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We stepped around the fellow bleeding in the street, though we had to nearly step off the curb to do so. He had a knife in him, and was missing his shoes. His wallet too, I would expect.

"That's why we're taking a self-defense class," Chuck told me. "The streets are less and less safe, and even if you have money," he smiled, "or work for somebody who does, the police aren't providing the protection they used to." He flicked a little dust mote off his pin-stripe jacket.

He had money, of course. The son of William Parker, one of the top industrialists in the country, he had virtually unlimited sources of money. The police practically worked for him, and if he or his family had any sort of unwelcome visitor, the constabulary would be right out. He was right, though; you had to call them. The preventive stuff that used to be part of the back-bone of police work had long since become a victim of cost cutting.

The jab about working for money was right on the mark, as well. Part of my benefits package (along with health care, it was the reason I'd worked my whole life to get in good with a company like Leland and Parker) was paid police service. One call, and an officer would be dispatched to my door, either to investigate a past crime, or to handle a current situation.

"But Chuck, it isn't as if I don't appreciate the measures the company takes to keep its workers safe; I just don't know how well I'm going to do on this survival course." I glanced over at him, and contrasted his slim frame with my own. "Let's face it, the kindest you could be to me would be to describe me as Ruebenesque. I'm in terrible shape."

But there was no help for it. If I refused to take the course, I might easily be fired. If the company decided I was an easy mark for criminals, and figured their best interests could be compromised by any possible injuries, they wouldn't hesitate to let me go. Being friends with the boss's son didn't pull that much weight, especially when Chuck was in his father's dis-favor, already.

"Don't worry," he told me. "I'll be along with you, and I'll make sure that you manage to do all right." I guess he'd timed the encouragement well, too, since we'd just arrived at the Brookmont Building. Suite 286 was the home to Survival, Inc., and we stepped inside.

"Charles Parker and Harold Shea to see Barry DeRice," Chuck told the receptionist, and we were quickly ushered into a clean, but somewhat barren office. Barry was six-foot-two, and built rather like a football player. He glanced at us, and I had the feeling I was being studied; he didn't seem pleased with what he saw.

He shook our hands, made an effort to be polite, but he was all business. "You gentlemen are both from Leland and Parker?" We nodded, and he continued. "I want you to understand that our course work is very strenuous. We have many businesses that send their people to us because we teach them how to survive in today's world. We can teach you how to improve your chances in a street brawl, or some kinds of terrorist attacks, but the lessons are quite intense, and we don't have time for slackers."

"I've never been accused of being a slacker," Chuck told him, grinning, "and my friend here has managed to maintain a position with our firm through two recessions. He works hard when he is dedicated to something, and since our company requires him to complete this course, he'll give it his all." I nodded in agreement.

DeRice studied me for a few moments, then gave us both a nod. He bent over his desk and picked up a couple of folders which he sat on the desk. "Our training is very advanced. The city now routinely sends their new recruits to us for advanced survival training, and we prefer to limit our teachings to law-abiding citizens. Prior to your final acceptance in the program, I need the standard tests performed, and ID verification."

We handed over our IdentiCards, each had our finger prints taken, and our retina scans, and then were led to the corner for blood tests. Chuck was first, thank God, and he smiled at me encouragingly. The smile suddenly vanished, though. His face tensed, his teeth snapped together, and he let out a horrid moon. "It hurts," he screamed.

DeRice jumped toward the machine, fearing that something had gone terribly wrong, as Chuck pulled his arm from the sleeve; I was frightened, knowing I had to stick my arm in, next. I'd always hated needles and blood, and things like this didn't make me any more confident about them.

But then Chuck picked up a bandage, stuck it on his arm, and started laughing. "Man, you should see your face," he told me. "You are absolutely white."

"But ... what about your arm?" I asked. "I thought the machines were supposed to be relatively painless!"

He just couldn't stop laughing, though DeRice looked a little disgusted. Myself, I was furious, realizing that he'd been playing a joke on me. Still, I was nervous as I slid my arm into the sleeve on the unit. I felt the warmth of the epidermal scan, and winced as a needle slid into my upper arm and found a vein. It was only for three seconds, though, then the needle was removed and the sleeve loosened. DeRice handed me a bandage, and I covered the tiny bubble of blood which beaded on my arm.

