamber with softly glowing walls. Immediately upon entering, all outside sound was cut off. The grinding purr of tiny engines disappeared, replaced by a pleasing musical hum, a sound neither manipulative not hypnotic but just…nice. The sweet air in the room made him feel exhilerated, almost euphoric, as though the oxygen content had been elevated. Even gravity felt different, and Zal found it refreshingly easy to move. This wasn’t a bad place, he thought. It was a wonderful place.

			It was also where the bees had gone. They were not bunched together in a solid shape nor flying in a smoky cloud, but were arranged in patterns positioned asymmetrically throughout this chamber and the rooms beyond. There had been thousands of them, hundreds of thousands perhaps, and there seemed nowhere near that amount now, but Zal knew that was an illusion. 

			They were here.

			Somewhere.

			He could feel them.

			Honey coated the ceiling, though it did not drip. The bees had worked together to carve elaborately detailed friezes in the wax, and the effect was beautiful. The history of transportation was depicted here, the history of movement, the history of the world.

			Something made him reach into his pocket, take out his wallet and remove his driver’s license. Looking at it in this yellowish orange light, he realized what an exquisite thing it was to behold. The truncated rectangular shape echoed the beauty of the structure in which they stood, and the placement of words upon it perfectly balanced the astonishingly designed watermark. He had never looked so attractive, Zal thought, as he did in his license photograph.

			Why hadn’t he used his license on the trip over here? How could he have let Beverly drive to the camp when that honor should have fallen to him?

			Because the others had not let him. They had kept him down. They had been jealous of his driving skills and— 

			“What the fuck are you doing?”

			Bernard shoved his shoulder, frowning, and Zal saw that all of them were staring at him. Violet’s expression was one of nervous concern. He looked down at the license in his hand and realized that he had dropped his wallet. He picked it up, shaking off his reverie. “Nothing,” he said. “I’m fine.”

			Todd and Jorge had already moved into the next room. “In here!” Todd called.

			Violet took his hand. “Are you okay?”

			“I am now,” Zal told her, squeezing back.

			They followed Bernard into the adjacent chamber, where Todd was pointing at one of the walls and tracing something in the air with his finger. Bones had been incorporated into the wax, arranged in shapes that Zal did not recognize but that frightened him nonetheless. At several pivot points, the empty eyesockets of skulls stared out, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that they were watching him.     

			Still, the gravity was light, the smell and sound pleasant.

			“It looks like writing,” Todd said. “Like some kind of alphabet.”

			Bernard glanced around. “We should’ve brought a flamethrower with us. Melt this place down.”

			Violet was looking over her shoulder at where they’d just been. “How come they’re not coming after us?”

			“I don’t know,” Jorge said.

			“Be thankful for small favors,” Beverly told her.

			Zal wondered if the DMV people were afraid to come in here, which made him think that maybe they should be afraid.

			This was the real temple, he thought. This was where their god lived.

			A jarring screech cut through the agreeable background hum. Blacker than black, a winged creature of indeterminate shape, flitting crazily about in the spastic manner of an agitated moth, flew through an opening in the wax wall to their right that acted as a window between chambers. It was the thing he’d seen through the wax from outside. More solid than anything made from bees or ants, more dense than anything Zal could remember seeing ever, the creature hit the ceiling, hit another wall, flew through the doorway ahead. It left in its wake a palpable coldness, and a feeling of despair that Zal experienced and, judging by their faces, the others did, too.  

			The thing disappeared from sight for a moment, though its dark frantic movement could still be seen behind and through the lightly illuminated walls. Seconds later, it flew in through the same window, nearly hitting Danny in the head. Even this close, the darting thing was blurry, with no clear definition.

			“We need to take that thing out,” Bernard whispered.

			It flew past him, close, as though it had heard him, and Bernard batted it with the branch in his hand. The thing skittered into a wall, leaving a dark stain on the wax, the yellowish illumination disappearing from that spot and a sizeable section of wall surrounding it.

			Before it could recover its momentum, they were all on it, swinging their primitive cudgels, beating it into submission on the white wax floor, the creature’s darkness spreading beneath their feet, creeping up a nearby section of wall.

			Flamethrower or no flamethrower, the wax seemed to be melting around them. It was not falling on their heads or encasing their feet, and there was no heat involved, but the walls were re-forming themselves, as was the ceiling. The chamber in which they now stood was not the one they had first entered. The carved friezes were gone, replaced with curved rounded walls that were as far as could be from geometric. The bees were gone, too, although Zal saw what he thought were bunches of them encased within the walls. 

