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	Della slipped and fell face first to the snow-covered curb, scraping her hands against the slick concrete as she tried to break her fall. As she scrambled to her knees, she glimpsed a checkered taxi, roof light shining through the falling snow. She looked up and heard the idling engine purr and watched the tailpipe form a cloud of exhaust that drifted and disappeared into the falling snow.
Suddenly, from behind, strong hands grasped her under her arms and lifted her effortlessly onto her feet.
“With the greatest respect, Miss, please pardon my touch,” the strange man said as she wobbled. He held her firmly so she could steady herself. She did not recognize the oval faced man with a chiseled jawline. He wore a red and black checkered hunter’s cap with flaps down over his ears. Della was 5’8” and the crown of her head fell just below his dimpled chin. It was dark, the heavy snowfall distorting the few lights that filtered unevenly through the ground floor bar and dance hall windows. Della felt, rather than saw, the taxi driver’s eyes. His eyes were searchlights, emitting a lupine intensity and intelligence. Their color might have been a piercing blue or comprehending gray in the poor light. She felt the strength in his hands as he held her upright and imagined a muscular build under his red storm jacket, more Damascus steel, layered muscles rather than sheer iron bulk.
The floodlights were turned off and the streetlights obscured by the heavy snow. Della 
wanted to tear herself away from this strange taxi driver and run under the cover of darkness before her former captors found her. She must avoid returning to the fourth-floor apartment, but the abdominal pain doubled her over. She had been left alone in a spare bedroom and escaped before the crime lord’s doctor had been summoned from the second floor where he whiled away his time in a high stake’s poker game. Dr. Jamason had extended credit, and any debt incurred forgiven for his services. 
The dance hall, bar, and restaurant were closed due to the weather, but gambling always continued among other indulgences proffered to elite patrons. 
	“Miss, I aim to help you, not harm you,” the driver said, as he continued to steady her on her feet.	
	“Then help me get to the hospital,” she cried out from the cramps in her belly.
	“Oh, no, no, no can do, Miss!” The driver emphasized as he shook his head from side to side.
	"Why the hell not?” she grunted painfully as she held her hands against her belly.
	“They will find you for sure,” he said, staring into her eyes. Now his eyes were the color arctic glacial blue ice.
	He swept her off her feet. Della was cradled effortlessly in the driver’s arms and carried to his taxi. She could not refuse. Up to this moment, her only plan was reckless flight. For three years she had waited for an opportunity to escape, run as far away as possible.  In her present condition no one expected she would climb out a window, race down a four-story fire escape to 
the alley below and run away across the snow-covered walks and streets.  
	They were unequivocally dead wrong.
	Della was burdened with a pregnancy she had been powerless to prevent. Her desperate flight and fall left her weakened and unable to resist the wan who carried her to the classic taxi. As the man reached the yellow and black Checker Cab, he set her down on her feet with her back leaning against the front passenger door. She forced herself to remain upright while waves of pain swept her breath away.
	“Stay strong Miss. I mean to keep you as warm and dry as possible. Snow is beautiful but cold and wet.  Reminds me of places and times further away from here, but for now, it’s necessary to take you as far away as I can. Can’t risk the Memphis hospital. Those bastards will find you. There is nowhere within one hundred miles they won’t search for you. So, we need you safe and comfortable for the journey.”
She groaned from the pain inside her belly and the shooting pain down her back and into her legs. 
“Yes, miss, I understand, but don’t you worry. I knew something big was about to happen. That’s why I drove down here. I could feel the call, a premonition, you might say.” 
The taxi driver put an arm around her back, moved her from the door and opened it. He carefully slid her into the cab’s rear seat and closed the door. Della welcomed the heat inside the cabin and watched the driver as he trotted to the rear of the taxi, opened the trunk, and 
returned with blankets, towels, and a black duffle bag.
	When he opened the door, a cold blast swept over the back seat.
	Della warned, “We gotta get our asses out of here. NOW! Fuck, they’ll find me. I didn’t want this shit,” she hissed, as she patted her belly, “but that evil son-of-a-Cajun bitch can’t have it, either. Get us the fuck out of her, now!” 
	“Yes, Miss, I’ll have everything under control in a jiffy. Trust me, we need to distance ourselves, but not before we take a few pieces off the chess board and checkmate the king. Evil always has a blind spot fed by tumescent hubris, and you are Thimble’s blind spot. Am I right?”
	Della took an audible breath.
	“Don’t you worry. I’ve got this under total control. Now, let me make you comfortable. Just slide yourself to the other end of the seat.”
	The driver placed the towels and duffle bag on the floorboard between Della and the opposite door, opened it and prepared a bed of blankets over the seat but left the duffle bag and towels at her feet on the floorboard.
	“What in the fuck are you doing?” Della exclaimed.
	“Making you comfortable, like I said, just hold on there.”
	The door closed. This time she heard the trunk creak open and shut. The driver’s door opened, and the stranger reappeared with several bed pillows under his arm. He placed them on the front seat, leaned over the back of the driver’s seat, and passed the pillows from his left to his right hand, stacking them against the rear passenger door behind the driver’s seat. 
	“Now, Miss, why don’t you scoot yourself over and lie down comfortably.”
	“Oh, for Christ-sakes,” she moaned, but slid over and lowered her head onto the pillows, which’s abo bolstered her so she could see over the front seat.
	He whistled and declared, “As snug a fit as a burly cub bear nestled against the bosom of his momma bear.” He looked at her belly and added, “By the looks of it, I reckon it won’t be too long before your cubs pop out of their warm den.”
	“Why in God’s name are we still here?”
	He reached under the front seat, grabbed some more towels, and handed them to Della.
	She exhaled a long breath and took them.
	“Please, Miss, place these under you. It’s close to that time, and never you mind about those yahoos. I’m never without a strategic program of action. You simply got to believe me, is all. Just have faith is all, faith is the killer of fear.” He exited the taxi.
	Della scooted herself up, so she could get a clear view of the windows. She placed her hands above her protruding belly and winced from the spasm of pain. The taxi was running and the heat in the cab soon melted the fallen snow on her head and nightgown. She was chilled and damp. Without warning, Della felt a wetness below her waist, its warmth cooling quickly as it streamed over the towels under her. The driver’s door opened, and the man placed two water jugs on the front seat with several more towels.
	“Premium purified water,” he cheerfully explained. He unfurled one towel and leaned over the front seat.
	Again, with the greatest of great respect, Miss, please pardon my touch. I’m only about making you as comfortable as possible.” He wiped the dampness from her hair and face. He removed the wet towels from between her legs and replaced them with fresh ones. Della shivered, so he pulled up another blanket from the floorboard and loosely covered the core of her body and let the end dangle from her bent knees and fall to the floor.
	“We’ve got to-” she began.
	“Go, that’s right, Miss, before they come for you. Don’t you worry Miss.” He pulled a long clack metal flashlight from under his seat. He tapped it against his head and winked, adding, “Nighty, night, my sweet boys.” He stepped outside, closed the door carefully, and pointed the electronic key at the taxi, and all the doors clicked and locked.
	Della thought of the strangeness of the taxi and its driver. The taxi appeared new, or updated, but its driver antiquated, and peculiar. Together, a mind-boggling enigmatic curiosity. She was anxious, but resigned to the fact she had no other alternatives. This resuce might save her, and then she abruptly remembered the cruelty of the thugs and their chieftain. She decided to choose strange over dangerous and flight over slavery.   
	She lifted herself from the seat and watched the driver retreat into the snowy shadows of the building. She tensed and jolted up from her elbows to her hands. She realized the taxi was too close to the corner of the building and the alley from which she had escaped. She turned her head and looked through the windshield. Through the falling snow, and streams of melting snow blurring the window, and the steady beat of the taxi’s wipers tandem movement, Della could see two men trudge towards the taxi from the alley. The large men scanned the area each holding a hand above his eyes to scan the street through the falling snow. Each held a large pistol in his free hand. Neither had donned winter coats, hats, or gloves.
	“No way she got far, not in her condition,” one man told the other.
	“Where the fuck is she?” the other man asked. 
  One man started to walk down the sidewalk away from the taxi. The other stepped out into the street and walked towards the taxi so that he faced the windshield.
 As he nearly reached the taxi he hollered for his partner.  
	------------“Get your ass over here, Noodles.”
	“Okay already. This fucking snow is falling harder and faster than shit from a cow. Hold your piss.”
	Della could not see clearly through the windshield. The wipers clacked furiously and rushed to clear the snow that left streaks of wetness on the glass. But she recognized the voices. 
[bookmark: _Hlk84099799]	“I said get your ass over here, Thimble’s bitch couldn’t get far in this storm.”
	“I’m coming, Barker, but damn this fucking snow,” Noodles complained, as he slid on the snow-covered sidewalk, and nearly fell. He stepped out into the street and walked the rest of the way to the taxi.
