
        
            
                
            
        

    
The entirety of what lay before me had been
burned away, and smoke billowed into the sky from hundreds of fires
that were burning themselves out. Nearly all of the buildings had
been leveled. Much of the surrounding hillsides had also burned
away. I sped up.

I pulled over at the Steese-Farmer’s Loop
intersection. My mind could not comprehend what I saw. It looked
like the entire city was a junkyard. Very little stood. Nothing
moved.

Most of the gas station at Farmer’s Loop and
Steese had collapsed and burned. It looked like the tanks had
ruptured. This station had propane, fuel oil, and unleaded.
Had.

I pulled to the side of the road and got out.
The quiet surrounded me, pressed in on me. Nothing this side of the
hill had been spared. My mind raced. The whole world had changed,
at least our part of it.

It was clear. Help would not be coming.

The people. All gone.
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For Wendy Whitehead.

This book shows what my wife taught me about
life.



Why?

 


 


Smoke didn’t billow from
the barrel after I fired at the injured animal. I could see clearly
the hole I’d blown through its chest. It had only been three days
since the dog’s humans had been home, but that was long enough.

The pair of dogs had fought viciously. One
was dead and the other mortally wounded. I only put him out of his
misery, at least that’s what I told myself.

I’d broken through a window of a neighbor’s
home when I heard the pitiful wailing of the injured dog. I knew
something was wrong when I heard it. A dog. Dying.

I couldn’t leave it in pain, but that didn’t
make me feel any better.

It’d be best if I buried the two dogs, but
temperatures were way too cold. What was it? Minus twenty
Fahrenheit? Even the snow was frozen hard.

I left the dog where it lay, not far from its
former house mate. I’d come back when it was warmer, before they
started to decompose, and give them a proper burial.

I wondered how many times I’d tell myself
that same story. I shoved the pistol, already cool after the shot,
back into my pocket and put my glove on. I had the short walk home
to think about how our lives had been a mere three days ago.



The Instant

 


 


 It was Tuesday
morning. My wife, Madison, was a professor and started later in the
day, so she was still home. Students in college couldn’t be
bothered to get out of bed early. Life began at the crack of noon.
This was the best for us as it fit our lifestyle. I’d retired from
the Marines quite a few years back, and filled the role of house
husband, kept man, whatever you wanted to call it. I was too busy
with the kids to work. In a previous life, I was gone from home two
weeks out of every month.

It all happened in an instant. There was a
bright flash from over the hills. The power went out. A massive
thunderclap followed. The windows shook, but only one pane
shattered. A strange sensation passed through the sky, like a heat
wave one would see around the flames of a bonfire. Then calm
returned. But not the power.

“What the hell was that?” I asked. It was a
rhetorical question, the kind people ask when they are afraid.
Neither my wife nor our dog attempted to answer.

Our two-year-old twins stopped playing, and
both began to cry.

We looked toward the city, the direction of
the flash, although there were ten miles, two hills, and a stand of
trees between us and Fairbanks. It was late morning, but still
mostly dark. This far north, Alaska in the winter was a different
world. The sun both rises and sets in the south. It stays mostly on
the horizon, visible for less than four hours on the solstice.

We expected to see the house next door
burning. The explosion seemed that close.

But it wasn’t. Nothing shone in the darkness
nearby. Through the trees and above the hills, we could see the
moonlight reflecting off a growing mushroom cloud.

“I think something blew up. The base? Maybe
the power plant?” I didn’t know what else to say. I was thinking
out loud, and it didn’t make sense, not even to me. Something had
just happened, and it wasn’t good.

“Do you think the power will come back on?”
my wife asked.

“Not anytime soon. I’ll set up the
generator.” It was the usual twenty-below-zero Fahrenheit outside.
Snow covered everything. The trees sparkled with the cold frost,
even in the near dark. It was pleasant. A few cars were on Chena
Hot Springs Road. I wasn’t sure where they’d be going. No one could
have missed the explosion. Then again, there were always the
curious and the obtuse.

Our cell phones showed no service. Our
back-up battery power strips didn’t even beep. A power surge must
have preceded the outage. The surge protectors appeared to be
dead.

I dug out our wind-up radio and gave it to
Madison. She could spin it to life and see what the news said. “Why
don’t we just use your battery-powered radio?” she suggested. It
had been ten minutes since we lost power and I already acted like
we had nothing left.

We had everything left. I got the other radio
for her.

Nothing. Static on static. This was an
all-purpose radio, so it also had sideband. There wasn’t anything
anywhere. Nothing but noise. She set it aside. It was more
important to take care of the twins. Two-year-olds require a great
deal of attention, no matter what else is going on. No matter what
other so-called priorities may exist.

And our dog Phyllis needed to go outside.

I bundled us both up, and we went outside.
She did her thing while I set up the generator.



The Dog Musher I

 


 


 The power went
out in an instant.

The Dog Musher looked around to see if it
might be the line coming to his place. He couldn’t see anything.
Losing power was nothing new outside of Two Rivers, Alaska, and it
was nothing to fear.

He had a small kennel, only twenty dogs, but
it was all his. He wasn’t young, but he wasn’t old. He found solace
in the dogs and peace in mushing. At one time, he had been
somebody. Worked in a big city. Made lots of money.

Then he had a heart attack. His company
foundered. His wife left him.

In Alaska, unless you live in a village,
almost everyone comes from somewhere else. It’s rude to ask about
someone’s past. Your past didn’t matter here. What mattered was
today and what you were doing to make it through the next
winter.

In Alaska, dog mushers are revered. They were
the first to break new trails. Long ago, they were the only ones
who were mobile in winter. At one point they delivered the mail.
They held communities together. Dog mushing wasn’t a sport. It was
a way of life.

It was a way of life that he had chosen when
he abandoned the speed of the big city.

He had a shed full of dog food. He had two
sleds. He had a huge pile of split firewood. He didn’t need
electricity. It was nice, but he didn’t need it.

He hadn’t planned to run the dogs today, but
without power, he thought he would take them out. There is nothing
sled dogs like more than running.

As usual, he took supplies to stay overnight,
just in case something happened. He planned to return today, but
one never knew. He would take it easy. He didn’t have a destination
in mind, so he’d let his lead dog follow his nose.

The Dog Musher took a full team – two lead
dogs, two swing dogs, six team dogs, and then his two stalwart
wheel dogs. The lead dogs were the smart ones. They picked out the
trail and they set the pace. They led the dog team. The two swing
dogs were trained to form an arc around a corner. If the dogs just
followed the lead dogs, then they’d dive off the trail. Everything
had to be done smoothly. A good team would flow behind the lead
dogs, taking the weight of the sled with them, allowing the leaders
to focus on the trail ahead. The team dogs were the work horses,
pulling the majority of the weight. The wheel dogs were the
strongest as they had to deal with the constant jerking of the
sled. They were responsible for getting the sled moving. They would
pick up the tension if the sled pulled back. The wheel dogs were
calmer. They had to be.

The Dog Musher loved his team. “Line Out!
Line Out!” he called to his lead dogs. They obediently pulled the
rigging straight out from the sled. One at a time, he hooked up his
dogs, giving them a pat on their haunches as he went to the next
dog. After they were in position, he walked the line one more time
to ensure the tug lines weren’t tangled as they were attached to
the tow line. The rigging was correct.

As the Dog Musher stepped behind the sled,
the dogs were barely contained. They barked joyfully, ready to go.
They wheel dogs pulled hard, trying to get the sled to move. This
only resulted in them jumping into the air. The other dogs pranced.
They couldn’t stand still. The Dog Musher pulled up the snow hook
and belted out a hearty, “Let’s go!”

As one, the barking stopped and they pulled.
The sled started to move and quickly picked up speed. The lead dogs
jogged forward, then ran as the sled accelerated. They settled into
a good pace, one they could maintain all day. Their booted paws
made plastic sounds as they beat against the snow. This part of the
trail was well-defined from frequent use. It was hard-packed and
would be for the first few miles. After that, it was open range and
who knew what they would encounter.

And the Dog Musher didn’t care. For him,
right now, this was heaven.



The Logistics

 


 


 I was a
pseudo-prepper. Living in Fairbanks, Alaska, one must understand
that a polar vortex or an earthquake or a month straight of minus
fifty degrees Fahrenheit weather could cut you off from the rest of
the world. Since we lived about ten miles outside the city, even
more so for us. We had one utility – electricity. Everything else
was trucked in. Our internet was provided by a mifi slaved off a
cell tower not too far away.

I believed in having enough of everything to
get us to the next summer. It was more important now than ever.

I did a quick tally of what we had on hand.
Gasoline, water, pellets for the stove, and so on. We had enough
for one month of one thing, three of another.

My goal of being able to survive all winter
was laudable, but this was the United States and the twenty-first
century, so how long would we be without power? We thought maybe a
week, but at this point, we’d wait for news and make it a big
slumber party with the twins. We could cook on our stove top. It
ran on propane, so we used a lighter and it worked great. We had a
battery backup for our pellet stove. And we could use our generator
to run the stove, as well as charge the battery and keep the
refrigerator cold.

All in all, for the near term, we didn’t have
anything to worry about.

When the sun rose, it didn’t shed any light
on the situation. There was an unnatural haze in the direction of
the city, but since prevailing winds blew toward the southeast,
nothing was coming our way. Smoke billowed here and there. I
thought, Whatever happened started at least one heavy
fire.



The First Day

 


 


 Diapers. At two
and a half years old, we were on the cusp of going diaper-free. We
had diapers enough for ten days. We hoped our prediction of no
power for seven days would pan out. If not, we’d have to run to the
store. Would anything be open? I expected something would be.
Somewhere anyway. Searching for diapers would probably be our first
excursion.

The pellet stove stood in the great room of
our one-story home and provided heat for a large, open area.

We took the mattress off the bed in the spare
room and brought it into the great room, the only room heated when
we were without power. We used the kerosene heater sparingly in the
utility room to keep our water pump and heating system from
freezing. Otherwise, fifty degrees inside the house would have to
be considered balmy.

We dug out a few of our many blankets. We
used some of them to make a tent off the couch. The twins were
having a great time. They lived all of their short lives in Alaska,
so the cold didn’t bother them. It didn’t take long for
temperatures to drop in the house, a few degrees an hour. Our 5+
star energy rating served us well. It would keep the cold out while
holding in the heat.

We took out extra winter clothes and brought
those to the great room. No sense putting on a cold change of
clothes if we didn’t have to.

Toys. We better bring some toys in from
the kids’ room, I thought. Who wants to play with a cold
toy?

It was still late morning. Lunch would be the
same. The afternoon would be the same – playing outside, playing
inside, reading to them, and naps. Then dinner would be the same.
After dinner we would substitute reading for TV. All in all, not
much changed. We would live in one room of the house for as long as
it took to get the power back on.

We went outside a number of times so Phyllis
could do her business. We put her heavy coat and boots on as we
were outside for a while. The twins played in the snow. It was too
cold to build a snowman, but plowing through the white stuff was
always fun. Fairbanks has a dry climate so the snow was light. It
can get deep, though, but for a two-year-old, anything is deep.
They were buried to their waists. Phyllis would jump in behind them
after they cleared a path.

It made the indoors seem that much warmer.
There was a seventy-degree temperature difference between outside
and in. We took off our coats, the twins their snowsuits, and we
asked Mom to make us hot chocolate. Easy enough. Light the stove
with a lighter. Heat the water. Make hot chocolate.

We were all together and we had what we
needed. We would read by flashlight and we would all sleep in a
pile, wearing sweats and whatever. We would share our warmth,
especially from the dog. Phyllis would sleep in the middle – she’d
be good with that. She loved her pack of humans!

The twins loved the attention from their
parents. This day seemed to be all about them. They didn’t care
that the power was out. I couldn’t be sure that they even noticed.
It wasn’t the first time we’d been without power.

The pellet stove ran well on the battery. We
slept well. Power wasn’t back on when I got up, though. Bummer.



The Second Day

 


 


 Although Phyllis
had short hair, her pit bull fur was dense, so she was comfortable
in temperatures around freezing. She had different coats she wore
depending upon how cold it was when she went outside. When it was
really cold, she also wore boots.

She still went outside, so nothing changed
for her either. Her dry dog food tasted good to her, whether it was
sixty-eight or fifty inside.

For us, we could use the toilets for a bit,
just until temperatures in the house dropped below freezing. At
that point we risked backups from the line to the septic being
frozen. Although the pump wouldn’t run, we could manually refill
the toilet tanks from one of numerous five-gallon jugs we kept in
our garage.

The generator ran well enough. It started
each time and was frugal on gas. In the first day, we only burned a
gallon or so.

It was cold outside, but it was crystal
clear. There wasn’t any wind. It was always beautiful here in the
winter. The stars filled the sky. The northern lights visited
often, providing a magical scene over our home.

Traffic was intermittent on Chena Hot Springs
Road. Cars and trucks came and went. We still had no cell phone
signal. We decided to turn them off. No sense in wearing down the
battery. Recharging was no longer easy. It had to be planned like
anything else we wanted to run off the generator.

We took care of the refrigerator. I didn’t
want to lose my mustard collection! One needed to keep things in
perspective. We also had cheese and meats and other things that
needed to stay cool. Our time frame was a week. We could do the
extension cord from the generator for that long.

The second day was about the inventory. What
did we have? What did we need? What did we want?

Holy crap! I was going to run out of creamer
for my coffee in the next day. At least I had plenty of coffee.
Unfortunately, nearly all of it was for the Keurig. Which meant
electricity. Which meant it would last a lot longer, because I
would only get one, maybe two cups a day.

Fresh stuff – salad and whatever. We’d figure
that out and not worry about it.

And of course, diapers.

Diapers and coffee. Those were the staples of
my life.

So was routine.

We put the kids in their snowsuits and then
positioned them on their sleds so Phyllis could get a good walk.
We’d see what other people were doing in the neighborhood.

Since most people worked in the city, we
expected that they came home early and would be staying home today,
although there hadn’t been any vehicles driving our road. A light
dusting of snow from the previous day had not been disturbed.

Looking closely, it wasn’t snow. It looked
like ash. Maybe some people had panicked when they were without
power and burned green wood. But then again, this is Alaska, and no
one panics when the lights go out. They know what is okay to
burn.

In our half-mile block with twelve homes,
only one had a car in the driveway. No one had come or gone since
the time of the accident.

That was odd. A number of people had dogs.
One couple with small children left their Husky outside when they
were gone. We went to that house. No answer at the door. No one
home. I checked the back porch where they kept their dog when they
weren’t there. Madison stayed in the road with the kids, their
breath making little clouds in front of their faces.

The Husky was curled up in her crate, trying
to stay warm. She whimpered when she saw me. “You’re coming with
me,” I told her. I would leave a note on the door to let the family
know we had their dog. Whenever they returned, I’m sure they would
appreciate the help. I know I would if Phyllis was trapped without
us.

I had heard the Husky’s name before, but
couldn’t remember what it was. We decided to call her Husky for
now. There wasn’t a leash, so I just held her collar. Phyllis
seemed to welcome her. They sniffed each other as dogs do, and then
we headed home.

The twins loved the new addition to the
family. They loved dogs, man’s best friend.

Except when we got home. Phyllis hadn’t
realized that her space was going to be invaded. So there was some
growling and a brief throw-down, but after the yelling stopped, and
the hierarchy established, we settled in. We put Husky in the
garage by herself as we fed her a full bowl of dog food. She hadn’t
eaten in who knew how long. She drank thirstily from a separate
bowl. Then we brought her back in the house. The dogs would have to
learn to eat at the same time, in the same place, but not
today.

We had one extra leash, the retractable kind.
I didn’t really like it, so I tied a carabiner to a length of rope,
duct-taped over the knot, and declared it good.

Now I could take both dogs out. Around the
house, Phyllis didn’t need a leash, but I didn’t want to risk her
running in front of a vehicle during our walk around the
neighborhood.

“It’s strange that no one has come home. The
roads must be blocked off.” I wasn’t sure what to think so I
thought out loud. As a career Intelligence Officer, I had no
problem speculating, but I liked data. With data, you could draw a
conclusion. With more data, the chances improve that your
conclusion will be correct. “I’m going to take your Jeep to town
and see what’s up.” Madison’s Jeep Wrangler was the better
all-purpose vehicle than my Jeep Liberty.

“I’m not sure about that. Let’s just stay
home for a bit. I’m sure we’ll find out something soon,” she
said.

“Turn on your cell phone and see if you can
get a signal.”

Madison powered up her new iPhone, holding it
up to the windows as it searched. No signal.

“I’ll just run to the gas station on Farmer’s
Loop and see if I can pick up some diapers.”

“Okay, but don’t be gone long. You can’t call
me if something happens.”

I assured her that I would whip out and back.
We hadn’t heard traffic in a little while, so nothing would hold me
up.

It wasn’t too cold in the garage yet. We had
been running the kerosene heater as needed to keep the utility room
above freezing. We lived in some decadence, as our garage was
heated by an in-floor system. The Jeep started right away. I turned
its heater on full.

Without power, we had to unhook the garage
door from the opening arm and lift it manually. Madison shut it
after I pulled out. With nothing but static, I shut off the
radio.



First Look at the City

 


 


 There are
plenty of times when there is no traffic on Chena Hot Springs Road.
The main roadway showed use, but the road was clear. I didn’t think
about it. I turned onto the road as I had done a thousand times
before.

The intersection between Chena and the Steese
Highway had claimed plenty of vehicles in its ditches. Today was no
exception. Two vehicles were wedged against each other in the ditch
of the on-ramp. I pulled past them and got out. The vehicles had
been there for a while. Each was cold – frost filled the
windshields. No one was inside. I didn’t see any signs that someone
had been hurt. Just another Steese fender bender.

I drove on.

A mile or so down the highway, it turns
gently and you can see the western half of the city. I should say
that you should be able to see the western half of the city. The
entirety of what lay before me had been burned away, and smoke
billowed into the sky from hundreds of fires that were burning
themselves out. Nearly all of the buildings had been leveled. Much
of the surrounding hillsides had also burned away. I sped up.

I pulled over at the Steese-Farmer’s Loop
intersection. My mind could not comprehend what I saw. It looked
like the entire city was a junkyard. Very little stood. Nothing
moved.

Most of the gas station at Farmer’s Loop and
Steese had collapsed and burned. It looked like the tanks had
ruptured. This station had propane, fuel oil, and unleaded.
Had.

I pulled to the side of the road and got out.
The quiet surrounded me, pressed in on me. Nothing this side of the
hill had been spared. My mind raced. The whole world had changed,
at least our part of it.

It was clear. Help would not be coming.

The people. All gone.

Electricity would not come back on.

I looked at the ruins of the gas station. It
was apparent that I wasn’t the first to check things out. The cash
register had been charred, but was mostly intact. It was open and
empty. Of all the things people consider important, at this time,
money was hardly one of them.

The good news was that other people were
alive somewhere, as they’d raided the register after the
destruction. But where were they?

Something about the enormity of the blast
scratched at the back of my mind, but it didn’t get my full
attention. My list of concerns just grew by orders of
magnitude.

I climbed back in the Jeep and raced home,
ignoring stop signs and dead traffic signals. I drove the roads
alone.



“It’s All Gone.”

 


 


 “How can it all be
gone,” she replied. “The whole city? That’s not possible.”

“I should have taken my phone so I could get
a picture, but yeah, it’s all gone. I think there was a nuclear
blast. I didn’t think they had nukes at Wainwright. It’s an Army
post. I don’t know about radiation, but toward the base, the
scorching shows a massive explosion. I can’t imagine what it was if
it wasn’t a nuke.” I spoke in a stream of consciousness. It helped
me think when I heard the arguments out loud. So I always talked to
myself. Many times it was under the guise of talking with Phyllis
or the twins.

“Either it was an accident or it wasn’t. If
it wasn’t an accident, then it had to be an act of war – no
civilians have anything that could cause that. Although the world
isn’t a great place right now, I haven’t seen news that even hinted
about us going to war. That tells me it was an accident. It was an
accident with a nuke at the base. I don’t know. The city is gone.
Everybody who worked in the city is gone.” I was speaking quickly,
the words pouring out of me.

“What do we do?” Madison asked.

That was the question, wasn’t it? What would
we do indeed? Wait for help? Don’t wait for help? I took deep
breaths to calm myself.

“I don’t think we can go anywhere. Even with
all the gas we have in cans, would we make it someplace else? With
the twins and now two dogs, we can’t get there from here. We could
try something later, but we should be seeing helicopters or
airplanes or something. We have enough here for a while.” I looked
around as I held my wife’s hand. “Let’s wait and see what kind of
help is on the way. I think we should hear something soon. We have
to …” My mind rambled. There was so much to do.

“How can I let my mom know we are okay?”
Madison asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe we can get a message out
through someone else. In any case, your mom won’t know that we are
okay, but we are. We’ll get word to her sometime.”

I didn’t feel like we would hear anything. I
was sick to my stomach.

We went outside to listen. We could hear a
generator running somewhere in the distance. Dogs were barking on
the other side of a stand of trees behind the house. A dog musher
lived over there.

There wasn’t any traffic on the road. There
weren’t the normal sounds of life happening. At minus twenty
degrees Fahrenheit, birds don’t sing, but there are always ravens.
Not today though, which didn’t bode well. Ravens are good luck in
Alaska.

Maybe they were lamenting the loss of their
brothers and sisters in town. Everything on the other side of the
hills between us and town would have been affected. We didn’t have
any family in town, but we had plenty of friends. What happened to
them? They could have been spared, couldn’t they?

Where were the planes? There weren’t any
contrails in the sky. It had been more than a day since the
explosion. Where was the governor? Wasn’t he supposed to show up
during a crisis and lead the people to salvation? Okay, that was a
bit sarcastic, but it was hard to believe that the second largest
city in Alaska could be wiped away and no one came to see it.

It was hard to take in. I kept asking myself,
what happened and why?

The twins started crying. The dogs were
enjoying their newfound friendship and there was a bit of chaos in
the great room. That’s the kind of crisis I prefer. One where we
had some control in fixing it.



Family Meeting

 


 


 “What do we do?”
my wife asked. We looked at each other. My wife was concerned. So
was I as I tried to hide it. The twins were oblivious to it all.
The dogs were asleep on our floor-bed.

“The city lost everything, but we lost
nothing. We have what matters. Life isn’t about what you can buy at
the store. It’s about living. Look at them.” I pointed to the
twins. “Fairbanks will come back. Sometime anyway. In the meantime,
we do what we need to to make it until help arrives. Then we do
what we need to do to make it to spring. Then there will be another
step and another. We keep moving forward.”

Madison snuggled next to me, burying her face
in my chest. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, smelling her
hair, her clothes. I felt her next to me. I opened my eyes, looking
at the twins. How blessed were we?

We didn’t need much. I was a lifelong
asthmatic. I needed my medications, but I always had about two
months’ supply on hand. Being a pseudo-prepper meant a certain
amount of hoarding.

“Let’s make a list of what we really need to
get us to spring and maybe even into next summer. We’ll keep a copy
with us at all times, in case help comes. They can gather up
people’s needs and come back with the minimum to help people
survive until the weather gets warmer.”

Madison nodded. She was still in shock. Her
mind was fully engaged, but she could not yet focus on just one
thing.

I dug out a notepad and a pen and started to
write.

“Asthma meds.” I listed the three that were
the most important. “Gasoline. What do you think? One hundred or
more gallons can get us through the winter?”

Madison looked out the window. I put the list
down and pulled her close. She rested her head on my chest, her
shoulders slumped.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“What happened to the University?” It was
almost a whisper.

I didn’t know. I couldn’t see it when I went
to the city. Too much haze and smoke. Speculation is a horrible
thing. We fill unknowns with ridiculous ideas. I suspected that the
University had many buildings that survived. If buildings survived
the blast, then people could have survived, too.

“Let’s take a trip over there, tomorrow, at
daylight. We have enough gas, although we could use more. I think
the neighbors will be helping us, although they don’t know it.”

She nodded.

“Let’s set ourselves up. If anyone else comes
along, what can we share?” She looked at me, not understanding.
“We’re all in this together and I expect everyone will run short of
something. It’s minus twenty outside and it’s probably going to get
colder. People should be fine because everyone up here is used to
certain trials and tribulations, but you never know. We all do
better with a little help.”

I wasn’t suggesting the grand giveaway. I
only proposed that we help others where we could. This might be a
rough ride. When it was over, how would we see ourselves? I know
that I wanted to see myself as one who helped. If I knew Madison, I
expected she would be happier to see herself that way, too.

So, for the thirty-eighth time that day, I
dressed to go outside. I took my flashlight and the dogs. Phyllis
was wearing her coat and boots. Husky? I would have to figure out
her tolerance for the cold. I didn’t bother with leashes. No one
was around. Plus, since we’d saved Husky’s life, she was
immediately loyal.

I took one of the kid’s sleds. And my bolt
cutter.

I went to our first neighbor’s house. They
both worked day jobs in the city. I knew they weren’t coming home.
They had gas cans outside their shed. One was almost empty, the
other full. I put them both in the sled. There were two propane
tanks. I took them, too. I used the bolt cutter on the shed’s
lock.

This was the first time I’d seen what was
inside my neighbor’s shed. A bad feeling came over me. I felt like
a criminal rummaging. I vowed to keep track of what I had taken,
should anyone ever question it. I would pay them back, whatever it
took, if they returned.

The shed was filled with mostly summer stuff
– mower, garden tools, summer tires, pesticides, potting soil.
Interesting. I’d never seen them gardening. There was one more gas
can, but it was labeled for a two-cycle. The only thing I had with
a two-cycle engine was my chainsaw. I might need my chainsaw if we
ran out of pellets, although you can’t burn wood in a pellet stove.
I took the can anyway.

We zipped back to the house. As I thought
about it, I didn’t want to store the gasoline cans in the garage,
but leaving them out invited others to do what I had just done. I
put the new gas cans and the ones from our shed in the garage, as
far away from the kerosene stove as I could. The kerosene was going
pretty fast. In another few days, we would be out of kerosene. We
could burn fuel oil in it, but it would be smoky and give off
noxious fumes. I wasn’t sure that would be the best choice.

Husky was a big dog, so we would go through
dog food quickly. We would need more, but not right now. I would go
to Husky’s house sometime in the next day or so, but that would
mean breaking in, something I wasn’t looking forward to. What would
happen to me if it became easy to break into someone’s house?

The house on the corner was owned by a
working couple. They had a side-by-side quad, two snow machines,
and a trailer. In the lower forty-eight, they called them
snowmobiles, but not in Alaska. Here, they were snow machines. I
didn’t care what they were called. I cared that they worked.