			There was nothing left of the flying thing save an irregular black smudge beaten into the wax floor. As solid as it had seemed, it had not had much mass, and now it resembled an oil stain more than a dead body.

			The contours of the stain reminded him of the twisted amorphous shape formed by the ants in the temple.

			He jumped as Jorge started whaling away at the wax wall in front of him. Zal was about to ask what he was doing, when he noticed that the chamber they were in no longer had any doors. They were trapped.

			Jorge broke through the wax rather easily, revealing a narrow empty space with another wall behind it. Leaving the remnants of the flying thing behind, the rest of them joined in with their makeshift clubs, expanding the opening Jorge had made.

			By the time they broke through the second wall into another room, the entire structure seemed to be shuddering, as though they’d removed the support upon which it rested. The interconnected series of symmetrical shapes that had made up the edifice was now a blobby collection of globular units collapsing around them.

			They made it out just in time, tumbling through a final opening in a final wall as the huge waxwork broke apart behind them. Zal landed on hard dirt, rolling away, seeing the white ceiling fall, crushing everything beneath it as the last of the yellowish light was extinguished. He and Bernard were the only ones who had fallen, and their eyes met as they stood. Violet, off to the right, found him and rushed over, hugging him tightly.

			Whatever bees had been inside were either flying away, free and uncontrolled, or entombed in the waxy rubble. In the glade, most of the strange vehicles had left, as had the men and women driving them. One, a car of rusted metal and brightly colored wire, had crashed into a tree, and the driver, a man with a small bald head, lay dead amidst the debris, his midsection crushed between two panels. Another, wheels still spinning, lay upside down on the pale grass, its occupant nowhere to be seen.  

			Zal stepped forward. Gravity was no longer light, and the air smelled of pine and smoke and motor oil. The late afternoon sun was warm on his face. 

			Things felt…normal.

			He wiped dirt from his hands on his pants. His mind was clear, nothing influencing his thoughts or playing on his emotions, and the absence of any outside pressure made him think it might be over. From somewhere, bells and alarms were ringing.

			They followed the path back to the campus, not speaking. 

			On the cul de sac, DMV employees were streaming out of buildings, running around crazily and pointlessly, men and women in guard uniforms and business attire and casual clothes dashing about in a frenzy. Mr. White was circling a light pole over and over and over again. Mr. Black was nowhere to be seen. The building at the center of the campus, the one Jorge had identified as the proto-office, the ur-office, was on fire, smoke billowing from broken windows, a harsh low sound like the crying of a wounded animal issuing from within, mingling with screams of terror and pain. 

			Zal was reminded of what happened when a bee hive or an ant colony was stirred up, and how, after a period of crazed pandemonium, the insects inevitably regrouped and fell back in line. While there might not be quite so fast a recovery here, Zal was certain that things would eventually return to the status quo. They might have temporarily disrupted ordinary operations, but it was not over. It would never be over. Whatever power was behind this had not gone anywhere and would soon find a way to reemerge. It was enduring, like the moon or the stars, and the most they could hope to do was briefly pause its progress.

			Which meant that they should probably get out of here as quickly as possible.

			They walked carefully around the edge of the chaos toward the entrance of the camp. What was happening in the other camp? Zal wondered. Were the DMV employees going crazy there, too? Were the prisoners able to escape?

			It didn’t matter, because as soon as they returned to the real world, everyone was going to find out about this place. Internees would be released if they hadn’t left already, and public pressure would shut both camps down.

			Behind them, screams were competing with the ringing of the bells and alarms. He didn’t know what was happening back there. 

			He didn’t want to know. 

			The gate, when they reached it, was open, as was the guardhouse door. There was no sign of the guard.

			Louder and much closer than the muted cacophony behind them, an electronic chirp-chirp sounded. Beverly had taken out her key and unlocked the doors of the Blazer. Zal hadn’t realized how tight and tense he was, but hearing the familiar sound caused him to literally breathe a sigh of relief, his chest relaxing with the exhalation.

			Violet hugged him tightly, kissing him. “Is it over?” she asked, and her breath against the skin of his cheek was warm and sweet.

			“Yes,” he said.

			For now, he thought.


		


		
			THIRTY NINE

			On the drive back to civilization, Todd’s head was filled with rules and regulations of the motor vehicle code that had been drummed into him at the camp. It was impossible for his mind not to go there as they hit the highway and saw crashed cars on the side of the road, jacknifed trucks blocking lanes of traffic. People honked at them because they were going too slow, and when they switched from the fast lane to the middle lane, drivers to the right of them honked in disapproval because they were going too fast.