Barker had moved over to the passenger window and wiped the glass clear. Noodles joined Jase Barker. Both men now stared through the window.  
	“Hah, clever bitch, called a taxi, but not going nowhere,” Noodles said. 
	“No, shit,” Barker said, as he pulled at the locked door.  
“Where the hell did this fucking taxi come from?” Noodles asked.
“From hell as far as I know.  It doesn’t fucking matter,” Barker said as he raised his pistol and aimed at the window above Della’s head.
Della ducked her head and flattened her body against the seat as best she could while protecting her belly by crossing her hands and forearms over it.  She heard a loud grunt and heavy thud against her door. She lifted her body and poked her head up. Barker had disappeared and in an instant, Noodles vanished from view.
	The driver appeared and tapped the window, and announced, “Two down, moving them to the sidewalk. I’m going to play possum for a bit and wait for their head honcho. Hang on, Missy. We’ll be rocketing out of here very shortly.”  
The driver pounded on the roof of the taxi. “This ain’t no spaceship, but this baby’ll get us out of Memphis and beyond. This bit of weather has no sway over this yellow chariot. I’ve added special designs of my own making with the assistance of the planet’s best mechanical engineers.  Believe me, we’ll soar right through this spit of frozen precipitation. This is no storm to speak of, I’ve seen worse on frozen continents you wouldn’t believe harbored any life on planets far off in the galaxy,” he yelled through the window while snow continued to layer on top of his hunter’s hat. “No ma’am, this ain’t nothin’. Now the great red giant storm of Jupiter, that’s the solar system’s fiercest and most enduring storm, but believe me, there are worse, 
much worse, I can attest to that!”
Then the driver disappeared from her line of sight. Propped up on her hands again she looked around and couldn’t find him anywhere. Snow was falling with increased intensity, large flakes, wet and heavy. The wipers battled furiously to clear the glass, but a thick white frame of snow gathered on the glass where the wipers could not reach. 
She shivered as a behemoth of a man strode out from the alley through swipes of the wiper. She gasped and her throat tightened. The man’s movements in the snow appeared with a strobe effect due to the thickly falling snow under the streetlights. She pulled the blanket up to her chin as the man trudged along the sidewalk.
The gargantuan Strode slowly towards the taxi as he pulled a pistol from a shoulder holster under an unbuttoned sport coat. Thimble, Crime Lord of Tennessee, reached the taxi, bent down and peered through Della’s passenger window.
“Oh God no!” she gasped.
Thimble raised his head and roared with hideous laughter. The laughter instantly became a painful yowl. His face crashed against the window, slid down against the glass, and sunk out of view.
The driver leaned down and pressed his face to the window. With a wide grin across his face, he held three fingers up and quickly turned his hand into a thumbs down.
The driver leaned down and pressed his face to the window. With a wide grin across his face, he raised his long black flashlight into view and waved it back and forth.
The driver walked to the rear of the taxi; Della squirmed in her seat to turn uncomfortably to watch him. He cleared snow off the rear window with one gloved hand.  Snowflakes accumulated quickly again on the glass. The driver returned with a plastic tarp and bent down where she imagined the bodies of Thimble and his two thugs lay on the sidewalk. The driver walked around the taxi, clearing off the side windows and returned to wipe the rear window one last time. Completing the task, he shook the snow off his hat and jacket, opened the driver’s door, and slid behind the steering wheel. 
He removed his wet gloves, turned around towards Della and announced, “¿Los tres malos hombres? No mas! But covered them. Like the song says,” and he sang in a clear baritone;
Back to back, belly to belly, 
Well, I don’t give a damn for ain’t got a belly, 
Back to back, belly to belly, 
At the zombie jamboree.”

Della winced.
“Aw, Miss, it wasn’t that bad, was it? Anyways, I placed them belly to belly with arms hugging each other and blankets tucked under their bodies and a tarp over them. Don’t wish harm to no one, even the worst of the sapiens on this misguided planet,” he added.
She winced again from the cramps.
“They don’t…” was all Della could say before the cramps left her speechless.
“No, they don’t forgive or forget, Miss. Kindness has no value to the likes of them. I do expect we haven’t seen the last of those boys. Especially the big one, he’s the alpha, and a mean dog at that. But don’t you worry about them, Miss. We got more pressing business to deal with, right?’
Della moaned.
“Yes, indeedy, Miss. You lie back down, and we’ll skedaddle from these premises, and attend to your needs shortly.”  
	As the driver pulled out onto the street, he said to her, “Miss, let me introduce myself as Meteor, but all my friends call me, ‘Mete.’ It’s a long drive to Bristol, the Tennessee side of Bristol, not the Virginia Bristol, God no, don’t mean to insult the deities of the universe, of course, but the two Bristols are quite different being divided by a powerful lay line. Funny ain’t it, how energy can be felt but not understood?” 
	Della screamed out, “Ooooh, shit!”
	“Hold on now, Miss. Take deep breaths and then exhale slowly, like this,” demonstrating for her while he drove through the snow-covered streets, the tire chains clunking rhythmically against the snow-covered asphalt.
	She hollered, “Oh fuck, crap, oh God!”
	“Breathe, Miss. I have come out of my way to make my first delivery to the Ophelia House. I had a surfeit of presentiments tonight would be an important trip. Knew I would strike it big, and Miss-”
	Della interrupted Mete, with another wail of pain.
	“I have struck it big, and you are terribly big, but not for long. Looks like I’ll be making more than one delivery tonight. Twins, right?”
 	“Uh, huh,” she croaked.
	“I knew it!” he said, “but there’s something else,” he added, and he slowed the taxi down and turned into a closed gas station, placed the taxi in park, turned and leaned over the back seat.
	“Pardon my touch,” the driver said as he lightly placed his hands over her belly, cocked his head as if eavesdropping on a conversation, closed his eyes and hummed.
	Della moaned with another spasm of pain.
	Mete lifted his hands slowly and kept them hovering a few inches above her belly as he changed the pitch of his hum. Then he took a long deep inhalation, and a slow extended exhale through his nose. He looked directly into Della’s eyes, “The powers of the universe are wise, just, caring, and loving, Miss. This is a universe of love and free will, despite destiny, and the universe never gives us more than we can take. There’s always a balance.  Harmony and acceptance are the credo. Please remember this.”
	Deep compassion was in Mete’s eyes and Della, hearing sincerity in his voice over the strange words, nodded her head.
	Mete nodded back, pulled his hands back, and looked at his palms. He winced as he stared at them, and said, “You’ll be okay. Miss.”
	“Della,” she answered, as another cramp forced her to bend over uncomfortably in the crowded space.
	Mete returned to the wheel and resumed their retreat from Memphis. The snow was relentless as the taxi resumed its course northeast.
	“Where are you taking me?” she asked through another spasm of pain.
	“Lie down, Miss Della. Let me assure you I have made a thorough study of human anatomy. I’ve studied the anatomy and habits of all terrestrial creatures and several of the inhabitants of aquatic environments. Anatomy is anatomy everywhere in the universe. There are more similarities than differences among all the species of this planet. All from the same stardust and energy, of course. So, I need you to believe you are in good hands and completely safe. Okay?”
	“You said ‘Bristol’? Too far, too long, I can’t wait!”
	“Right, did you know, Della, that Bristol, Tennessee, is closer to Canada than to Memphis?”
	“That’s no fucking comfort, I’m about to explode here in the backseat of your goddamn taxi.”
	“Yes, well now, there’s a rest stop not too far off. Like I said, I can handle the delivery. I’ve got everything we need for that. I’ve got everything we need for that. I’ve handled plenty of births, no humans, but it’s no different, really. Some were quite complicated, breaches and such, and creatures far larger than any human baby. One calf weighed up to 80 pounds, but Red Nelly, a thoroughbred mare, tipped over 1,000 pounds, so her newborn was exactly 107.5 pounds at birth. Big, beautiful stallion, he turned out to be. Of course, that’s nothing. Jolly Jimbo weighed 267 pounds at birth, but his momma didn’t need no help. She helped the little pachyderm up on his feet with the help of the attending cows in the parade.”
	“Oh Gawd, you’re a fucking veterinarian?”
	“More than that, but I’ve sworn not to reveal all of my past life, so just take comfort in the knowledge I can do well enough on any member of the hominid genus, so that clearly includes you, Della. You and your infants will be a whole lot safer with me than what Thimble had planned. At least more respectful when it comes to human life and death, I tell ya’. The code for the Confederation of Galactic Beings requires the utmost respect and honor to all levels of existence, here and beyond.”
	Della sighed, followed by a groan.
	“Right, we’ll turn off at the Stanton Welcome Center, Mile Marker 44. We’re already halfway there. I’ve got friends who’ll meet us further up the road. We’ve got everything you’ll need, just leave the driving to me, okay?”  