These people were more traditional Alaskans
than we were. They would have gasoline. After arranging our stash
of gas cans, I headed back out. The dogs followed. They seemed
happy to be outside, despite the growing darkness and perpetual
cold.

A quarter-mile later found me knocking on the
door. I waited. I knocked some more and then yelled, “Anyone home?
Is anyone here?” A truck was in their driveway, but it hadn’t been
driven since before the explosion. I tried the door. It was locked.
Today was not the day I would break in. I knew that day would come
soon, unfortunately. Reality suggested we would need a snow machine
or the quad.

I checked their shed. It smelled like
gasoline. There was a fifty-five-gallon drum. With the flashlight
on, I pulled the plug from the top. It was half full. Twenty-five
or thirty gallons of gasoline. That would give us another month run
time for our generator. The better part was that they had a hand
pump. The barrel would be too much for a child’s sled, but I filled
two five-gallon gas cans he had on his snow machine trailer.

I looked around. They had everything,
including a full winter’s supply of split firewood.

When we made it back to the house, I
dutifully recorded what I had taken and from where. I then added a
second page of notes for future prospects. It was important to keep
life and death information in context. With gas, we could run the
generator, which recharged the battery backup while also directly
running the pellet stove, which meant heat. At fifty degrees in the
house, we could make it through the entire winter. If we didn’t
have power, we couldn’t run the pellet stove. We could run the
generator for two hours a day and that gave us all we needed to
heat the house for the whole day. Two hours meant one gallon of
gas. My rough math suggested that we now had enough to get us
through three months of winter. Help will arrive before then,
won’t it? I wondered, especially since we hadn’t seen anything
that looked like the government. Someone should have shown the flag
already. I worried, but wouldn’t share my concerns with Madison. I
needed to show her that we were in control and that we were
fine.

This reminded me of my time in the Corps and
a saying that a colonel once used. Amateurs talk tactics.
Professionals talk logistics. I was thinking usage rates and
supplies. I lived in my small world, lower on Maslow’s hierarchy
pyramid. My wife was more evolved.

Madison was thinking about what would happen
to higher education. What would happen to her? She’d spent eight
years in grad school earning her PhD. Now what?



Day Three Begins

 


 


 I always woke
up early. There’s nothing like that first cup of coffee. No power.
No problem. I would still have my coffee. As long as we had
propane, I could boil water for rich joyousness.

Husky was a light sleeper. Phyllis slept like
a rock. So Husky joined me in the kitchen while I heated water. She
was soft. She was also a big bed hog. The twins didn’t care as they
were mini bed hogs. I found that I spent half the night barely on
the mattress. Maybe we needed to put down a second and make a
bigger bed.

The water reached boiling, so I shut off the
stove. No sense heating it more than necessary. Waste not, want
not, right? I still had to let my precious cup of joe cool a little
before drinking. It didn’t take long. It was only fifty degrees
inside. Our indoor/outdoor thermometer was battery-powered. It
showed the outside temperature at only minus five. It also
predicted precipitation. If it was right (fifty/fifty chance), then
hopefully it would hold off until we could get to the University
for a look-see.

I enjoyed my coffee while reading a book on
my iPhone. I turned it on to check for a signal. Nothing. I put it
into Airplane mode, turned the screen down to a lower light level,
and enjoyed my current book. I had downloaded a rather significant
archive of books, so as long as I could keep my iPhone charged, I
had reading material. I had both a solar charger, which didn’t work
very well in the Alaskan winter, and a Biolite stove. This small
portable stove also charged electronics. All you needed was fine
kindling to keep the fire burning. It burned fast, but it was
small. I could use it to boil water for coffee and simultaneously
charge my cell phone. At some point it would come in handy, but I
didn’t need it today.

We had plenty of batteries, especially if we
took the ones in various remotes and other electronics throughout
the house. It is surprising how many things we have with batteries.
It is surprising how much electricity we use to make our lives
convenient.

I bundled up and took Husky outside for a
quick bathroom break. What about our bathrooms? We couldn’t use our
toilets anymore. I wasn’t sure that fact had registered with
Madison.

Peeing in the woods was how I grew up. Even
in the cold it wasn’t too bad. Madison would be more put out. Maybe
we could use a bucket in the garage. Maybe I needed to move one of
the Jeeps outside to make room for everything we needed to do in
the garage.

I put Husky back inside. The Jeep started
reluctantly. It was a bit sluggish, but at least it wasn’t minus
twenty. I popped the garage door and raised it by hand. I pulled
the Jeep to the very edge of our parking pad, then backed it even
further into a snowbank. It could be a long time before we needed
it again. A very long time. I’d remove the battery and probably
drain the gas tank, too. I’d have to do that in the light. Maybe it
would get warmer outside. That would help me in my non-mechanic’s
approach to doing mechanical things.

I was an Intelligence Officer. Information.
Theory. Thought. Not action. None of this was my forte. All I could
do was the best I could do.



The Morning Walk

 


 


 I was glad the
rest of the family enjoyed their sleep. It made things easier when
they woke up closer to late-morning sunrise. We were blessed with
two happy babies. Charles and Aeryn would wake up giggling and
happy with life. Diaper changes at fifty degrees took a little
shine off, but after two and a half years, we were pretty
efficient. Dirty diapers? In the garage. They were starting to pile
up. I’d have to do something about that, too, along with the fact
that no matter what, we would always be dangerously low on diapers.
Maybe we needed a crash course on potty-training. They weren’t
quite ready, but need was probably going to make it
non-negotiable.

I dressed again, putting a coat on Phyllis,
but not her boots. Husky came along, too. While taking them for a
walk around the neighborhood, my eyes were constantly drawn to
things that could be important for our survival. My flashlight
acted as a small window to our new world. That thing there would
be good. We could use that. I think we could find something useful
there. What about the firewood? Maybe we can swap our pellet stove
for their wood burner …

The road was still clear as we hadn’t had a
snowstorm since the explosion. Would we need to keep it clear? We
had a lawn tractor with a snow thrower on the front. If help
arrived, a clean roadway would act as a beacon, bringing them to
our home. Yes. I would keep the roadway clear, but only one lane
worth, two passes with my tractor. Gasoline was at a premium, but
worth the cost to welcome the arrival of any help and, as
importantly, word of what happened and what our future looked
like.

I lost sight of the dogs. I scanned the area
with my flashlight, but didn’t see anything. I stopped moving and
listened. I heard a rustling by a house up ahead, then I heard the
whimpering. I walked quickly that way. This was yet another house
where no one had been home since the explosion. Husky was
scratching at the door. I knocked and heard a sound inside. I
knocked harder. Nothing. There was no heat, and frost covered the
windows.

Using my elbow, I tried to break out a window
pane. That wasn’t as easy as I thought it would be. I looked
around. There was a snow shovel. Using the handle as a ram, I broke
through. Shining the flashlight in, there seemed to be dried blood
on the floor. Had I really heard a sound from inside? I looked
again before trying to climb through the window, and there, two
eyes looked back at me. A dog. His fur was matted and there was a
big gash in his side.

I heaved myself onto the window ledge. The
dog inside growled at me. I pulled myself a little further over the
window sill. He didn’t get up. Maybe he couldn’t. Behind him was
the carcass of another dog. Without food, they had fought. The
winner had been wounded. The loser was dead and partially eaten. It
had been only three days.

Was this a sign of things to come?

I did not go inside. There was nothing I
could do for the injured dog besides put him out of his misery. I
hadn’t thought before about arming myself. It was good that I had
weapons. Once again, my mind had gone back to logistics while a dog
was suffering. It was time to go.

We quickly returned home where I didn’t
bother to take off my coat while I dug out my pistol. “What’s going
on?” Madison was alarmed. Her eyes held mine. I didn’t want to tell
her. I didn’t want to shock her.

“There’s a badly injured dog. I’m sorry.” I
know she wanted to talk more, pleading for hope that the dog could
be saved. We weren’t in a position to do that, and not with this
dog. We had two small children and this dog had killed out of
necessity. Maybe the rest of my family would get to that point of
understanding, but not today. I was already there.

I took care of it. And I felt horrible.

Back home, I didn’t want to talk about it. I
suggested that Madison take a hot shower, using our remaining hot
water. The tank should still be warm and there was some pressure in
the system. We might as well use it. Madison might as well use it.
There’s a lot to be said about a hot shower.

As it turned out, a lukewarm shower, as brief
as it was, helped improve her mood a bit. It took most of the
pressure in the system to bleed off the cold water, but when the
warm water came, it was welcome.



Contrails

 


 


 As the sun finally
climbed over the horizon, the hazy gray of a cloudy day hung all
around us. We packed the twins into their car seats. And pulled the
Jeep out. Madison shut the garage door and got in.

We were prepared for almost anything. We had
cat litter to help us with traction if we got stuck. We had a
shovel, an axe, and bolt cutters. We had a tow rope. We had extra
blankets, food, and water. I had my pistol. A week ago, this trip
would have taken about twenty minutes. I had no idea how long it
would take today.

We took our cell phones and charger. No sense
wasting recharging power while the engine was running. We also took
a Bluetooth rechargeable speaker. It would be nice to play music at
home.

We drove deliberately. If we got into an
accident, there would be no help. It would make for a long walk
home. Damn! I hadn’t thought to bring the sleds for the twins.
Without them, a walk home would be almost impossible.

On the Steese, there is a break in the trees
where one can see the University’s main buildings on the other side
of the city. There were gaps in the smoke and haze that would
probably hang over the city for weeks to come. Fires had burned the
forests around the university, but the buildings appeared to be
intact.

We made it to the gas station at Farmer’s
Loop and Steese without a problem. Once we turned onto Farmer’s
Loop, we realized how difficult things were going to be.

How many light poles had fallen across the
road? How many power lines were in the road? How many vehicles had
been on the road during the explosion? We slowed to a crawl. We had
ten miles yet to go. We used the shoulder on the north side of the
road often to get around the seemingly endless number of light and
power poles. It was funny because we often complained about the
lack of lighting on Farmer’s Loop.

There was other debris in the road, too. From
mailboxes to garbage cans to tarps. Anything that had been outside
homes along the road had found its way into the open. Without other
traffic, we were able to weave in and out, making some progress.
Our biggest challenge appeared a couple miles in. Power lines were
across the road. They were at all heights so we couldn’t just crawl
over them. I stopped and got out.

I tried pulling some cables down to the
ground so we could drive over them. The lines were much heavier
than I thought. Time for Plan B. “Get out the axe,” I told
Madison.

I couldn’t cut the thick cable with my axe,
but the power pole was made of wood. All I had to do was to break
the support arm. I waded through the deep snow, setting myself up
for a good angle to swing my axe. Madison watched me. She didn’t
want to be too close when I was swinging the axe. She knew me.

“Be careful.”

Right on cue.

“Hey, look at that!” She pointed to the
sky.

Contrails.

It looked like a commercial jet, maybe a 747
flying from Asia to the East Coast. That was a beautiful thing. To
me, it meant that this interruption of our lives was temporary and
not a whole new way of living. We cheered!

I set myself in and took a couple small
swings with the axe. This wouldn’t take long. I kept a wide stance,
so just in case I missed, I wouldn’t hit my foot. I angled the axe
head slightly back and forth as it hit the beam. Cracks appeared. I
pulled on the wood, then stomped on it. It broke and I fell into
the snow.

“Are you all right?” Madison charged into the
drift after me.

“I’m fine,” I said as I brushed myself off.
“We don’t have too much daylight, so let’s get going.”

We continued to weave in and out of
obstacles, but there were too many wires. We had only managed three
miles, and we were stuck. It looked like a spider web ahead of us.
We needed to turn around and try a different way.

“What do you think of College? Maybe Johansen
and then University?” We had to try something else.

“How about Goldstream to Ballaine? That will
keep us away from all of this,” Madison offered.

We turned around and went back the way we had
come. We had lost a great deal of time trying to navigate through
the downed wires. Not much daylight remained.

The destruction along the roads was
overwhelming. Farmer’s Loop had houses on both sides. They weren’t
the newest homes, but I thought they would have been sturdier. The
damage ranged from homes being leveled to just broken windows. None
of them looked to be occupied. We scanned the hillside and saw what
looked like smoke from a few fireplaces, but that was it. You could
count the number on one hand.

Maybe others had pellet stoves like us. Those
didn’t smoke very much, but if you didn’t have a generator or
battery backup system, then your pellet stove wouldn’t run. They
were a convenient way to heat your house when electricity was
available; otherwise, not so much.

We covered the five miles north on the Steese
highway without any issues and turned west on Goldstream. This road
seemed abandoned. There weren’t many houses close to Steese, as the
gravel piles that were gold dredge tailings lined both sides of the
road. We saw one old lady outside with her dog and waved to her as
we drove past. She waved back. It looked like she would have been
happy had we stopped, but we were using up our daylight much
quicker than I liked. We turned on Ballaine and followed its roller
coaster approach as it headed to the eastern side of Farmer’s Loop,
close to the University.

The fires had ravaged the hillsides closer to
the Loop. The cold and the intervening hills helped keep the fires
from spreading, but the destruction was near complete. As we
approached Farmer’s Loop, the power lines were back, lying in the
road. Numerous vehicles were scattered in and along the road. We
purposefully didn’t look inside them. Thank God we didn’t have to
get out to negotiate the obstacles. We made good time through this
final carnage and to the University.



The University

 


 


 First
impressions were not bad. We drove onto the University campus using
Tanana Loop. Trees had fallen and burned away. Debris was
everywhere. Fires had burned through the area, taking out most of
the family housing. Metal light poles remained standing, sentinels
from a time when they had a purpose.

We didn’t talk. The twins were asleep.
Although she didn’t say it, I knew Madison wanted to see her
building, her office. So that’s where we went. I couldn’t go
because of the twins, and we didn’t want to haul them up three
flights of stairs, so I offered her the pistol. She hesitated, and
in the end, she wouldn’t take it. We weren’t supposed to have
firearms on campus. I think the rules had changed, but that didn’t
matter anymore.

It only took her ten minutes before she
returned. Somber.

“Was there anyone …?” I let the question
hang. I hoped that no one had died in the building.

“No. There’s no one there,” she answered. “My
office was fine. It’s cold inside. A lot of windows are broken and
some furniture fell over, but besides that, things look normal.
Where are the people? Where are my friends?”

“And what happened?” I added.

A few professors whom we knew lived just off
Farmer’s Loop. We could stop by on our way back home. There was
still daylight remaining, plus we had a trail to follow.

The twins woke up when Madison returned. We
took the time to change them both. It was nice and warm in the
Jeep, but we had to do it with the doors open. Their little bodies
shivered when exposed to the elements, and they fussed. We bundled
them back into their car seats. We may come back to the university
on another day, but for now, we’d check the homes of our
friends.

Unfortunately, it was about to get worse. The
snow finally started to fall.



Sickness

 


 


The first home, that
of Patrice, was empty. Her mini-van was gone and no one was home.
No sign of their dog, either. They had left. Without city
utilities, they could not survive. Maybe leaving was the best thing
for them.

We backtracked a bit from Patrice’s home to
get to Farmer’s Loop, where our next stop was the home of Aidan,
Sean, and their ten-year-old son. Smoke curled from their chimney.
Someone was home!

We pulled in, and Madison jumped out and ran
to the door. She beat on it, yelling for her friend and co-worker,
Aidan. He opened the door and she jumped forward to give him a big
hug. He pushed her away. “Don’t touch me.” He held his hands out,
to fend her off. She was confused.

He looked sick. His skin was pale and
splotchy. “Radiation.” I’m not sure Madison understood. She was
just happy he was alive. “We’ve all got it. You need to get out of
here. Go back home and stay away from here,” he pleaded.

“Are you all okay?” It hadn’t hit her yet.
The explosion was nuclear. An atom bomb had gone off in
Fairbanks.

“No. We’re not okay. We’re dying from
radiation poisoning.”

Already?

“Do you need anything?” I asked, leaning out
the Jeep window.

“No. Get out of here and get rid of those
clothes. If you touched anything, get rid of that, too.” Aidan’s
husband was an expert in the field of radiation, although he had
focused more on atmospherics. He knew what was happening.

Madison started crying.

“Take care of yourselves and those kids of
yours. Now please, go.”

The snow fell lightly; small flakes hit the
windshield. There wasn’t any sound. Technology was loud. Without
it, the world was a serene place, especially here, especially in
the winter.

Madison sobbed in her seat.

“Don’t touch your face with your gloves on.
Take them off!”

She responded mechanically, letting them drop
to the floor. How much had we touched at the University? How
contaminated were we?

I drove probably faster than I should have,
but our previous tracks in the ash were quickly disappearing. With
our headlights on bright, I could see far enough ahead to stay in
control. No traffic, but plenty of obstacles. We raced ahead at the
front of the storm, maintaining a blistering pace of about fifteen
miles an hour. We hit the end of a light pole and bounced into the
air, but nothing broke. The Jeep kept rolling along.

“Be careful!” Madison shot at me. My family
was here and I was putting them at risk.

“I’m sorry.” I slowed to a crawl to get us
back to Ballaine. I didn’t want Madison outside any more. I didn’t
know what would cause us problems. I didn’t know enough about
radiation to feel comfortable that we weren’t already sick.

Once on Ballaine, the roadway was mostly
clear. We kept it in four-high and maintained a steady thirty-five
mph.

I naturally slowed down as I came to the
intersection of Ballaine and Goldstream. But I didn’t stop. I kept
it in four-wheel drive and headed up the hill toward home. This was
the worst road in bad weather, but that was usually because people
drove too fast. It was just us and we were only driving
thirty-five.

The rest of the drive was uneventful, as much
as a drive in the snow at dusk can be.

I didn’t want to park the Jeep in the garage
as it could be contaminated. We parked outside by the other Jeep,
where we quickly took off our coats and wrestled the twins out of
their car seats. We carried them to the garage, where we took off
our boots, keeping them as close to the door as we could. The dogs
were happy to see us. They had to wait.

When the twins were inside, we took off our
pants. I pulled both pairs of jeans inside out so I didn’t have to
touch the outside. I put them by our contaminated boots. The dogs
wanted to sniff everything they weren’t supposed to, so I opened
the door and shooed them outside. I put on my snow pants, a
different pair of boots, and a heavy coat. I wrapped the boots in
the inside-out jeans and carried everything outside. I didn’t want
to risk contaminating anything new, so I put them on the passenger
floor of Madison’s Jeep. I would move my Jeep back into the garage.
It looked as if Madison’s Jeep was down for the count, unless we
found a Geiger counter somewhere. Maybe the Jeep wasn’t
contaminated, but we had no way of knowing for sure.



Fallout

 


 


Thank God for the
prevailing winds and the hills, as they had saved us from the
initial blast. They also saved us from the windblown radioactive
dust. I felt guilty because I was happy that it wasn’t us. Aidan
had a bad case of radiation sickness, but he was in the bowl
surrounding Fairbanks and had received what looked like a fatal
dose.

One of the first symptoms of radiation
sickness was nausea. I felt fine. Madison was upset, but that had
nothing to do with being sick. We may have survived our trip to the
city. I was worried about the twins. Their systems were not as
well-developed. We needed to scrub down.

We heated a couple gallons of water, then
went into the garage where there was a center drain. We cranked up
the kerosene heater, then gave the twins a good scrub. They were
none too pleased with any of it. We scrubbed our hands and faces,
although we had been well covered when outside. We had taken our
gloves off when we were in the Jeep. Madison had been inside the
building, where she was more exposed than me. I didn’t bring that
up to her. I hoped that she hadn’t kicked up too much dust and that
she was okay. If not, there was nothing we could do.

I didn’t want to lose her. I didn’t want to
have to carry on without her. I started to shake.

“What’s wrong?” Madison was alarmed.

“Just had a cold chill. Brrr!” I ruffled the
twins’ hair. They still weren’t pleased. “How is your stomach?”
Nausea would have to be our measure. I didn’t know what else to do,
what else to look for.

“I’m not hungry, if that’s what you mean. It
was so horrible.” I nodded. She wasn’t ready to see what she had
seen. Close friends were few and far between.

All the times when I didn’t pay enough
attention or wanted to watch some TV show. What had I taken for
granted before? Here, in front of me now, was everything that
mattered. And I was helpless to influence it. Why hadn’t I checked
further to see what the explosion was? I guessed a nuclear blast,
but didn’t think beyond that of what it meant. We would have never
gone into town had we known. We took a great risk. Too much of a
risk.

I turned off the kerosene heater. We hugged
our twins, then went back inside. It was getting darker outside and
there was plenty to do, but now was not the time. Tomorrow would be
a better day.

“Who wants to hear Green Eggs and Ham!?” I
yelled. We had one bag of Sam’s Club popcorn in the cupboard. No
sense trying to save it until it was no good. We even had some milk
in the refrigerator. Time to make good hot chocolate, with milk.
Who knew how long it would be before we could enjoy those
delicacies again?



The Dog Musher II

 


 


 The Dog Musher
went about his business as usual. The power still wasn’t back on. A
neighbor had driven by earlier and said that they were bugging out.
The whole town was leaving, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t take all
his dogs. He had a dog box for sixteen for his truck, but that
wasn’t enough.

He politely declined the invitation. The
neighbor asked, since he was staying, if he could keep an eye on
their place while they were gone. He nodded. They lived in the next
house up the road. He didn’t see what the big deal was. So there
wasn’t any power, that didn’t mean you needed to be in a rush to
leave.

“It’s the end of the world! Bill drove down
there yesterday and he said the whole city is gone! We’re out here
on our own!”

The city was gone? Maybe the world would be a
better place with fewer cities, but Fairbanks needed to be there.
It was big enough to support the needs of the community, but not so
big that it sucked you in if you didn’t want. Fairbanks was a good
place with good people.

The Dog Musher thought it had to be an
accident. No one could destroy a city deliberately, could they? No.
It was an accident.

“There has to be some mistake. The city is
gone?”

The neighbor nodded emphatically and threw
his hands up in surrender. “I don’t know. I’ll see for myself when
we drive through. My sister lives in Anchorage. We’ll stay with her
until things get sorted out. Then we’ll be back.”

“I’ll watch your place for you. I’m sure you
won’t be gone long.” As an afterthought, he added, “Be safe.”

He needed to think. That meant it was time to
take his dog team for a run.



The Convoy

 


 


 About six inches of
snow fell overnight. The plan was to have a cleared road for when
help showed up.

I took the snow thrower out while it was
still dark. It had good lights and there weren’t any cars. I ran
quickly, clearing a track around our parking pad, down the
driveway, and down our dirt road all the way to Chena Hot Springs
Road. One track down and one back. I made a loop around the
neighborhood as well so we’d have a longer dog-walking trail. I ran
in high gear. It took me a total of twenty minutes to clear what I
wanted. At this rate, I could probably make it all winter with what
was still in the gas tank. I would keep plowing a trail for as long
as possible. We needed the normalcy of it.

It was late morning and the sun would be
rising shortly. I was outside with the dogs, finishing up our
morning generator run. We had two batteries charged and my Jeep was
back in the garage. Madison’s Jeep was now off limits.

With the generator shut down, the sound was
obvious. Vehicles. And quite a few of them.

I put the dogs inside and raced to the road
as quickly as my asthma would allow. I expected to see a convoy of
military vehicles. That’s not what it was.

It was a convoy of personal vehicles, mostly
trucks, but also some motorhomes. They were coming from the Two
Rivers side of us, heading toward the city. I got to the road by
the time the first one was close. He stopped when he saw me
waving.

“Grab your stuff and join us!” the scruffy
old man yelled through the open window. A dog stuck its muzzle out
and gave me a hearty sniff.

“Where are you going?” I asked as I scratched
behind the dog’s ears.

“Heading to Anchorage. We want to get out of
here before we get trapped.” The vehicles in the convoy slowed to a
stop behind the old man. There were headlights for a good mile
behind the first truck, and the vehicles were packed close
together. A hundred vehicles? More? This could have been everyone
left between here and Chena Hot Springs itself.

With him leading this many vehicles, there
was no way he would be talked out of continuing. “There’s radiation
in the city. You might want to consider taking Goldstream and
Ballaine, and don’t stop or get out until you’re on Parks
Highway.”

He nodded and furled his brow. “Thanks buddy
– fall in at the end as soon as you can. We need to get moving.
It’s going to be a long drive.” He rolled the window up and plowed
forward. He was probably in the lead because of the over-sized
tires on his truck. The truck bed was filled with gas cans.

I had no intention of trying to pack up and
leave. I did not want to go back to the city. I didn’t want to take
my family back into the city.

I stood on the side of the road and waved at
each truck as it passed. Mostly families. Lots of dogs. Some dog
mushers with dog boxes full, sleds strapped on top. Lots and lots
of stuff. The truck beds were loaded down with a variety of things.
Some people looked like they were going camping. Others appeared to
moving out, taking everything they owned with them.

A young couple pulled over. “Hey man! Time to
blow this joint!”

Hippies. You have to love them. “Why do you
think that?”

“There’s nothing left, man. It’s all fun and
games until your stuff doesn’t work. We were getting cold. We
didn’t have any firewood. Time to go. Come on, man! Join the
party.”

Party. How many people were dead? I felt
guilty again. Why had we been chosen to survive? Why had these
people been so lucky? I sighed.

“That’s okay. We’re fine. I think help will
come before anything gets too bad. By the way, be careful in the
city – keep your windows rolled up and don’t stop. There’s
radiation in there. It was a nuke that took everything out.” That
didn’t seem to resonate. I continued, “Thanks for checking in on
me. Good luck and we’ll see you again.” They perked up, waving as
they drove off.

I wasn’t so sure they’d make it very far. Any
of them.



What To Do

 


 


 “Maybe we should join
them …” Madison left it hanging, both a statement and a question.
The pellet stove was running and we were huddled around it. The
twins were trying to ride the dogs.

“I don’t want to go back into the city. I
don’t think we can leave until the city is cleaned up. That means
melting snow and the spring rain. Until then I don’t think we can
leave, not before next year anyway.”

“What do we do?” she asked.

“We get them potty-trained. And we live.” I
hugged her tightly. “We live well.” She looked at me with tears in
her eyes. Our lives and our world had changed. We would talk about
it the rest of the winter, but change was on us. The best thing we
could do was to establish a routine. I needed order in my life. I
needed little things like coffee. I needed my family around me.
That included the dog, well, dogs.

“Let’s put together a schedule. Something to
accomplish each day. Something that will make tomorrow important.
Every tomorrow.” This was more than a suggestion. I needed it.

“I propose we have movie Friday. One day a
week, we can watch a movie.” This was convenient as today was
Friday. “Who wants to watch a movie?” The twins hadn’t ever watched
that much TV, but it was still a treat. They were children of the
twenty-first century. They nodded and ran to the couch. Oops. It
wasn’t quite movie time yet. The twins had one time reference and
that was now. No other time existed for them.