We filled out some of the paperwork while the BloodMate processed our samples. A couple of minutes later, DeRice pulled out the reviews. Nothing un-toward in either sample, though I was informed that my cholesterol level was a little high. Big surprise, that was.

Chuck was a little worried, when they asked for hair samples, and permission for genetic testing of the blood. "What's the matter with the normal blood tests," he demanded.

"Most drugs are flushed out of the system in a matter of days or weeks," DeRice reminded us. "Genetic readings from the blood allow us to do a more thorough testing for drug use." It was the first time I ever saw Chuck look uncomfortable. He kept glancing at the door as if he wanted to run for it.

"So a person makes one mistake earlier in their life and you persecute them forever, is that it?"

"Depends." DeRice was still calm, and still all cop. "We talking a little sampling of some of the less dangerous drugs, or past addiction to some heavy stuff?" He looked at me, but I shook any head. I'd never had the time or money for the drug scene, and hadn't wanted to risk it, anyway.

"I've done some weed and some timers," Chuck said, a little belligerently, "most rich kids do. Bet you your boss at the station has, as well."

"Possibly," DeRice told him. "Statute of limitations is only three years for most minor drug offenses. All we're looking for is signs of warp drugs. We don't want to take the chance of having anybody snap on us, out in the woods." Chuck relaxed a little. "Have you done any twist? Freak? Jollies?" Chuck shook his head. "And I'll warn you now, any hype and we'll be prosecuting."

I was glad to see Chuck wasn't worried, since I would have hated sitting next to a warp. The first three drugs he'd mentioned were all warp drugs, two of them man-made. They made you feel good, usually, but a single dose could addict you. Hype was the odd one; it was psychologically addicting, but there were no physical side-effects. Unlike the warp drugs, which could mutate ones' D.N.A. (causing birth defects in the children of warpers), and could cause flash-backs for the rest of one's life, hype vanished with virtually no trace.

The kind of detailed analysis which DeRice was planning could prove past use, but hype wouldn't come back to haunt you, after it was cleared from the system. Since the drug seemed so harmless, we'd wondered (back during our school years) why it was so frowned upon. After a while, though, we realized the police objected to the drug because of the danger it would place them in. After all, it was dangerous enough battling with crooks when they reacted with the same speed that you did - nobody wanted to deal with a felon moving three times as fast.

Once he'd gotten our hair samples, DeRice handed us two manila folders. "These contain instructions for packing, information on some of what will await you in the course, and directions to our meeting place. We'll be meeting at nine a.m. next Saturday morning. Please be prompt." We all stood and shook hands. "Mister Shea," he said, as we walked to the door, "I usually advise our students to do a little walking, each day, to help prepare themselves. I'd like to stress that, in your case, this is very important. The better the condition you are in when we leave on Saturday, the less pain you'll feel."

Then we were ushered out of his office, and headed for the street. I had to wait a few moments for Chuck to join me, since he'd stopped to cajole the receptionist's phone number, but a few minutes later we were having lunch in a bar, a couple of blocks from the Leland building. I'd say we were enjoying it, but it would be a lie.

"This is going to be horrid," I said, then downed a cocktail.

"It won't be so bad," he told me. "Anyway, we're going to make sure you are in a little better shape before the program begins." He pulled out his hand-held and started typing on the tiny keyboard. "There," he said, as he hit the transmit button, "I just sent instructions back to the office. By the end of the day, they'll have a key card for the executive gym waiting for you."

I tried to refuse, but he wasn't listening to me. "I'll be working out every day, anyway, but you are going to join me. No, don't bother objecting, it's in the company's best interest that we get some of that flab off you before the camp." After that, I figured it was either exercise, or lose my job, so I started to exercise.

*   *   *   *   *

The first couple of days were horrid, of course, and as I walked home from the gym, I muttered constantly about the pain. But soon I found that I was beginning to feel better, and Friday night, after a week-and-a-half of daily torture, I found myself nine pounds lighter. I was also able to jog for about three times as long, and recovered more rapidly after the sessions. I still expected the survival camp to be a nightmare, but it was a nightmare I figured I could survive.