“‘Kay,” Della grunted, as she laid back down on her back, bending her legs and pressing her feet against the door to secure herself. She considered what she might encounter in Bristol if they reached it. She felt things could not become any worse since her abduction by Thimble. She was sharp minded, adaptable, and willful. Thimble’s most personal picks in girls to had those traits. Della knew from observation and personal experience he enjoyed the challenge of breaking them and achieving complete control. He could not break her spirit. 
She had feigned subservience and pliability so Thimble would not expect she would bolt when the time was right, and the only opportunity was at the time of her delivery. She had been infinitely patient. There was never an opportunity for her escape until she was placed in private bedroom, a freak snowstorm, and final desperation provided the necessary incentives to instantly flee.
Della remembered Thimble praised patience and applied this principle to settle old scores. He preached the necessity of taking revenge when his opponent least expected an attack. He believed vengeance ripened with patience. His paybacks were always unexpected and executed with carefully designed brutality and ingenious methods and tactics.  She shivered recounting the victims with whom Thimble had settled scores. Normally, these incidents occurred without her knowledge, but one time, as a lesson, Thimble ordered her to attend a “teaching session.” 
A section of the basement had been closed off and soundproofed. Della entered the room on the arm of Thimble, as if they were attending a royal ball. They passed through a metal door with a peep hole and magnetic lock. The room resembled a den with a bar to one side with barstools and a few comfortable padded chairs tucked under a round table in the center of the room facing a wall.
“Sit down, Della, my dear,” Thimble said in sugary sweet voice.
Della felt fear, but not hers. A warm blanket of calm descended over her. She felt as if she was nestled in the feathers of angel wings. She was protected, but not the man strapped to a metal barstool bolted to the floor in the center of the room. His legs were stretched apart, 
and each hidden inside a metal barrel. He emitted plaintive burbles muffled by the gag tied around his mouth.
	“Why two barrels instead of one?” Della feigned interest and innocence.
“By God, you are a tough girl, you didn’t flinch. But don’t you get too confident, you hear, you are mine, always, until you aren’t. And I decide when that is, but take heart, so long as you are totally faithful and do as I say, you remain in the fold. Now sit down, mon chéri, ” Thimble told her as he shoved her down into a chair at the table directly across from Thimble’s victim. He took a sunk down in an over0sized recliner positioned beside the table. 
The door opened again, Della turned around to see Tiny, Thimble’s younger brother who was completely hairless but not undecorated, roll a large stainless-steel trunk on a platform with oversized casters to the front of the room. He parked it between the two barrels.
“Why two barrels instead of one for both his legs, brother Tiny?”
More dry ice and less evaporation, brother Thimble,” Tiny answered in a booming, lyrical voice of a concert tuba.
“Always thinking, covering all the angles, my brother. You make me proud. Introductions are in order, don’t you agree, Tiny?”
“Yes, Della, let me introduce you to Elija Dolph, known as ‘Biggie E’, now a distinguished guest of our little romper room. He recently was a Memphis Captain, based in Shelby Forest-Frayser, and responsible for our entire city’s enterprises, caught pocketing some of our revenue for himself. No sense of proprietary interest, a regrettable lack of loyalty, a false sense of 
ownership. Thought he could run, but we’ll fix that misconception right now. The end of his deal is now frozen profits or more specifically frozen lower parts. Tomorrow we’ll work on the boiling point for those pilfering fingers and hands.”
“Well put, my brother, you are the poet of torment, a doctor of dolor,” Thimble complimented Tiny. his brother’s broad mouth widened and emphasized the tiger tattoo head.
Tiny growled  with laughter, tipping his head upwards so his head resembled a tiger’s insatiable appetite and the smaller feral tomcat’s pleasure for playfully tormenting its prey. The gargantuan wore a tank top t-shirt and overalls, revealing the tiger tattooed limbs. Tiny was a nasty predator.
Thimble nodded appreciatively and sunk down further in his recliner. He reached out and folded his oversized fist around Della’s hand. 
Her first impulse was to flinch and pull away, but she sensibly did neither. She relaxed her shoulders to release the tension and disguise both her revulsion and anxiety. She momentarily closed her eyes and willed the muscles in her face to become flaccid. She opened her eyes and softened her gaze and blurred the image of Tiny retrieving a long-handled tong with serrated edges from the wall behind the tortured man. 
The gleeful torturer opened the steel chest, the muscles on his tattooed arms swelled as he effortlessly removed a large chunk of dry ice and carefully placed it in one of the barrels. He repeated this sequence of weight lifts until a white fog rose from both barrels. Tiny snatched a heavy canvas tarp and laid it across the man’s lap and unfurled it enough to cover the barrels and hand down over them.
“Dolph, do you feel it? It burns, doesn’t it, boy?”
The man replied and shook with muffled screams.
“Yeah, each block is pure frozen carbon dioxide with a surface temperature of -78.5 degrees centigrade,” Tiny explained.
Dolph continued to struggle.
“I’m sorry, man, thought Centigrade sounded warmer than the -109.3 degrees Fahrenheit. But not worry over any thought of a residual mess. These frozen blocks transform directly into gas. No fuss or muss with drips and puddles. You’re a man who likes to keep our accounts looking squeaky clean, huh, while you steal and pilfer our profits, right?”
Dolph continued to shriek.
“The good news is that not only dry ice clean but it burns, just like the burn you gave us,” Tiny added.
For a special effect, Tiny returned to the chest and lifted another chunk of dry ice. He held it at eye level to Dolph. Suspended in the air the ice turned frosty until Tiny placed it on the cement floor, vapor trailing upwards.
Yes, dry ice burns, your skill will suffer severe frost bite, the nerves so damaged you won’t feel anything at all soon. The water in your skin freezes, crystals form inside, damaging even the how the cells are built, as well as blood vessels. Exposure to temperatures at -110 Fahrenheit does that to the human body,” Thimble blandly explained to Dolph as the tormented man writhing against his restraints and struggling to lift his legs from the barreTils of 
dry ice, but he could not.
	“Good thinking ahead, Tiny, ankles shackled with weights is a nice touch. Kudos, brother.”
	“Waste not, want not. Want some more, Dolph?”
	Dolph shook and shrieked.
	“I’ll take that as an affirmative.”
	Tiny removed the tarp and returned to the chest. He worked quickly and methodically, alternating between the two barrels until the chest was empty. Dolph screamed behind the gag and squirmed against the restraints. Tears streamed down his face. His body suddenly became slack as he feinted from the excruciating pain.
	“You see what happens when I’m crossed, don’t you, ma Douce?” Thimble asked Della.
	Della didn’t feel sweet, inside she felt the seeds of being sickened and trapped, but the warmth of the protective envelope remained , and she stared stoically ahead, vanquishing all emotions, until she was bereft of feeling except for a small sliver of hope for her freedom.
	“I know you, Della. You’re very different from all the other girls, both before and since you came to us. You hide it the best you can, but you have spirit. I warn you now, don’t plot and plan. Don’t keep secrets, I don’t. I have big plans for you, well, it not exactly exclusive, but only the best girls will be involved. And you my sweet are heads and shoulders above even the best of them, but don’t ever cross me. Now you can leave, but first, let’s have a look at Tiny’s handy-work.”
	On cue, Tiny lifted Dolph’s left leg out of its barrel and exposed it for Thimble to examine from his easy chair.
	“All white from the shin down. How does it feel? Thimble asked.
	Tiny pulled one glove off with his teeth and tapped the burned and frozen foot with his knuckles. “Hard as stone. He won’t be running no more, crutches only, well, until tomorrow.”
	“Della, ma Cherie, you can leave now. I’ll see you tonight. Be your best, or you will endure Dolph’s second round, a comparison of dry iced feet with forearms boiled in water.
	As Della got up to leave the torture room, the protective warmth that had enveloped her dissipated. The spectacle in the basement and later Thimble’s evening of lust without love, the creation of life for cash, came and the return of the warm envelope of protection. Whenever, Della was violated physically and emotionally the sheltered warmth enveloped her with security and reassurance but faded afterwards. That was nine months ago. The memory of both events remained as painful now as it had been then.
	The warmth and light were now replaced with active protection the driver provided so unexpectedly.
	Della did not have a well worked-out plan on this snow driven night. All she had was a few minutes alone in an upstairs bedroom with a window fire escape. The taxi was an unanticipated boon, thought the driver was a peculiar personality. He’s not right, she thought, but he had vanquished the darkest of devils along with two of his pathological hell-hounds. She consoled herself, accepted the serendipitous intervention, and pushed the dilemmas and 
dangers swirling relentlessly in her mind far away as the cramps intensified.
	She hissed with growing pain inside her and yowled a string of curses as her gingers tightened into whitened fists, clutching the edges of the blanket.
