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WE HAVE BEEN in the desert for several months, hiding from Dr. Boggs and his Red Fist Army. We live in a burrow we dug, like a dessert hamster would do. I’m sorry, I mean a desert hamster. Chocolate hamsters topped with whipped cream seem to be all I can think about here. I’m so hungry. Mr. Hodge, our hedgehog, especially seems to be upset about the indignity of living in a burrow out here. I find that it’s rather nice, though. It’s cozy. The only two problems are the food, and there not being any of it.

Did you know that you can eat cactus? It’s true, you can. You can make a nice cactus soup. We’ve cleared out nearly all the cactus in about a half-mile radius though, and so we’ve had to stop, because we felt worried that we were creating a sort of target that could be seen from space. Not that anyone from space is watching, but you can never be too sure, that’s my motto.

Well, I suppose I should say here, that used to be my motto. My name is Oscar, and I used to be incredibly paranoid. These days I’m only very paranoid. I feel reasonably sure that nobody is watching from space, or at least nobody who wants to kill us. The International Space Station is up there, so somebody is watching. Sometimes I worry about who it might be, watching. Might there be a red fist painted on the side of that most international of stations? I don’t have a telescope, or I would verify it. Jim, my faithful friend, and also owner of Mr. Hodge, the hedgehog, assures me that he has seen pictures of the space station and there is no red fist painted on the side. Has he seen both sides though, and the top and bottom? Maybe the fist would be on the inside. Or—most insidious of all—sometimes you realize that they wouldn’t actually need to paint the fist on there at all, because that would be revealing their plan. Instead, they could just be waiting to launch a magnetically accelerated projectile from space directly onto our heads. You can never be too sure, anyway, (that’s what I always say) so we had to make sure we didn’t get our food from the surrounding area in a way that formed a space-visible pattern, which meant it took longer to get food and there was less of it at the end of the getting.

We had left the town we all lived in during Dr. Boggs violent takeover of it. In our escape, the Doctor had killed Jim’s brother, Jacob. We heard radio reports that he killed many other people in the town just after our escape, all the people that resisted his authority. And shortly after that, the whole state was taken over by him and he became the de facto governor.

Many people say that a legitimate government can only be formed by consent of those governed. Really, though, a government can only be formed if it can create a monopoly on lethal physical force and hold that monopoly for itself. Dr. Boggs had that monopoly, which meant he had the government. Was it a legitimate government? That’s not a question you have much time to ponder while being shot in the face for not recognizing the legitimacy of his government. ‘Face shooting’ has not historically been a very popular political platform, but sometimes the people don’t know what’s good for them and have to be forcefully led.

I said I used to be incredibly paranoid, and that’s true, but really I’m still almost incredibly paranoid, just not quite. What’s a word that’s a bit less than that? ‘Stupendously’? That sounds like it might be more than incredible. Maybe ‘powerfully’. I am powerfully paranoid. That has a nice sound to it. 

So, I am powerfully paranoid. It’s complicated to explain in full, so I’ll give you the broad strokes. The amygdala is a small part of your brain. It’s near the brain stem, which is generally the location of your reptile brain parts, leftover from when your ancestors had scales and laid on sunny rocks all day to warm up their blood. The amygdala is thought to be the center of emotions like fear or anger, snap judgments, and totally flipping out on someone for what was actually just an innocent remark of theirs.

According to the medical professionals at Maple Ridge Psychiatric Hospital where I previously lived for several months, my amygdala is 12% larger than average. That doesn’t sound like much, but it turns out to be enough for it to almost completely override any other signals in my brain. Thus, while a normal human (like you, maybe​[1]) can count on their amygdala having influence over them for only about five or six seconds at a time during a crucial decision, it influences me heavily for twenty four hours a day. That’s all of the hours.

In addition to making me suspicious of the mailman and what he brings (it’s not just mail!), the main function my amygdala performs for me is to make me incredibly paranoid. It’s not a particularly useful function, and it’s not as fun as it sounds.