But that night, after I'd almost finished packing, Charlie called. "Hal, I've got a problem," he told me. "Laura's still trying to bar me from seeing Michael, and she's got the judge to agree that I lose all visitation rights, if I don't take him this weekend."

Laura was Chuck's ex-wife, and though nobody could blame her for being angry with him (well, other than he, himself), I felt her constant bids to keep him away from her son were a bit petty. And a little disgusting, if the truth were known.

They'd had a story-book wedding: son of a wealthy financier, and one of the country's top fashion models. Things were wonderful for the first couple of years, then she told him that Michael was on the way. As she got closer to her delivery and started filling out, Chuck began flirting with the secretaries and receptionists at work, again. He'd always been something of a ladies' man, and with his wife less able to entertain him, it was right back to the old routine.

So one baby and a couple of affairs later, Laura insisted it was over. The separation was not amicable, and the lurid newspaper accounts didn't help things any. Between the well-paid Parker lawyers and the stringent pre-nups, Charles Parker managed to escape with no monetary loss. But Laura had wealth and contacts, too, and her lawyers managed to gain custody of the child.

I wouldn't have expected Chuck to even care, since he wasn't into kids, but he wanted to hurt Laura, and since she tried to bar him from ever seeing his son, he fought bitterly for the right to care for the boy. One week a month had been the agreement, and until now the exact timing of the visits had been rather flexible, but I suspected Laura knew he'd be busy this week, and therefore chose to be stubborn.

"Why not just refuse," I asked. "Say you haven't had enough notice, and you'll care for him next week."

"Damn it," he snarled, "don't you think I tried that? She's been waiting for a chance to deny me all rights, and she's gotten a judge to agree with her. If I don't take the brat this next week, I'll probably never see him again!"

"Well what about rescheduling the course?"

"My father won't allow me that option. He's already furious about the entire divorce situation. Why do you think I'm stuck working in the accounting department? He's already made it quite clear that I get no more breaks connected with Laura." I heard crying in the background, and realized that Michael had already been dropped off.

"No, the only chance I've got is to find somebody else to care for the kid while we're gone," he said. "I was wondering, er, if your wife might agree to watch him for the week. I'd pay for the supplies, of course."

"I'm sure she would," I said. I waved her over and explained the situation, and her face lit right up. She grabbed the phone from my hand and almost screamed her excitement. "You just bring that darling child over here," she told him, "and I'll watch him the entire week. You don't even need to worry about supplies, I'll be glad to pick some up!" I almost cried at her excitement. We'd wanted so desperately to have children, but the doctors said it was absolutely impossible. I'd considered adopting, but Sue had said it just wouldn't be the same. I don't think she'd ever been as disappointed by anything in her life as she was by those test results.

"Hal, Sue," he told us, "I don't know how to thank you! I'll bring Michael over tomorrow morning, when I come to pick you up." He sounded incredibly relieved, and disconnected. My wife was suddenly running all over the house, trying to make sure everything would be perfect for little Michael. I knew that, at three-and-a-half, he'd put a bit of a strain on the house, but she'd manage all right. True to his word, Chuck had little Mikey and a bag full of bottles and diapers when he showed up at seven, Saturday morning. We gave the bag and the child to my wife, and I loaded my suitcase into the car.

We were just about ready to leave when Laura showed up, her lawyers in tow. She came charging across the street, out of a little pastry shop from which she'd been spying on us. "Oh no, Mister Parker," she told him, "You aren't leaving my son with any of your business partners." She waved at the lawyers.

"I'm afraid the custody agreements are rather specific about who may care for the child," one of the lawyers from Lyster, Lyster, Lister and Johnson said with a smirk. "Only yourself or your direct relatives may care for the boy. If you leave Michael with this woman" (he made my wife sound like some kind of axe murderer), "we'll have to hurry over to the courts and have your custodianship immediately revoked."

What could we do? Charles refused to give up custody, and none of his relatives would consent to caring for the child, so he grabbed the diaper bag, hoisted his son in his arms, and loaded him into the car. As we drove to the police station, where we were to board a bus for the survival camp, I entertained myself with nightmares about just what officers DeRice and Clark would have to say.