We pulled them onto our laps. Not time yet
for a movie, which would probably be Pinocchio or maybe Frozen.
With two-year-olds, there was nothing else. It’s what we signed up
for when we decided to have kids. We had an extensive library of
other movies, but I wasn’t sure when we’d watch any of them. We had
two discs from Netflix. I guess they wouldn’t be getting those back
anytime soon. I would continue to pay the monthly fee by direct
deduction from the checking account. I’d get to pay Netflix in
perpetuity for two discs. I’d cancel that stuff as soon as we could
get online.

We penciled in the daily things we needed to
do like run the generator, read to the twins. We needed to improve
our scavenging. We could use more food, more dog food, pellets for
the stove, and diapers. The never-ending search for diapers.

We weren’t changing the twins as often as we
should have, and they were developing rashes. We needed more baby
powder, too. Potty-training might be a full-time job, but without
diapers and with the rashes, what else was there to do?

Developing a scavenge plan was my way of
getting some control back over our lives. The first house had to be
the one on the corner where I had already drained their barrel of
gas. They had a snow machine that we could use to pull a sleigh.
They had a truck. And then there was Husky’s house, where hopefully
we’d find plenty of dog food. Both the dogs seemed to always be
hungry. I was convinced they were using all their energy to grow
hair. And then shed it in our great room.

We could stand to lose a little weight. I
wasn’t sure how long our supplies needed to hold out, but with
radiation in the area, help might not come for a long time. We had
to make everything last, so Madison and I had to ration what we
ate. There must always be enough for the twins.



The Joy of Scavenging

 


 


 It was hard
to believe that it had only been three days since the explosion. We
had more information now. It told me that we were on our own.
Everything changed, but things remained the same. We still needed
to go shopping, but we’d do it in a whole new way.

I put the bolt cutter, our axe, and a pry bar
into one of the twin’s sleds and pulled it behind me as I headed
for the house on the corner. I took the dogs with me, even though
temperatures were dropping. In Fairbanks, it warms up to snow,
snows, then the snow acts as insulation, keeping temperatures
steady for a little while afterwards. Then the sky clears up and
temperatures plummet. It makes for a beautiful cold. Crystals form
on the trees, making it look like Christmas all the time.

Speaking of Christmas, what kind of presents
would I find in this house? I had a lock pick, but with the cold,
there was no way I could work it with bare hands. I used the pry
bar to break the lock on the door. Pine door frame. It came apart
easily. I was looking for keys to the snow machine and the truck.
This couple made it easy. There was a key rack by the front door. I
took them all. I’d “borrow” the quad as well, just in case.

I turned to leave and then stopped. We needed
food, too. I looked around their home. It was small, maybe a total
of nine hundred square feet. They had a wood stove in the living
room. The kitchen was open to the living room. They had a small
table in the dining nook. The home looked well lived-in. It wasn’t
messy, and it wasn’t dirty. They took good care of their home.

And I was standing in it like a thief. My
stomach lurched. My conscience heaved. But they aren’t coming
back, I rationalized to myself. I’m keeping a list of what I
take. But what about the damage I just did to their door? What
about the violation of their space?

I would make a good scavenger, because it’s
what I needed to do. For my family. For survival. But I didn’t like
it.

They conveniently had plastic grocery bags. I
took all their canned goods. They seemed to like potato chips. I
took those, too. I didn’t even eat potato chips. They gave me
heartburn. They liked their beer. A case and a half of Miller Lite.
It was frozen solid. Cans had burst. That was probably the proper
fate for Miller Lite. I threw the two burst cans in their trash. No
need for a mess when spring came.

I checked their freezer. They didn’t have
much. We could always get it later. It would be four or five months
before it thawed.

Everything in the refrigerator was frozen. I
left it. Maybe I would clean out their refrigerator, too. Or maybe
not. I didn’t think I would come back to their house. As the first
one I “shopped” in, it would always bring back bad memories.

I put the groceries in the children’s sled.
That filled it up. I tried to start the truck, but it wouldn’t even
turn over. I put the key in the snow machine, choked it, and it
fired up. It ran smoothly. I backed it out from beside their shed
and headed it toward our house. I hooked up the rope from the
little plastic sled and slowly drove home.

The snow machine would broaden my reach. I
wanted to see who else was around. Maybe we can have a circuit
where people check in on each other, to make sure everyone was
okay, I thought. Or not. We had to take care of ourselves
first.

But I didn’t want to go to war with anyone
over a few cans of Spam. Getting acquainted with the neighbors
would reduce friction. We needed to look around, for our peace of
mind, and because we had to. I couldn’t turn my back on the rest of
humanity, not when my family was in good shape. It would be selfish
not to explore further.

I had a snow machine now (properly documented
on my list of acquisitions, of course), so there was no excuse not
to look for other survivors.



More Scavenging

 


 


 Husky’s house
was the twin of the house on the corner. Small and efficient. The
pine door frame gave easily. I looked for dog food. They had a
small child. Maybe he was still in diapers.

When I opened the door, Husky pushed past me
and raced through the house, her dog face anxious. Her body
language was sad. She whimpered. I got down on a knee and pulled
her in close, rubbing her ears and head. “I’m sorry, Husky. We’ll
take care of you. If your family ever comes back, they will see you
happy and healthy.” Her tail lifted a little and wagged
reluctantly. “We owe that to them. We owe that to you. Come on,
let’s see what help your family has for us.”

In the pantry was half of a fifty-pound bag
of dog food and Milk Bone treats. That wasn’t much, but it was all
that was there.

Canned goods. Microwave popcorn. Moose meat
in the freezer. That was the biggest score – moose made for good,
healthy eating. I expected that hunting laws went out the window
with the demise of the government agents in Fairbanks. A moose
could give us nine hundred pounds of meat. That would be enough for
us, the dogs, and any neighbors we might find. I’d dust off my
Marlin 45-70. With the snow machine, I would be able to haul the
meat home, no matter how far away I shot the moose.

Using my trusty bolt cutters, I cut the lock
from their shed. I was rewarded with three five-gallon cans of
gasoline. They also had a quad with a blade. That could come in
handy and would be faster than the tractor. Then again, how much
snow would I really need to move? I didn’t bother with the
quad.

I put everything in the plastic sled. I had
to coax Husky from her former home. She was curled up on their
couch. She knew. She mourned. I was happy to have her join our
family. Maybe she realized that, as she reluctantly got up and left
her home. Maybe we would visit the home on occasion so Husky could
get a smell of her former humans and remember them. Remembering was
important for us all to retain our humanity.

I pulled the sled back to our house and put
everything away.

We had acquired almost one hundred gallons of
gasoline. I didn’t like the stacked gas cans in the garage. I took
the sled and pulled it back to the house on the corner. I had
emptied the barrel of gas, making the barrel easy to move. I made
sure the cap was tight and put it on the sled, along with the good
hand pump. The barrel was the best place for gasoline.

The light was beginning to fade. Time to pack
in from today’s shopping. Tomorrow, I’d take the snow machine to
the gas station on Chena Hot Springs Road and see what there was to
see. It was only a mile away. The snow machine would make short
work of that. I needed to find a real snow machine sleigh, or
fabricate one. The plastic sled needed to be attached with a stiff
bar so that the sled didn’t slam into the back of the snow machine
when I stopped. If something broke, I wouldn’t be able to fix it. I
would try, but that wasn’t my thing.

The world was there to help us make it
through the harsh winter. We only had to ask in the right way.



Class in Session

 


 


 Madison was
being a trooper. The twins weren’t used to getting this much time
with their mother. And they enjoyed it.

They were such good babies, it was inevitable
that they would become good toddlers. From a dad’s perspective, of
course they were perfect. We understood that their attention span
was ten to fifteen minutes. So we had to shape the classes for
ten-minute blocks.

Madison accepted this new challenge as an
academic would. She prepared lesson plans on topics with desired
results. I thought the class schedule was humorous, but wouldn’t
laugh in front of the twins. I didn’t want to jade their attitudes
toward their new lives.

Topics were things like music appreciation,
yoga, potty-training, drawing/coloring, dealing with the cold,
Russian language, and so much more. Russian. I’d have to brush off
my Cold War language skills if I was to participate or at least
help reinforce the lessons. The classes were separated by play
time, nap time, dog walks, and meals. She even worked in
flexibility in case we needed to take the twins somewhere. (Another
short road trip? But not to town.) She was a professional when it
came to this.

I got to teach some of the classes. Cold
weather was to be mine. I’d start with getting ready to go outside
– what clothes were proper; how did you put them on; what if you
don’t have your snowsuit? We had classes for weeks. My classes
would always get to end with playing outside.

And at the end of each day, we’d review as a
family where we were, what we had accomplished, what we were going
to do tomorrow.

It was important to have a plan. Even a loose
one was better than no plan.

The twins were now in class. The absolute
worst class ever was the potty-training. Since it was a little cold
inside, as soon as their bare bottoms were exposed, they tightened
up. Sitting on a cold training seat wasn’t going to do it. So we
would put the seats in front of the pellet stove and training would
take place after everything was warm. It was miserable. Can’t we
just get flogged instead?

We kept pressing forward. Music appreciation
was my favorite. We used my phone with 10 GB of music and a
Bluetooth speaker. Music was the great equalizer. No matter what
else was going on, if we could listen to music, things would be
better. That is what we wanted to teach the twins. Music,
meditation, yoga, dance. Everything that goes with being grounded
as a human being. We all needed more of that. I think preparing for
these classes and teaching them helped Madison to turn the corner
very quickly in embracing our new lives. It helped me immensely. I
was pragmatic, but not well-grounded.

My wife seemed happy, even though there was
sadness when she thought about the magnitude of loss. It was so
much more than just our loss, but we were the ones left to feel it.
We had to remember. We had to honor the memory of our friends.



The Gas Station on Chena Hot Springs
Road

 


 


 My next scavenge attempt
was to the gas station. Surprisingly, it hadn’t been cleaned out. A
few things were missing, but it looked mostly intact. Maybe people
thought that others had ransacked it so they left it alone. The
expensive liquor was gone – maybe the employees had taken that on
their way out. I didn’t want or need the booze, but the high proof
alcohol could be used in the engines as a last resort. I wondered
what burned best – vodka or whiskey?

We had a great deal that was much higher on
our list of priorities, like more diapers. And there they were!

I took all they had and checked the small
storeroom in the back, where they had two full cases. It was the
best find of all time. Especially since the potty-training with the
twins was not progressing as we had hoped. Fine. It wasn’t
progressing at all and it was upsetting everyone. Even the dogs
were miserable during the so-called training.

All kinds of snacks were available. I think
this would be a multi-trip excursion. I needed to take everything
they had, including toiletries. If needs be, we could provide this
to the neighbors, should we run across any. With that same logic,
however, we could leave it here so people like me could help
themselves.

Who elected me the master keeper? I
asked myself. Who was I to be the honest broker? My ego was
getting in the way of common decency. I would take all the diapers.
I would take some food. I would leave everything else. It wasn’t
mine to hoard.

The most significant find was behind the
counter – the key to the underground gasoline storage tanks.
Thousands of gallons of three different grades of fuel were at my
fingerprints. My greed rushed back to the front. How much could I
take back to the house?

First, how could I get it out of there? Hand
pump. Garden hose. Duct tape. It would be time-consuming, but time
was one thing we seemed to have plenty of. Daylight was at a
premium, but this was worth running the generator for. With nearly
unlimited gas, if I could find a big enough generator, I could
power our whole house. We could do laundry! We could flush the
toilets! We could have a great deal of our old lives back, if only
for brief periods of time. How long would it be before the gasoline
would go bad? I didn’t know, but knew it would last through the
winter. I could figure a way to take as much as I possibly could –
maybe draining a neighbor’s five-hundred-gallon fuel oil tank and
filling it with gasoline. Only two of our neighbors had underground
tanks.

That would work.

That was the plan. If everything turned out
according to the plan, then our quality of life would vastly
improve.



No One’s Coming

 


 


 We went about our
routine through the first week. Then the second and the third.

If we had radiation sickness, we would have
seen signs of it by now. It looked like we weren’t going to die
right away.

We didn’t see any more contrails. We didn’t
hear any other airplanes. The last vehicle to drive by was in the
convoy that passed weeks ago.

I dutifully kept the road in our neighborhood
clear. We even shoveled a path into the forest so the dogs could
have an expanded walk area.

Besides frequent trips to the gas station, I
didn’t venture out very far. If the snow machine broke down, I’d
have to walk back to the house. The snow was too deep for casual
walking and I still had not been able to find a sled built to be
towed behind a snow machine. But then again, I had only looked
around our immediate neighborhood.

The dogs that weren’t far away hadn’t barked
since just after the event. I made a quick trip to that house to
find that no one was home. The dogs were all gone. I’m glad I
didn’t find dead dogs. I should have checked earlier, but forgot
about them when they hadn’t barked. Their owner must have packed
them up and joined the convoy or drove himself out early after the
crisis. We had a great deal of time to think, yet things like this
were easily forgotten. The focus I had for my family was
all-consuming. Every fiber of my being was focused on providing in
an environment that I was unfamiliar with. Maybe that discomfort I
felt was fear. Real fear. If I failed, we’d all die. I wondered
when help would come. I needed help.

Even with the threat of radiation, it seemed
odd that the government had not made some attempt to contact
survivors. That’s what we were. That’s what we would be. We would
survive, with or without government help. In my mind, I drafted a
very sternly worded letter to the governor and the President
expressing my dismay at being left for dead. As a Marine, it was
galling to think of being left behind. As a pragmatist, I expected
that there were limited resources and competing priorities.

Alaskans were probably best suited to help
themselves and endure. If I was in charge, I wouldn’t be in a hurry
to send assets to the interior if the big cities needed help. City
people weren’t able to have their own heat sources and private
utilities. They would perish in droves without help from the
outside. We never liked the confines of the city, so we lived where
it was best for us.

And that saved our lives, for the time being
anyway, while casting us into an unknown, harsh world.

Since outsiders were nowhere to be seen, the
Intelligence Officer in me locked onto the need for competing
priorities. If Fairbanks was the only place that had an accident,
then we would see safety-suited responders. Maybe this was an
attack, one of many, and there were no responders available.

We thought our world had changed completely.
What if we were right and the change was forever?



A Cow and Her Calf

 


 


 As part of our
daily routine, I took the dogs around our neighborhood, making sure
they got plenty of exercise. It was cold and dark and I wanted to
wear them out while they were outside, so there was less chaos in
the house. I owed my wife that much and, selfishly, I wanted peace
for my own sanity.

I wore a AAA-battery powered head lamp.
Between our stock and what was available from the gas station, we
probably had years’ worth of batteries. It was said that they had a
ten-year shelf life. I hoped I never found out the truth of that
claim. In the meantime, I was happy that I had a good headlamp to
shine the light to keep the dogs out of trouble.

It started when both dogs started barking and
ran ahead along the path around our neighborhood. I took a few
steps after them, shining my flashlight to see why they were
excited. The eyes of a small moose reflected in the distance.

A calf. That meant its mother was nearby. The
golden rule is never get between a mother and her baby. That was
doubly true in the wild. I started running and yelled for the dogs
to come back. I ran out of air in about ten steps. I could either
run or yell, but not both. I stopped, took a deep breath, and in my
loudest Marine Corps voice, I called for Phyllis. She was trained
to come on command, although sometimes it took the big voice.

She turned away from the calf and started
coming. I yelled again. Husky had jumped into the snow and was now
confused between chasing after the calf or following her Alpha back
to her new family. While she stood there, deciding what to do, the
cow appeared, none too pleased with the appearance of the dogs. I
started running again, which was the wrong thing to do.

She wasn’t afraid of any of us, neither the
dogs nor me, and once I started running, Phyllis turned and headed
back toward the big creatures. She didn’t like moose, seeing them
often from the comfort of our home. Her hackles go up and she gives
the intruders her best growling bark. She started barking again as
the cow ran toward them. Husky started barking. I tried to yell,
but had no air left.

Finally, the dogs realized the predicament
they’d put themselves in. As the cow barreled down on them, I
shouted at it, but it wasn’t fazed. The dogs danced out of the way
as the cow tried to run them down.

Phyllis had her tail tucked tightly between
her legs as the cow continued past and into the deep snow.

She slowed as she jogged after her calf.

My head swam. I dropped to a knee to try and
get my breath back. My glasses fogged as I breathed quick shallow
breaths, my mouth inside my coat. Breathing cold air doesn’t help
an asthmatic in distress.

Finally, my head cleared. The dogs barked at
the trees into which the moose disappeared.

“Come on!” I yelled and the two happily
jogged along our walking trail. “You two are going to be the death
of me,” I said as I followed the dogs back toward our home.



The Dog Musher III

 


 


 It was a
clear day and I was doing what I always seemed to be doing, taking
the dogs for a stroll around our neighborhood, when I heard a
hearty “Ha” from up the road. I ran forward a few steps, then
slowed to a fast walk. There was no running for me because I liked
breathing.

My asthma would be a problem if I couldn’t
find replacement medications. It already was a problem, but at
least not a debilitating one.

A musher and his dog team were headed this
way. They moved along at a healthy clip and would be here in just a
couple minutes.

I took the dogs to the house on the corner
and put them inside, wedging the door closed behind me. I didn’t
want my dogs to be a distraction and maybe get into a fight with
the sled dogs. Our pit bull would probably wreak havoc. Phyllis
needed to be kept apart from the sled team. Husky would probably
join them and run off.

I waited by the side of the road and waved as
the Dog Musher approached. I thought of it as waving, but I was
actually jumping up and down, doing things as if I was trying to
call in a passing jetliner.

“Whoa. Whoa!” The dogs angled to a stop and
the Dog Musher jammed his snow hook in. We both took off our right
gloves as we approached.

“I’m Chuck. I have to say that you’re the
first person I’ve seen since a convoy passed almost three weeks
ago.” We put our gloves back on after shaking hands. Although it
had warmed up, it was still a brisk fifteen degrees below zero.

“Yeah. They were from up by me. My neighbor
was one of them. Do you know anything about them?”

“Radiation. I recommended that they bypass
the city using Goldstream. Things are bad in there.” I watched him
nod. “Don’t take your dogs any further down the road. You don’t
want to expose them. I’m not sure how far the contamination goes,
but it can’t be too far from here. There doesn’t seem to be anyone
left between here and the city.”

“Radiation? What the hell is going on?” he
asked.

“At one point in my life, I would have
known,” I lamented. “Not now. All I know is what I can see. The
city is gone, and since the second day, we haven’t seen any
airplanes. Since the convoy, we haven’t seen any vehicles. My wife,
me, and our twins are the only ones around here. What about
you?”

The Dog Musher looked at the early morning
sky. He was probably answering in his head. Dog mushers tended to
be very private people. We had gone to a number of Yukon Quest
events and the dog mushers looked unhappy standing in a crowd of
people. They spent so much time alone with their dogs that I
wouldn’t expect anything else. I knew the Dog Musher had been alone
these past three weeks.

“There’s no one left in Two Rivers either.
Those who didn’t work in the city left in that convoy. You wouldn’t
have any beef jerky, would you?”

An odd question, but not surprising. There
were certain universals for those who lived in the wilderness.

“As a matter of fact …” I always kept one or
two in my pocket when I was away from home. The calories could be
lifesaving. I also had a Coast Guard nutrition pack, twenty-two
hundred calories. It tasted like sawdust, but like the jerky, the
calories were a survival tool. I handed a sealed Jacks Links beef
steak to him. I had taken the last of the jerky from the gas
station a few days ago. He removed his glove again and opened it
up. He closed his eyes as he took small bites, enjoying the jerky
to the utmost.

It was almost embarrassing as the time
dragged on. His dog team was yapping and getting restless. When he
finished the jerky, he seemed a changed man.

“I ran out of jerky two and a half weeks ago.
At least I have enough dog food.” The Dog Musher smiled. In the
good tradition of Alaska, I didn’t even ask his name. If he
volunteered it, that was one thing. To me, he’d be the Dog Musher.
I invited him to the house, but he declined. He needed to keep the
dogs running as they were just warmed up. I asked him to stop by in
the future, pointing down the road to where our house was. He
replied that he would try. Perfect noncommittal response from what
I expected was the typical dog musher. He was the only one I had
ever talked with.

I was sure that we would meet again.

“It’s almost time to restock dog food
ourselves. I’ve seen some tracks. I think a lone cow is around here
somewhere. Times are tough so she may be our first volunteer to be
a food source. I’m sure we’ll get more meat than we can use. I have
a snow machine and a makeshift sleigh to tow behind it. I can bring
some meat by if I can bag her, if you’d like?” I ended it as a
question.

He was interested. Although he had passed a
number on his way here today, butchering a moose by yourself is a
monumental task. Maybe we could hunt one together. As long as the
snow machine didn’t get too close, his dog team would be fine.

He gave me directions to his place. I told
him I would try to stop by sometime in the next week, whenever the
weather was clear. It would be cold, but I didn’t want to risk
being out in a snowstorm. Although with the snow machine, I could
cover the fifteen miles to his place in maybe twenty minutes. The
road was fairly straight and had a nice base layer of snow. I had
his sled track to follow as well.

We shook hands again, neither committing to
anything. For a brief period of time, we shared the beauty of
Alaska and some of the challenges living here. We did not live in
fear. We just lived.



Christmas I

 


 


 “You know,
tomorrow is Christmas …” I left it at that. The twins had no idea,
although they were at the age where they were supposed to be
excited to see what Santa would bring. We had lost track of time.
But not our phones. Even without service they knew the time and
date. We dutifully checked the phone once or twice a day for
service, and that’s when I noticed the date.

The twins were down for their naps. They
seemed to be asleep. We took our conversation to the other, colder
side of the great room.

“I hadn’t thought about it,” Madison replied.
“I’m not sure I like what Christmas has become. Too
commercial.”

I laughed. “I agree completely. This year, I
refuse to go Christmas shopping! I will not buy anything in a store
for them!”

As Madison thought about it, she giggled too.
“This is our chance to make it what we think it should be.”

I waited. “So, what do you think it should
be?”

She knew that she had been set up. We had
talked about this many times before the twins came along. At two
years old, this was going to be a pivotal year for them. It was
going to be Santa Claus bringing piles of presents, or a more
traditional Christian celebration, or something of our own making.
Although we didn’t believe in the Seinfeld version called Festivus,
we understood the point they were trying to make.

“Let’s make it about giving and not getting.”
Of course. What did that look like? I made a hand gesture of “tell
me more.”

“We each give something out of the ordinary
to each other. We have to be accountable, so we’ll write things
down if we give an act, like cleaning a room or doing dishes. We’ll
track it on a paper that we’ll post on the wall.” Madison believed
that the most important gift you could give was your time. I saw
the wisdom in it. Time is something that, once wasted, can never be
gotten back. We have to make the most of our time.

That’s why she was always so much better at
parties than I was. Even though we are both introverts, she could
flow through a party and leave everyone smiling. Her secret? Ask a
question and give them your undivided attention as they answer. She
then asked a short follow-up question to show that she’d listened
to them. And then she moved on. She shared almost nothing of
herself with strangers. As introverts do.

We thought our children were solid
introverts. They were perfectly happy playing with each other.
Weeks after the explosion, they remained unfazed. They didn’t
realize that tomorrow was Christmas. Time for another family
meeting.

We gathered at our favorite place in front of
the pellet stove. The dogs were easily worked up. We took some time
to settle them down. Time in this case meant a couple of stale Milk
Bones.

“Christmas is tomorrow. Do you know what that
means?” I asked.

“Santa Claus!” our little girl Aeryn
exclaimed. We hadn’t used Santa Claus as an incentive for good
behavior. I hadn’t thought that we mentioned it at all in previous
months and especially not in the past three weeks. Our daughter was
a genius! That was one conclusion, or maybe last year’s Christmas
when the twins were one had made a good impression. A good
commercialized impression. I think that I may have overdone it.

My wife looked at me. It was not
pleasant.

“Well yes, sweetheart,” she started, still
giving me the hairy eyeball. “Santa Claus is a way for us to give
to people we care about. Maybe tonight we will read you that story
out of the Bible about the birth of Jesus Christ and what Christmas
is supposed to be. Then we can talk more about what we want for
each other.”

“I want McDonald’s fries,” said Charles, our
little man. This earned me a withering look from my wife.

“I don’t even want to know why you would take
them to McDonald’s. You don’t have a reason good enough.” My retort
of “fine” died on my tongue. Of course I had taken them to
McDonald’s. It was between meals and they were hungry. It was
quick, and they’d enjoyed them, it seemed. Maybe they’d enjoyed
them a little too much. We wouldn’t be going back anytime soon.
Even if the McDonald’s was resurrected, it appeared that we would
not be going back.

I tried to recover some dignity. “Those
aren’t the kinds of things we ask for. Like right now, I want your
mother to be happy that for a brief moment in time, you enjoyed the
guilty pleasure of a French fry. But you are committing, from this
moment forward, that you won’t harm your body in the future with
foods that are bad for you …” It didn’t work. I was still in the
dog house.

“What we were thinking is that we would do
things for each other, things that we wouldn’t normally do, like
taking an extra turn cleaning the house. Your father will be
digging our new outhouse very soon, for example.”

But it’s winter and the ground is like
concrete … I left it unsaid.

“Come on everyone, time for chores,” I said.
I needed to escape and let things cool down a bit. It was Christmas
Eve! And I still needed to run the generator, bring in more
pellets, and maybe siphon a little water from someone’s tank in our
neighborhood.



Escape

 


 


After the debacle of the
family meeting, I hurried outside. I made sure everything was
plugged in correctly, maximizing what we did with our power, and
then started the generator. It ran smoothly. Even with the last
three weeks, we still had not run it for one hundred total hours.
It remained like new, our stalwart companion in crisis.

My newest best friend was the snow machine. I
wanted to make a quick run to the gas station to see if maybe there
was some treat I could get for the twins, something their mother
would approve of. I needed her balance on these things otherwise I
guarantee I would get them candy bars and Coke. I had been
borderline diabetic. I liked my sweets, although after not having
any for the past few years, my sweet tooth had disappeared. Honey
as a sweetener worked just fine. I could no longer eat a piece of
cake; it was too sweet. Not that there would be any cake.

The snow machine fired up on the first pull.
I waved as I drove out. She was still giving me her mad look.
Escape was my only recourse. Time was my friend, as in, I needed to
give her some time to realize that there was no way I was digging a
hole for an outhouse in the winter. Even with a pick axe it would
have been brutal work.