			The chaos of the camp seemed to have spread out to the highway.

			It was night by the time they arrived back at the DMV office where Zal had left his car. The building itself had new yellow caution ribbon wrapped around it, and they could see from the light of the streetlamps that the DMV had burned. Empty blackened windows stared out at passing cars, and so many of the the metal letters on the front wall that had spelled out  DEPARTMENT OF MOTOR VEHICLES had fallen off that it now read: MEN OF TOR HI. A sizeable section of the roof had completely caved in.

			Good, Todd thought.

			Beverly pulled in, driving along the side of the building to the parking lot in the rear. Luckily, Zal’s car was still there, unharmed, and she parked next to it. They all got out.

			Todd’s right leg was asleep, and every one of them seemed to be in some measure of discomfort. There hadn’t really been enough room in the Blazer for eight people, and they’d crammed together awkwardly, making sure everyone was strapped in so they wouldn’t be pulled over—which meant that Rosita had been sitting on his lap and Danny had been half-hanging off the edge of the backseat, Bernard’s upraised knee shoved into the small of his back.

			Groaning, they limped around the two cars, straightening legs, extending arms, twisting around to assuage hurt muscles.

			“What happens now?” Violet asked.

			Bernard massaged his neck. “We finish our work. The rest of you are done—and thank you for your service—but Zal and I have computer systems to deconstruct. Technically, we’re still contracted to work on their programs, and we still have access, so while they’re otherwise engaged—” He gestured vaguely to the east, in the direction of the camp. “—we will modify, delete and do what we can to stop them or at least set them back for as long as we can.”

			“You can’t stop the DMV,” Beverly said. “It’s a government agency. And people have to have driver’s licenses. They’ll find a way to keep things going.”

			“But maybe it won’t be exactly the same,” Zal offered. “Maybe it’ll just be normal. At least for awhile.”

			It was late and they were exahusted, but everyone seemed reluctant to leave. They stood around discussing what had happened and what they wanted to happen, what they feared and what they hoped, until Danny finally said, “I need to go home.”

			“Do you want a ride?” Beverly offered.

			“I don’t have a phone to call anyone, so…yeah. Thanks.”

			He had thawed out a lot since they’d left the camp, but the loss of his sister was still close to the surface and unmistakable in his reserved demeanor. Todd felt terrible for the boy and wondered what he would be going back to. Did he have any other relatives? Because his sister was gone, and God knew if his mother was alive or dead—or something else. 

			And his father…

			Danny’s house was at least twenty minutes away, even with light traffic. Jorge wanted to drive, but considering where he had been and for how long, no one thought that was a good idea. 

			“I’m driving,” Beverly said flatly.

			There was more room in the SUV this time, and Beverly and Jorge sat in front, with the rest of them in the back, Danny next to the driver’s side window, Todd in the middle. As they pulled out of the parking lot, they waved goodbye to Bernard, Zal and Violet, still standing next to their car.

			“Are you going to write about this?” Danny asked.

			It was one of the questions people always asked him, and Todd didn’t answer immediately. The truth was that he seldom wrote about events that actually occurred, although he might incorporate bits and pieces of things that happened to him, rearranging them to suit his needs. But the events of today were different, more important, and he thought it possible that this time he would write about it. “Maybe,” he said.

			There was an accident on the right side of the freeway onramp, a Prius that had crashed into a homeless encampment. The flashing red and blue lights of a police car directed drivers to move to the left. 

			People were driving stupidly, Todd thought. Crazily. But people always drove stupidly and crazily. It was quite possible that this had nothing to do with anything.

			Danny grew quieter as they aproached his house, speaking only to give terse directions. “Turn here…keep on going…turn right…”

			Eventually, they pulled into the cement driveway of a one-story tract home in a middle class neighborhood. Beverly shut off the engine, and they all sat there for a moment, unsure of what to do.

			“Can you come in with me?” Danny asked.

			Todd nodded. He looked at the darkened windows of the house. He had no idea whether Danny’s father or mother were in there—or in what condition they might be if they were—and Danny didn’t, either. Just in case, he would prefer to have some sort of weapon, and, getting out of the car, Todd asked Jorge if there was anything they could use to protect themselves, just in case. 

			Jorge kept a bag of tools in the rear compartment next to the spare tire, and he opened the canvas satchel to hand Todd a hammer, taking a much larger lug wrench for himself. Danny declined a pretty hefty wrench.