I did write all this down in another notebook, but I had to bury it after we left town, and I don’t remember exactly where I put it. It was all about my quest for juice, and other things. Maybe you’ve read it? Probably not, I guess; that would be quite unlikely. Now that I think about it, I suppose I didn’t have to bury it. I felt paranoid that Dr. Boggs would discover it though, so I did. That’s the sort of thing I do, see? I’ll try to fill you in on all the important things as we go along, anyway.

Soon after we arrived in this desert countryside, Penelope explained more about everything to me, because I didn’t know much.

“Dr. Boggs is afraid of our paranoia,” she said. She said ‘our’ because she also suffers from paranoia, in case you forgot. “It doesn’t just make you worry about things like orange juice or your neighbors, it also makes you worry about things going on.”

“Like what kind of things?” I asked. “Radish takeovers?​[2]” That had certainly kept me up for a few nights.

“Things like a military-style occupation of our state by hostile forces.”

“I’m not worried about that, though,” I said.

“That’s because it already happened, Oscar,” she said, rolling her eyes. “You worried about it before it happened.”

“It came as a surprise to me when it happened, I wasn’t worried about it at all.”

“You worried about things leading up to it though, like when you followed and accidentally killed Dr. Boggs’ lieutenant, who had orchestrated the whole thing.”

In what had been one of the most powerful paranoid episodes of my life, I felt sure I was being followed by that man, so I followed him instead. As I waited outside his house at night I couldn’t get rid of the feeling that he meant to do me harm; it kept coming up over and over in my mind. I confronted him and accidentally killed him. I was jailed for that, then moved to a mental hospital for my paranoia, where they convinced me that I had killed an innocent man. Later, after my escape from the hospital, I found out that actually he was part of Dr. Boggs’ Army and even though I hadn’t meant to kill him it had been a good thing to do. Somehow, my mind had led me to him without filling me in on exactly why. You’re not free from this either—your mind keeps things from you, too.

It started to make more sense when I was sitting under our orange tree. I called it ‘our’ tree even though we had just found it there, but there was nobody else around to challenge us for it, so I felt justified. Anyway, I was sitting against the trunk thinking about things, and I fell asleep. I dreamed about my enemies falling on top of my head and crushing my skull (my enemies are quite heavy). The images seemed to flash rapidly on and off in my mind, which is how my most paranoid thoughts always came to me. I woke up and put my hands to my head just to be sure. It was not crushed, but I did have a small headache—another sign of my paranoid thoughts.

Just then, an orange fell from the tree and hit me on the head. An orange isn’t particularly heavy, but it caused an explosion of stars behind my eyes. I slowly rose to my feet. The orange rolled off my head and thudded to the ground beside me. I stood there for a while next to my new friend the orange. A conclusion was forming itself in my brain. I stumbled to Penelope, ignoring Jim and Mr. Hodge along the way. I was afraid to speak of anything else lest the thought slip out of my head while I was otherwise occupied.

“Penelope,” I said, “an orange fell on my head.”

She looked up from her book and her blonde ponytail slipped off her shoulder where it had been resting. My statement must not have been as profound as I thought it would be, because she only raised her eyebrows at me.

“I knew it was going to happen,” I said. “I felt it.”

“That’s because you’re not numb. Anyone would feel an orange hitting them on the head.”

“Penelope, I felt it before it happened!” I said. “I dreamed about it happening, and then it did. It flashed into my head and gave me a headache, and then it hit me directly on the head.”

Now she put her book down. She stood up and put her arms around me.

“Finally,” she said, and exhaled heavily. 

I didn’t know what she meant, but a soft hug was always good. Even surrounded by oranges in a desert oasis far from all hostile forces, a man has needs.

“Our paranoia is different, Oscar. It’s special. It doesn’t just make us worry that the government is after our dental records.”

“Even though they are after our dental records,” I said.