	“That’s right, work through the pain, nothing like strong language to force the hand of inevitable fate. Shows the forces of nature and the unnatural that you are alive and strong. The universe makes no judgments, none whatsoever, it is love, acceptance, and neutrality,” Mete said with unreserved approval.”
	“Oh, God, FUCK!”
	“You are on to something, but this is no time to discuss Taoist cosmology, but of course without a god, there is only the Source. Best to breathe like this,” and the driver demonstrated a controlled, slow, deep breathing technique.
	Della adopted the breathing process and felt the labor pains fade and her abdominal muscles relax.
	“That’s right, some call it Lamaze, but I call it effective, so your body and mind can relax, and fate can easily take over.”
	 “Whose fate?” Della wondered as she released her grip on the blanket and placed her open hands on her protruding belly.
	“By the way, my name is Meteor, any other name would be too difficult to pronounce, so I have people call me Mete, short for Meteor.”
Between breaths Della started to introduce herself, “My name is-“
	“Della, I know, and don’t you worry none. You’re in a better position now. I mean that within the parameters of a gestalt, figuratively, literally, astronomically, astrologically, and cosmologically. Meantime, we’re going directly to a rest stop. I have a strong feeling we can make it in the nick of time. I promise to take good care of you, Della. You are a precious child of this compassionate Earth, and you have friends who will always be there for you, eventually, even someone special at the right time, of course. Don’t you worry about those scumbags and their eljefe sociopath. Their day of reckoning will certainly happen, as sure as one become two and two becomes three and ten thousand things follow, everything flows from the true Source, all is love and compassion, you’ll see.”
	Della sighed, and continued to the controlled breaths, but remain puzzled over the taxi driver. She only understood half of what he told her, but she didn’t have any choice but to trust him, even so, she had to ask, “Why Bristol?”
	“That’s the best of your destiny. It’s the convergence of time, place, fortune, and fate. You’ll have a golden pearl of promise in your hands in Bristol. Everything you need will be given. You’ll see. Short term, The Ophelia House will restore you, but before we arrive in Bristol, we’ll meet friends who’ll bring us an ambulance and the care you need. Course, that’s after a brief respite at the rest stop just ahead.”
	It had been quite a while in her short life since she placed faith in anything anyone told her. She felt deeply she could not trust anyone, but despite her experience and instincts, there was something reassuring about this taxi driver who called himself Mete. He was assuredly confident, sincere, and provided an odd mixture of assurance and certainty, expressed with some really fantastic assertions, but he gave her calm, something she had not possessed for a long time.
	Mete had bested Thimble and his two thugs with surprising ease. He was the only rescuer she had ever known since her grandmother had died. Della was no fool, just a victim of circumstances greater than she could control.
She had been told by her Cuban abuela when she was younger, “You have many gifts mí carina.”  
	Abuela had advised and consoled Della after her parents had died tragically in a car accident. Then her beloved Abuela passed on, leaving Della an orphan for the second time.
	Abuela had told Della, “Among other things, you are an empath, Della. You have natural instincts and intuitive gifts. Use them, mí Cielo. Con un Cielo despejado, empredimos nuestro viaje, Della.”
“With a clear sky, we set off on our journey, Della,” Abuela told her often even on overcast days. 
The old woman reminded her granddaughter, “El sol siempre brilla.”
Della imagined the sun was shining now beyond the shadow of night, above the winter storm, a constant beacon, a guiding light towards her journey. For now, it was a Checker Cab’s low beam lights that lit the path before them. 
	Use your gifts. Use them whenever possible. Angels watch over you, always, unannounced and unexpectedly. You cannot control everything, mí amor. Have faith, in troubled times angels will engulf you within their wings and protect you. There are forces in the world beyond anyone’s control, beyond human will. Some of these forces are pure evil. Others are heaven sent. These forces are guided by the greater good. You may be challenged, but the good and the light will find their way to shine a path for you to follow. Follow it, follow the golden light, walk forward on the golden path, mí dulce niña.” A guide will appear to help you along the golden path.”
	Della wondered, lying in the back seat of antique Checker Cab, if Mete was somehow connected to the path Abuela had predicted.


CHAPTER 1
3½ Years Later
“Hey, Mister, it’s wet out there, ain’t,” the taxi driver asked and continued talking before Simon Slake could either answer or settle into the rear seat of the classic Checker Cab. It seemed odd to Simon that a taxi company used an antique car for service, but this was his first experience in Tennessee. He knew vaguely that Chattanooga was known for its Choo Choo and imagined there must be an historic train involved with the city, somewhere. He knew Nashville was the capital of country music and housed the Grand Ole Opry, and Elvis Presley was from Memphis, but not much more than these few generalities. So, Simon chose to ignore the enigma of riding in a classic taxi and simply allow himself to sink slowly back into the large, comfortable leather seat.  His clothes slung to his body in heavy folds. He felt the cold dampness of those wet layers on his skin and shivered. Once he fully lowered himself into the seat, his back resting against the deep brown leather, he had the sensation of being plastered to the taxi.  
He felt he had surrendered his personal free will to this classic vehicle and was now powerless. Somehow Simon felt he had made a serious mistake.
	“Yeah, it’s like the Wide River of Wonder on the Planet of Eternal Rain on another arm of this spiral galaxy. Hey, you’re soaked to the bone, mister. Here’s a towel. I keep ‘em just for an occasion like this. Good for rain, sleet, and snow, and if the air conditioner goes out, which it never does of course.  This baby has numerous improvements. One of a kind,” he said as he took both his hands off the steering wheel and enthusiastically patted the dashboard, then returned his left hand to the wheel and threw a towel onto Simon’s lap without ever turning his 
head.
	Surprised at the appearance of the folded white bath towel Simon decided to be polite and said, “Well, thank you so very-,” to the driver as he began to dry himself off.
	“Much,” the driver finished Simon’s sentence and added, “Don’t mention it, mister. I’ve got plenty. One time this guy got in the cab with a bullet hole in his side. Went in and out. Missed all his vital organs, but blood soaked six towels. Another time delivered twins to a young lady we were ordained to recover, one alive, the other stillborn. Told her nothing she could do. She had carried the one poor baby without a soul for some time. Fate, destiny, the course of human souls and life.  It was the cost of her freedom and that of her surviving twin. It is the mercy and wisdom of the universe to maintain balance and harmony in a lost world in the midst of a galactic sea of chaos, transformation and absolute misery and extraordinary joy awash in abundant hope.”
	“That’s too-”
	“Bad, awfully bad indeed. Hate to see a soul without a body, but there is a purpose in everything, all outcomes are truly ordained, fortunate or unfortunate, and the hell if we can see or know the difference beforehand. Had to wrap the dead infant in a towel and put it on the front seat with me.  I took them all to Bristol Major Medical Center. The young mother deserved a ride and a well-deserved rescue; her life was worth saving as well as her surviving infant. The universe openly directs us. We only need to be open to the universe.”
	The taxi was still idling at the stoplight even though the traffic light had turned green. 
It dawned on Simon that the Checker taxi was not alone in being unique. The driver was a tad more than bizarre, just a tad beyond bizarre, into the zone of fantastically freakish, so he stammered, “Can y-you t-t-take…”
	“Take care of situations like that? Oh yes. All the time, any time, situations you wouldn’t believe could ever have a solution, you’ll see. ‘Be prepared.’ Never drive without a first aid kit, aspirin, towels, blankets, and whole assortment of emergency equipment. Yes sir, by the Great Axolotl god of the planet Ting Ell, ‘anticipation is preparation,’ is my motto to live by, and remain observant through the generations. You want a blanket? Got them in the trunk if you want one.”
“No, I don’t want a blanket. The only blanket I want-”
	“Is in your motel room. Am I right, mister?”
	“Yes, yes, that’s right, and I want to get there-”
	“As soon as possible. Mister, I’m your driver, and from this moment on this will be forever your taxi!”
	The taxi accelerated on a yellow light that turned fresh red as it passed through the intersection. Simon, anxious to leave Bristol, Tennessee behind and get back to his motel on the other side of Bristol, Virginia, preferably in one piece, decided the driver was exceptionally reckless, a polite way of saying he was “daft,” as well as incongruous in behavior and bizarre in thought and deed.  
	Simon wiped his face and hands dry with the towel and tried to dab the excess water from his suit and tie, but his clothes remained heavy with the weight of the rainwater. It was a lost cause.  He shivered with the cool dampness of early April weather. “At least it’s greener 
in Bristol  compared to up north,” he mused, but he had not volunteered to serve in the Volunteer State. The owner, who was also his father-in-law, personally assigned Simon to the southern portion of the company’s territory. It was virgin territory for the company and an uncomfortable, unwanted one for Simon who felt he had become a hapless passenger of an unpredicatable yellow taxi from hell. He preferred the predictable routine of office work to travel and ventures further than Baltimore to the north and Washington, D.C. to the south, where he supervised the accounting departments. His father-in-law’s company specialized in providing de facto human resources services for 18,000 small and medium size businesses - in Pennsylvania, Maryland, D.C., and Virginia. The company was simply named QuadNet HR Group, LLC.