			“Wait here,” Jorge told Rosita and Beverly, who had gotten out of the SUV.

			“The hell we will,” Rosita said, and Todd smiled.

			“You want something?” he asked them.

			The women looked at each other and shook their heads. “No, we’re good.”

			Still in his jumpsuit, Danny had no key to the house, but on the porch he picked up a clay flowerpot containing a red geranium and withdrew a spare key located underneath. He unlocked the door and opened it. “Mom?”

			The living room was dark, but there was a light in the hallway beyond, a yellowish orangish light that made Todd think of the illumination behind the wax and sent a chill shivering down his back.

			Sobbing came from a room off the hall, female sobbing, and Danny ran forward, pushing open the door. “Mom?”

			The woman seated on the edge of the bed was naked, bruised and bloody. She stared straight ahead at nothing in particular, tears streaming down her face, and, embarrassed, Todd pulled a crocheted afghan from a nearby chair and draped it over her. 

			What was left of Danny’s father was on the floor, a pulpy mess of protruding bone and gray gelatinous flesh in the vague shape of a human. There was no blood, and Todd understood that that was because the boy’s father had already been dead and then resurrected.

			Whatever they’d done back at the camp had put an end to that resurrection.

			“Mom?” Danny said.

			Her gaze focused on him for the first time. Something passed between them, and Danny started sobbing. Standing unsteadily, holding the afghan around her, she came to him. He hugged her tightly, both of them crying. Rosita moved forward, put a hand on Danny’s shoulder. “Are you going to be all right? Do you want us to stay?”

			He shook his head. “You can go. We’ll be fine. Won’t we, Mom?”

			In her first moment of true coherence, his mother nodded.

			Todd’s impulse was to remain, explain to the woman everything that had gone on, gently break it to her that her daughter was dead, but Rosita’s insistent pull on his arm let him know that that wasn’t really his place. Danny was a teenager, but he could take care of himself. He didn’t need Todd to adultsplain things to his own mother.

			“Thank you,” Danny said, tears rolling down his cheeks. “For everything.”

			Rosita had her phone out. “What’s your number here?” she asked, turning it on. “We’ll call you, keep in touch, see how things are going.”

			Todd thought he saw an expression of relief cross Danny’s face. The boy gave her their home phone number and the number of his mother’s cell.

			Outside, after saying goodbye, Beverly tiredly tossed the keys to Jorge. “You drive,” she said. “I’m beat.”

			He smiled. “Let’s go home.”

			****

			The existence of the camps made national news. Although he hadn’t noticed them doing so at the time, Violet and Bernard had used their phones to film and photograph almost everything. If it had been up to him, Todd would have sent the material to major news outlets—newspapers, TV stations—but Violet and Bernard were a lot more tech savvy, and their footage had gone viral, exploding onto internet news sources before being picked up by the mainstream media. The massive amount of corroboration online had lent even more credibility to the allegations, and in addition to being examined by journalists, the DMV’s actions were being investigated by other government agencies. 

			There was still a Department of Motor Vehicles, of course. Maybe it wasn’t exactly the same as it had been—at least for the moment—but it remained in operation, and Todd and Rosita decided that the only way to protect themselves long term was to opt out of the system.

			“It’ll mean taking the bus or train or taxi or rideshare from now on,” Todd said.

			“I’m fine with that,” Rosita told him.

			A month after their return, after his rescue from the DMV camp, Rosita had a day off, and they’d just finished eating when there was a knock at the door. They weren’t expecting anyone, and both of them automatically tensed up.

			“Beverly?” Todd said.

			“She’s at work.”

			“Jorge?”

			“He’s supposed to be interviewing for a job.”

			The doorbell rang.

			Pushing his chair back, Todd got up and walked to the front door, feeling nervous. Rosita was right behind him. He put his eye to the keyhole to see who was out there.

			Zal, Violet and Bernard were standing on the porch.

			Relieved, he unlocked and opened the door.

			“Come in!” Rosita said when she saw them. “Come in!” She ushered them into the living room.

			“How did you get here?” Todd asked. He looked over their heads toward the front window but could not see the driveway from this angle. “Did you…drive?”

			“I did,” Zal said. 

			Violet smiled. “Very carefully.”

			“I still have my license. If I got pulled over, and they ran it, there’s nothing to back it up, but I’m willing to take that chance.”

			“We all still have our licenses,” Bernard said. “They’re just no longer in the system. We’re no longer in the system.” 