“Yes,” she agreed. “Do you remember back in Maple Ridge how I explained to you the function your amygdala performs, and how your outsized amygdala made you paranoid?”

I did remember that. She had convinced me that I was suffering from a mental illness, and I had agreed to treatment.

“The amygdala also has many other functions, most of which has been lost to humanity over tens of thousands of years, buried under a pile of civilization and ‘higher’ brain functions. A hundred thousand years ago, pre-humans had no natural defenses against the large predators roaming the land we lived in. A dire wolf would be in your cave and biting the juice out of your brain before you even knew it. So they did what every creature does, given enough time and enough reason. They mutated and evolved. Some mutations didn’t stick—like the third arm, sadly lost to history—but others did. They developed a kind of prescience—a sixth sense, a second sight, a third eye. Then, when that dire wolf came, you smashed his head with a rock because you had a feeling he’d be there before he actually was.

“The home of that sixth sense was in the amygdala,” she continued, “which used to be much larger back then—around the size yours is, in fact. But over time, after it wasn’t needed as much due to human cooperation and civilization and reading books and things, it shrank back down, letting other parts of the brain take over and do things instead. For whatever reason, Oscar, me and you—and others, for all I know—were born with those larger amygdala.

“Now, they don’t function perfectly. It’s not like a crystal ball which shows you exactly what’s going to happen. It’s a very old part of your brain, which evolved in a different time, with different needs. Sometimes the messages it gives you are just plain wrong, like when you thought everyone in town was teaming up to keep you from drinking your favorite brand of orange juice.”

They had tried hard to keep me away from my orange juice. I knew they had. That was why it was such a personal triumph for me to have found this oasis of orange trees in the desert. They had chased me out of town, but in doing so they had pushed me directly to the juice source. One day, I would find out the truth about who it was, and why they had done it.

Not counting the juice, everything that Penelope was saying made sense. Logically, I had no way of knowing that the man I had killed outside his house was Dr. Boggs’ second in command. Yet, my mind had told me he was. It had happened many other times as well, like when we fled town I had known we should first hide and then an armed patrol passed us. How did I know it?

It’s also true that the warnings were imperfect. Another time recently I had confronted someone in the street because I thought they were stalking me, but it turned out to just be a boy playing a game. I had wet my pants, but sometimes that’s the nature of the game.
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I lounged against an orange tree, thinking about what we would do to wrest control of the town back from Dr. Boggs and his army. My head began to hurt, even though I hadn’t been thinking particularly hard. I absentmindedly rubbed the back of my head where the pain was, but then I sat up, realizing this was how it always happened.

They had found us.

I had a feeling that I was being watched. I carefully scanned the horizon in all directions. There was nothing I could see, but they could be anywhere. Images flashed in my head of blood trickling down my neck. I put my hand to my neck for protection and then took it away, realizing my hand would be a poor shield. Was I going to be shot? Would it be a knife? A paper cut? Times like this I wished my amygdala would be more specific.

Slowly, I rose to my feet. I had to warn Penelope and Jim. Then I remembered I’m an idiot and I got back down on the ground, down to my belly, so that I would be a lower target. I crawled forward, towards our camp. A mosquito alighted on my neck and inserted her proboscis into my skin. I let her drink.

I heard a rustling above me. They were in the trees! Before I had time to roll onto my back, I felt the heavy impact and sharp pain of a bullet against my neck. A stream of blood trickled down my neck but I lay still, hoping they would think I was dead and not waste another shot on me.

Then the heavy bullet stood up and walked across the top of my head to the sand in front of me. I looked up and saw Mr. Hodge, Jim’s hedgehog. He looked at me impassively, as a hedgehog will. My face reddened, but I’m not sure if hedgehogs can see in color or not.

I got to my feet and saw that Penelope and Jim were watching. They definitely weren’t colorblind, and so I turned my head away so that they would not see my hedgehog-induced shame.

Penelope came up to me.