	Travel was foreign to him. A wrinkled map in the glove compartment of his disabled Buick outlined the series of visits he was to make during this trip. Traveling was uncomfortable for Simon whose addiction was “routine” and “order.” He had been raised that way by his parents, and still needed the assurance of precision, rationality, and redundancy of organization in his private life and his work. He clung to a minimalist environment from which to work and a totally consistent pattern of procedures with clear, concise, and straight forward policies and rules. He preferred numbers, graphs, and figures over words, manuals, and emotions. He lived and thrived in the predictability of customs, cycles, and methods.  He owned a used Buick Encore. He considered these cars practical, solid, and dependable. Buicks were worthy of trust. Just not so on this trip, and the breakdown of his Buick was not the only a piece of bad luck he experienced on his ill-fated trip south.
	Now he considered himself a victim of hardships, misfortune, and bad breaks. It was 
April first, and Simon had always considered April Fool’s to be a mindless day of boorish pranks and engineered mishaps. The taxi driver was just another joke Simon had to endure. A disabled car, a miserable business meeting, a drenching rain, and now he was captive of a babbling taxi driver who ignored traffic signals, endangering his very existence. He was anxious to be free of this driver and all the moments he had endured leading up to his entry into his taxi. It was all too much. Simon yearned for the security of his motel room, the monotony of his news programs, a warm shower, a change of clothes, and the return of his Buick in good running order.
	“Bet you can’t wait to get back to your motel room, eh?” I can tell you’re from out of town.  What did you say the name of the motel was?  The Starlight off Interstate 81?”
	“I didn’t say.”
	“Yeah, but am I right?”
	“Yes, but I haven’t had a chance to tell you…”
	“Anything.  I know, but don’t you fret, friend, ‘cuz you’ll have your chance in due time.”
	Simon looked blankly at the driver. He decided to avoid telling the driver anything personal; like he hated his job, or how much he resented his father-in-law for an ill-suited, 
uncomfortable assignment or share the source of his damaged heart and empty life. 
Ma Stuckley’s Peanut Brittle and More, a failing chain up and down the southern interstate was being bought out by the Score Seven motel syndicate, headquartered in Philadelphia. Score Seven Motel’s interest in Ma Stuckley’s was not their famous recipe for peanut brittle. It was their real-estate. The powers that be intended to demolish the buildings and replace them with their own brand, concrete and asphalt. The fact that it was a hostile takeover was not a problem. The problem was that Simon had spent the day pink slipping Ma Stuckley’s unfortunate employees, from executives to custodians. Simon’s constitution was not hardened against tears, curses, threats, and vindictive rants. He earned a CPA at the University of Maryland and a master’s in business management from John Hopkin’s University. He was the CEO’s former son-in-law since Simon’s wife had died of cancer three years earlier. 
Daniel Dollar, founder, CEO of QuadNet HR, continued to employ Simon out of a sense of duty and responsibility to his daughter, who had deeply loved the accountant, and in recognition that the accountant had been devoted to his only child. Dollar, on the other hand, had no deep commitment to Simon, and after his daughter passed, considered him simply as another employee. Simon had not relieved his grief or his sense of loss for Dollar’s daughter.
	Simon had been the rising star of the accounting department, but since his wife’s death he reverted into a plodder. The loss of his beautiful wife had pained him so deeply his life spiraled into an empty series of redundant events he half-heartedly endured. Dollar understood this and decided after three years of Simon hiding behind a computer screen of formulas, data, and numbers, he had to force the accountant to go out into the real world and place his grief behind him as Daniel tried to do. 
Dollar believed applying oneself to one’s work pushed away the conflict and misery of life. If work wasn’t enough of an anesthetic for personal pain, then a change of scenery and responsibilities might induce the necessary vitality. So, he assigned Simon to the Ma Stuckley’s Peanut Brittle account. The corporate office resided on the Bristol, Tennessee side of their Virginia territory. Dollar hoped that Simon might scout for other accounts in Tennessee. It was a simple job of firing unneeded, unwanted employees. But it was a job unsuited for the accountant, and this had been the most miserable day in his life since his wife’s passing.
	“Since you’re from out of town and from up North I figured it must be the Starlight 
Motel. Jonah’s Garage is across the street. You understand the motel and garage are on the 
Virginia side of Bristol. We’re in Bristol, but the Tennessee side of Bristol. The energy is 
different. It’s because of the leyline that separates the two Bristols. It is also the original boundary surveyed in 1665 to separate the colonies of Virginia and North Carolina. The state line separating Virginia and Tennessee corresponds with the center line of State Street. Half of downtown is in Tennessee and half is in Virginia. A very powerful leyline. The Cherokee Nation was aware of the power of this leyline. Old Andrew Jackson removed these civilized people, but he could not remove their spirit or the power of this leyline. It sits precisely on the 36°30’ parallel latitude just south of the infamous 37°parallel.” 
	“Right,” Simon said aloud but muttered to himself, “This driver crazy and too chatty.”
“Also, you really do need a momentous change.”
	“I know that. I’m soaked.” Simon said. His brows wrinkled and he asked,” Wait. How do you know about my car?”
	“A man dressed in a suit with a genuine leather valise wants a reliable car for traveling, can afford such a car, but yours broke down, didn’t it, before you crossed over into Tennessee?  Hoses, pumps, or belts?”
	“Water pump,” Simon answered quietly, dropping his eyes and chin downwards.
	“My diagnosis, exactly. Hoses and belts go most often because the owner doesn’t check ‘em.  Now, a water pump is a different beast all together. It has a destiny of its own, but it is dependent on its owner. The owner must keep water in his radiator which means he checks his radiator from time to time. Am I right?” 
Simon’s eyes wandered from the view out each of the passenger windows, looked down at his shoes, hunched over, and “Hmphed” an agreement. Simon was becoming uncomfortable with this exchange or perhaps not so much an exchange as a lecture involving automobile mechanics. He did not remember the last time he had checked the hoses or belts in his car, or looked under the hood unless a red warning light on the dash told him he must, if even he knew enough to find the hood release. 
But the Buick was being dealt with, and there wasn’t anything more he could do, so he lifted his eyes, straightened his back against the seat, and looked out the window onto the Tennessee side of Bristol. He did not notice any difference between the Virginia side and the Tennessee side of town. The two sides shared streets and avenues. The buildings were similar, and the same franchises occupied similar corners of similar intersections, motels, fast food restaurants with drive-through windows, banks with automatic tellers, muffler shops, tire stores, oil and lube franchises, convenience stores with gas pumps, an endless display of monotonous sameness. If it were not for the landmark sign erected over State Street announcing the state line with the slogan, “A Good Place to Live,” a visitor would not know there were two Bristols.  Neither Bristol was built along a grand design of order, organization, or aesthetic appreciation. Everything about both Bristols fit into the American scheme of artificial friendliness and familiarity, although the historically registered buildings built before 1910 did sport metal emblems, both Bristols were out balanced my modernism everywhere else.
	What made the two Bristols unique, thought Simon, was not what was in their border but the lay of the land outside each of their respective city limits. Simon decided it must be their distance from the mountains. The two cities were at a point where the mountains fell away leaving a wider valley. From Bristol to Knoxville rolling hills replaced the higher Appalachian to the east. The hills were small mongrels moving near to the legs of trespassers, while the mountains stood firm in the distance, big dogs with fur raised and teeth bared, the color of aged rock.  Simon wondered about the people who chose to live so far away from larger cities of major commerce, and brighter lights. Simon appreciated the countryside, rural areas, but never fully understood the residents.
	“You might be more cosmopolitan, Simon, but don’t be a snob,” his wife occasionally 
warned him.
	“Mister, Bristol is quite the town, you know?”  The taxi driver said, turning around and looking at Simon, eye to eye.
	Simon diverted his eyes to the view outside his window, fervently hoping the driver’s eyes were diverted back to the road ahead. The sky was growing dark. The rain fell lightly from the grey, low ceiling clouds. He watched the driver with his peripheral vision, hoping if he ignored the driver, he would eventually shut the hell up.
	No such luck.
	"Mister, I’m telling you, the people here are friendly, on both sides of the state line. They have one other thing in common, they think they’re in control of their destinies and so have decided to try to make it here in Bristol,” the driver continued talking, steering with his left hand while his right arm was thrown over the back of the rear seat so he could turn and fully face Simon, once again, eye to eye.
	Simon averted his attention from his window in time to look through the windshield and stammer, “The light! The light!”