			“I cut mine up,” Todd told them. “I didn’t want it anymore.”
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			Just the thought of the number gave him goosebumps. 

			Rosita smiled. “Yeah, we’re out.”

			“I haven’t driven since we got back,” Violet admitted. She cocked her head to the left. “I just carpool with him. I’m not sure I ever want to drive again.”

			“So you’re doing all right?” Rosita asked.

			Violet took Zal’s arm. “Not bad. All things considered.” She smiled shyly.

			Todd addressed Bernard. “What about the…project? Are you still trying to take them down from the inside?” 

			“Of course,” Bernard said. “And somehow we still have access.”

			“For the moment,” Zal clarified.

			“It doesn’t matter. However long it lasts—and I’ve put in a few backdoors, so even if they take our access away, we’ll be there longer than they think—we should be able to keep ’em down for quite awhile. I’ve written and set up a purge to un-enroll people from everything other than strict licensing and registration, and we’ve deleted God knows how many of those secret programs, the hit-and-run licenses and what have you.”

			Zal grinned. “We have help now, too. A couple of their exprogrammers have come on board to help monkeywrench the system.”

			“And you’re doing this at work?” Rosita asked. “When you’re supposed to be updating their system?”

			“Somehow, the updates are going very slowly,” Bernard said. “We’re finding a lot of bad code embedded there.”

			Zal shrugged mock-helplessly. “So much that we can’t seem to delete it all.”

			“We’re doing the Lord’s work on our own time,” Bernard said. “With the help of our buddies.”

			“So we’re all still gainfully employed.” Violet mimed wiping worried sweat off her forehead. “Thank God for that. Have you stayed in contact with Danny?”

			“Not really,” Todd said.

			“He knows how to get in touch if he needs us,” Rosita clarified. “But we thought it would be best to just leave him alone. The poor kid’s been through a lot. It’s probably better if he just moves on.”

			They talked for a few minutes more, about Jorge and Beverly, how things were going post-DMV, life in general, then Zal looked at his watch. “We’d better get going,” he said. “We need to be back by one.”

			“This is your lunch hour?” Todd said. “Why didn’t you just call?”

			“Don’t exactly trust the privacy of communications at work,” Bernard explained.

			“Just come by on a weekend,” Rosita told them.

			Zal smiled awkwardly. “Yeah, sure.” A pause. “Maybe.” And Todd understood that beyond the short conversation they’d just had, there wasn’t that much for them to talk about. They’d gone through something traumatic and horrific together, but that didn’t mean they were friends. Out here in the real world, they probably didn’t have that much in common.

			Or maybe they did.

			Rosita touched Violet’s arm. “Why don’t you and Zal come by this Sunday for lunch? We know this great Southwest restaurant. Our treat.” She looked over at Bernard. “You, too. And your…significant other?”

			“Wife,” Bernard said.

			“Wife, then.”  

			“We’d love to,” Violet said.

			Zal shuffled his feet. “I need to check—”

			“We’d love to,” Violet repeated, shutting him up with a look.

			Rosita laughed. “It’s a date.”

			“We really do need to get going,” Zal said.

			“Go! Go!”

			Zal really was driving extra carefully, and Todd and Rosita watched and waved as he backed out of the driveway and proceeded down the street well under the speed limit. 

			“You know,” Todd said after they left, “I thought we might celebrate tonight.”

			“Celebrate what?”

			“I got an email from Chyla this morning—I guess she’s given up trying to call me—and it looks like she got me onto NPR. ‘All Things Considered.’ Oh, and the book’s going into a third printing.”

			She hit his shoulder. “Why didn’t you tell me!”

			“I’m telling you now.”

			“We sat through an entire lunch, and you didn’t even—”

			“I wanted it to be a surprise.”

			“A likely story.”

			“Well, you inviting them to Agave! jogged my memory. I thought we might go there tonight. Or somewhere else. Your choice.”

			“Why don’t we stay in? I’m not really in the mood to go anywhere. Besides, I can make that pasta I was telling you about. I saved the recipe out of the Times.” Rosita frowned. “Except, I think I need to pick up a few things. I’m pretty sure we’re out of white wine and don’t have enough garlic. And I think it needs shallots.”

			“Want to go shopping?”

			“Not really.” She smiled sweetly. “But since I’ll be doing the cooking, I thought you might want to contribute, too.”

			“Just give me a list.”  

			A shadow crossed her face. “Should we…call an Uber?”

			“No,” Todd said, and gave her a quick kiss. “I think I’ll walk.”
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