“You don’t need to be ashamed,” she said. “That was the start of the tests me and Jim have devised for you.”

“Tests to see how tough my skin is?” I asked, pointing to the blood on my neck.

“They’re tests to see how your amygdala actually reacts to certain situations, how it warns you of danger. I guess we can cross ‘hedgehogs’ off the list of things you’ll be warned about.”

“No,” I said, “it did warn me.” I told her about my headache and the vision I had of my bleeding neck. She was visibly pleased, and then verbally pleased.

“He was the smallest thing we could think of that might set it off,” she said. “So if your amygdala can sense him, it should be able to sense pretty much everything. I hope you’re not angry that we did it without telling you, but if you knew in advance then we didn’t know how that might affect the outcome.”

I was not angry, and so when she leaned in to kiss me I accepted it as a suitable redress for my wound.

“What do you think you can learn from testing me like this?” I asked.

“It’s not about what we can learn about you,” she said, “it’s about what you can learn about yourself. I think you can learn to use your paranoia as a weapon, or at least as a defense. If we can train your amygdala to be very sensitive to only the right things, you could do anything. For example, if we went back into town right now we’d be killed or captured for sure. But if your brain was kind of tuned to the frequency of the Red Fist Army, you’d know exactly when they were near us, and we could skirt around them easily.

“As you are right now, though, if we tried to go into town both of us would be paranoid about some of the right things but mostly the wrong things. Anybody on the street could set us off, or a hedgehog, or a juice stand.”

“Alright, I’m in,” I said. I was ready to use my head as a weapon by doing more than just bashing things with it.

“Great; we start tomorrow.”
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The next morning, I disentangled my appendages from Penelope and quietly left her sleeping. I slipped away from the camp to the tree I had been at the day before—the tree I thought of as mine—and began stretching my body, preparing myself for the training. I knew it would be mostly mental, though, and that I also had to prepare my mind.

I sat down and leaned against the tree. That was where I did my best thinking. I let myself relax. My hands hung limply on the ground. I drifted back over the years of my life.

I had always been paranoid, for as long as I can remember. My earliest memories were of being suspicious of my family, worried that they might take my food or that they planned to sell me, or even that I didn’t belong to them in the first place, like they had snatched me off the street from my real parents. At that age, though, they were only fleeting thoughts, and they did not affect me much.

It was only later, when I was a teenager, that the paranoia really started to take hold of me. I know now that it was because of different hormones affecting my brain and in particular my amygdala, making it grow even larger than it already was. At the time, I didn’t know that, and I didn’t know how to handle it. My parents didn’t know either. At first they thought it was only a phase that perhaps all teenagers go through—even though my three older brothers had not gone through it—but after several years it was harder to think of it as a short developmental phase. For a while they even just considered that I was rude or had a cruel sense of humor, like when I bought a mouse and trained it to taste the food they made for dinner before I ate it, that could have just been a way to tell my mother I didn’t like her cooking. In truth, I did like her cooking, but even delicious food can harbor poison.

Like many teenagers, I locked the door to my bedroom. For me it wasn’t about privacy, it was to keep out would-be assassins (which description could also have fit my parents).

As I approached my twentieth year, it became too much for me. Even though my parents would have been happy for me to continue living at home so they could protect me from things in the outside world which could cause my paranoia to flare up, after a time their protection itself became one of the things I was paranoid about, and I wondered why they were so eager to protect me. Much later, I would come to understand that protective urge for myself.

I moved out of the house which had been my home since I was born and set out on my own. With nobody around to focus my paranoia on, I felt more at ease than I had in years. Soon, though, the money my parents had given me to start my new independent life began to run out, and I had to get a job. I quit that job because the supervisor was always watching me, and got another job. I quit that job, too, for similar reasons. A string of jobs followed. Some of them I left voluntarily, but most I was fired from for what they saw as my odd behavior—stockpiling paperclips, hiding under desks, switching nametags with fellow employees so the poison intended for me would be placed in their food by unskilled apprentice assassins.