	The driver, without taking his eyes off Simon, floored the gas pedal and zoomed under the red light, skillfully weaving between cars turning onto the avenue. He said without a pause, “Anyhow, like I was saying, these are good people here, salt of the earth.  Well, mostly, you know. No one is perfect, am I right?  But these are good country folk, Evangelicals, Gospel obedient people. Yes, these human beings are a Level 3 on the universal spiral of spiritual development that ends on Level 49, the pinnacle of Completion. 
“In other words, they’re morons, but they come by it naturally. 
“Confused aspirations, I suppose, led by greed and the power of their parasitical religious leaders, who are another brand of fire breathing politicians, and feeding the grievances and failures of their flock.  Sad, good people make choices contrary to their best interests.  These folks are circling the celestial toilet bowl, on the verge of being fully flushed into the sewage of ignorance and faulty thinking, but there are a few worth saving,” and the driver pointed his index finger at Simon.
	“Van! Van!” Simon hollered. A white truck van flashed its headlights and sustained the blare of its horn to warn the taxi driver of their imminent head-on collision. The truck van braked hard with wheels screeching.  The taxi driver casually returned his vehicle back into its own lane and mightily applied the brakes for the yellow light ahead, sending Simon forward with a tremendous lurch. Simon threw his arms straight ahead to break his impact with back of the front seat. He pushed himself back into his own seat, looked out the window and watched the white truck van pass by while the driver waved his hand out his window with the universal “fuck you” gesture. On the van’s side panel a smiling Buddha with an ample belly sat in a yellow circle of bagels. Dressed in an orange sarong with his legs crossed he offered bagels in each outstretched palm. Simon could not make out the words printed in an arc above the yellow circle of bagels, his head instantly jerked back into the seat as the taxi driver slammed the accelerator to the floorboard.
	“you still with me?” the driver asked, looking at Simon through the rear-view mirror.
	“Barely, where else …would…I-,” Simon Stuttered.
	“Be? Yes, that confrontation is a bee in my bonnet, if I wore a bonne, which I don’t. I’ve worn all kinda helmets, comes with interstellar flying, of course.
“As for being somewhere, well, nowhere else unless you know how to meditate, separate, and integrate with the Great Oneness of it all. The highest Weltanschauung. Do I have your full attention?”
Simon nodded. Thinking, “No.”
 “Excellent! Now, you need to remain focused, Mr. Slake. Extremely focused, laser focused.  You have quite a lot to do in so little time,” the driver said while retaining his own focus on Simon through the rear-view mirror.”
	“Focused? Of course, …focused. I am focused,” Simon assured the driver, nodded up and down while looking straight into the driver’s eyes reflected in the mirror. 
	“And what’s the fool mean,’qui9te a lot to do in so little time?’”
Simon reasoned out the German for Weltanschauung, (world view), the driver’s “Weltanschauung” was nuts for sure. He cared less for the driver’s rambling, but decided his full attention for the rest of the ride had to be focused on the driver, and with luck avoid a head-on with a bus or tactor trailer or speeding train.. Simon wanted to remain alive. Uncertain what the driver meant about the “Great Oneness.” Simon wondered if he was referring to the Bagel Buddha.
	“Oh no, Oneness with the Bagel Buddha never works. You start with one those Nirvana Bagels and you end up with a belly full of half a dozen,” the driver corrected Simon’s faulty thinking.
Simon hadto ask, “Are you referring to…”
	“Forget about the Bagel Buddha truck, man, it’s moved on. Maybe later, but I have to tell you, the bagels are the best in Tennessee, maybe the entire east side of the country, North and South. I am including NYC, seriously the best, although, the bakery would be more popular in Ashville, North Carolina. Ashville is the Haight-Ashbury of the East Coast. Folks there are freakish about spiritual food. Forget tofu, bagels are where it’s at. There is more baking out there tonight than breads and pastries, I tell ya.”	
“What the hell are you talking about?” Simon asked, he was confused and frustrated.
	“That’s a sharkskin suit, ain’t it, mister?”
	“Yes, but…”
	“Haven’t seen one of those suits since the 1960s. Rare material and expensive, too. The 
best is worsted wool woven with acetate and rayon yarns; you know. Bit impractical, seat and knees of your trousers shine with wear. Synthetics will do that.”
Simon wondered if this bit of trivia true. He’d check it out back at the motel. He looked at the driver’s identification tag attached to the dashboard. He guessed the driver might be in his late thirties or early forties.  It was hard to pinpoint his age. There was an ageless quality to his face. He was rustically handsome, chisled jaw, a mat of black hair, but it was his eyes. They were the most startling feature. They were the color of glacial ice. He wondered if wolves looked any different in the wild. “Funny thought,” Simon mused. Maybe the driver was a wolf, maybe a werewolf. What was the term? Oh yes, he nodded to himself, “lycanthrope.” And another thought, “Is this nutjob old enough to know anything about clothing in the ‘60s?” 
	The driver was now humming to himself. Simon couldn’t place it, a baroque piece, either Bach, Handel, Vivaldi, or even Purcell.
Simon shook his head to clear it. He wanted to dismiss these crazy thoughts and the music, too.  Counterproductive. He needed to focus on getting back to his room and put this day (and the driver) behind him. He wanted his motel room to be a cocoon of warmth and security, watch the evening news, then maybe a movie, and then catch the news again at eleven.
	I want to slip into my old routine, he thought. I want my life to be what it was before it was disturbed, upended by this new job assignment. I miss the data, the numbers, the formulas, the flow of writing and delivering financial reports. I miss Diane, and he sighed audibly. 
He especially missed Diane.
	“Hmmm,” he barely heard the driver respond.
	At least in my motel room I can comfort myself for one more evening, he thought, but a 
motel room was not home, which was why he never felt comfortable away from home, either, with the memories of her inhabiting every room, imprinted on every object. Then, squeezing his eyes shut, he made the same wish he had made since he lost Diane. He wished when he opened the front door she would be there to kiss and hug him. He wanted to believe this could happen.
	The only diversion Simon had to distract his thoughts was the room’s television. He had a smart phone, but he wasn’t a gamer, didn’t have many friends to text or call. Lost touch with couples he and Diane had as friends. She was a vibrant extrovert and easily made friends. She was curious about the world, enjoyed traveling and learning. His focus was narrow. But Diane’s enthusiasm was infectious. He had taken up a few hobbies at her insistence. They shared boating. Without her all those old interests fell away. When he was not working Simon maintained his series of strict routines. He tried not to think too often of what might have been. He didn’t want to consider what might yet be. For now, he only wanted to be back in his motel room and try to salvage what he could from a day of disappointments and return to the “Evening News” at 6 and 11 sandwiched by a mindless movie. 
	“Don’t you worry any.  We’ll get you there in no time. In no time at all, you’ll be all safe and snug like a bunny in his hole. Of Course, I got another passenger to pick up on the way. In fact, I was going to get her when I saw you in the rain. Figured you needed a ride right away, as soaked as you were.  So here we are. Funny how chance works that way. Well now, it wasn’t by chance at all. I don’t believe in chance nor luck, neither, for that matter, everything is condemned to have a purpose. Everyone conforms to a plan unless the poor soul is lost. A lost soul hasn’t gotten much of a plan, much less a destiny. Worse yet are poor souls lost to themselves. That’s not a desert they’re wandering in. It’s the vastness of dark, cold space without a star to steer by an inner space that separates them from everything and everybody else, wider than the distance between galaxies. And you know there are as many souls as there is stardust in the universe. But here is the odd part of the universe’s grand scheme, there is a myriad and infinite number of sentient beings with no soul at all. They have advanced technology beyond any human’s imagination, but none of these species has a chance of immortality. They exist without a soul. That’s part of the plan, too “
	Simon had a plan of his own, creating as much distance between himself and this bombastic, chattering, wannabe chauffeur. 
He widened his plan to include never returning to this god-forsaken town, this god-forsaken state, and avoid all taxis in the future. Nothing had gone right, he thought, since I”ve come south on the interstate. Now as they headed north it all became a bizarre drive towards lunacy, but Simon’s inner compass told him he was heading east. The sky was obscured by dark clouds heavy with rainfall so there was no sun to suggest in which direction they were headed, but Simon prided himself on his sense of direction. “East,” his inner sense told him.  He was certain now the taxi was on an easterly course.
	“You’re right again, mister. The café where Della works is a bit off to our left. Closer to East than Northeast, and of course, your motel is northwest off interstate 81. We will get there in due time. Just a brief stop.”
	“Della?” Iin due time?”
	“The young lady I told you about, the other rider, remember?”
	“Oh, the other passenger,” was what Simon recalled.  He thought, “I don’t remember the taxi driver saying anything about a young woman named Della or mentioning he was taking a detour at my expense. This taxi ride is lasting much longer than I anticipated and more than I intend to spend for the fare.”
	“Won’t charge you for this small circumvention. It’s simply a good deed you will be thankful for having entered into your life at a time your entire life is in the crapper. Life affirming, life altering, and life enhancing, and you needn’t thank me for any of it,” the driver explained, then turned to show Simon a toothy grin as he nodded his head in affirmation.