I took it easy until I got to the open road.
Following my own previous tracks, I gave it the gas and raced the
short mile to the gas station. The snow machine slowed down quickly
and I turned in. My tracks were the only ones in the past weeks.
Only human ones, that is. It looked like a pack of dogs had been
through here. With the door shut, they hadn’t gone inside to cause
any damage.

I looked more closely. These dogs had big
paws. I put my gloved hand down to get a better frame of
reference.

Wolves.

I jumped back on the sled and returned to the
house. I came into our driveway a little quickly and was off the
sled as it was winding down. I went inside to be certain that our
dogs were still there. They were.

“No one goes outside without me. Dogs on a
leash and we don’t stray beyond our own yard. We stay away from the
woods,” I said firmly.

“What’s going on?” Madison asked.

“Wolves.” I always carried my .45 when
“shopping.” I grabbed my .45-70 rifle and headed back outside.

“Where are you going?” Madison asked.

“I want to see where they went. I want to see
that they keep going. And if they don’t, I have to make sure they
can’t bother us,” I said in the voice of the Marine that I had
been.



Wolves

 


 


I jumped back on the
sled and gunned it out of our neighborhood. I slowed to take the
corner onto Chena Hot Springs Road and then opened it up.

I almost fell off. My rifle, slung across my
back, didn’t allow me to lean forward as much as I needed to. I
slowed, adjusted things, then sped back up.

The wolf tracks went from the gas station
straight out onto the road. They were on top of the Dog Musher’s
tracks. And the tracks started getting further apart. The wolves
were running after the Dog Musher.

I maintained my speed at fifty mph, staying
on the dog sled tracks. The wolf tracks marred the smoothness of
the sled’s passing. After ten miles, the tracks remained unchanged.
The wolves continued to chase the dog sled. I didn’t know how I
could tell if the Dog Musher had been aware he was being followed.
Maybe he was making a bee line for his kennel so he could secure
his team and fight off the wolves.

At mile eleven, the wolf tracks left the road
and headed down a driveway. I raced past where they had turned. I
looked around at the woods to make sure I wasn’t going to get
ambushed, then turned and went slowly down the driveway. I could
see where the wolf tracks intersected with moose tracks. The wolf
pack had changed prey. I followed them a short way until a spot
where I could see the moose had jumped a fence. It looked like the
wolves didn’t follow. Their tracks circled, then went left toward a
break in the trees – the power line.

Once up the powerline, they picked up their
pace and were running again. Up ahead, the power line intercepted
the road. There was an embankment and I wasn’t good enough with the
snow machine yet. I went too slowly, going straight up and lost
traction. I tried to turn and take it along the side. It started to
roll.

I gunned it, but too late. It jumped a little
forward, enough to unseat me. And it still rolled. Right over the
top of me and down the bank, settling on its side at the bottom.
The windscreen was broken and it was no longer running. I hoped
that was because of the kill switch wristband I always used. I was
more than eleven miles away from home with less than an hour of
light remaining while on the trail of a wolf pack.

If I swore, now was perfect for it. But I
didn’t, and I didn’t have the time. My rifle had dug into my back.
My pistol dug into the ribs under my arm. The sled had slammed into
my chest. I sat in the snow and took off my helmet. I listened for
any sounds. It was quiet. I don’t know what a wolf pack sounded
like while hunting, but I expected to hear something. Maybe
not.

I cleaned off the face shield and looked at
my rifle. There was snow in the scabbard, but after wiping off the
rifle action and shaking the snow out, I was back in business. I
made sure there was a round in the chamber and that the safety was
on.

My sled needed some love. I wiped it off
enough. The broken windscreen wouldn’t be a problem. I crossed my
fingers and tried to start it.

It came to life on the first pull. My heart
raced. I was out here hoping to help the Dog Musher while at the
same time putting my family at risk. I should head straight back
home.

But that wasn’t who I was. The Dog Musher
needed help right now. If I went home, who’s to say that the wolves
wouldn’t follow me back?

I drove the snow machine at a crawl along the
bottom of the embankment until I came to another driveway where a
ramp had been created over the years. The sled smoothly negotiated
it and I was back on the road, where I found the wolves had resumed
following the Dog Musher.



Failure

 


 


Two Rivers was close
by. I opened up the snow machine on the straightaways and was
quickly at the Dog Musher’s turn-off. The trail was far too easy to
follow.

I slowed. Even with the engine still running,
I could hear the sounds of battle – growls and yips of pain. Some
barking. Some howling.

The Dog Musher had not known that he was
being followed. It looked like he had arrived shortly before the
wolves. Half his team had been unhooked and chained back to their
dog houses. This is how the wolves found them. Easy prey.

The chained dogs had no chance. The Dog
Musher had been in the open and was still fighting valiantly
against three wolves. The other members of the pack were
efficiently killing the sled dogs. I ripped the rifle off my back
and took aim. The shot took one of the wolves in the flank. His
back legs were almost ripped off – a 405-grain round fired from
fifty feet away didn’t need to hit the center of the target to be
effective.

That left two attacking the Dog Musher. The
shot had not startled the wolves at all. I expected them to run
off, but they were in killing mode.

They were too close to the Dog Musher. Both
had bitten deeply, and more than once. The Dog Musher’s thick
clothes helped, but he was still too exposed. One hand was a bloody
stump. I angled in close with the snow machine, driving with one
hand while holding the rifle in the other.

I stopped about twenty feet away and jumped
off. A big male took notice and came at me. I shot him in the chest
as he jumped. I fell backwards into the snow. I scrambled to get
back up, but didn’t make it all the way.

Another came at me. I shot him from a sitting
position. My 45-70 had two rounds left. There were more wolves than
that.

I took aim at a wolf ripping into the Dog
Musher’s leg. The man screamed in pain. I fired. I missed! I
chambered the last round and fired again. This one hit home and the
wolf exploded in fur and blood.

I struggled quickly to get my .45 out from
inside my jacket. The cries from the sled dogs had stopped. Only
the growls of the wolves remained. The Dog Musher was losing his
fight for consciousness.

One of the five remaining wolves came at me,
but not straight. It started to circle, keeping its gleaming eyes
focused on me. I clicked the safety off with my thumb and drove the
first round from the .45 right through its forehead. It went down
while the shot rang loudly in my ears.

The other four were not so keen to engage. It
looked like they were deciding what to do. Maybe I had killed the
Alphas of the pack. I didn’t care. At this point, I was in control.
I walked toward the closest wolf, a female, and dropped her with a
shot behind her shoulder.

The others started to run toward the nearest
woods as if their pelts were on fire. I fired a couple times, but
missed.

I followed them a short way to make sure they
were still running. They were.

This battle was over.

I ran over to the Dog Musher, who was lying
in his own blood, sobbing.

“My dogs …”

I looked back. All his dogs were dead or
dying. There was blood everywhere.

I ripped off a piece of his coat and started
to tighten it around his mangled hand. He convulsed in pain. He
kept trying to get something out of his jacket, but it was on his
left side. His right hand was of no use. I pulled his jacket open
for him. He had a .38 caliber pistol. He hadn’t been able to get it
out in time to fight off the wolves.

The cold would keep his wounds from bleeding
too much, but I needed bandages. I ran inside his cabin. There was
a dresser and I hurriedly opened the drawers until I found
t-shirts. I grabbed a handful and turned to run back outside. The
retort of a gunshot shook the windows.

The wolves! I dropped the shirts and pulled
my pistol out of my shoulder holster, levering off the safety as I
burst out the door.

No wolves. No threat. Only the Dog Musher
with the top of his head blown off. And his pistol on the ground
nearby where it had jumped from his dead fingers.

My ears were still ringing from the earlier
gunfire, but I couldn’t hear any other sounds. The world returned
to its normal state of peace. I looked around. Carnage. The smell
of blood tainted the air. Gunpowder lingered.

I got behind the Dog Musher and lifted him
off the ground. His head dripped gore onto the front of my jacket
as I dragged him to his cabin. I put him on his bed and covered him
up. After breakup (spring melt), I would return and bury him. He
deserved better than this.

The wolves hadn’t cared. We’d lived in Alaska
for only four years, but in all that time, I had never heard of
wolves attacking people. “Is this going to happen more often in our
new world?” I asked myself.

If so, that meant things had changed
dramatically for my family. We had to always be on the lookout. We
had to always be armed. We had lived such sheltered lives before
and never fully appreciated it.

Putting my feelings aside, I checked for
supplies. The shed had two pallets of dog food. We could put that
to good use. I took two as that was all that would fit on the back
of the snow machine. I started it and, without looking back, headed
for home.



The Unhappy Return

 


 


 I pulled in
by our garage just after sunset. Madison bolted outside wearing
just her hoodie and sweatpants when she saw me. I looked a mess. My
coat would probably have to be burned. My snow pants weren’t in
much better condition.

“I’m fine.” I said as she stared at the blood
and gore frozen to the front of my jacket. “Not mine. They got the
Dog Musher.”

She mouthed the words, “Oh my God.”

I pulled her inside the garage, where it was
still cold, but not like being outside. “And all his dogs, too.” I
tore off the coat and threw it on the ground and pulled her in
close for a hug.

I had broken into people’s homes. I had
stolen their goods. And I’d watched people die. Was I ready for
this? I didn’t think so.

I started crying. For the dogs. For the Dog
Musher. For us. Madison cried softly, her head buried in my
chest.

The day had started so promising with the
visit of the Dog Musher. It ended horrifically, but oddly, we were
safer because of it.

If I hadn’t rolled the snow machine, I might
have gotten there in time. If I hadn’t gone off track to see where
the wolf pack had gone, I might have gotten there in time.

And then they might have attacked me instead.
All of them at once when they weren’t distracted and I wasn’t ready
for them. Survivor’s guilt. The Dog Musher did not have to take his
own life. He was hurt, but he would have survived. But he didn’t
want to, not without his dogs.

Karma. Fate. It would have to do. One thing
for sure – there were only three wolves left and they were probably
still running. Then I got mad.

“I should have taken a pelt from one of them.
Mess with us and we’ll wear your skin.” It had been a while since
I’d served in the Corps, but Marines didn’t lose their will to
fight, their commitment to total victory.



Christmas Eve

 


 


 It was still
Christmas Eve. We needed to get back to the business of being a
family. I stripped out of my nasty clothes, shivering as I raced
inside in my underwear. I put on sweats, our favorite attire in our
fifty-degree house.

First order of business? Give everyone a hug.
Even the dogs. The twins hugged back, but the dogs had a tendency
to get rather rambunctious. The dogs liked the first second of a
hug, but then took it as the precursor for full contact play. They
ran around and would have knocked things over if we had anything
left that could be knocked over. We had learned since the explosion
what it was like to live in a smaller space with four humans and
two very happy dogs.

“What’s for dinner?” We reveled in the
mundane of preparing to eat. We put a stool in the kitchen for the
twins to stand on so they could better see as we prepared our
meals. What and how we prepared things didn’t matter as much as
being able to do it together.

We hadn’t done this before the event, the
explosion, the attack. It didn’t matter what title we put on it. It
was the before time. Now things like preparing dinner were the
highlight of each day. We took too much for granted before in our
day to day bustle. We were busy, but were we busy with the right
things? Our perspective had improved.

Much seemed wrong with the world, but for our
small part, there was a great deal right. We were comfortable
enough. The great room stayed around fifty degrees. We had food,
albeit a conglomeration of things we had on hand and found while
“shopping.” Comfort items were just that.

It doesn’t matter what we made – some mix of
canned vegetables, something rehydrated, and moose meat seasoned
with something. All of it cooked on our stove, powered by the
slow-moving propane in the candlelight. We waited until everyone
was seated and served, and we expressed our thanks for each other
and the food that we had.

The mundane. The little things that make life
worth living.

I had seen death that day. I expected that it
wouldn’t be the last.

For Christmas Eve, we read stories from the
Bible. We then fired up the generator and made it movie night. We
had exactly four Christmas movies, but hadn’t gotten the best ones
for small children. We bought these before we had the twins. But we
thought they would appreciate Elf. They would probably never get to
see National Lampoon’s Christmas Vacation. Not as long as we had a
choice.

We watched the movie and went to bed without
making our Christmas commitments. The distractions of the day took
their toll on Madison and me. For tonight, we celebrated being
alive.



Christmas II

 


 


 Christmas Eve
hadn’t turned out as we wanted. I felt guilty that I hadn’t been
able to save the Dog Musher. I felt horrible about what I had seen.
The images kept flashing through my mind.

I woke up earlier than usual after a fitful
night. We didn’t have a Christmas tree or any decorations.
Christmas had snuck up on us.

I took the dogs out briefly. It was snowing
again, lightly. The moon shone through the clouds, casting a pale
light on our world. The trees sparkled with ice and new snow. It
had warmed up. The dogs played a little more than I wanted, but
they deserved to be happy. They were family members, too.

I ended up chasing them into the garage,
where I wiped the snow off their bodies so when they jumped back
into bed they wouldn’t get any of the other sleepers wet.

I started the snow machine and slowly headed
out. I needed to pick up where I left off yesterday. Back to the
gas station to see what might be a treat for the twins. Maybe even
something for Madison.

I took it easy on the trip. I wanted to revel
in the morning, enjoy all that we had. Enjoy it without dwelling on
material things. A dichotomy as I was in search of something
material to give as a gift. What I really wanted was to see the
happiness on their faces. All it would take was for me to be there
when they woke up. It still wouldn’t hurt if there was something to
hand them, as well, would it?

With my trusty flashlight in hand, I went
into the store as if it were a typical day. “Excuse me, ma’am. I
need a little something for each of my children to give them on
this fine Christmas morning. Would anything come to mind?” I asked
the empty counter.

The aisles were clear. They hadn’t been
ransacked. Today was no different in my new norm of “shopping.”
Maybe I needed this sense of normalcy. Although I was a closet
prepper, it was in the comfort of my own home, with plenty of power
and a trip to the store only as far away as my Jeep in the garage.
The only store left to me now was this gas station, which appeared
to have made most of its money from alcohol and drink sales. The
refrigerators were still filled with now frozen concoctions of all
types – sodas, energy drinks, sugary teas, and beer. Mostly
beer.

I wasn’t interested in that stuff, even if it
was thawed. And free.

I went into the candy aisle. I doubt there’s
anything as good as a frozen Snickers, so that was always an
option. There was candy of various types, but I didn’t want the
twins to get a taste for things that were too sweet. I wasn’t sure
what the future held, but sugar wasn’t going to be readily
available. Honey maybe, so I looked at the Bit O’ Honey candy bars.
Those were good, but when they were frozen, they could be real
tooth breakers. I put two of them and three Snickers in my pocket.
Candy wasn’t really what I was looking for, though. Something
that’s bad for you shouldn’t be considered a treat.

On a spinning display in the corner were some
travel games. I was surprised they had these kinds of things, but
then again, Chena Hot Springs was almost an hour up the road if one
were driving.

Travel Boggle. I put that in my pocket. A
sliding tile math puzzle. A sliding tile word puzzle. The twins
were two. These might be nice, but a little later in their lives.
On the counter, there was a spinning display case with some cheap
jewelry. I spun it and there they were. Two necklaces, each with
one half of a heart. The heart would be whole when the two wearers
were together. When they were apart, each would miss the other
half. I took these. As the twins grew up, I hoped that they would
look out for each other, take care of each other.

I arrived back home to everyone still snug in
bed. The dogs had taken my spot so there was no hope of crawling
back under the covers for me. So I made a cup of coffee. I had
taken all the instant coffee from the gas station on an earlier
trip. One has to have priorities.

I sat on a chair looking through the window
to the yard and the woods. It was Christmas Day, a little over
three weeks since we lost power.

If you haven’t experienced it, you can’t
understand the beauty of Fairbanks in the winter. The colors are
soft pastels. The white was bright and clean. Everything sparkled.
The air was crisp. Fairbanks was considered high desert. It was dry
and the snow was light, fine like powdered sugar.

The stars shine and the sky was full. The
moon was so bright it cast shadows. Especially without any
artificial lights, the sky was even clearer. I was still sitting
there when everyone else began to stir. Madison was hugging the
twins in close. The dogs were stretching and yawning.

“Merry Christmas!” I worked my way past the
dogs and into the pile of humans. The twins were giggling and
together they said, “Potty.” We hurried up and put them each on
their own mini throne, where they gave us the best gifts. On their
own, they had learned what it meant to be potty-trained and that
they’d decided to make it happen. We could not have been
happier!

We made pancakes with the last of our
shelf-stable almond milk. We took it easy with the maple syrup so
we could continue to use that as a sweetener in oatmeal for the
children.

After breakfast, I gave the twins their
present. We put the necklaces on them, but saw that they were too
young to have something like that around their necks. We promised
to make them bracelets that they could put the charms on. They
liked them and kept putting the two pieces of the heart together.
They spoke to each other in their own language which only they
understood. We could only watch.

I went to the garage and got one of the
Snickers bars. I gave it to Madison on the sly. As adults, we had a
different idea regarding treats. Madison took it and smiled at me.
In no time at all, decadence had taken a back seat to
necessity.

I’d lost ten pounds since the event. I expect
Madison had shed a comparable percentage of her body weight. We
didn’t weigh ourselves that often. The scale worked, but the
problem was in shedding enough clothing in our fifty-degree house
to weigh ourselves properly.

We took sponge baths when necessary, but that
was it. We still had not figured out how we were going to do
laundry. We boiled water for dishes and, thanks to the gas station,
we had an almost unlimited supply of propane and gasoline. We could
continue to use our stove and generator. I needed to find a bigger
generator. Then we could power the whole house. My small generator
had a 220v outlet, but my dryer plug didn’t fit it. I didn’t have
the proper plug. A good prepper would have thought of those things
along with buying the right-sized generator in the first place.

The winter solstice was four days ago. That
meant a little more light with each passing day.

It was crystal clear again, which meant that
temperatures would drop further.



What To Do for New Year’s

 


 


 Every year
for New Year, we had gone to Chena Hot Springs Resort to enjoy the
springs. Even with everything else, why should this year be
different? The resort provided its own geo-thermal power. It should
be fully operational. Workers lived there as it would be too
expensive and time-consuming to commute the hour-plus one way from
Fairbanks. Many young people worked there to earn money for
college. You couldn’t spend money there so it made for a great way
to save.

To make the trip, we needed another snow
machine with a tow-behind sleigh. I knew there wasn’t another
set-up in our neighborhood. I took a trip toward Two Rivers. As I
got further from Fairbanks, I figured it was more likely that every
household had a snow machine.

I took it easy as I entered the first farm. I
didn’t want anyone to consider me a looter, although maybe I was.
If I took a snow machine, it would be for our pleasure, but a
backup could be critical if one broke down. Also with a second
machine, we’d be able to both go “shopping” and take the twins with
us.

There were no vehicles that I could see and
there weren’t any tire tracks in three weeks’ worth of snow. I
still took no chances and yelled heartily from my snow machine. I
waited. No answer. I gave it one more yell. Still no answer.

There were a number of buildings on the
property. I figured the most likely to hold a snow machine was the
garage. I looked in through the windows into the emptiness. No
vehicles, although it looked like space was cleared for two. They
had probably been caught in the city just like everyone else.

I got down on one knee and said a quick
prayer for them. I had not been religious, until a month ago. Since
then two, maybe three times, the world had tried to kill me. I had
to believe that I was blessed. I couldn’t let myself have
survivor’s guilt. There was no time for it. My family counted on
me. I had to be there for them and be there with the right
attitude. I got up. It was time to get back to work.

No need to defile their garage by breaking a
lock when I knew it didn’t have what I was looking for. Next up was
the shed. It had a golf cart door so it could hold snow machines,
or a riding mower. It had a key lock so I couldn’t use my bolt
cutters. Instead, I went with the sledgehammer. Using it like a
ram, hitting the door right at the lock usually broke things open.
This shed was no exception. The lock broke out, and I pushed the
door in. Perfect. Thank God for people who were prepared to live in
Fairbanks in the winter, and I thanked them profusely for sharing
their wisdom with me.

Two top-end snow machines, both ready to go.
They had towed sleighs that looked like undersized sleds as well. I
choked one of the machines and hit the starter. It struggled
briefly, then roared to life. Booyah! The sound of freedom.

I was trading up from a pull start to an
electric start, and I liked it. I maneuvered the new snow machines
and towed sleighs into the driveway. I put my old machine with the
broken windshield and small sleigh into their shed and closed the
door.

I tied a tow strap between the first and
second snow machines. I hooked up the sleighs, one on top of the
other, behind the towed snow machine. I reminded myself to
dutifully document the exchange.

With the new snow machines and both towed
sleighs set for travel, I was in a good mood. So I thought I’d look
around before heading back. One never knew what could be found.

I put a five-gallon can of gas and a couple
quarts of oil into the sleigh. They were undoubtedly for the snow
machines, so might as well keep everything together. There wasn’t
anything else in the shed that I wanted to take. We didn’t need
anything else yet, so I wasn’t going to break into the farmhouse.
Maybe sometime I’d have to, but not today. No more “shopping” than
required. I didn’t want to get greedy. We had what we needed for
today and even for next month.

 

Although we could use more pellets. I figured
I’d be critical low by the end of February or maybe even into
March. It would still be deadly cold then. After the New Year I’d
begin that search in earnest. If I had to change out the pellet
stove for a wood burner, I would do it. But this was me and I knew
it would be a painful installation that probably wouldn’t work
right at the beginning.

How long could we go without heat while I was
taking one stove out and putting another one in? Could Madison and
I manhandle a five-hundred-pound stove out and put another one in?
It had taken four of us and a dolly to get the pellet stove into
the house in the first place. The piped chimney wouldn’t be too
difficult, but without a Home Depot or Lowe’s, I’d have to find the
materials in other people’s homes and dismantle them. That would be
a sooty mess. That was enough thought on that topic. The right
answer was to find someone who had a pellet stove. One extra ton of
pellets, conveniently packaged in forty-pound bags, would take care
of us through to the summer.

And putting those thoughts out of my mind for
now, I pulled into our driveway with the two snow machines and two
sleighs. All of us could go to the Hot Springs!



The Trip to Chena Hot Springs

 


 


 When
I said all of us, I meant all of us. In the next few days, I had to
train the dogs to ride in the sleigh. What a nightmare! They would
ride for about three seconds and then jump out because they saw a
mound of snow that needed to be sniffed and peed on.

I had to use the twins to help me train the
dogs to ride in the towed sleds. We started with Phyllis. The twins
held her and we took a slow spin around the neighborhood. She
stayed between them for the whole ride. We did the same thing with
Husky, although it took her some repetition to get it. The first
time, we hadn’t even reached the bottom of the driveway before she
jumped out, dragging Charles behind her. Aeryn let go and laughed
as her brother was pulled through the snow.

We put blankets in the sleigh and I built a
rack with sides out of spare wood we kept in our shed. It wasn’t
pretty, but it did what we needed. The dogs would be behind a
crate-like thing so they wouldn’t be inclined to jump out. The
blankets would give them a place to curl up once they relaxed. The
trip to Chena Hot Springs could take two hours one way. The crate
also partitioned the sleighs so we could bring a number of
rudimentary supplies – tent, sleeping bags, food, water, gas,
tools. All of that just in case. I didn’t want to have to use any
of it, but if we got stuck out there, we needed to be able to
survive. It was like taking an umbrella when you think it’s going
to rain. Being prepared lessened the chance of needing what you
were prepared for.

Like the twins remaining potty-trained – no
accidents. It made our lives so much easier.

The day came. We left the pellet stove on. It
would run until it ran out of pellets or the battery died. If all
went well, then we’d be back before either of those things
happened.

Dogs on the sleighs. One child on the snow
machine with each of us. They would probably get bored, but we’d
deal with that when the time came. Maybe we’d stop along the
way.

I let Madison lead as she had not driven a
snow machine before. We would stick to the road and maintain a
steady pace of twenty-five mph or so until she was a little more
comfortable. I had no doubt that she would pick up the pace on the
straightaways. I would follow her far enough back to avoid the snow
cloud her snow machine kicked up.

We set out. It was funny watching her
navigate the first corner onto the highway. She almost came to a
complete stop as she muscled the nose around. She gave me an
unhappy look. I went wide around her and showed her how to let the
skis take the machine around the corner. I gave it a little gas to
help the skis dig in and corner smoothly. I slowed and looked back.
She accelerated and slowed, accelerated and slowed. She was getting
used to the gas feed. Once on the road, she passed me and continued
toward Chena Hot Springs. We were on our way.

And an hour later, we were still on our way.
But the pace was picking up. I raced ahead to give her the
let’s-take-a-break sign. We stopped in the middle of the road.
First order of business was to let the twins relieve themselves.
That was interesting. Snowsuits aren’t made for field relief. Their
little bodies shivered as they tried to go. We held them close
while they finally did their business and then bundled them back up
into their now cold clothes. The dogs frolicked in the snow. It was
a bit deep for Phyllis, but Husky made a wide patch that Phyllis
could follow. They ran back along the tracks we had made. Both were
wearing coats as we didn’t know how cold they’d get riding in the
sleigh.

The coats were a good call. About five
minutes into the ride, the novelty had worn off and they’d curled
up as much as they could in the blanket, with their noses facing
backwards, away from the wind. Next time, more blankets and maybe
pillows to use as a wind-break up front and cushion in the
back.

It was nice traveling with all of us
together. We coaxed the dogs back into their traveling crates with
Milk Bones, climbed aboard ourselves, and set out again.

The break helped. Madison was far more
comfortable and almost immediately picked up the pace. We passed a
few moose grazing on willow branches near the road. But we didn’t
pass any people or signs of people. Maybe everyone had left. Or
hunkered down so much that they left no trace. Real preppers lived
out here. People who understood what it was like to live off the
grid. We were teaching ourselves quickly, but it wasn’t natural for
us. My first thought was to run a generator.

As we approached the Chena Hot Springs
Resort, things looked normal. There were snow machine tracks in the
immediate vicinity. There were dog sled tracks. The sled dogs were
barking and yipping from the kennel near the road. There should
have been about a hundred dogs there. It seemed like it from the
noise they were making.

We pulled our sleds up to the main entrance
where there was also the restaurant. We left the dogs in their
cages, even though they were ready to get out. The door was
unlocked so we went inside. As bizarre as it seemed, there was a
young woman behind the counter.



The Hot Springs

 


 


 “Can I help
you?” she asked in a pleasant voice.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t expect anyone to be
here,” I started.

“We’ve been out of touch for more than three
weeks now. We have plenty of reservations on the books, but the
state hasn’t plowed the road. The phones are out, so no one is able
to call and cancel and we aren’t able to call them,” she said. “We
were getting worried.”

I looked at Madison. Although the resort
didn’t get a great deal of traffic, I would have thought they’d be
more curious. But then again, they were here to work for weeks at a
time. From the looks of the parking lot, no guests had stayed. Our
arrival drew a crowd, almost all of them college-aged.