Since in most cases I left work involuntarily, I was able to receive unemployment benefits, which were enough to cover my small needs and still leave a little left for savings. Even though I wasn’t working for that money, it was not without its own problems. Receiving money from the government meant that I was in a database—even if it was just a county government database. Being in a database meant that I could be tracked, located, done away with. That’s all databases are good for, in my experience. Actually, sometimes Krispy Kreme sends me a doughnut catalog because I’m in their database of regular customers. Then I get to look through it and make plans for the next doughnuts I’m going to order from them. That’s a good use of databases​[3] Also, the electric company had my house in their database of the residences to supply electricity to, which meant I could read a book at night without having to burn any whale fat￼. Even considering the databases though, it was free money, so I kept it.

Relatively speaking, those were good times. I wasn’t in jail for more than a day at a time, and never charged with anything. My behavior was odd, certainly, but never criminal. But without my parents around to be a mitigating influence on me, my neurosis began to creep out in ever more paranoid ways. 

I retreated into my house, abandoning first the living room and then later the kitchen. I spent most of my time in my bedroom, poring over news clippings and lists I had made. Lists like Top Ten People Who Have Looked at Me on The Street and Are Likely Plotting Murder, or Common Food Ingredients Which Are Probably Poison.​[4]

I still went shopping publicly, of course, even though I did my best to go at unsociable hours just before the store would be closing or just after it had opened. I never went to the same cashier twice in a row, because they will get to know you. They will say things like ‘Hmm, somebody likes yogurt’ if you buy a few cups of yogurt at a time, and they will raise one eyebrow at you. They would pretend they were just being friendly, but I’d know I was going on a list. More than once I have walked out of the store in the middle of the checkout process, leaving my chosen goods still on the conveyer belt.

Where possible, I became a man of habits, because habits were comfortable​[5]. I pared down my food choices to just a few brands, brands with safe ingredients and no RFID chips planted in the canned meat. I settled on one juice product from the Sunshine Juice Company, and I would drink no other. 

Some things I still had to change regularly, like which door I used when I exited the house so that nobody would ever be sure. More than once I was certain that I had avoided someone who was watching me just by using the back door of my house, or alternately the front door. Don’t ask me how I was certain—I was.

Penelope came to join me at last, interrupting my reverie. I saw from the position of the sun that I had been up several hours, longer than I’d thought.

I went with her to the other side of the oasis where she and Jim (and perhaps Mr. Hodge, although he is less useful in constructing large things) had set up what appeared to be an obstacle course or a poorly designed maze.

“What is it?” I asked, prepared to joke that it was poorly designed if she said it was a maze.

“It’s our Paranoia Inducing and Soothing Zone,” she said, “version zero-point-five.”

“Point five?” I didn’t know if I was ready to go in such a zone that was only half finished. Also I was displeased that she had spoiled my joke.

“Well, it’s finished... mostly. We won’t really know for sure until you’re in it, though. You’re the final piece. When you’re in there it’ll go up to point eight at least. Then we’ll work out any bugs and Mr. Hodge will eat them.”

I entered the Soothing Zone, as I preferred to think of it. From my point of view it looked like the start of a maze. On either side of me stood walls that were mostly solid, made from the large, leafy branches of the various oasis trees. Ahead I could see that the path diverged in a T shape.

I walked forward, not knowing what to expect. At the junction, I looked both ways. They seemed to be the same, so I went left, because that’s usually a good choice.

As I walked along, a branch sprang out of the wall and smacked me in the face, knocking me to the ground. It was one of the leafy ones so I wasn’t badly hurt, but I was certainly surprised.

“Sorry!” called Penelope from the other side of the wall.

I got to my feet. Rubbing my injured face, I looked around. It wasn’t apparent which branch had hit me, because the whole wall was made of similar-looking branches. How many more of the branches were aimed right at my face?