	“I have no plan to thank this clown for anything!” The sound of Simon’s stomach grumbled above the windshield wipers and the splashing tires.
 “Rain and now hunger,” he thought, and remembered that he hadn’t eaten breakfast, had skipped lunch through the back-to-back conferences in which he delivered disappointment and despair to employees who either cried, cursed, expressed both, or nothing at all due to the shock of termination. 
A large woman with streaks of graying hair had cursed Simon, splattering spittle across the desk that separated them with some drops directly hitting his face. One balding middle-aged man sat in silence, stone faced, stood, and walked out the door closing it carefully, the doorknob clicking with finality. One thin, tall thirty-something man giggled, stood, and went out leaving the door open. A brief moment later, his arm appeared through the opening with his hand in a fist and slowly the middle finger slowly unwinding then stood erect for a few seconds before retreating into the hallway. Simon held no malice or anger towards any of them. He felt helpless and empty and his expression, “I am sorry,” felt hollow. He was miserable. Now he felt hunger and wondered if he should ask the driver to pull into a convenience store.
	“Want me to stop at a convenience store for something along the way?” from Mete.
	“Gawd, he may be nuts, but I swear he hears me think!” 
“The Starlight is all right as a motel, but it doesn’t have a restaurant or cocktail lounge or a bar and grill. All it’s got are snacks, soda, and ice machines. No serious variety at all. Whaddaya say?”
	“Yes, that would be nice. I would like that,” Simon told the driver in a calm, steady voice over the rumbles of his hunger. But he thought to himself, “How the hell does this lunatic know my thoughts, anticipate my intentions, and deliberately delays delivering me to my motel room?”
Simon caught himself. Tried to calm himself. Foolish thoughts. A man driving a taxi for any length of time learns how to anticipate anything a passenger may say or needs. No different than a wife learning to predict her husband’s responses at the breakfast table, or a bartender anticipates the drinks his regular wants. Must be the same between a taxi driver and his passenger. It’s like muscle memory, the brain automatically respond,  like a rat trained to run a maze. It makes sense, Simon assured himself, but he fervently wished the driver would keep his commentaries to himself. He remembered a character on a TV sitcom, who anticipated every thought of an army colonel. It was a clever, humorous trait, but in the driver it was only an irritation, a repeated annoyance.
	“Sorry you feel that way,” the driver replied.
	“He’s done it again,” Simon thought, “is something seriously wrong with the driver.” Simon searched the dashboard for clues. The driver’s identity card showed his mug shot, a thin face with piercing eyes and a wolfish grin revealing perfect white teeth. The name under the photo ID card him as Columbus May.  
	“Yeah, that’s Columbus May, but everyone calls me Mete, short for Meteor. That’s how I fell out of the sky, my ship burning and glowing like some space rock on fire. My body was so damaged I had to transfer to the first human that came along. ‘Columbus May, professional taxicab driver, the last in a long line of Tennessean pioneers.’ Lost on a planet in a star system far on the outskirts of the galaxy. My friends call me Mete, so welcome to our tribe and you can call me Mete, too!”
	Simon only heard the last bit of what Columbus May had said. He continued searching for the contents of the dashboard. He became fascinated by the sense of intimacy he experienced with a drawing suspended by tape beneath the radio, in pencil and crayon. Simon remembered as a kid watching matinees of the old film series Buck Rodgers before a featured event was shown at the movie theater. Those were good days to look back on. Life was simpler. Those were good days to look back on. Those were the carefree days of childhood with the only expansive thought being a clear, warm day for sandlot ball and five dollars in his back pocket for a movie, popcorn, a coke, and a box of “Good n’ Plenty.” Simon could not recall the last time he ate that candy or even saw it on sale. Then he remembered his marriage and the enjoyment of taking his wife to dinner and a movie. He had not gone to a movie since she passed away.
	He looked at the picture again and wondered how time had escaped him. He thought of how badly his Diane wanted to start a family, but life had gotten in the way and the delay of those years left them without children. It was not that they did not try, but nothing they did could not improve Diane’s opportunity for pregnancy. Their last attempt was an all-out effort, and the inability to conceive led to full examinations and a variety of supplements and interventions. It was the inability to have children that led to the discovery of cervical cancer which took her life.
 	Simon took a deep breath and expelled an audible sigh that ended as a wide-open yawn. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands, stretched his neck by lifting his chin up and then touched his chin to his chest. He dropped his shoulders and asked Mete, “Did your child draw the spaceship?”
	“Pardon?’
	“The picture under your radio. Did your kid draw it for you?” Simon asked again, suppressing another yawn by holding his hand over his mouth.
	“Oh no, no kids, no wife. Columbus May never married. Neither did I. My people don’t.  You were, weren’t ya?”
“Yes, I was,” Simon answered soberly.
	Simon thought Mete’s answer was odd, but he could not take his eyes off the drawing. The picture looked like a child’s drawing of outer space he had seen before. He leaned forward for a closer look. He inspected it noting the position of the spaceship, the planets and moons, the comet, and stars. The driver’s drawing resembled the drawing he had seen done by a high functioning autistic child named Jason who was a student in Diane’s third-grade classroom. She had been an exceptionally gifted teacher, patient, exuberant, and compassionate with children, especially those with special needs. She bubbled over with a contagious enthusiasm, and her young learners thrived. Her abundance of understanding for her young charges made Simon look forward to dinner each night. Diane recounted the highlights of her classroom at the table.  He enjoyed listening to her. She loved children, and a pang or remorse for those moments remained in his heart which became heavier with the thought they were unable to have a child of their own.
	He recalled Jason was particularly fond of his wife and she of him, so much so, that  her principal, Jason’s parents, and the school district’s special education department decided Diane’s first grade class would matriculate each year with her as their teacher.  Diane was able to direct the child’s attention to any task and have him perform exceptionally on any assignment. Jason responded very well to the rewards, and his favorite reward fifteen minutes at the end of the day to draw. With an autistic child, routines were necessary and perseverance on a subject a typical behavior. He went through phases in his drawings. He started in first grade drawing only train engines, and in the middle of second grade without fanfare or transition suddenly began drawing ships, an endless sea of manila construction paper was dedicated to steam ships. In third grade he shifted to endless reproductions of the Titanic. In fourth grade, his drawings were all fashioned after World War II fighters with propellers, guns, and insignias. He liked to draw an angry red mouth with bared teeth behind the nose on the front fuselage under the cockpit. In each drawing there was only the single object of his interest. The train engine was alone on a fragment of track. The ship steamed away on a lonely sea. The airplane flew across an empty sky.
	He shifted again in fifth grade to a special interest in spaceships. Only with his drawings of spaceships did the boy finally arrive at drawing a variety of interstellar objects.  Somehow Jason shifted into drawing busy scenes of a spaceship cruising among a system of planets, stars, and comets.  He included an occasional flying saucer in the background.  There was not just one type of spaceship he drew but half a dozen would appear in a single drawing.  Every drawing Jason produced shined with his signature style.  In any pile of drawings in any year she taught, Diane could identified Jason’s artwork without any hesitation. She brought home student drawings for Simon to enjoy before returning them to the children. Eventually, Simon could identify Jason’s drawings as well. Diane had the children sign their names on the back of the drawings. She played a game of identifying Jason’s drawing by placing several drawings face up on the dining room table for Simon. After a while there was no challenge in the game. Jason’s style was unmistakable.
	Simon continued to stare at the drawing. It had the similar quality of line construction Jason drew, a little waver in the pencil outlines of each item. He noticed the Saturn-like planets were not planets but small flying saucers. He remembered Diane bringing home one of Jason’s spaceship drawings and explaining in detail each feature. She explained that the larger ship was the mother ship. The mother ship didn’t remind Simon of a Buck Roger’s cigar ship any longer. Its bottom was too wide, suggesting a Hershey’s chocolate Kiss.
	“My God,” he whispered. It was exactly like the drawing Diane brought home and later framed and hung in the hallway leading to their bedroom. He knew it could not be the same picture.  Diane’s picture still hung in the hallway. It was miles away in Baltimore, Maryland, so the one suspended by tape from the taxi’s radio could not be the same drawing, but it was an exact replica. Simon looked away trying to let the astonishment of the identical spaceship drawings drain away. He looked out of the window and let the passing scene of brick and frame houses wash away the vision of the drawing.
	“You don’t have any children, do you?” the driver stated.