We told them what we saw in the city,
including what happened to our friends. We told them about the
convoy of vehicles that left. I told them about the wolf pack and
the Dog Musher.

The group gave a great deal of attention to
our twins. The children enjoyed their new friends. Madison brought
our dogs inside too.

“Would you have any fresh greens?” Madison
asked. The resort maintained its own greenhouses. It had been a
while since we had a fresh salad.

“You bet!” one young man offered. We were
ushered into the dining room. They brought chairs for the twins. We
put the dogs on leashes that they had in the gift shop. We didn’t
want them getting in the way or running into the kitchen.

Everything was fully functional. It was nice
and warm in the lodge. It was light. It was normal.

But it wasn’t normal. We were the only
customers they had. They had been going about their business since
the disaster that had befallen Fairbanks. Their lifeline had been
cut and they hadn’t even realized it.

A number of workers joined us to eat. Instead
of eating in the employee lounge or somewhere else, the employees
had taken to eating in the formal dining room, with the fireplace
and the bar. We had nice big salads and the twins had mini
hamburgers. There was fresh baked bread for everyone.

We weren’t starving, but there is so much to
be said for a good meal at a restaurant. Call this a little slice
of heaven, at least for today. The crew took good care of us. When
the meal finished, we offered to help clean up. No need, they said.
It was nice to hear what had happened. They had a great deal to
talk about among themselves.

“Is the pool open?” I asked.

“Of course. There’s no one over there right
now. Just help yourselves.” I let them write down my credit card
number to cover the meal whenever the power was restored. I gave
them a $100 tip. I expected that I was still making more with my
retirement pay than I was paying out in auto-payments. I couldn’t
be sure, but it’s the thought that counts. I still had my wallet
with me whenever I left the house. I didn’t want to give that up.
It was part of modern society. It was part of being normal.

We dutifully changed in the locker rooms, but
left our clothes on the benches. I thought about locking up my
rifle and pistol, but settled for taking those in the pool area
with us. There were no other visitors.

We went swimming in the inside pool. The dogs
ran around the pool and finally laid down on the rug by the door.
We relaxed in the pool until our fingers were shriveled. Then we
took nice showers to get the stinky mineral water off us. After
nearly a month, a hot shower was incredible.



Staying at the Resort

 


 


 We had
taken our time and it was dark outside. I didn’t want to drive back
in the dark. I didn’t think we had to. We dropped our towels in the
bin and went outside for the short walk back to the main desk. Our
greeter and the others were at the bar getting bombed. I guess the
news of Fairbank’s demise was harder on them than it first seemed.
None of this group was from Fairbanks; they came from various
places in the Lower 48.

They were occupied filling in the information
blanks with various conspiracy theories. I put on my Intelligence
Officer hat and boiled things down to the only facts we had. A
nuclear device exploded somewhere on the west side of Fort
Wainwright. It was big enough to level the city and make the
enclosed area of Fairbanks radioactive. The detonation also would
have created an EMP to destroy electronics on the circuit, such as
the cell towers. Any communications would have to go through the
city and there was no longer a city. The resort counted on the city
so the resort was cut off. That was all we knew. Speculation didn’t
help anything.

I took the time to shake their hands. You can
tell a great deal by looking into someone’s eyes. I saw grief and
frustration. These were connected youth of today and they were cut
off from the world. I applauded their efforts to keep everything
running. They maintained a level of normal despite the lack of
guests.

“What do you intend to do tomorrow and then
next week?” I asked. They didn’t know. No one stepped up to lead
them. They were a group of kids working their way through college.
“Will you make it through the winter?” They looked surprised by the
question.

“We have food and we have power. Do we have
enough food for the dogs?” a young lady named Amber asked the
group. They started offering bits and pieces of information from
the areas they worked.

“I suggest you plan to spend the winter here.
You probably won’t be getting any guests. I expect that help will
come at some point. We just need to be alive and healthy when that
happens.” Hope. I offered a lifeline for them. With hope, they
would not only survive, but thrive.

“Since it’s gotten late, can we stay the
night?”



The Mayor of Chena Hot Springs

 


 


 Our
after-dinner conversation became a team meeting. They looked to me
to guide them. Maybe it was the Marine in me or, more likely, it
was because I was older.

“You haven’t had a guest in three weeks.” It
was a statement, but they nodded as if it were a question.

“I suggest that you all become the Community
of Chena Hot Springs. What will it take to keep the geo-thermal
plant running? What will it take to ensure you have enough food to
sustain the community? What will each of you do to help the group
survive?” They looked at me. No one talked.

“Let me offer an organizational structure to
start with, but then it can be modified as you, the community see
fit. Amber. You are the mayor.” She shook her head. “Your job sucks
the most. You need to know what everyone is doing and be everywhere
at once. You will be the glue that holds the community together
because you think logistics. Food. Water. Fuel. Power.

“Who understands the power plant here? Where
do you get your fresh water from? Who manages the greenhouse? Who
tends the kennel?” Because of where people were working, it was
easy to align responsibilities with capabilities. Some people
surprised us with their skills and backgrounds. Pleasantly
surprised. We had an EMT in training. We had two farmers. We had
one junior dog musher and one assistant to handle the dogs.

The key people, the previous management team,
lived in Fairbanks. They’d left the evening of the first day after
the detonation and never returned. We did not have a mechanic or a
manager or a vet or a medic.

“My God, we don’t have an accountant!” I
blurted out. They looked at me and then started laughing. I wanted
them to know that they had everything they needed. They had enough
expertise to make this community work.

“You said that you only had one month of dog
food left.” The dog musher Abigail nodded. “Are there any
hunters?”

“I got a deer once with my old man in North
Dakota,” a scruffy-looking young man offered.

“Shoot it?” He nodded. “Dress it in the
field?” He nodded again. “Anybody else with experience hunting?”
One of the housekeepers raised her hand. Becca. She was the
youngest of the bunch.

“Here you go …?”

“Darren.” He filled in his name for me.

“Here you go, Darren.” I cycled the action on
my rifle, emptying the chamber, and then gave it to him. “You and
Becca need to get a moose. That will help feed the dogs and help
you keep a fresh supply of meat here for everyone else.”

“We have enough meat in our freezer for the
few of us for another year if needs be. We are supplied to feed a
hotel full of guests,” the cook, Jo, added.

“Thank you and that’s good. People are taken
care of. Dogs will be taken care of. Everyone figure out the best
way to conserve. How can you make the most of what you have
here?”

“I’d like set times for meals. Everyone eats
together and I only have to make one or two entrees for each meal.
That would make things easier for me and then I could help out
elsewhere. I’d like to learn more about the power plant …”

Our visit became a sharing of information,
then a conversation, and finally a town planning session. Amber had
shown Madison and the twins to the honeymoon suite. The dogs were
enjoying the company of the humans. I expected Madison had taken
another long shower and that the twins were sound asleep after a
full day. Amber was back.

“Tomorrow morning, breakfast is at …”

“Eight a.m.?” Jo offered. I looked at her,
then at Amber.

“Eight a.m.?” repeated Amber. No dissent.
“Eight a.m. it is. Coffee starting at six thirty and I’ll make that
myself.” She was off to a good start as the mayor.

I asked Darren to follow me out to our snow
machine. I dug out the extra box of ammunition I had brought for
the rifle. “Good luck.” I shook his hand as I handed it to him.
This group needed to believe it could be self-sufficient.

The dogs were outside with me, but I hadn’t
put on their coats or boots. Phyllis was running to stay warm. I
had to keep yelling at her to keep her going in my direction. We
finally made it to the building with our room, which was less than
a hundred yards from the restaurant and main desk. Phyllis and
Husky must have run a mile and marked every post on their way. I
never thought that female dogs would mark like males, but they did.
Phyllis even lifted a leg to do it.

I then joined my family in the honeymoon
suite for a very relaxing evening in a warm bed with electric
lights and running hot water. We easily accepted these creature
comforts, but we no longer took them for granted.



Returning Home

 


 


 Morning came far
too soon. I slept like a rock. Madison created a cocoon for herself
and was a bump under the covers. The twins were wedged in between
us, emulating their mother in near hibernation. The dogs were at
the bottom of the bed. At least it was a king so I had some room.
There’s a lot to be said about waking up in a warm room and being
able to use a flush toilet.

It was about five a.m., later than I usually
awoke, but still earlier than the rest of humanity. I closed the
bathroom door and took a long shower. It was so nice. Too bad I had
to put dirty clothes back on. Then again, they didn’t seem so bad
when my body was clean.

I was surprised that no one had gotten up,
but the humans were still out cold. The dogs lifted their heads. I
shushed them and waved them out the door with me. They came
readily. Their dog food was still in the sled. I’d get it on the
way to the restaurant.

I put on Phyllis’ coat and boots because it
was cold out. Maybe minus ten. There were some external lights
here. It was nice being outside in the morning and having light. We
walked around the complex, staying in the lighted areas.

We walked into the pool building. The staff
had stopped locking doors so everything was available at any time.
The sulfur smell wasn’t overwhelming and I got used to it quickly.
The dogs didn’t like it in there. Too steamy. No soft places to lie
down. They worked me until I took them back outside. This was how
it should feel when at a resort.

When we’d been outside long enough, we went
to the restaurant. Everything was sitting out to make the coffee,
so I started the first pot and set things out for whoever showed up
first. After Husky snatched a muffin off the table, I moved
everything to the top of the bar. Phyllis enjoyed part of the theft
as the muffin broke apart when Husky tried to run under a table
with it.

Amber showed up early. Others straggled in
over the next half hour. Although they were not very talkative,
probably due to the early hour, they had determined looks on their
faces. I wanted them to believe and take hold of their
circumstance. It wasn’t of their making, and it wasn’t of my
making. It simply was.

Someone had set up a set of external speakers
on the bar. I got my phone from the sled and hooked it up. I turned
it on, touched my way to REM, and played, “It’s The End Of The
World As We Know It.”

I danced by myself behind the bar. The
younger group moved tables and danced in the dining area. I played
it one more time. It became a singalong. Madison and the twins
showed up halfway through the second playing. I took Aeryn by the
hand and danced with her. Madison and Charles were much better
dancers.

When the song ended, I let my REM playlist
continue, but turned the volume down a little.

I turned to Madison. “What do you think? We
go home as soon as it gets light?” She nodded. The resort was a
slice of paradise in our bleak and cold world. But we hadn’t packed
for a long stay. “I think if the community of Chena Hot Springs
lets us, we’ll come here every week for an overnight.” She nodded.
The twins didn’t want to leave. They wanted to go swimming
again.

“Amber. Once it gets light, we’ll take our
leave and go back home.” I reached out to shake her hand. “Thank
you for stepping up. Things will be fine. You will make them that
way.” She nodded.

“I’ll take care of your room. Just leave it
as it is,” Becca offered.

“No,” I said emphatically. “You are no one’s
housekeeper now. You’re the hunter. You need to help supply the
dogs. They need you more than the sheets in that room. We’ll clean
it up ourselves. Just show me where the clean sheets are.”

She ended up doing better than that. She
moved the cleaning cart next to the door and left it there.

We cleaned the room quickly, even though we
still had a few hours till daylight. We asked for tours of the
various areas. We wanted to see the greenhouse. We needed ideas for
when we built our own greenhouse. We had planned for years to build
one, but I had not gotten around to it. Now seemed to be a great
time.

The new Community of Chena Hot Springs
happily showed us everything there was to see. We even went out to
the kennel to meet the dogs, but we had to put Husky and Phyllis on
leashes. They were hard to control when we saw all the dogs. There
was much barking and pulling. It devolved into complete chaos so we
cut our visit short and walked back to the lodge, dragging two very
excited dogs.



Home

 


 


 We loaded up with a couple days’ supply of lettuce and
vegetables, started our snow machines, and waved goodbye as we
pulled out. I smiled behind my face shield. We had a place to come
to experience the old world until our modern conveniences were
restored at our home. And maybe we had started something good.

A functional resort had value, even more so
when the employees took full ownership of the operation. If
management returned, I would like to think they’d be proud of their
employees and how they’d maintained the facility.

It was amazing what a good night’s rest can
do. Madison was making great time. She handled the snow machine
easily. We probably averaged fifty miles an hour on the
straightaways and thirty-five or so on the corners. The snow was
deep enough that the skis dug in nicely. We made it home in a
little over an hour.

Maybe next week’s trip to the resort, we
could take our laundry …

Fully refreshed, we dug into our chores. It
was below freezing in the house, but the generator started on the
first pull, and with a fresh bag added, the pellet stove blasted to
life. We took care of our lettuce, putting it in the laundry room
which was between our great room and the bedrooms. When the stove
brought us back to fifty degrees, the laundry room would hover
somewhere between freezing and less than fifty. We made it our
walk-in refrigerator. It was nice to have fresh vegetables after
only eating canned for three weeks straight.

The greenhouse was moving up in priority.

Deep down inside, I felt that we would be cut
off from society for a long time. We had seen nothing since that
one airplane on the third day. We’d seen some smoke from fires. But
until we visited the resort, we hadn’t seen other people since the
convoy. We knew they had to be there, but people in rural areas
around Fairbanks are very private and able to take care of
themselves. I thought we needed to make contact with more people,
at least take a census of some sort.

Why us? By establishing the Community at
Chena Hot Springs, maybe I had become the regional governor.
Somebody had to if we were all to make it to that magical day when
the world found us.

Whenever that day came, I wanted to be there.
I wanted to know that I did what I could to help others, too. The
death of the Dog Musher came back to me. He was one I didn’t save,
but wish I had. The world needed people like him, people who loved
their dogs. I gave my rifle away in the hopes that all the dogs at
the resort would survive.

And that brought me out of my reverie. I
needed a new hunting rifle. I had some relics from the Cold War;
AKs, SKS, and a Moisin-Nagant. Only the Moisin would bring down a
moose, but it had a crazy safety. I only had twenty rounds for it,
too. I needed something more modern. And we needed pellets. At
least we no longer needed diapers. It’s the little victories that
make you smile.

“Who wants to go shopping?” Madison quickly
overruled both twins. They had their lessons, already on the
calendar, and they also had yoga. Madison had not practiced for two
days and it was time. The twins could twist themselves into little
pretzels. I swear it was if they didn’t have bones. But this was a
calming time for them and would be followed by a nap.

I left the dogs and headed out. After two
days of excitement, the dogs would probably sleep for a full day
before they were back in top form.

I needed to find a hunting rifle and
pellets.



“Shopping” for a Rifle

 


 


 I expected
the farmhouse where I found the two new sleds would have firepower
on hand, so that’s where I went. On this trip, I needed to get into
the house. I checked around first to make sure that no one had
appeared and stood ready to shoot an intruder.

There were no new tracks, except for those
from one seemingly adventurous rabbit.

The door was standard for this area. Solid
without a window. I had my bolt cutters and sledgehammer. When
entering other people’s homes, I tried to minimize the damage I
did. These people didn’t know it, but they were a lifeline for us.
In a world where resources were scarce, we had to make the most out
of what was available. I kept my list of what I had taken and from
where. Maybe that was more for me than for those we borrowed
from.

I walked around the house looking for the
easiest way in. I checked the back door. It was unlocked. Once I
cleared the snow from the porch, the door opened easily and I went
in.

These people had not kept up on their
housecleaning. Dirty dishes were piled in the sink, with more on
the table. It was a mess. I stopped for a second and closed my
eyes, thanking them silently for opening their home to me and
praying that someone from this family was away from Fairbanks at
the time. Maybe someone from this family survived.

There weren’t any gun racks on the walls. I
went upstairs. Nothing in the closets, from what I could see. I
went back downstairs. There was a closet under the stairs. I opened
it. This was where they stored their real gear. There were ammo
cans. I pulled these out. There were a number of boxes of 300
Winchester magnum shells. I didn’t think there was a better rifle
for hunting moose or bear. But the rifle wasn’t in the closet.
There was a shotgun and ammunition for a variety of smaller
calibers, to include full-metal jacketed rounds for my .45. I
pocketed all the .45 ammo.

If the 300 Winchester was in the house, I had
missed it. I looked in recesses behind doors and under beds. I
looked for hidden compartments in the furniture, but nothing turned
up.

What if they had taken it moose hunting, and
it was still in their truck? Or maybe still in the gun case of
their quad. They had to have a quad. It was a farm!

I left the house and went to the barn, where
it seemed the barn was cleaner than the house. The hay was neatly
stacked and things were in order. The quad was here and it had a
rifle case. The case had a padlock, which my bolt cutters took care
of in short order.

The rifle was there. A beautiful 300 Win mag.
The owner must have dropped his entire PFD (Permanent Fund Dividend
– Alaskans get a check every year based on revenue from the oil
windfall years) on this rifle. Outside, I took off the scope caps
and peered through. It looked like it had been focused at about
three hundred yards. A nice shot well within the effective range of
this rifle. I wondered if they had gotten their moose.

I slung the rifle over my shoulder and went
back in the house. First thing I did was secure all the ammunition
for it. There were only a hundred rounds, but it would do. I was
back in business for when I needed to hunt. Or protect my family,
although this rifle would not have been any good in the fight with
the wolves. The 45-70 was much better for that. It had iron sights
and an eighteen-inch barrel, almost like it was made for a
firefight. Depending on how successful Darren and Becca were
hunting, maybe I could trade them this rifle for my trusty cannon.
I thought of it that way because the ammunition for it looked more
like mini cannon shells than the sleek rounds of a high-powered
rifle.

I checked the top freezer in their kitchen.
There were some moose steaks and they didn’t look like last year’s
packaging. They had to have a big freezer somewhere, probably
outside where it cost nothing in the winter to run. Had there been
one in the garage?

I took the ammunition, rifle, and a few moose
steaks with me outside, closing the door behind me. I put
everything on my sled, so my hands would be free for breaking into
the garage. But that wasn’t needed as the side door to the garage
was unlocked. The freezer was inside. A big chest freezer filled
with a variety of moose meat. The freezer had never warmed up after
we lost power. This meat was in perfect condition. We could feed
our dogs and ourselves for another year on what was in here.

Add this to the dog food stored at the Dog
Musher’s house and our dogs would live like kings. Madison and I
had both lost weight since the detonation. There was always more
work than could be done. We were constantly in motion and we burned
calories heating our bodies since we kept our house at fifty. If we
could find some pellets for our stove, then maybe we could turn the
thermostat up a little. Fifty degrees was cold.

There seemed to be an unlimited amount of
split firewood. Everyone had a wood burner. Most people were far
more self-sufficient than we were. If it has to be purchased or
manufactured elsewhere, it’s not good for a prepper.



Bennett Road

 


 


 I needed to find
pellets and further out was not the answer. Self-sufficient meant
you made do with what was on hand, such as trees. They all had wood
burning stoves out there. I decided that I had to risk getting
closer to the city.

There was a road that paralleled ours, about
a half-mile closer to the city, still on this side of the ridge. I
reasoned that there would be no risk there. I cruised past the turn
to our house and slowed to take the corner onto Bennett. I would
look for homes with a chimney that did not have a supply of split
firewood. This was like a military exercise. How could I get the
most for the least effort?

I took it easy as I traveled up Bennett. It
had recently been blacktopped and made for a smooth ride. Most
houses were back a little from the road, so I slowed as I passed
each, looking for what I considered to be the telltale signs of a
pellet stove.

The last time I was on this road was before
the detonation. There was a house that had a barn with horses. I
wondered if they had survived. As it turned out, the horse ranch
was the first house I came to that looked like it might use a
pellet stove. I turned into their driveway and slowed as I
approached the house.

Three shaggy horses were huddled outside the
barn, eating from a rolled hay bale. They had survived and even
looked healthy. But it had only been a month. They had to have
emulated moose by eating snow when they were thirsty. The barn
provided sufficient shelter from the weather. Maybe come spring we
would need to do something with the horses if help had not arrived
by then. Even if it was as simple as turning them loose when the
hay ran out. I didn’t want to see any more deaths of animals that
had been locked up.

The front door was locked. I went around the
back.

Footprints. Leading from the house to the
barn.

I knocked on the door and yelled a greeting.
I was instantly afraid. I had the new rifle slung over my shoulder
and had a sledgehammer in my hand. I jumped down the steps into the
yard, dropped the sledgehammer on the ground, and held up my hands.
I stood there as a face appeared in the window.

She looked at me with wild eyes. Besides
tending the horses, maybe she hadn’t left the house in the past
month. She might be running low on supplies.

“Are you okay?” I asked, my hands still in
the air. “I live just over there.” I pointed in the direction of
our house.

She opened the door. She had a butcher knife
in one hand.

“I’ll stay here; I’m not coming any closer.”
I tried to put her at ease. “Is there any help that you need?”

She still looked at me, her mouth moving, but
nothing came out.

“The horses look healthy. You’ve done a good
job taking care of them over the past month.”

“How do you know it’s been a month?” she
blurted out.

“I know because that’s when a nuclear device
detonated in Fairbanks. The city is gone. The blast did a lot of
damage, and then the radiation did the rest.”

Her mouth moved, but nothing came out.

“Did your husband work in the city?” It
wasn’t a question. She had been waiting for her husband for a
month. She’d waited, not knowing.

He wasn’t coming home.

Tears froze to her eyelashes. Her breath
quickened, small clouds puffed in front of her. The knife fell from
numb fingers. She turned and went back inside, closing the door
behind her.

In a loud voice I said, “I’ll come back
tomorrow and check on you. I’ll bring my family.” I doubted she
heard me.

I was done “shopping” for today.
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 Madison
thought we should be more active in finding survivors. Our trip to
the Hot Springs had energized her. Madison realized that getting
through this would be better if we didn’t have to do it alone.
Although she was an introvert, there was a certain solace in
company. We had no intention of building a commune with everyone
living under one roof, but we wanted to at least know where people
were living. Maybe we could even map out the hot zone and help
people stay clear of the radiation.

The next day, after sun up, we loaded up the
twins and the dogs into their sleighs, fired up the snow machines
and made the short trip to the woman’s house around the corner. I
hoped that her grief was no longer debilitating. Maybe the truth of
the city’s demise had helped her achieve some closure with the loss
of her husband. I didn’t know. I wasn’t good with the emotional
stuff.

We pulled down her driveway and unloaded
everyone. The dogs raced for the fence so they could bark at the
horses, who whinnied and were none too pleased with the arrival of
our dogs. I thought I saw fresh footprints to the barn.

With Charles on my hip, I tentatively
ventured up the back steps. The knife was gone.

I knocked on the door as her sad face
appeared and looked at me. Seeing little Charles, she started to
sob, putting her hand on the window.

I opened the door and she leaned out to hug
me and my little man. Maybe her child had been in the city along
with her husband.

She let me go, waving us all inside after
her. The kitchen was immaculate, and even a little warm. Well,
warmer than what we kept our house.

We put the twins down. Aeryn pointed to the
woman and asked, “Why?” She wanted to know why she was crying.

“Why don’t you ask her?” I suggested.
Sometimes it helped to talk about your grief. Telling it to the
innocence of small children could make the pain seem less.

Aeryn, still in her snowsuit, tottered over
to the lady. “Why?” she asked in her small voice.

The woman sat down on the floor to be closer
to her. Charles moved in close to his sister. We sat in chairs at
the table.

“My husband took our son to the dentist on
that morning and they never came home. They are never coming home,
are they?”

For the children, the concept of never didn’t
have any meaning. They shrugged it off. They understood on the
simplest of terms. Her family wasn’t here so the woman was sad.

“What’s your name? I’m Aeryn!” She brightened
as she proclaimed proudly in her little girl voice.

With a tired smile, the lady looked at our
little girl. “I’m Colleen. Nice to meet you.” She held out her
hand.

“I’m Charles!” Not to be outdone by his
sister, he shouldered his way into the conversation. Colleen shook
his hand, too.

“Hi, Charles. My son’s name is Antonio and
he’s twelve.” She started to cry again, quietly, with her head
down. We had lost friends, but not family. We were blessed to be
together through this. Colleen had to go through it all alone, only
her horses for company. We pulled the twins onto our laps and sat
silently for a while.

“What do you need?” I asked. “We happen to
have some lettuce, if you’d like a salad …”

“I’d love a salad or anything that’s not
dehydrated.” After finishing whatever groceries she had on hand,
she’d started with their emergency rations. Most Alaskans kept
thirty days’ worth of food on hand in the form of a five-gallon
plastic bucket filled with dehydrated meals. We had meals from our
own stock, but as long as there was something else, we ate that
first. No matter how well you prepare the dehydrated food, it is
what it is, something to help you survive.

And it did its job, for Colleen anyway. It
kept her alive.

I hoped we made a difference for her. She
knew something was terribly wrong, yet she persevered. The human
spirit is not so easily defeated. The Dog Musher saw his world
taken from him and he couldn’t move past that.

“Do you have a snow machine?” If she didn’t,
then she could ride with us. “We live just around the corner, but
with the snow, it would be a tough walk.”

“No, but we have a quad with tracks. I can
follow you, but not too fast.”

The horses had come up to the fence and the
dogs were still barking. It was a little bit of chaos outside as
both sides jockeyed for position as if they were going into battle.
Or they were opposing sides in a rugby scrum.

We went outside, and there was much yelling
and wrestling as we recovered the dogs and got them back into the
crates on the sleighs. I went with Colleen as she opened the garage
and got into the quad. Four tracks, in the shape of triangles, were
where the tires should be. They looked like they’d have good
traction and were wide enough to keep the quad on top of the
snow.

It started after turning over for about
twenty seconds. Ran roughly for another minute, then smoothed out.
She slowly turned the steering wheel to exercise the connections.
It hadn’t run for over a month and she didn’t want to damage any of
the components. I think she realized that this was going to be her
primary source of transportation until the spring. The truck in the
garage would do her no good with the roads unplowed.

She pulled out and followed me to my sled. No
sense in shutting the garage door. There was no heat to keep
inside. I put Charles in front of me on my snow machine, and then
our little caravan headed out.
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 It was
approaching lunch time when we made it home, all of eight minutes
after we left Colleen’s horse ranch.

We parked our sleds and I stayed outside with
the dogs while everyone else went inside. The dogs took care of
business quickly as they knew there would be excitement
indoors.

We prepared a big salad for Colleen and made
moose burgers as the main course, using bread we had gotten fresh
from Jo at the resort. We even had a tomato to cut up. Colleen ate
like she was starving. She had probably lost weight in the past
month, a great deal of weight. Her clothes hung loosely on her.

We finally introduced ourselves while we were
eating. We talked about the community at Chena Hot Springs. It was
nice to have fresh food. It was nice to know that we weren’t
alone.