As I stood there cautiously pondering, I had a familiar aching feeling inside my skull, at my brain stem. It was like a pressure which would build up until it could not be contained there anymore, and would then spread to the rest of my brain and take over.

The ache intensified and I had a vague image in my mind of a branch swinging out at me again. My tender face was enough of a deterrent that I didn’t want that happening again, and I dropped back down to the ground, on my stomach.

The ground was rough and mounded, and although there were branches along the ground as well it didn’t seem as if any of them could have been rigged to hit me because of the uneven surface. Pleased with myself for figuring out a way around the trap, I crawled forward, using my arms to pull myself along.

A sack of earth and sand flew over the wall of branches and landed in front of me, exploding as it hit. The dirt settled over my head and upper body, and the gritty sand stung my face. Luckily I’d had the presence of mind to close my eyes and so I was not blinded for life.

I wiped some of the dirt and sand from my face with my dirty, sandy hands, and thought about what I should do next, what would be the best way past everything, and why I was in this ridiculous maze being hit by bags of sand.

I reached a decision. I stood up and smashed through the wall of branches, towards where I had heard Penelope’s voice from. I stood in front of her, with leaves falling around me. Below the grime, my face was red from indignation and a little bit of anger.

“What is this supposed to be?” I asked her. “Did I come all the way out here in the desert to be hit in the face by trees and covered with dirt?”

“Calm down, Oscar,” she said.

“I’m not going to calm down. Look at my face!” I said, pointing to my face. She looked, but seemed unimpressed.

“Alright,” she said, putting up her hands in a conciliatory way, “it was a bad idea for you to go in without knowing what to expect, although that was kind of the point.”

“What was the point? What’s it all about?”

“Ok, I guess it’s not going to work without telling you. Basically, we’ve designed this so that it will make you paranoid. There are traps, surprises, maybe even a bear.”

“A bear?”

“And the idea,” she went on, “is that we’ll figure out exactly what makes you paranoid. Sometimes your amygdala lights up because of a genuine threat like Dr. Boggs is about to kidnap us and slice our brains up, but sometimes it’s a false-positive, like about your orange juice.”

“A bear, though?”

She sighed. “There’s not really a bear, I was just trying to slip that in without you noticing so maybe you’d think of it later and be paranoid.

“Anyway,” she said, “what can we learn so far? What did you experience?”

I bent down, picked up a branch, and whacked her in the face with the leafy end of it.

“That, except hard enough to knock me on my ass.”

She held a hand to her slightly leafed face and looked at me reproachfully. Then, her eyes lightened.

“You’re right, Oscar, and I deserved that. You’re not just some experiment for us to knock about. We just got a little excited that we might be onto something that could help you and all of us.”

Jim came around the corner and asked, “How did it go—” but I cut him off by pointing the branch at him and shaking it so that the leaves rustled menacingly. His mustache sat on his upper lip like a fat caterpillar wearing a winter coat, and beneath it one corner of his mouth raised quizzically. I wasn’t upset anymore, but I didn’t want to waste the rare opportunity to threaten someone with a branch. I took a step towards him and shook the branch again. He put his mouth-corner back down and walked away.

“Alright,” I said to Penelope, when we were alone again, “here’s what happened. After I got hit in the face by that branch, I got the headache—”

“I know the one,” she said, interrupting. “Let’s call it something else, though, when we’re talking, so we know it’s not just a regular headache. How about ‘paranoia panic’? That’s catchy.”

“How about just ‘paranoia headache’, then? I wasn’t in a panic.”

“Ok, but it’s not as catchy.”

“I got the headache, and then I got a picture in my head of another branch swinging out to hit me.”

“Really? Another branch?”

“Another branch.”

“But we didn’t even have any other branches ready to hit you with,” she said. “I was already holding the bag of sand, ready to surprise you. That was the whole idea, because we didn’t want you to get used to one thing.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to get used to branches hitting me in the face anyway. I’m just saying that I felt worried about another branch.”