	 Simon did not answer. He tried to drink in the passing houses. The houses had concrete front stoops or covered porches. The brick houses were compact, block-like structures, built in the late ‘40s after the war for the veterans and their young families. The frames were of different patterns and interesting rooflines and varying columns to support the porch roofs. People spent more time outside on their porches back then. Most of the houses had chairs and flowerpots as well as porch swings. The porches were inviting, and Simon wondered if the rain kept everyone indoors. No, he thought, most people now remained glued to their televisions and computers.  His overall impression, despite the differences in the details, was that the houses were constructed on a similar floorplan. All of them from a cookie-cutter blueprint to mass produce an inexpensive product for the boom times of an earlier era. This thought reminded him of the drawing. The drawing brought back memories of Diane, and the children they didn’t have. Simon wondered why the taxi passed the commercial area and turned into the residential neighborhood. 
	“You need to see the how people deep down are really no different from each other,” the driver stated.
	As the taxi passed the houses, Simon noticed swing sets, trikes, and bikes in several of the yards. He didn’t reply to the driver’s assertion, but thought, “You’re wrong you lunatic. Children make a big difference in the lives of people.” 
	“Mister, you don’t have any children, do you?”
	Simon heard the driver this second time and answered, “No, we never had children.”
	 “Your wife passed away, did she?”
	“Why do you ask?” Simon asked with a twinge of resentment and touch of suspicion. He could feel a small ripple of anger in his chest.
	“You’re feeling a little anger now. It’s alright, though, it masks the pain.”
	The anger was expanding in a wave as he spat out, “How do you know that?  You do not know…”
	“Anything?  How does one know anything, am I right? Sometimes it’s just in the gut is all. You know something in your gut, it’s more feeling than reasoning, but there in the gut you have a bit of truth. Intuition is truth, and it resides in the gut,” Mete said while he reached for a compact black and orange paperback and added, “and intuition, Schopenhauer tells us, is knowledge. I’m telling you that knowledge is truth.”
The driver’s pontification and personal questions felt like a knife wedged in Simon’s gut.  
“I do not give a flying bat76shit who Schopenhauer is. You seem to know about a lot of worthless trivia,” Simon said with an edge of sarcasm.  
I’ve been around a while, that’s all. You pick up things after a while. You get in tune with the universe, ya know, and life becomes a bit more illuminated is all. And I read. People don’t read much these days.”
Simon felt a pang of guilt. He couldn’t remember the last time he read a book. Diane had been an avid reader. Their home was filled with books. She motivated Simon to read by having him keep a journal of the books he read each month. They read each night before they made love. She playfully reminded Simon if he did not read for at least fifteen minutes, he wouldn’t be allowed to have “recess.” Recess occurred after they set their books aside on their bedside tables and switched off the lamps. Simon had lost all interest in reading since Diane’s death and there hadn’t been a recess with anyone since.
	“That will change for you,” the driver predicted.
	Simon nearly asked what he meant by this remark but thought better about engaging the driver in a conversation, as Mete liked turn around and face him while the taxi was still in motion. He wanted to believe Columbus May or Meteor or Mete or whatever he called himself was like other taxi drivers, talkative and a bit nosey, are typical behaviors Simon reasoned. All day enclosed in a cab striking up a conversation with his fares, must be a way Mete breaks up the monotony of driving for long shifts. A curious driver might flush out a few details to distract himself from the monotony of the road. 
“But this man is not quite right,” he thought again.  
This driver probed, and uncomfortably hit the mark on the personal history of this fare as well as talking on and on about the universe with incredibly delusional details. And the conscious universe theme popped up in conversation with the frequency of a Tourette Syndrome patient’s involuntary utterance of obscenities. 
“This driver is sick,” was Simon’s unannounced judgment. And here he was at the mercy of some maniacal nutjob who didn’t know how to keep his eyes on the road.
 “I wish I hadn’t climbed into this taxi. I’m gonna die.” Simon muttered under his breath, regretting he had not waited a while longer in the rain for another taxi. He would be back in his motel by now instead at the whim of this strange man.
	“Sorry you feel that way, mister,” the driver said, and let out a long audible sigh.
	Before Simon could think of a reply, (which would have sounded something like, “Huh?”), the driver pulled into a parking lot at a convenience store at the corner where Mete had turned without warning.. Columbus or Mete did not say anything. He parked under the lights above the gas pumps, got out and began pumping gas. Simon got out, telling the driver he’d be back in a moment.  The driver nodded in the affirmative. In the store Simon picked out a bottle of spring water from the refrigerated shelves. He held the door open for a few moments to enjoy the cool air that wafted out of the compartment. He went to another section and grabbed a vegetable juice, added a couple of food bars as he walked down an aisle, and looped around to the candy aisle. He looked for Good ‘n Plenty candy, remembering how the cartoon boy in the commercials shook the box and whooped like a train engine. There were plenty of choices, but Good ‘n Plenty boxes were, sadly absent. He put his items on the cashier’s 
counter, and while waiting pulled out his cell phone to call for another taxi. 
His cell phone was dead. 
Without his car he was unable to recharge the battery. He placed it back in his coat pocket, paid the cashier, and walked outside to the taxi. “I suppose I can suffer through the inconvenience of riding with this crackpot. After all, it’s temporary,” he consoled himself.
	As he approached the taxicab, he noticed bright drawings on its roof. Symbols and pictographs resembling Egyptian hieroglyphics. When Simon reached the taxi, he stood outside his door and studied the roof. One wavy line ran down the middle of the roof, dividing the symbols from left to right. Under it was a spiral like a small tornado entering a body with a few more symbols. On the left side the seven visible stars of Pleiades, the Seven Sisters, with a line that entered an equilateral triangle, dividing the far angle at its base in half. At each corner of the triangle there were two concentric circles, a smaller circle inside another with a center point. Lines extended from each of the center points to the center of the triangle and a bright orange dotted line superimposed over the top circle’s line and that followed a path through the apex of triangle. Simon traced the dotted line. It led to the stars and above them a large bird of prey with long leathery wings stretched over the stars. The creature’s tail split and each end curled, resembling twin scorpion stingers at each end. The wings stretched out, revealing long clawed toes. Each of the raptor’s talons grasped what looked like five lightning rods. Below its two scaled legs each three toed talons grasped a fiery ball. Below the winged guardian were a few more symbols in a large red and yellow ball of flame spikes of flame protruding all around 
the circumference. 
The paintings glowed under the overhead lights of the store’s gas pump roof.  Simon decided the paint was luminescent. Must be a strange sight when looking directly down from an overpass, Simon thought. A chill went through his body, and Simon realized he was not prepared to ride any longer with a mentally confused taxi driving graffiti artist. He placed the bag on the roof of the taxi and searched all his pockets for his cell phone, which he had forgotten was dead with no charger.  He remembered he had left the charger in his motel room.
	“Oh my God,” Simon thought, as he pivoted and sprinted with his purchases under his arm to a pay phone on the outside wall of the store. He was grateful that this store still had a pay phone available. He settled his paper sack on the walk and fished out quarters from his pocket. He pushed the coins into the slot and lifted the phone off the hook and placed the receiver in his ear. He panted audibly and began dialing for information. 
No answer. 
He pressed down the return lever, listening intently. 
Still no signal. 
He tried again, inserting more coins, and dialing. 
Again, no signal.
 He tapped the return lever again, then he noticed the handwritten note above the phone, “OUT OF ORDER.”
	Simon picked up his paper sack and formulated answers to his own doubts about 
Columbus “Meteor, Mete” May. 
“He must be a harmless product of Appalachian inbreeding. When off duty, he sits on a broken couch on the front porch of a dilapidated farmhouse picking a banjo, grinning stupidly, and entertaining his pack of flea infested hound dogs. The only harm Columbus might cause himself would be accidentally stabbing his own nostril the metal finger picks he uses on his banjo.” 
“He's harmless,” Simon tried to convince himself. “No cab company would risk hiring anyone with a serious mental illness. All a taxi driver needed was to be savvy enough to drive a car and hold directions of the city’s routes in his head. Even someone with less than average intelligence and little education could drive a taxi. At the very worse Columbus was sailing close to the edge of sanity and tipping over to harmless lunacy. Well, can’t be sure it’s harmless lunacy!”
Simon convinced himself he only needed a ride with this maniac to the next stop. The girl they were picking up worked at a diner. The diner must certainly have a phone. He would ask to use it or bribe a worker for the use of the phone and call another cab company. Simon encouraged himself with this solution to a problem he felt was not of his making. He was a victim, also not of his own making. If the universe was conscious and possessed a conscience, then he would be saved and free of any further entrapment by the taxi driver.
As Simon opened his door, and seated himself behind the driver, he felt a crush of uncertainty erode any confidence in his convictions concerning the mental health of his driver’s
mental health.  
“What else will be out of order?” he wondered. 
“Everything and every event is ordained to follow the orders of the Source. Indeed, the universe appears chaotic, but underneath the chaos, is a very orderly universe,” Mete assured his doubtful passenger.
“Achoo!” Simon responded, and thought, “And now a cold on top of everything else?”
“Oh, no. A clearing of your head so better thoughts can take hold,” Mete said confidently.
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