We settled in after lunch, near the pellet
stove. We turned on some music using my cell phone and our
Bluetooth speaker. She closed her eyes and disappeared for a while.
Not sleeping. She journeyed to another place where there was less
pain. We put the twins down for their nap. They looked at us, but
after a while, they drifted off into a restful slumber.

Colleen came back to us after a couple of Bob
Dylan songs.

“Thank you for lunch,” she started
tentatively. “I didn’t know what to do. There was no place to go.
My phone was out. No power. We have a wood stove that we usually
don’t run, but I used it. We didn’t have much wood, but our
neighbors did. I borrowed some of theirs when ours ran out. They
aren’t home. No one’s home.” She looked down at her feet, at the
dirty socks she was wearing.

“It’s okay,” I began.

“How is it okay?” she interrupted, getting
angry.

“It’s okay because it has to be. We have to
all keep going until help arrives. I think that will happen after
breakup.” Breakup was the term used for the spring thaw. That was
when the ice broke apart and the rivers started to flow free again.
I assumed that the melting snow would take away most of the
radiation. Then help could come and set up a relief station for us.
Everything downstream might get contaminated, but not where we
were, north of the city.

We hoped that Colleen was on the mend. She
still suffered greatly from her loss, but maybe the worst was
behind her. In one sense, it had been a month. In another, she’d
known the truth for only a single day.

“We plan to go to Chena Hot Springs each week
to check in on the community, but selfishly, to partake of the
comforts of a normal world. They have power. And heat. And a chef!
And we’ll go swimming, but the dogs don’t like the pool.” We
smiled. We would take a vacation each week, but we needed to bring
things to the community to share. If we could find another snow
machine, Colleen could go with us. She wouldn’t stay at the Hot
Springs because of her horses – they were her family, just like
Phyllis and Husky were ours.

“Do any of your neighbors have a snow machine
that you could borrow?” I asked while topping off the quad’s gas
tank.

She thought for a second and said, “I think
all of them do.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll go back with you now
and we’ll see if we can find one that’s ready to go.” Then I added,
“Do any of your neighbors use a pellet stove?”



Looking for More Survivors

 


 


 It
didn’t take us long to find a house with a newer snow machine in
perfect condition. Colleen showed me to one of the neighbors who
had both a sled and a pellet stove. I broke the lock on the shed
and could see how uncomfortable Colleen was.

“I keep a list of what I take and from whom.
If they return, I will pay them back. Right now? It’s all for one
and one for all. Anything everyone has is necessary to help us
survive. After that, we can figure things out, but I don’t think an
insurance company expects anything to be intact. And I don’t really
care. The insurance companies and bureaucrats aren’t here. No one
has stepped up to even look for us, let alone help us.

“I feel bad for the people who used to live
here. All of them have their stories. All of them meant something.
I don’t know if they were away or if they were in the city. In
either case, none of them are here. If I wasn’t here and somebody
needed something I had to survive, they would be welcome to it.” I
looked at her. Despite my bold proclamation, I still felt badly
digging around in other people’s stuff.

“All right. I feel bad about it, but we’re
going to run out of pellets before we run out of cold. We haven’t
seen an airplane in a month. Besides you and the community of Chena
Hot Springs, we haven’t seen other people around here either. And I
still feel bad, but we have little choice.” I didn’t tell her about
the Dog Musher. His death might bother me forever. Unfortunately, I
had to go back there within a month in order to get some dog food.
I’m sure he would be okay with me taking it. I’d tried to save
him.

I tried.

I pulled the shed door open. A high stack of
pellets was on one side and a newer snow machine was on the other
side, right in front of the double door. It was facing out and
ready to go. I checked the gas – a full tank. I opened the doors to
the shed, looking over the snow machine. They were all similar in
how they started. Check the engine. Check the gas. Give the
throttle a number of pushes. Choke it. And try to start it, whether
a pull start or electric start. When it’s cold, let it warm up
plenty before revving it.

This was an electric start and it was ready
to go. It seemed like it came to life with the second turn of the
engine. It idled roughly at first, but it smoothed out. While
letting it warm up, I started carrying bags of pellets to the
sleigh. I figured I could drag maybe twenty bags, eight hundred
pounds, behind my sled, my snow machine, without a problem. I was
not going far and I wasn’t going fast.

Once the bags were loaded and Colleen’s
neighbor’s snow machine was idling smoothly, we were ready to
leave. I shook her hand. “On Saturday morning, come by the house
before sun up. We’ll push off as soon as it gets light to make the
travel easier. I think you’ll enjoy it there. The young people have
a lot of energy and the chef is magnificent!” She looked a bit
down. “You can stop by our house anytime. I’m sure the twins will
enjoy your company. But be prepared to teach them something. They
get a few lessons every day.” She brightened at that and
nodded.

Colleen took the snow machine to her house
and put it in the shed. She would hike back to pick up her tracked
quad and bring that to her home, too. I pulled out, spinning a
little until the sleigh started moving. It was nice to add the
extra twenty bags to our stock. Our search for pellets had come to
an end.

Today had not been a bad day. Colleen showed
a spark of life, and we had gotten something we needed.

The chance to help someone else. It felt
good.
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 I spent the
next day at the house. I had been gone too much lately. We were in
a good place with our supplies. I had filled some of our neighbors’
five-hundred-gallon fuel oil tanks with gasoline. The fuel oil was
drained into two water carriers people had for their trucks. Most
people in our neighborhood had those. You used to be able to pick
up water from town and refill your own tank. We had water
delivered. Since the detonation, we’d been siphoning water from our
own tank as the pump needed direct-wired 220-volt power. Plus, we
cut our water usage way back. It’s surprising how little water you
need when you don’t have flush toilets, a shower, a washing
machine, or a dishwasher. We had plenty of water and there was
always snow that could be melted if need be.

We had food and we had heat. I ran the
generator a couple times a day and stayed inside, reading with the
twins, or building with Legos, or any number of other constructive
things.

Colleen didn’t show up that day, but just
after sun up on the second day, she rode in on her neighbor’s snow
machine. She knocked gently on the door to the garage. We welcomed
her in. She carried a book bag. We looked at each other.

She smiled warmly at the twins. “My son had
these books. He outgrew them, but I think you might like them.” She
opened the bag and pulled out a number of Dr. Seuss books. We had a
few of them, but many we didn’t.

“Thank you!” the twins cried in unison.

“I like this one!” Aeryn was quite articulate
for a two-year-old.

“If Miss Colleen would like, maybe she can
read a story that you have not heard before.” I smiled at them.

She proceeded to show each book, looking
first to the twins and then to us. Madison nodded at One Fish Two
Fish. Colleen put the other books down and started to read. The
twins paid rapt attention as Colleen worked the rhymes and the
rhythm of the prose. When she finished, they wanted her to read it
again.

So she started over.

We wouldn’t let the twins get a third
reading. It was time for them to go outside and play. So we all
bundled up and went outside. I asked Madison if she’d like to take
Colleen on the snow machine to the gas station and look around.
Madison had only been there once, so she liked the idea.

They headed out and I took care of the twins.
It was too cold to make a snowman, but we followed our trail into
the woods with the dogs. Everyone enjoyed being outside with the
beauty of the snow frozen onto the trees. The sky was nothing but
light pastels. The snow was pure white and sparkled.

When everyone was sufficiently cold, we went
inside. Madison and Colleen returned with some little things. It
appeared that Colleen had a sweet tooth by the bulge of candy bars
in her pocket. We wished her well as she took her leave of us,
thanking her profusely for her gift of the books and her time in
reading to the twins.

And that’s when we committed to seeing who
else was out there.



Goldstream

 


 


 On the day we last
drove Goldstream we had seen an older lady in her yard. It was time
to go back and see if she was still there, and who else may be
around. I didn’t want Madison and the twins to go. I wanted this to
be as quick as possible. Maybe I was being overly protective, but I
noticed that when Madison went to the gas station, she hadn’t taken
the pistol. She knew that since we had seen the wolves, we were
supposed to be armed while outside. I thought we were supposed to.
I thought we had agreed. Maybe I was too protective. That would
probably change the longer this went on.

When would help come?

This could be a long trip if I ran into a
number of people. I had the road map out of the phone book and
dutifully put two numbers on the locations where the known
survivors lived. 1 was for us. 2 was for Colleen.

I started a journal to keep track of the
people. Maybe I’d consider myself the unofficial census taker. When
help came, this resource would be helpful and save a great deal of
time. In the interim, maybe we could save a few lives.

I took off right before sunrise. It was
overcast, but still cold, so I didn’t think it would snow. If it
did, it wouldn’t snow much. It usually warmed up above zero for the
big snows.

I had the sleigh behind my sled with some
things that people might need: a can of gas, some frozen moose
meat, a small propane tank, a sleeping bag. Things like that. I had
the high-powered rifle, just in case. I wore my shoulder holster
with the .45 nestled under my arm. And I had my “shopping” tools,
too.

I had to go around ten miles before getting
to the house where we had seen the old lady. The ride was
uneventful, as I took Bennet to steer as far away from the city as
I could get before reaching the Steese Highway.

There were numerous moose tracks crossing the
Steese Highway heading toward Fox. The woods on either side of the
road here were extensive. As I approached Goldstream, I noted a
number of snow machine tracks. They ranged east, west, and north.
It looked like many had used these roads. I was happy to see that
we were not alone. Far from it, it seemed.

I picked up the pace as the sun peeked out
over the southern horizon. I pulled into the driveway of the
A-frame where we had seen the old lady. It didn’t look like anyone
was home. No tracks. No smoke. Windows frosted over. I got off the
snow machine and went to the front door. I knocked. Nothing.

In the back, the door stood open. Something
was under a foot of snow, partially blocking the bottom step.
Probably a bag of trash. I stepped on it. It was solid. I continued
into the house. No one had been home for quite some time. Logs were
piled beside the wood burning stove, but it was cold. A pot was on
the stove, a meal frozen within.

Whoever had lived here had left in a hurry,
but after the power was out, unless they routinely used their wood
stove for cooking. Many did that around here.

I checked the cupboards for food we could
use. There was a small pile of vacuum-sealed meat that looked like
moose jerky. I pocketed it.

When I went back outside, where I had stepped
on the lump at the bottom of the steps, I could see what looked
like a coat. I brushed off the snow. It was the old lady, long dead
and frozen solid. I wondered if she had fallen down the steps or
maybe even had a heart attack. It didn’t matter. I said a prayer
over her. One more victim of the calamity that had befallen
Fairbanks.

I continued up the road on the sled, much
slower this time as I looked for any signs that people were alive.
The snow machine tracks looked like they came from one home up
ahead. I pulled into the driveway. A slight curl of smoke came from
a chimney at the back of the house. “Hello!” I yelled, with my
hands up as I walked toward the house.

The front door opened and a man with a
shotgun stepped out. I started to give my prepared speech on
looking for survivors when he raised the gun and fired.

My face stung and I threw myself to the
ground. It felt like I had been hit by a baseball bat. “Wait!
Wait!” I yelled, as he calmly pumped another round into the
chamber. I rolled away from that spot and jumped to my feet,
turning back to my sled. He fired again.

I was thrown on my face as if a moose ran
into me from behind. Pain!

I scrambled to my sled as he slowly came down
the steps. I hit the starter and the warm snow machine burst to
life. I gave it some gas while lying across the seat and did a
partial donut as I sped away from the house. The snow machine
bounced into the air as I clipped the ditch on the way toward the
main road. The sleigh was still attached. I couldn’t see if
anything had fallen off. I wasn’t going to stop and look. I raced
back along Goldstream toward Steese. I slowed to take an inventory
of myself. My face was bleeding where some pellets had hit me. The
wounds were small. He must have used a light birdshot.

I looked back. Two snow machines were
following me.

And they were gaining on me. With the sleigh
attached, I couldn’t outrun them. And even if I did, my tracks
would lead these people back to my home. I couldn’t have that.

This guy just shot me and now there were two
of them chasing me. I could feel my anger rising. I could feel my
fear that if I failed, I would be abandoning my family. Trying to
be the big man, helping other people out, and I had put that which
I held most dear in jeopardy.

Time to stop the madness.

I pulled into a driveway where a truck was
parked and slid sideways to a stop, jumping from the snow machine
and ripping off my glove at the same time. I pulled my pistol as I
got behind the truck. One sled entered the driveway behind me, but
slowly. The other stopped on the road. Their weapons were slung on
their backs, their gloved hands on the handlebars of their
sleds.

I leaned around the truck and took aim at the
man on the road and fired once, re-aimed and fired again. A double
tap. He rolled off his sled. The closer man accelerated directly at
me. My breath froze in my chest. I tried to take a quick full
breath so that I could aim, but no, my asthma was trying to take
over.

I backed further behind the sled as he pulled
a donut right in front of me. My head started to swim from lack of
air. I fired at his back, and again, and a third time.

He leaned into his handlebars, starting to
accelerate. I dropped to a knee and fired again, my aim still
unsteady. As the snow machine jumped forward he rolled backward
onto the ground.

I staggered up to him and put a round through
his face. I kept going, aiming the pistol at the man in the road.
He was trying to get his hand into his coat. I put my foot on his
chest and shoved the pistol into his mouth. “Why?” I gasped.

He mumbled something. He couldn’t speak with
my pistol barrel in his mouth. He struggled weakly, trying to free
his arm. I rolled him, then twisted his arm violently behind his
back. Using my foot for leverage, I twisted his arm around at the
elbow. Something snapped.

I rolled him back over. I grabbed his left
hand and twisted it backwards. My movements were jerky from the
lack of oxygen. I fell to my knees.

He contorted his body as he tried to get away
from me. He was bleeding from somewhere, but with the snowsuit it
was hard to see where.

“Why?” I yelled into his face.

“It’s our world for the taking,” he managed
to say. I swung my pistol and hit him in the head, knocking him
sideways. Fifty thousand people die and that was how he was
determined to survive. His breathing grew shallow. I left him there
as the pool of blood grew.

I felt bad about the Dog Musher. I did not
feel bad about these two. Were there any more where they came from?
Once my breathing calmed and I started to get enough air, I muscled
my snow machine around to get it facing back toward the road. My
head throbbed as it always did after an asthma attack. I thought
for a second, then checked the two men. I put their weapons,
ammunition, and snow machine keys into my sleigh. It was a small
gesture, but hopefully it would send a message to anyone who saw
the crisis as an opportunity.
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 I drove
back toward the men’s home. I stopped some distance away and
watched it closely, using the scope of my rifle. I took out a piece
of my newly found moose jerky. It was good.

I knew that I should have felt something. I
had just killed one man and left another for dead. But I didn’t
feel remorse over the killing. I was upset, but not about shooting
the men. It was clear how far I would go for my family, if I was
forced to defend myself.

If possible, I was even angrier now. How dare
they put me in a position where I had to fight them! It was the
survivors against the weather, against the animals. Not us against
each other.

Was that a movement in the window? There was
at least one more person in there. It looked like a younger woman,
but it was hard to tell. The curtains were mostly closed. I took
aim, thinking that I could shoot her through the window if she
stopped to look out.

Which she did, but I couldn’t pull the
trigger. She looked afraid, not like a normal person who looked
eagerly for their spouse to return. I’m not sure how stupid I had
to be to continue to risk everything for others, but I started the
snow machine and headed down the road.

I pulled in and turned sharply, facing mostly
away from the house. I would be in a better position to leave
quickly if needed. I kept the snow machine idling, while I got down
behind it. “Hey!” I yelled. “Hey! Get out here!” My Marine voice
echoed off the house. A young woman opened the door and stepped
halfway out.

“Where are they?” she asked.

“They won’t be coming back.” I had my pistol
out and pointed in her direction.

“Thank God,” she whispered and turned to head
back into the house.

I put a round into the door frame. “Stop,
stop,” she cried as she collapsed into a ball and covered her head.
“I just want to get my coat and get the hell out of here.”

“Hang on. I’m coming up. Keep your hands
where I can see them, please.” I moved toward her, keeping my
pistol trained center mass, aimed at her body. She tentatively
pulled herself upright. I waved at her with the pistol to go
inside. I followed her into a filthy mess. “Tell me,” I said as I
kept my pistol pointed at her. “Are you with them?” I watched her
face closely. She was afraid, but then she was angry.

“No! I’m not with them!” she barked. Her eyes
said she was telling the truth. She looked away from me and then
down at the ground. Her shoulders were slumped. Her posture
submissive. I thought I knew what had happened, but wanted her to
tell me.

“Is there anyone else here?” She shook her
head. I put my pistol away. “Sit down,” I told her. I cleaned off a
place on an armchair for her, while I leaned against the couch.
“Tell me what happened.”

She began a convoluted story about her
boyfriend, the younger of the two men and his brother. How they had
spent the night before the event in the city stealing car parts.
They were sleeping in after their spree, so they weren’t in the
city when they should have been at work. They survived the
detonation because they were criminals. She was with them because
she had dropped out of school and didn’t have any other prospects.
At least she didn’t have to live with her parents, although as she
told this part of her story, her eyes misted over.

No matter how strained your relationship,
people missed their parents when they were gone.

She finally finished her story. She thanked
me for freeing her from the hell the two men had put her through.
Once the city was gone, they changed. They became domineering and
drunk on power, as well as beer. They started their rampage by
killing an old lady down the road who was outside getting firewood.
After that, their goal was to leave no one alive. She showed me a
closet that was piled with cash and jewelry.

I didn’t want to know where they got that
stuff, unless … “They didn’t get any of this from the city, did
they?”

She nodded. “They went down to the west side
where there were stores. I think they cleaned them all out.”

“Don’t touch any of that. Did you go with
them?”

“No. They wouldn’t let me leave the
house.”

“You’re better off. A nuclear explosion
destroyed the city. Radiation killed those who weren’t killed by
the blast. This stuff is probably contaminated. Maybe everything
they touched.”

“That means me, too.” She hung her head. “God
is punishing me for what I’ve done with my life.”

Maybe, I thought. Maybe the
consequences of your decisions are haunting you. Maybe you set
yourself up for failure by being in the wrong place at the wrong
time. When you know your boyfriend is a criminal and you stayed
with him anyway? Well, maybe you’re right. I didn’t say it out
loud, but not saying anything confirmed in her mind that I agreed
with her.

“Do you have a place to go?”

“Yes. There’s a cabin up north that my family
owns. I want to go there.” She looked outside. “Where are the snow
machines?” she asked.

“You can ride with me back to where the snow
machines are.”

She gathered up her things. She didn’t have
much. She wanted even less. She just wanted to be out of there.

Once packed and geared up for the cold, we
went outside. I put her bag in the sleigh. I picked up my helmet
where it had fallen off my sled when I departed so hastily earlier.
I brushed it off with a glove and put it on. She climbed on behind
me and off we went. It only took a few minutes to get to where the
two snow machines were. The ravens had already been busy, and I
didn’t care if the older of the two was dead or not before the
birds started to work on him. I hoped he suffered, just enough to
make him feel guilty for what he’d done.

She looked at the young man in the driveway,
even though it was a gruesome sight. Half his head was missing due
to the close-up power of my .45. She spit on the gore and then
turned without another look. She was obviously more familiar with
the young man’s sled. She started it up and slowly pulled out,
making sure that she ran over the older man’s body on the way.

She stopped, looked back at me with a smile,
waved, and was gone. She’ll be fine, I thought.



Home

 


 


It was nice to get back
home. The cuts on my face hadn’t bled very much because of the
cold. When Madison could get a good look at them, she found BBs
that were still embedded. She pulled them out with tweezers while
the twins looked on.

“They wanted to kill me,” I started. I told
her the story and, personally, I was glad that I had gone and not
her. If she had run into them and something had happened to her, I
would have probably ended up killing those two anyway, but the
suffering attached with that would have been unbearable.

“I freed a young woman, their slave. I didn’t
save any others from them. I don’t think I want to go back to
Goldstream or anywhere around there. People are probably afraid and
would shoot at us. We need to give it time. Let’s stick with this
side of Steese. This is our world.” I thought for a minute, then
added, “Maybe we can make sure that our world doesn’t turn into
anything like that. Just like those two decided to remake the world
as they wanted it. What they wanted was for themselves. What I want
is for our kids, for you to be happy.”

I shook my head. “I’m not saying it right.
I’m sorry. I’m so angry at people. How could they? We’re better
than that, we as a people, not just us.”

Madison touched my face. She was so
supportive. She married me because of who I was. This crisis
brought the real me into sharp focus. I would do anything for my
family and then I would do anything to build a world in which my
family would be happy to live. Sometimes, these two priorities
competed as they had today. I risked my life in trying to rally
survivors, which put my family at risk. If I hadn’t done that, then
maybe, just maybe, those animals would have brought the fight to
us. The fight would always be there, but if we picked where and
when, wouldn’t we be better off? But if we picked the fight, then
wouldn’t we be the bad guys? Did we know that we had to fight?

Madison, still holding my face, pulled my
chin up until our eyes met. “I believe in you,” she whispered.



The Weekend

 


 


 The rest of the
week was thankfully uneventful. We took the twins to Colleen’s
house where she formally introduced them to the horses. The twins
were mesmerized. Since they liked dogs, they saw the horses as
really big dogs. Bigger was better, right?

Best of all was watching the twins sitting on
the back of a horse with full winter hair as Colleen led it around.
They changed positions a few times, each getting their fair share
of time in the forward seat, holding the horse’s mane.

We left the dogs at home for this visit. They
seemed hell-bent on stirring things up as much as possible when
anywhere near these super-sized brothers of theirs. If our dogs
could have an arch enemy, the horses would be it.

On Friday evening, we were all getting
excited to make a trip back to Chena Hot Springs. What did we need
to take? What could we bring to the good people of the Community of
Chena Hot Springs? How early could we leave to go there safely?

And then the snow started. When I got up on
Saturday morning to make my coffee, a few inches had fallen and
more seemed to be on its way. As long as it kept snowing, we
wouldn’t be able to go. I did not want to get caught in a snowstorm
with the twins. We had our tent and sleeping bags, but I thought
that was too much risk with no gain. We weren’t tied to weekends
anymore. When everyone else awoke, we’d break the news that if the
weather didn’t break, we would go tomorrow.

Colleen showed up ready to go and was equally
disappointed. She went back home in short order.

We spent the day, everyone in a bad mood,
blowing snow, shoveling snow, and generally feeling trapped. In our
new world, we had little to look forward to. The days went by
slowly, but in a blur. When we made our trip last weekend, we were
so energized.

Everyone needs a weekend even if everything
you do is simply for survival. Surviving takes work, but living is
what we committed to.

As daylight faded away, the snow stopped and
the last of the clouds marched past. We received about six inches
of new snow, which we dutifully cleaned off. My tractor with snow
thrower continued to work magnificently. If it broke down for some
reason, then we would use the quad with the blade, still parked
safely in Husky’s shed. We hadn’t taken it out yet, but it was
available. As long as our generator ran, we’d be able to charge the
battery. We had unlimited fuel due to access to the gas station. We
were in a good position.

And we still needed our weekend. It looked
like tomorrow would be the big day. A nearly full moon would allow
us to leave before sun up. Colleen showed up early.

So away we went. The only ones not ecstatic
to get on the road were the dogs. They had to stay in their crates
on the towed sleighs. This time, they had blankets and pillows
each, along with a rather rude amount of dirty laundry. They would
be more comfortable and it was still warm from the recent snowfall.
Temps were above zero.

The six inches of new snow didn’t hamper our
progress. Madison went first with Aeryn, Colleen and her snow
machine were in the middle, and I pulled up the rear. I had Charles
with me. Colleen was a long-time Alaskan and a very experienced
rider. I expect that she could have made it in half the time if we
weren’t slowing her down.

We stopped mid-way to give the dogs a break
and top off the sleds with gasoline. We hadn’t burned very much
fuel as we weren’t pushing the speed. The dogs played a little in
the snow, but it was too deep for even Husky to have fun. They were
more willing to go back into their crates on the sleighs as there
wasn’t much fun without a place to play.

After the halfway point, there were very long
stretches of straight road. We sped up. At one point, Colleen raced
ahead. I think she was stretching the legs of her snow machine and
feeling the freedom of flying over the snow. We maintained our pace
and caught up to her finally. She was sitting by the side of the
road, waiting. She put her helmet back on as we approached and gave
us the thumbs up.

It was good to see her having a little bit of
fun. The loss of her husband and son weighed on her heavily. She
had gone through the deepest stage of depression by herself. She
would always carry her loss with her, although I hoped that over
time it wouldn’t cause her so much grief.

We continued past Colleen and she raced to
catch up. There was plenty of room, so she maintained a position
parallel to Madison. They rode side by side as we approached the
resort. We slowed and heard the sled dogs barking. We continued
under the arch and across the bridge. Snow machine tracks
crisscrossed the area. We rode up to the main office to check in
and see what kind of progress had been made.



The Community of Chena Hot
Springs

– a Little Discord




 


Amber was at the desk and seemed relieved to
see us walk in. The dogs nearly knocked us over racing past to say
hi to their old/new friend. She ruffled their ears. “Let’s go to
the dining room,” she offered, raising her eyebrows as a
signal.

I didn’t understand what she was trying to
convey, but it became clear when we arrived in the dining room.
Dirty dishes piled the tables and it was in a general state of
disrepair. When everyone was in charge, no one was in charge.
People probably rebelled right away from their individual roles.
They hadn’t worked out how to share responsibility for the jobs no
one liked doing, but needed done nonetheless.

“No one wanted to clean up for Jo and Jo
wasn’t going to do it since she’s not their servant?” I asked,
although I already knew.

“How did you know?” Amber seemed
surprised.

“Human nature. Simple as that.” I started
cleaning up one table of the dining room, then stopped. “Amber, let
me introduce Colleen, a fellow survivor we met this week.” They
shook hands, then turned to look back at me. I continued cleaning
the table and made a head gesture to another table. Madison dug in,
then Colleen, and finally the twins. Amber watched us, mouth
open.

“Why would you clean up after us?”

“Because we’re all in this together. No one
is better than anyone else. Everyone shares in the burden, everyone
gives what they can. If I had a red carpet, I would roll it out for
Jo to use. She is special. As are you. As is each person here. We
represent a very small minority of people who survived the
explosion in Fairbanks. We are all selfish and selfless, but humans
demand some level of fairness, too. It doesn’t matter that we
should be happy that we are alive. That should be good enough, but
it’s not.

“It never is and never will be, because we’re
human. Once we’ve made it past one crisis, we race headlong to the
next. It’s okay, but it’s something we need to address sooner,
rather than later. We need to get through it and very quickly,
too.” We moved dirty dishes to the kitchen and started piling them
with the dirty pots, pans, and everything used for cooking. It
looked like about a week’s worth of mess.