“It seems like your paranoia isn’t something that can really show you what’s going to happen in the future, then. Your amygdala only works with the information it already has, and based on that information it suspected a branch.”

“I don’t know—” I started to say.

“Trust me, Oscar. This is a finely tuned machine.”

“But you said it was only version oh-point-five.”

“After this first run, I’d say its point six at least.”

“I think we need more data. You’ve hit me in the face with a branch, thrown some dirt on me, and you think that’s enough to go on?”

She paused for thought. “You’re absolutely right,” she said after a while, and smiled the smile of a woman who has an idea.

––––––––
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I stood in the entrance of the Soothing Zone. As before, I walked down to the t-junction. I went the same way as before. I expected to have a paranoid feeling about branches, but there were none. I crept cautiously along to the point where I had been hit by a branch the first time. Jim and Penelope had repaired the wall where I had smashed through, and it looked the same as before. The imprint of the seat of my pants was still in the sand where I had fallen. This time, though, no branch swung out to meet me.

I walked on, and turned another corner. There was a tunnel made of a large corrugated iron pipe and covered in sand, mounded up several feet high so that it would be difficult to climb over. I felt apprehensive about going in, but I did not feel paranoid. I got down and crawled through. 

There were a few more turns where nothing smacked me in the face or bit me or was thrown at me, and then in the distance I could see that the walls ended and opened up on the desert. Between the walls there was a small brown dot in the sand. As I drew closer, the dot grew larger, and spikier. Closer still, and I saw that it was a hedgehog. Mr. Hodge sat in the middle of the path, looking at me. When I reached the finish line, he trundled off to the side where Jim’s waiting hands scooped him up.

“What went wrong?” I asked Jim.

“What do you mean?” he said.

“Nothing happened,” I said. “I can feel that the redness on my face is starting to fade, which means it’s been minutes since I was hit in the face by anything. I came all the way through the maze—”

“The Gauntlet,” he said. I just looked at him until he explained. “We’re calling it The Gauntlet, now.” I looked at Mr. Hodge. Trust him to come up with a name like that. “Me and Penelope, I mean,” Jim said. I knew it was Mr. Hodge, though.

“I came all the way through the... ah... the maze, and nothing happened. It was just a nice walk, except I was a bit worried that something might happen, although nothing did, which was a nice surprise.”

Penelope came up to us.

“How was The Gauntlet?” she asked.

“Guys, I would really prefer that we don’t call it The Gauntlet or The Winding Corridor of Doom or anything like that,” I said, “at least not while I’m the one going through it. I’ve been calling it The Soothing Zone in my head, maybe we could use that, and then I’d feel great about going in there.”

We all looked at each other, and by the look on their faces I wished that I hadn’t suggested The Winding Corridor of Doom.

“Nothing happened in it, anyway,” I said. “What went wrong?”

“That’s how it was supposed to be,” she said. “It was supposed to be a surprise. Maybe you’d feel paranoid when you went through. Maybe you wouldn’t. Maybe you’d pee your pants with the extra tension from nothing happening.”

“I didn’t,” I said, although that didn’t stop them looking at my crotch. “Guys, I didn’t,” I said again. “I don’t think The Gau... the maze is going to work out. Not if you two don’t explain the plan to me, so we can work together.”

“It’s already working, though,” Penelope said. “This is just what we were hoping would happen. Rationally, someone might expect for you to feel worried going through the maze because when you went through it before you were hit in the face with a branch, had a bag of sand thrown at you, and were bitten by a hedgehog.”

I looked at Mr. Hodge. “Was I bitten by a hedgehog? I don’t remember that part.”

Penelope looked at Jim out of the corner of her eye and he shook his head slightly. “Oh, that’s... no, you were not bitten by a hedgehog,” she said to me. “I don’t know why I said that. But other things did happen to you. So, anyone going into The Gauntlet after that is likely going to experience some worries, maybe a little paranoia about things like that happening again. In your case, though, you didn’t experience any paranoia, which is the opposite of what someone might expect from you.”

She looked at me expectantly, but when I didn’t respond, because I didn’t know what I was supposed to say, she went on. “We had no traps prepared for you this time, but although there was no way you could know that, you did know it, and you weren’t worried, at least not in the paranoid way. It means we were right!

“Me and Jim believe that your mind and mine—and yours more so—are aware of potential dangers in an almost precognitive way.”

“Precognitive?” I asked, skeptical. “Like we can see the future?”

“Not exactly,” she said. “If we could see the future we’d know when Dr. Boggs was going to get a cold and we’d just go that day while he was in bed eating chicken soup and take the city back from him. It’s more like, say, an acorn falls from a tree as you’re walking through the forest. You didn’t know it was going to fall because if you did then you wouldn’t have walked under that tree, but something—a disturbance of the air, or the tiny sounds it creates—and then you do know—”

“And you step out of the way,” I said. “I get it.”

“Not exactly. Most likely you get the warning too late, and the acorn hits you on the head. You don’t have acorn radar. But for a few hundred milliseconds before, you knew it was going to happen.”

“That’s great.”

“You don’t have to say it like that,” she said. “It is great. Remember the sixth sense​[6] I was talking about? If we can test it and hone it in real situations, then it’s going to be very useful for us against Dr. Boggs.”

“For example, we’ll know about it just before a pair of bullets penetrates our skulls,” I said.

“You don’t have to be so negative, Oscar.”

“I’m not being negative, I’m being cautious and reasonable. I like you, Penelope. I like me. I like us being together, but if we take risks like that and go back into the town and try to take on Dr. Boggs, who knows how it’s going to end up? One way is for us to get captured by the Red Fist. Another way for it to end up is with both of us dead and buried.”

“That’s not going to happen,” she said, firmly.

“How can you be so sure?” I asked.

“Because of you, Oscar. I believe in you. You rescued me from Dr. Boggs before, because of your extraordinary amygdala. You saved all of us from death more than once. Your paranoia is the whole reason all of us are together, because you discovered Dr. Boggs plot before anyone else, and you tracked him down.”

“And then I ended up in a Maple Ridge for several months and became basically an invalid because of the Psylocybin even after I was out of the mental hospital. It was because of me that Dr. Boggs captured you in the first place!” I said, reminding her that it had been me who had told the Doctor that she wasn’t taking her Psylocybin anymore, leading him to realize that she was working against him. “I even thought I was doing the right thing!”

“That’s true,” she said, “but you’re not talking sensibly. Yes, Psylocybin did take you out of the game for a while. And yes, you were the one who tipped Dr. Boggs off about me not taking my prescription and therefore being paranoid. The only reason you did that though was because of the meds you were taking—which, by the way, I encouraged you to take—and which you had been told by medical professionals would be good for you. You weren’t in your right mind at the time, because your amygdala wasn’t functioning as it was supposed to, or as it’s supposed to in your mind at least.”

I knew she was right. At the time I took the Psylocybin I was convinced that my paranoia was due to a dangerous and anti-social mental illness I had, and I thought that Psylocybin was a medicine which would cure me. It did ‘cure’ me, in a sense—in the sense that Dr. Boggs wanted, at least. It numbed my paranoia so I didn’t suspect anything he was doing, and he was easily able to conduct his takeover.

“Even if that’s true,” I said, “it still seems like too big of a risk to me. We’re happy here, aren’t we? We’ve got each other, Jim and Mr. Hodge have each other, we have all the oranges and sand we need. If we go back into town we’re throwing all that away.”

“What about your friends?” she asked. “What about Winslow?”

I looked away, but she didn’t stop.

“What about your mother and father? Anything could have happened to them, and you’re just out in the desert drinking juice. What about my family, Oscar? I can’t live the rest of my life in this orange grove, as pleasant as it is.”
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