And it only took an hour to clean up as we
all pitched in. When the end was in sight, I asked Amber if she
could find Jo so we could pay homage and maybe get a nice
fresh-cooked meal. We were willing to do whatever Jo needed from
us, besides getting our undying gratitude.

We were putting the finishing touches on the
kitchen when Jo came in. She looked a bit ragged, but brightened up
when she saw her world returned to a level of order that made her
comfortable. She directed us on where to put things away. We
finished up strong and then I asked if we could make a fresh pot of
coffee.

Of course Jo was upset when others treated
her like their personal servant. Someone always had a problem with
a menu item, many helping themselves by using Jo’s kitchen to make
themselves meals and then not cleaning up. People showed up at
random times, despite the agreement on a set schedule. so someone
always got a cold meal that was supposed to be warm. No one thanked
Jo for her efforts and no one seemed willing to help her clean
up.

Of course. Because no one had to before and
change was hard. We would sit down and everyone would get to speak
and then I’d tell them how it was going to be. We would build a
work schedule and everyone would take their turn cleaning out the
dog kennel, cleaning up after the meals. We would refine who was in
charge of what and everyone would be in charge of something. Then
everyone would also work as part of the team for everyone else. You
better get along or there will be pain when you’re working for the
person you are giving a hard time to.

And always do whatever it took to keep the
cook happy. This was a lesson I learned when embarked on the USS
Belleau Wood as a Marine lieutenant. Our Executive Officer (XO)
broke the ice cream machine on our second day at sea. We wore our
flight suits with patches, so anyone from our squadron was
considered complicit to the egregious crime of our XO. On ship,
people liked their ice cream. No ice cream meant that the cook
received a tongue lashing every day. He passed that on to us. We
had to work overtime to get back into his good graces, including
enlisting the aid of our Aviation repair team to fix the ice cream
machine. They took time away from fixing airplanes, but for us, it
was time well-invested. When the machine was returned to service
after a week, peace returned to the ship.

Colleen worked her magic on Jo and they both
went into the kitchen. There wasn’t anything thawing that I could
see. It didn’t even seem like there was anything from the
greenhouse on hand. We had hyped things for Colleen and she had her
hopes up. I wanted her to share her story with Jo, how Colleen had
lived for a month after the devastation. How Colleen had known, but
didn’t want to know. And now, she was really looking forward to a
home-cooked meal with fresh food.

I dressed for the hike to the greenhouse.
There would undoubtedly be work that needed to be done there,
too.



The Greenhouse

 


 


 The greenhouse
was a large facility dedicated to growing tomatoes, lettuce, green
beans, peppers, cucumbers, and other greens and herbs. They said
they could harvest a hundred heads of lettuce a week. I wonder how
the master gardener had tempered that without the demand. I
expected their compost pile was rather robust.

Or they could have stopped working the
greenhouse altogether. Which is what it looked like. At forty-three
hundred square feet, it made for an extensive workspace. There were
hundreds of heads of lettuce in all stages of the life cycle. Many
were beginning to rot.

Other plants overflowed with ripe vegetables.
I didn’t know how this place was supposed to work. Which vegetables
were picked first? Which ones were composted? We took a couple
buckets and picked some choice-looking heads of lettuce and some
other vegetables for today’s meals. I had no problem doing the
work, but we’d have to find our gardener to show us what needed
doing.

After Phyllis peed on one of the plants, I
chased the dogs out of the greenhouse. They had a different
perspective of what this building was for. Madison took them back
to the restaurant. I kept the twins with me. They could pick some
rotted vegetables and put them in what I suspected was the compost
pile. If it wasn’t, it was doing a great job of looking like
it.

We only spent another thirty minutes pruning,
picking, and straightening. The twins had lost their focus and were
playing in the mud. It was time to get them cleaned up, and maybe
Colleen and Jo would have something ready for lunch. I’d do the
dishes even!

I wondered if Madison had found the laundry
and gotten anything started. I could always do that in the
morning.

I think I needed to talk with the group and
try to remove whatever obstacles they had encountered. Adult
leadership was all they lacked. Not being connected was taking its
toll. None of them were professionals in the jobs they were doing
for the Community. They were the best at what we had, but they
hadn’t committed to seeing it through. The more they thought about
it, I expect the more they thought it was hopeless.

I needed to talk with them and bring everyone
back into the fold.



Rallying the Troops

 


 


 I brought
the twins inside the restaurant and we cleaned them up before they
were allowed to touch anything. It was nice being in a place that
was warm enough not to wear multiple layers.

We took the vegetables to the kitchen.
Colleen and Jo were chatting happily as they prepared something. I
could smell bread baking. They grabbed the vegetables from me, and
Colleen shooed me away.

Sometimes, all it takes is to get that first
person to believe.

As I saw it, there was little difference
between this group and a platoon of Marines deployed in the field.
Everyone would be unhappy with something. What I had to do was
convince them what was in their best interest. I couldn’t order
anyone here to do anything they didn’t want to. Last week, I
thought my efforts to allow them to buy into what they were doing
had been the right approach. I may have been mistaken.

Maybe they were more like our twins than
Marines.

Our snow machines outside let everyone know
that we had arrived. We greeted everyone as they walked into the
dining room. Many wouldn’t look at me.

Shame was good. It meant that they had a
conscience. I always had a hard time with passive aggression. I’m
not sure how I would have responded to a stare-down either. I
wanted this community to thrive, be the bedrock of a surviving
world.

It wasn’t enough to just exist. The Community
of Chena Hot Springs was fully self-sustaining. It needed a little
care and feeding, and then it could be whatever these people wanted
it to be. We had no indication of when help would come, so we had
to plan for the worst, hope for the best. Maybe the youth of today
needed a timeline that was better defined.

Although it took most of an hour, we finally
had everyone assembled. Everyone had eaten what was provided,
without complaint. I urged everyone to take their own dishes back
to the kitchen, rinse and load them into the dishwasher. Maybe
coerce, or strong arm were better terms.

“Let me tell you a story,” I began. People
relate better through stories than other things we do to provide
motivation. “Last week, when we came up here, we were so happy to
meet all of you and see what you had accomplished here. We rested
and enjoyed ourselves. We enjoyed your company.

“After we went back home, I was motivated to
find more survivors, and tell them about a great place that still
existed. A place where they could get back to how things were. How
they could forget about the trials of living in Alaska without
power, without help.

“The first person I found had been murdered.
She was killed by people who preferred the new world, the world
where they used violence to become kings. They gathered cash and
jewels. They even grabbed a slave. I didn’t know this when I
stopped to talk with them. Their answer?” I pointed to the cuts on
my face. “They shot me. Twice.” People in the room looked
shocked.

“I tried to run, but they chased me.” I
paused to let that sink in. “So I killed them. I killed both of
them and left their bodies for the ravens to eat.”

“Why would you do that? Why would you tell
us?” Amber asked.

“I’m telling you because not everyone is like
us.” I gestured to include everyone in the room. “Some people are
takers. They take from others. The only thing they give is
pain.

“We’ve been here a few hours and we’ve done
some dishes and picked vegetables. We don’t need anyone to wait on
us. We can take care of ourselves. But you know what? Isn’t it
better to do a little something for someone else? If you expect to
get waited on, then you become a taker. If you appreciate it and
help out, you’re a giver.

“This world that’s crashed down around us.
There is no room for takers. We can’t live with people like that.”
Some of them saw my words as a threat. They weren’t, but perception
becomes reality. I had to dispel that. “There’s more to the story,”
I continued. “After those two men died, I went to their house.
There was a young woman. She was their slave. She couldn’t get out
of that house fast enough. The only thing she wanted to do was get
away from all humanity. She went to her family’s cabin in the
woods. I don’t know if she got there or not or how she is.

“When help comes, what will they find? Not
her. She’s probably gone forever. But what will they find here?

“If you want, I suggest you take a snow
machine and go to the city. See for yourselves what our world looks
like. See what the total destruction of civilization looks
like.

“What do I want? I want you to appreciate
what you have. I want you to embrace your roles to help each other.
If you’re a taker, leave now, because we just can’t have that.”

Colleen stood up and walked over to me. She
gave me a hug and then turned to face the group.

“This man saved me. He saved me, and he saved
that young woman, and he didn’t need to do any of that. He could
have taken anything from me. There’s nothing I could have done to
stop him. But he didn’t. He shared his family with me. He shared
the fresh vegetables you gave him last week. And he asked me to
come here. Take a hot shower. Relax in the pool. Enjoy more fresh
vegetables.

“I lost my husband and my son in the city.
They were there when it happened. They never came home. He couldn’t
do anything about that.” She pointed at me. “But what he could do,
he did. And he’s done the same thing for you and what do you do?”
She was starting to get red in the face. Her eyes narrowed.

“You act like a bunch of spoiled kids!” I
hadn’t expected that.

“I am embarrassed for him. What did he do? He
cleaned up your tables and personally did your dishes. He didn’t
complain.” Now I was getting embarrassed. The reason I cleaned up
was very selfish. I wanted a good meal and there wouldn’t be one if
the chef was unhappy. I intended to clean up after lunch, too,
because I had high hopes for dinner.

No one would meet Colleen’s glare. Not even
me.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come up here and
yell at everybody. I’ve lost almost everything that was important
to me. If it weren’t for my horses, I would not have made it. I
still can’t believe that my family is gone.” She closed her eyes
and stood there.

Jo got up and put an arm around her, guiding
her back to the table so she could sit. Amber took the floor and
looked right at me. “I’m sorry. I failed you and I failed the
Community.”

I laughed, which took her aback. “No, not at
all. It’s what we call growing pains. Everyone needs to figure out
who they want to be. If help came today and somebody wrote a book
about what you all did after the loss of Fairbanks, what would it
say? I hope that it would say you learned and got better with each
day. You helped. You built a sanctuary. You built a community.” I
could see them thinking about what they had done, what they would
do.

But what could they commit to? I didn’t see
them coming together. Not yet, anyway.

Colleen stood back up. “If you’ll have me,
I’d like to stay a few extra days. I’m tired of being alone.” Amber
gave Colleen a hug and welcomed her. I watched the group. Two of
the young men were put off. I wonder what they were thinking. Only
one way to find out. I’d ask them.

“Can you guys give me a hand, please?” As the
old guy of the group, these two didn’t turn me down. They gathered
up their dishes and walked with me to the kitchen. “What’s up? I
don’t get the feeling you’re fans of the arrangement?”

Anger. They looked at each other. They wanted
to unload, but something was holding them back. “We can’t fix it if
we don’t know what it is. Tell me,” I coaxed them.

“You think we want to be here? A bunch of
whiny girls. I came here to make some quick money, but this isn’t
my life. I’m not here to play Little House on the Prairie.” And
there it was. This young man wasn’t able to accept his role in a
new world, even if it was only temporary. The other was Darren, our
hunter.

“I understand. Think what can be done about
it. Darren, what about you?”

“I went out to hunt, but couldn’t get a
shot.” Looking at the floor, he shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “I
don’t want to be here.”

We had two very different problems. One was
toxic. The other would be fine with a little attention. Both had
egos that needed managed in a completely different way.

“What’s your name?” I asked the first
man.

“John,” he said simply.

“Do you think you can make it to Canada? Do
you think you can go for help?” I asked. The easiest answer for me
was to get rid of the problem. Unless something significant
happened, John would be a perpetual burden on the Community. “It’s
been well over a month and nobody has come? I can’t believe they
don’t know, but how can we be sure?”

John brightened. The wheels were spinning. “I
can take a snow machine. It’s what, three hundred miles to the
border from here? Over the hills to the Yukon River, then to
Boundary, maybe Forty Mile?” He had looked at doing this. He had a
way out if he wanted it.

I wasn’t sure he would be able to bring help,
but maybe it would give the others hope that we were doing
something besides carving out a niche in this new world. None of
them had signed up for homesteading.

“If you take Chena Hot Springs Road toward
Fairbanks, you can turn off on Nordale Road that will take you to
North Pole. It might be far enough from where the detonation
happened to give you a free shot to the Alaska Highway to Tok and
then Whitehorse. There are a number of small towns along the way.
Each one could be an opportunity to find help.” I wasn’t sure if
John could handle a couple hundred miles of snow machining Alaska’s
back country. I knew that I couldn’t do it. Fairbanks to Whitehorse
was seven hundred miles of open highway.

“Okay. I’ll do it. For the good of the
group,” he sneered. I thought the sooner we could be rid of him,
the better.

“You know, I should probably go with him …”
Darren’s statement trailed off. Darren had not found his niche.
John was dominating him. Without John’s negative influence, Darren
would be a different person. I wanted the opportunity to help him
realize more than being John’s lackey.

“I think this is a one-man job. If John makes
it, what, a week, two weeks? We should see help in less than a
month. If no one comes after that, someone else may have to try it.
We all need you. Both.”

John stood tall and proud. He wanted the
accolades. He wanted to be the hero. He didn’t realize that being a
hero was lonely. In the Marine Corps, the most heroic acts went
unseen. Real heroes did the right things because they needed doing,
not because they were going to get a medal out of it. John would
get eaten alive in the Corps. He was probably getting eaten alive
here by the “whiny girls.”

John’s departure was a necessity, whereas
Darren’s was not. Once Darren made his first kill and was able to
provide something to the Community, he would probably be fine. He
just needed some confidence and a sense of belonging. Over time, he
could become a bedrock of the Community.

“Go get your stuff ready,” I told John. “You
might as well leave this afternoon if you can be ready. You’ll be
riding a great deal in the dark no matter what. Take the best
rental sled and a sleigh. Take as much gas as you’ll need.” I
offered my hand. John eagerly shook it. “Thanks, John. You’re doing
something for us that no one else can do.” He smiled.
Arrogantly.

It didn’t cost me anything to stroke his ego.
He truly was doing something for the Community simply by leaving.
It was an easy way out for me, but harmony was fragile and I saw
the chaos from the past week. Probably it was a lot of John’s
doing, but maybe not. We went back to the dining room.

“Hey everyone!” I said to get their
attention. “John is going to take a snow machine to Canada to let
someone know we’re here and to send help.” The looks on their faces
was one of relief, but not because of the stated objective.

“Please help John with two weeks of food, a
tent, sleeping bag, whatever so he can get on the road sooner. The
sooner he gets there, the sooner help will arrive.” I turned to
Darren. “Let’s do some hunting. No time like the present.” John was
out the door without another word. Darren remained next to me.

I turned to Madison and Colleen. “We’re going
hunting while there’s a little light left anyway. Could you please
clean up? I promise that I’ll clean up after dinner.” The twins
wanted to go with me. They were trying to climb my leg. I leaned
down on one knee and gave them both a big hug. “I think we need
your help with the dogs. Someone has to look out for them while
everyone else is working. Can you do that for me?” They didn’t want
to. They were of the impression that the dogs could take care of
themselves.

Amber inserted herself into the conversation.
“I need some help in the lodge. Can you help me?” She didn’t even
say what she needed, but the twins saw an adventure and off they
went, including Phyllis and Husky. It didn’t take look for the
dining room to clear out. Everyone helped by taking their dishes to
the kitchen. I sensed a new energy from the group.

I really wanted to go swimming. The hot water
beckoned. A hot shower would have been nice, too, but sacrifices
had to be made. Everything we needed to hunt was in my sleigh.
Darren went to get the 45-70 rifle. I went to the kitchen to get
knives that we’d need if we were successful in downing a moose. I
grabbed table cloths as well to wrap the meat for the trip
back.



Hunting

 


 


This hunt was all about
building Darren’s confidence. I gave him the 300 Win mag and took
my familiar 45-70 back. He liked the big hunting rifle better. For
some reason, the scope drew him in. I preferred iron sights, but
that was the Marine in me. I never used a scope when shooting the
M16 and always felt comfortable. I’d qualified as an Expert
multiple times, including a few high expert scores that I was proud
of.

Darren showed me to an area some miles from
the resort where he had last seen a moose. Although it would be
best to take a bull, the dogs needed the meat so even a cow would
do. I would only shoot a cow without a calf, though.

We stopped the snow machine on one side of a
hill in a ravine. We unloaded our gear and trudged through the snow
up the hill. This was slow going and I was huffing and puffing like
a freight train. I wasn’t having an asthma attack. This was age and
old lungs speaking to me. Darren was kind enough not to say
anything as he waited for me. We crawled the last bit to the top so
no animals on the other side would see us. We were rewarded with a
clear view of an open area. The only animal in sight was a raven.
Natives would consider that a good luck omen. I considered it a
lack of moose.

Going down the hill was far easier than going
up. We continued around the hill to the next valley. This time we
idled the snow machine on a shallow angle about halfway up the
hill. Darren raised his eyebrows as he looked at me. “Sorry,” I
whispered. We walked the rest of the way to the top and this time
we saw what we wanted: two cows and one calf grazing the
willows.

I pointed and Darren looked at the moose
through the scope. I saw him put his finger on the trigger. “Wait,”
I asked. “Which cow is the mother?” He looked hard trying to
decide, then shrugged. He took his finger off the trigger.

We waited. The moose split up as darkness
descended, casting long shadows into the valley. The calf and one
cow were close together, while the second cow angled up the
hillside. I pointed and nodded.

Darren aimed. I put my gloved hands over my
ears. The rifle bucked as the round raced toward its target. The
moose dropped straight to the ground. The other cow and calf bolted
over the hill. The rifle’s report echoed a few times and receded
into the distance.

Silence and calm returned. The shadow of the
evening crept over the downed moose.

I slapped Darren on the back. “I’ll get the
snow machine and meet you over there.” The shot wasn’t long, maybe
a hundred yards. Darren got up and shook off the snow. He looked
amazed, then a smile slowly split his face. I pointed to him. “You
are the man.”

I was feigning confidence. I had never
field-dressed a moose, but we had to get it done before we headed
back to the lodge. Not taking the meat now would be a waste, and we
couldn’t have that. The moose died for us and should be celebrated
for its sacrifice. That’s how Native Americans see it and they’ve
lived off this land for ten thousand years. I would follow their
lead, and hopefully, the land would take mercy on me.



Fighting a Carcass

 


 


 A real moose
hunter once told me that you don’t gut the moose. Skin it on one
side, remove the meat, then flip it over and work on the other
side. He said by doing it that way, you can get it done in just a
couple hours and the meat isn’t tainted. That’s the approach I
wanted to take.

We started skinning it and things progressed
rapidly, until we started losing feeling in our fingers. It was
cold and it wouldn’t be long before the meat would get stiff.

“I want to share something with you,” I
started. Darren nodded, but kept skinning. “I’ve never done this
before.” He looked at me, then started to laugh.

“Well, we’re doing it now, aren’t we?” Just
what the doctor ordered. Darren seemed like a new man. I felt sick
to my stomach.

The lights of the snow machine shone on our
work area. There was blood everywhere. My hands were stained with
it. Hunks of flesh clung to the skin where I hadn’t been too smooth
with my knife. I butchered off one of the front legs. They are held
on by muscle and tendons. There is no shoulder blade with a ball
and socket.

I wrapped the leg in a table cloth and put it
on the sled. We had to work the back leg together as it was a
massive hunk of flesh. A great deal of meat clung to the over-sized
bone. We muscled it onto the sleigh.

As we started cutting slabs of meat from the
ribs, it became an exercise in production. I forgot that this had
been a living animal only an hour earlier. We didn’t bother cutting
too closely to get every bit of meat possible. Speed was more
important at this point.

We finished the one side. If anyone had been
watching as we tried to flip the moose over, they would have been
well-entertained. It would have brought to mind two monkeys with a
football. The moose was not cooperating. We struggled mightily, as
two whalers fighting Moby Dick!

Or two idiots who had no idea what they were
doing. We eventually persevered, but I had to sit down and get my
breath back.

“Well, that sucked,” I panted. Darren looked
at me, shrugged, and started skinning the other side. My head was
swimming and I was starting to get really cold. We needed to make
quick work of this and get back inside.

I dug in the best I could, trying to improve
upon my efforts from the other side. I got the technique down of
how to hold the knife, how to keep pressure on the skin to make the
cuts more effective. The second side went much quicker than the
first. We were putting the finishing touches on everything right at
the three-hour point. And more importantly, it was dinner time.

With our towed sleigh loaded, we carefully
re-traced our track down the hillside and onto one of the many
trails around the resort. We took it easy, with two of us on the
snow machine and maybe seven hundred and fifty pounds of moose on
the sleigh, it was all the snow machine could handle.

It took almost no time to get back, as we had
not gone too far. When we pulled up outside the main lodge,
Madison’s snow machine and sleigh were gone. I wondered where she
had taken it. When we went inside, a bit bloody from our
experience, she quickly came up to me. “John took my sled.”

Yes. We were better off without him. I
thought briefly that if I ever saw him again, I would shoot him,
but that wasn’t right. I wouldn’t make it the easy answer to every
dispute. And it really wasn’t our sled anyway. We had “borrowed”
it, just like we were going to borrow one of the resort sleds to
replace it. The real loss was the dog crate. The dogs would have to
double up, but everything would work out.

Madison needed someone to tell her it was
okay. I wouldn’t let the cancer that was John continue to eat us
after he was gone. With people like that, we got what we wanted,
but he wouldn’t let us get it in the way we wanted.

That’s how narcissists control other
people, I thought to myself. Maybe I will shoot him if I see
him again.



A New Day

 


 


We enjoyed a wonderful
dinner. The mood was light and people seemed genuinely happy. I
offered a toast to Darren for providing a moose to help feed the
dogs. Abigail lifted her glass first, pleased with the toast. She
hadn’t realized the stress she carried worrying about being able to
feed the dogs, her dogs.

We sliced out steaks for a future meal for
us, while grinding up a small amount of fresh meat into burger for
an easier meal to cook. Everything else was in the refrigerator,
waiting to be ground up as dog meat. Tomorrow, they’d process it
the rest of the way. Jo knew how to do that, and Darren and Becca
volunteered to help.

The new Darren. He told Becca that the next
moose would be hers and that the new hunting rifle with the scope
made everything easy. They’d take it out and shoot a couple rounds
each to get familiar. He suggested they wear ear plugs.

I especially enjoyed the salad that night.
Having butchered the moose, I thought I had no interest in meat,
although when they brought out the hamburgers, I had to dig in.
Hamburgers with fresh tomato slices on fresh buns. I’m not sure I
ever had a meal that tasted so good.

We even gave hamburgers to Phyllis and Husky,
but without the fixings.

The twins enjoyed their child-sized portions,
as they usually enjoyed their meals. They didn’t seem to take this
as anything special, except that they were surrounded by happy
people.

I looked around the room at the variety of
faces. Chris had been hired as a housekeeper. He didn’t say much.
In my mind, that made him more intelligent. When he did speak, you
had to listen carefully, because what he said was important.

Felicia was hired to work in the greenhouse.
She always watched what was going on. She smiled often, but it
seemed forced and didn’t smile when she thought no one was
watching.

Emma was hired as a housekeeper. She was
easy-going. Her joy at John’s departure was apparent. It was like
someone flipped a switch. I wondered what John had done, and it
made me dislike him that much more.

Amber joined us at our table. “I think we
should set up work schedules, to share the burden a bit. What do
you think?”

I liked it. There are jobs that no one likes
doing. Giving someone responsibility for doing the dishes in
perpetuity was not going to work, but rotating it through a
schedule would remove any individual anguish. People would be kings
in their own area. Jo might never have to do another dish as long
as there were people to help, and then Jo would take a turn in the
greenhouse, at the kennel, elsewhere.

“Bring it up to everybody. This may be the
missing piece that will bring everyone together. Everyone is a king
and everyone is a pauper.”

After dinner, Amber raised it as a proposal
and said that she would set up a rotating work schedule. She sat
down at the bar and started scribbling on a notepad. Jo stood up
and apologized to everyone for not cooking for most of the past
week. Lucas apologized to everyone for not taking the gardening
seriously. He would remedy that first thing in the morning. The
others followed suit. It felt like an AA meeting. Who was I to
interrupt the reckoning?

I couldn’t have been more pleased with the
change in attitudes. Maybe instead of an AA meeting, it was an AJ
meeting, life After John.

I was glad he was gone and hoped that we
would never see him again. I didn’t care if he was successful or
not. As long as we kept a watch on the skies over Fairbanks, we
could signal if a helicopter flew by. If John told people in a
small city in Canada, there probably wouldn’t be anything they
could do. We were better off just waiting and watching. John was
gone and that was all that mattered.

For the Community of Chena Hot Springs, it
was a new day. And we had clean laundry. I was looking forward to a
hot shower and warm bed. Until Jo showed up with ice cream and
apple pie, then I was looking forward to dessert. After that,
dishes, then we’d think about going to the room. It was nice to see
the group’s excitement about what their future held.



A Full Vacation Day

 


 


 We took care
of the dishes, got a hot shower, and settled in to watch a Disney
movie they had in the recreation room. Everyone was satisfied and
the twins were sound asleep halfway through the movie. We kept the
movie playing while we retired to the bathroom for a hot shower
together. We hadn’t been intimate since the explosion. The twins
were always with us, as well as the dogs, and it was cold in the
house. We were always clothed in multiple layers.

It was nice getting naked with my wife.

The next day, I awoke early and took the dogs
out. After playing for a bit, I brought them inside, and they were
happy to get back into the big bed in my spot that was still warm.
I went to the lodge to make coffee and listen to some music.

Glasses had been left out from the night
before. I washed them and put them away behind the bar while I was
waiting for the coffee. There was some fresh bread in the kitchen.
I helped myself to some of that with jelly and a nice big cup of
coffee. I made a fire in the fireplace, but only for effect. The
dining room was well-heated. It made for a cozy morning.

There were numerous books lying around. I
looked them over. One was a James Patterson mystery. I picked it up
and started reading.

Time disappeared until people started
drifting in for their morning coffee. Cereal had gone out of vogue
with the fresh milk. There were cases of dehydrated milk, but that
wasn’t the same. Although I had to admit that I liked eating
frosted mini wheats right out of the box. Toast made with fresh
bread and plenty of jelly made a better meal than I deserved. There
were no eggs, but there was bacon. Since Jo offered, I had to
accept. Bacon goes with anything. It’s the ultimate food
accessory.

I helped clean up, although there seemed to
be no limit of volunteers this morning. I thanked all of them
personally with a handshake and gave Jo a bear hug with many
superlatives. She was the only one who wasn’t allowed to clean up.
I expected lunch would be great and dinner spectacular.

I hurried back to the room to find Madison
and the twins just getting out of bed. We quickly cleaned up and
headed back to the restaurant for a more private breakfast.
Everyone else was already out and about with their duties. Jo was
guiding Darren and Becca in how to process the moose. That was
going to be a sloppy mess, but there was only room for two people
to work at one time. They would take care of it. Darren waved me
away. Becca looked at him with a smile. Jo was pleased to guide the
work, using a meat mallet as a gavel. I told them we’d return after
a while to see if they needed help. I expected they wouldn’t.
Colleen had gone with Lucas to the greenhouse to help straighten
things up.

I was happy watching my family eat.

“What was that? Which one of you gave bacon
to the dog?” Two innocent smiles. I moved my chair closer to them.
The dogs were drooling. It was disgusting. Worse than that, I was
salivating, too. Ahh, nothing like bacon.

We then went swimming. The pool was a steamy
ninety-six degrees and we had it all to ourselves. The world was
back on track. After a long swim, we put the dogs in the room as we
all dressed warmly. We would help out at the kennel before going
back home.

There were almost ninety dogs here and they
made quite a racket when we arrived. We went into the dog musher’s
office where more coffee was brewing. We asked what they needed.
They had already fed the dogs, but it was time for waste clean-up.
They had shovels and buckets. Madison took one, and I took one. We
started at opposite ends and worked our way toward the middle.
Ninety dogs can be very productive. I had to stop and empty the
bucket into a dumpster three times before getting halfway. I think
this meant that the dogs were eating well. They needed to run.

The mushers were both women and not too
experienced, in their words. They loved the dogs though, and that
made the difference. If they ran teams of twelve dogs, they could
give all the dogs a run over the course of eight trips. That would
almost be a full-time job. If they had half the number of dogs, it
would be more manageable, but no one would approve killing dogs
just because there might be too many. We didn’t know when help
would come, so we would make do.

It took us an hour and a half to finish the
job of cleaning up. The good news was that it only had to be done
like that every couple days. We were glad to save someone else from
doing it. Although it was nice to go back into a warm building and
drink hot chocolate.

The dog mushers had put the twins on a sled
and taken it out. They were covered up with a blanket and happy as
could be. Their faces were all red when they returned, but everyone
was happy. Both of them wanted to become dog mushers. It was a
laudable goal. We would see as they got older.

We went back to the lodge to clean up our
room and get ready to go back home. Colleen had put a sleigh behind
her snow machine. She found it in the snow machine garage. The
sleigh was old, but looked to be in good condition. She told us to
take her sled as she would stay for the week as long as we promised
to check in on her horses every day. We committed to that easily.
Colleen could provide the adult presence to help the college kids,
although without John, I think they were already well on their way
to being better than ever.



Another Week at Home, and Then
Another…

 


 


 The time seemed to fly by.
We would spend a week at home, teaching the twins, making sure that
the house was sound, “shopping,” and other things necessary to
survive. We’d race to the Hot Springs every weekend. Colleen would
alternate one week there and one week at home.

And another week would go by and another. By
March, we’d had some good warm spells. We were also up to almost
twelve hours of light a day. We’d made it through the harshest part
of winter.

And thanks to Colleen’s missing neighbor, we
had plenty of pellets, so we even turned up the heat in the
house.

In the evening, the auroras kept us company.
If the twins were sleeping, sometimes we’d wake them up. There’s
nothing like watching the northern lights dance overhead.

We spent a great deal of time outside with
the warmer temperatures and increasing amount of daylight. We were
always on the watch for any kind of aircraft. But there were no
contrails. No sounds.

No airplanes and no other humans besides
us.

I was surprised that none of the people in
the caravan to Anchorage returned. If they had any problems, I was
sure someone would have turned back. As a good Intelligence
Officer, I maintained a certain level of paranoia, but I couldn’t
contemplate any scenario where this made sense. There were so few
of us left north of the city. What about all the oil workers on the
North Slope? What about all the people who lived further out?

In the winter, they had access by snow
machine and dog sled. In the summer, there were dirt roads they
could travel. They came to town once every six months to resupply
or sell furs or do what they needed to do to survive in the remote
areas. A significant part of Alaska’s population lived subsistence
lifestyles. Some might say it was living off the grid. Others would
say that they never felt more alive.

Maybe it wasn’t time yet for the subsistence
people to restock.

There was one small island of civilization
that we clung to. The Community of Chena Hot Springs had become a
lifeline for us. Our days there were intoxicating. We enjoyed our
trips and had made it often enough that we could get there in one
hour. The snow machines were simple forms of transportation, not
for joy riding. That’s why we didn’t own one before. I could not
conceive of riding around in the snow and cold simply for the
pleasure of the ride. I enjoyed the snow machine, but for me, it
was a means of transportation.

And when the snow melted, we’d fire up the
quad for the same reason. It was a means to an end.

The things we had taken for granted were
clean laundry, flush toilets, running water – the little things. No
longer. Everything we did to live took some kind of effort. We
siphoned, we hauled, we melted, we recharged, and then we hauled
some more.

The twins shared the work with us and we
shared life with them. They were troopers. There were no terrible
twos for the twins. They rose to the occasion and helped us to help
them. Their classes were going strong. Their attention span was
improving. They were well into a lifelong journey of learning.
Would we have enough to teach them? Where would we be as they grew
up? As they approached their third birthday that spring, they were
stronger than ever and the whole world was before them.

We needed to think about their future in this
new world. When would we have to decide about change?



Summer Alone

 


 


 We asked ourselves
what would we do if help didn’t come. There were only two choices:
stay or go. Each decision would be significant.

If we decided to go, where would we go and
how would we get there? What would be waiting for us along the way
or even at the destination?

If we stayed, what would that mean? What
would we have to do?

In my entire life, change was constant and I
never liked it, until it was no longer a change. We moved eleven
times in twenty years. Who likes moving? I thought we did as we
looked toward the next great adventure. Maybe we just did it
because we had to and we surrendered ourselves to our fate. We only
owned three houses in our lives. One was purchased because rent was
so high in Tampa, Florida. We purchased another in Pittsburgh to
serve as our retirement home, but then Madison got the job in
Fairbanks. So we sold our retirement home and bought our current
home, which was by far the best place we’ve ever lived. We didn’t
want to give it up.

I didn’t want someone who was “shopping’”to
go through our home. Whenever I went into other people’s homes, I
never took anything personal. I took food, fuel, water, and things
like that. I took some ammunition and some weapons. I took snow
machines, sleighs, and a quad. I took things that insurance would
replace. I closed doors behind me. If people returned, their homes
would be intact, their personal items safe.

And I still maintained my list, although it
had gone from very detailed, to general. I think I had the
addresses right, mostly. If people didn’t return, then there’d be
no reason beyond my commitment to myself. That was enough. I would
continue to keep track, even if it was vague. The list was getting
fairly long. I perused it from start to finish. Had we really eaten
that much?

If we stayed, what would we need for food,
fuel? There weren’t enough pellets for another winter if it came to
that.

All of that aside, what did we really
want?

I wanted a happy family. Despite the
destruction around us, we had grown closer. We appreciated the
little things. We appreciated each other. We could not have been
more fully engaged in the growth and education of our children.
From that perspective, it did not get any better. If we were to
travel in search of civilization, would we have what we had
now?

Once you ask the right question, the answer
is easy. We would stay here, another year if needs be, and then
we’d think about it the following year. After we came to that
decision, the rest was planning.

We needed to garden and then can the food. We
needed to find a water source. We needed to change out our pellet
stove for a wood burner. We needed to bag a moose, then freeze it.
We wanted a second generator, one powerful enough to run the whole
house. There would always be needs and wants.

Our world was bigger than just our family. We
had made it so. Colleen lived around the corner. We had started the
Community and it was flourishing. We had gone no further than
Bennett Road for the rest of the winter. I did not want to explore
too far and wide in the area where the Goldstream brothers had
spread fear. Maybe we’d rethink that come summer.

In the interim, we’d have to talk with the
Community. I didn’t think Colleen wanted to go anywhere as she had
her horses to take care of. They were the last reminders of her
family and she wouldn’t let them go. We would let the others know
what we decided and then see what they wanted to do.

Saturday came and we made our quick trip to
Chena Hot Springs. With the warmer weather, the dogs enjoyed the
travel more. There was still a great deal of snow and it was below
freezing, but it wasn’t mind-numbingly cold. We had a full day’s
worth of light every day, so our travel times weren’t restricted.
We had a big window to travel within.

Amber met us, as usual in the main lodge. She
had covered the walls with butcher block paper where she kept track
of work schedules, supplies, to-do items, repairs, and more. She
had embraced her role as the mayor of the Community. Colleen had
worked wonders with the group. She worked with everyone
individually to help them appreciate what they had, improve on what
they were doing. As a counselor, she was a natural.

When the group was together at lunch, I
waited until they were done with their meal, then I spoke. “We have
an announcement to make. Assuming help doesn’t come, we’ve decided
to stay at our home. I know we’ve talked about heading out to look
for help, or just leave Alaska completely, but this is our home,
and this is where we’re going to stay. For now anyway.”

They didn’t look surprised. Darren and Becca
sat closely together, holding hands. Jo was leaning closely into
Emma. Emma was originally a housekeeper, but was now splitting her
time between the kitchen and the kennel. The Community was becoming
a real community, committing to each other, to a greater good.

It seemed that they also had talked about the
big question – stay or go. Half of them were firmly committed to
staying, while the other half were on the fence. At this time, no
one had decided to go. I tried to fill the void and ended up
spouting some Intelligence Officer nonsense sprinkled liberally
with my fear of change.

“We don’t know what’s out there. Why no
contrails, no airplanes? Why has no one come? What did the Two
Rivers caravan find when they headed to Anchorage? What about John?
Why have none of them come back?” I started with these questions to
lay the groundwork of my argument. “It seems to me that there is
something dangerous out there that’s keeping people away from here.
We need more information. Without that, it’s a tough decision to
leave. So, how do we find out what’s out there?”

“We have a plane,” Lucas offered. I had seen
the airplane tied down off the small runway here at the Hot
Springs. I hadn’t thought about using it. The runway was still
covered in snow.

“Does anyone know how to fly?” Nope. “Is
anyone willing to learn using the Wright Brothers method?” As in,
figure it out as you go … There were no takers.



The Community Works

 


 


 Amber
created work groups where three people would make a team for the
day to work in areas not their own. She put herself out there a
great deal, working somewhere every day. That’s what leading from
the front was all about. Two of the four main work areas, the
kitchen and the kennel, were worked every single day, multiple
times. The dogs required the greatest amount of care. Preparing
food for thirteen people and cleaning up did not take a significant
effort, but it couldn’t be let go for a full day. The greenhouse
required various amounts of work each day, depending on what needed
doing. The power plant required someone to stop by periodically and
check on valves and systems, but only required a full work detail
once a week to keep sub-systems cleaned out and running
efficiently.

They also took care of the pool as everyone
used it. It was a good place to relax. In the time of guests, the
rock pool outside was drained and refilled once a week. Since the
loss of Fairbanks, they hadn’t drained it once. Not many people
used it this past winter, probably just to say that they swam
outdoors on a day of thirty degrees below zero.

Even with the work schedules, everyone worked
part of Sunday, but then everyone had the rest of the time off.
With a two-hour commitment somewhere, that left the majority of the
day free to do as you like.

Becca and Darren moved in together. As a
couple, they took two connected rooms and turned one side into a
living room and the other into the bedroom. They seemed happy. They
made a dynamic pair of hunters. I gave them my 12-gauge shotgun to
supplement their high-powered rifle, and they put it to good use.
Four caribou and a flock of ptarmigan later, there was plenty of
meat and variety for all.

The dogs benefitted as they were treated all
the way around. Extra greens from the greenhouse went into their
kibble, along with a fair bit of meat. By doing this, the hard dog
food lasted much longer. The target of making it to spring would be
easily met and they would now make it half way through summer.

A sickness like kennel cough passed among the
dogs and many didn’t survive. As it turned out, we lost thirteen
dogs to the disease, many of them older. The remainder recovered
and stayed strong through the rest of the winter. Everyone had
their favorites. It seemed that no matter what work detail someone
was on, they would find time during the day to visit the kennel.
The dogs had their favorites, too.

Always trust a dog who likes a person.

Lucas was mechanically inclined and became
the go-to guy to fix things. There was always something, from a
busted water line to a bathroom fan to the water pump for the pool.
Lucas was good enough in getting things back into operation. They
weren’t pretty when he finished, but they worked. So he was turned
loose on the fleet of snow machines and quads to make sure that
they ran when needed. He used a number of the vehicles for parts on
the others. He kept running what needed to run. Darren and Becca
had their hunting sleds always in top shape. There were a couple
others that they used to break trails for dog sledding. No one used
the snow machines for recreation.

With Jo and Emma paying more attention to
each other, there was always two people in the kitchen, which kept
kitchen duty to a minimum for whoever was assigned there for the
day. They generally carried things from storage to where it would
be thawed for preparation. Greenhouse duties overlapped with
kitchen duties. It was more moving and cleaning than food
preparation or cooking. Sometimes people would volunteer to make
their favorite dish. This was encouraged as it kept people in touch
with their lives from before and opened the others up to
variety.

After things settled in and people got used
to doing their share of work as well as leading a work detail, they
got more efficient. Work that initially took six hours was down to
four. Some things could be done in an hour. There were days where
everyone checked in at all the work stations to see if anything
needed doing. It had blossomed into a collaborative effort where
everyone benefitted.

What did people do in their time off? There
were numerous unheated cabins for camping and a yurt on top of the
hill where you could go for the best views of the aurora. Some took
advantage of this. If help came and they returned to their homes in
the Lower 48, they might never get the opportunity again to see the
northern lights, to experience the real Alaska.

They consolidated all the books in what used
to be the gift shop. Amber had boxed everything from the gift shop
and put it all in storage. It would be available if the resort ever
opened back up for regular guests. Books filled a void, but also,
many people had computers with digital books and movies. The resort
itself had a small collection of DVDs for check out, but between
the people there, they probably had many thousands of hours of
digital movies and TV shows. By pooling what they had, they were
able to load up a 1TB external hard drive with nothing but videos.
Everyone could download what they wanted onto their individual
notebook computers. Some movies were only available on people’s
personal iPads. To get one of these, you had to borrow the person’s
iPad. This usually meant watching the movie with the owner present.
Who knows what else was stored on those iPads.

Surprisingly, the work-out room received a
great deal of attention. Everyone was younger and still had things
to prove, even if only to themselves. So they worked out. There
were mini strength contests of all sorts. Everyone improved their
health and fitness. The so-called lazy millennials of today were
anything but.

They worked hard to achieve the common good.
This system worked well for them, just like a Kibbutz we had
visited in Israel a long time ago. It is amazing what happy people
can accomplish. These college kids had been thrown off the deep
end. They missed their families, and longed for a way to get word
out that they were fine. Their families had to be worried.

But it wasn’t time yet to take a chance. They
all talked about who would be next to risk leaving and trying to
make contact with the outside world, to get word back. They wanted
to know what happened. We all wanted to know.



The Master Gardeners

 


 


 My naïve
prepping from the time before paid off in this case. I had
purchased an emergency seed pack with thirty-two thousand seeds of
a variety of vegetables and a book on how to grow your own food. It
was March. We had to become experts immediately to start the seeds
and then prepare a garden.

This was Alaska and, as the weather turned,
we’d get more and more light until the mid-summer months, where
we’d have light for nearly twenty-four hours a day. It was a prime
growing season if we prepared everything properly.

The book became my new favorite. It stayed on
the dining room table and no one touched it. I had a note pad as I
laid out our plan of attack. Preparing seedlings, using a
greenhouse, making sure the soil was ready, planting, watering, and
more.

Moose. Where we established our garden, we
had to keep the moose away. In no time they could destroy a year’s
worth of crops. There would be no recovery for us here. We couldn’t
simply run to the nursery and replace our plants. But we could
always count on the Community as they were producing far more than
they needed. We had a safety net. That gave us time to learn by
trial and error.

We had a book and could leverage the wisdom
of the authors. I wanted to be self-sufficient, while still
appreciating the value of the safety net at Chena Hot Springs.

Gardening was a skill the twins could use no
matter if we were rescued or not.

Rescue. An interesting word. What would we be
rescued from? What were we really missing? The ability to flip a
switch on the wall and have lights go on? To have constant heat
without having to do any work? To watch television? We were certain
that if help came, we would ask for things, but we wouldn’t leave.
The other world lost its allure. We had grown very close as a
family. That isn’t something to be rescued from. What would happen
now if we went back to the way it was? I was sure that we wanted
more of this and less of that.

So gardening it was.

There was a creek at the bottom of the hill
between us and the gas station. It was about a half-mile away, but
once things thawed, we’d have running water. I had no idea how to
check if the water was potable or not. As it was the only source in
the area, we needed it to be good. I would have to follow the
stream up the hill until it was well past any populated areas just
to see. As long as there weren’t any car batteries dumped in the
stream or whatever, I thought we’d be fine. The wells in this area
pumped water that smelled horrible. That would be an obvious bar to
use. Pumped water. No one’s well was pumping anything nowadays.

Soil was unlimited, but good soil was in
short supply. I’d ask Colleen for some help. The horses produced a
great deal of manure, and it needed to be moved out of the stables
in any case. We could use the truck from the house on the corner of
our neighborhood. We could do it, but it would take more work than
what I had done in the winter. Siphoning and hauling wasn’t that
demanding. I was down to a lean hundred and seventy-five pounds. I
lost a total of fifteen pounds over the winter. Not bad, and our
trips to the resort probably kept me from losing more weight.

Three of our neighbors had small greenhouses,
but without a way to heat them, they wouldn’t do what we needed. I
wanted to build a greenhouse on our parking pad and heat it using
the generator. Once we started the seedlings, we couldn’t take a
day off. We could never let the greenhouse get below freezing.
Water, heat, and light were critical for the plants at all stages.
We had a plan. Time to get to work.

Time indeed

It seemed like we had all the time in the
world. The only deadlines were of our own design. There was a
certain freedom that we enjoyed. We received no bills. We traded in
things and knowledge. We worked at the resort for the meals they
provided. We weren’t a burden on any other person. It was
liberating.

We shared our time with those in the same
situation, working hard day in, day out to survive.

There were two things I always had with me
and that was my wallet and my .45. I hadn’t needed my wallet since
November, but I felt like I was missing something with an empty
front pocket. My pistol was in my shoulder holster and seemed a
part of me. I needed it at times when my life was in jeopardy. It
was my safety blanket more than anything else.

And then there were the dogs. Phyllis and
Husky were inseparable. They always stayed close to their humans.
They understood their role as protectors of the twins, although the
dogs probably caused more falls and scrapes than anything that
threatened the two toddlers. I think our dogs would take on a pack
of wolves to keep any of us safe. It was the same thing I’d do.

Our new world was so much smaller, yet more
fulfilling. It was odd. How much life had we missed out on before?
Everyone complained about the fast pace of modern society, but no
one left their smart phone at home. We struggled for just one more
thing, one more award, one more year toward retirement.

Now that we had time, we took the time to be
thankful for what we had. Months after the world changed, we still
reviewed everything we had done during the day to make ourselves
just a little bit better. It wasn’t about things. It was about what
we did for each other, about what we did to improve ourselves.

My asthma bothered me a lot less nowadays,
too. Maybe it was the weight, or maybe it was a diet that lacked
junk food. Maybe it was the fitness. I was in the best shape I’d
been in in a long time. Madison, too. She carried water and fuel
and food. She drove the snow machine like a champ.

The best part of our day was reading to the
twins in the evening. Where before, we would settle in to watch TV,
now we would gather together and read. It didn’t matter what we
read. We had gone through numerous volumes of Dr. Seuss, but we
also read them the gardening book, the Bible, Master &
Margarita by Bulgakov. Anything and everything. When you read
every day, you go through a lot of books.



Getting Ready for Spring

 


 


 We built
our greenhouse using a big roll of Visqueen and two by fours. We
built an inner shell and an outer shell to use the air gap as an
insulator. We initially heated it with the kerosene stove burning
fuel oil. We vented with a heat-driven fan and we used a
two-foot-thick bed of wood chips and sawdust to help keep the heat
steady. Once that was done and the wood chips heated, we removed
the kerosene stove. There was no sense in poisoning our young
plants with the toxic air.

I ran the generator so we could use an
electric heater in the greenhouse. This meant that I had to run the
generator every few hours. Madison would stay up later and I’d get
up early. It wasn’t optimal, but it was all we had until it got
warmer outside.

We planted seeds for tomatoes, peppers, and
green beans. When the time came we’d plant cabbage, kale, and other
greens. In order to hedge our bet, we planted triple the number of
seeds we wanted to get in plants. Just in case.

With the greenhouse, one of us had to stay
home at all times. The twins would be really put out if they didn’t
get their weekly trip to the resort, so Colleen and Madison took
them. They traveled light, pulling only one sleigh with the
emergency gear (tent, sleeping bags, food, fuel). I kept the dogs
with me at home.

This also gave me some freedom to “shop” for
things that we would need come summer. A truck with a trailer would
be nice. Maybe even something like a backhoe, as digging an
outhouse was one of the first things on my agenda when the ground
thawed.

I saw twelve-hour workdays ahead. The twins
needed to learn how to weed the garden. Well, maybe they were still
too young for that. They would get their chance soon enough. We
couldn’t build the garden at our house. There simply wasn’t enough
water. The closest viable garden spot was a half-mile away.

It seemed like no matter what I needed to do,
there were moving parts with missing pieces. I needed to get an
inventory of what was available for us to use. I better pick up the
pace of inventory management.

Not working was getting to be like a real
job.



The First Medical Emergency

 


 



Madison, Colleen, and the twins headed out in the morning for Chena
Hot Springs. They had to slow as the warmer weather was creating
some icy conditions with the snow where we had hard-packed it on
previous trips. They took a break halfway, but kept it short as
they didn’t have the dogs with them. A quick bathroom break,
stretch the legs, helmets back on, and away they went.

They arrived at the Community a little after
ten. When the engines turned off, there should have been the hum of
a water pump, dogs barking in the distance, but there was more. A
woman screamed hysterically. A man howled in pain. With the twins
in their arms, Madison and Colleen raced past the lodge to see a
small group gathered around someone lying on the ground.

It was Lucas. Madison couldn’t see what the
problem was, but she was sure she didn’t want the twins to see it.
Colleen calmly handed Aeryn to Madison and shouldered her way in to
see what was causing the pain.

Blood flowed freely from Lucas’s mangled arm.
Amber was attempting to put a tourniquet on. Emma was jumping up
and down, screaming uncontrollably.

In a voice that Madison had not heard before,
Colleen pointed at Emma. “Get her out of here!” In a completely
different tone, she talked to Amber. “I’ll do it. I used to be a
nurse. Put a half-turn as you tie it off, then it is easier to
tighten.” They had a thin flashlight that Colleen took and used to
tighten the tourniquet. The blood flow slowed right away.

Madison was struggling with the twins and
Emma. The twins were confused and afraid. Emma was still
hysterical. Holding both twins, Madison kicked Emma in the leg.

“Get me some rags, we need to cover the
wound.” A t-shirt materialized and Colleen tied that around a
vicious gash that started at Lucas’s bicep and ended at his
forearm. The muscle and tendons were cut to the bone. Lucas moaned
in anguish, and his eyes rolled back into his head.

“What happened? Look at me,” Colleen ordered
as she cupped his face with her hands. “What happened?” she said
louder.

The intelligence behind his eyes returned and
he focused on Colleen. “Fixing the pump … exploded on me ... still
under pressure. I’m sorry.” He started to sob and gag. Colleen
turned him onto his good side as he threw up. He convulsed as the
pain from moving his arm hit him. He screamed once more and passed
out.

“Let’s get him inside. Now, ladies!” Amber
reached around his chest from behind and hauled him partially to
his feet. Colleen picked up his legs. Jo had arrived, and she held
his injured arm. They shuffled toward the back door to the
kitchen.

They were putting him on the food preparation
counter when he came to. He started thrashing about and Amber lost
her hold on him. His arm was pulled from Jo’s grasp. The tourniquet
loosened and blood spurted.

“Stop it!” Colleen roared right into Lucas’s
ear. He settled down long enough for them to get him onto the
table. Jo twisted the flashlight to tighten the tourniquet.

Colleen held his head firmly and looked him
in the eye. “I need to sew this up and it’s going to hurt, but I
can’t have you thrashing around.” She looked at Amber. “Sewing
kit?”

“We have a big first aid kit for the dogs and
I know it includes sutures.”

“Perfect. Take my sled and hurry.” Amber
bolted from the kitchen. Colleen took a closer look at the wound.
If she could sew up the artery and maybe the tendon, she’d be able
to save Lucas’s arm. She wasn’t sure how much use he would have of
it, though. “Go get plenty of towels,” she ordered Jo. Then added,
“And soap and hot water. We need to clean this out.”



The Twins Understood

 


 


 Madison and
the twins were in the dining room. She listened as Colleen gave
orders. In the months that they had known her, she had never
mentioned that she was a nurse. They usually got her talking about
her husband and son. Even though they were gone, talking about them
kept them real for her and seemed to give her a reason to move on.
She was keeping them alive in the good memories she shared. She
also spent time teaching the twins (and us) about horses. Horses
weren’t simple creatures. They required a great deal of
attention.

The twins were concerned. They talked about
Lucas’s “ouchie” between themselves. Madison explained that it
wasn’t something you could kiss and make better. It needed real
medical treatment, and Colleen was providing it. At this point, the
best thing for them was to stay out of the way, although they
wanted to provide moral support.

We could not have asked for better children.
The fewer things we had, the less needy they became. Routine
helped, especially a routine that involved all of us as a family.
They were included in what we did, and the limits of what they
could do were clear to them. They were open to doing more, of
course, as they wanted to test their maturity. They had just turned
three and it seemed to us that they were ready for kindergarten. We
were blessed.

And there was work that needed done, so
swimming was out for now.

Madison took the twins to the dog kennel and
they all immediately dug in to the feeding and clean up. The twins
weren’t strong enough to pry the dog piles from the snow, so they
kept the dogs occupied while an adult took care of the messes.

The twins were knocked down. A lot. Sled dogs
like to run. They are active. The twins enjoyed it. They ran and
giggled as the dogs easily ran faster.

They spent a good two hours helping Abigail,
the apprentice dog musher. She was the most knowledgeable in the
Community about the dogs and dog mushing, but this was her first
year. She had a couple months’ experience when Fairbanks was lost.
She buried herself in her work with the kennel. She and Jo were the
only two who did not serve on the roving work details, as their
jobs were critical. Life was special, even that of the dogs. They
required daily nurturing. Abigail gave them that in addition to
what seemed like an endless amount of love.

As they finished the morning feeding, it was
already lunchtime, but Madison was not in a hurry to head back to
the lodge. She was afraid of what she would find out about Lucas.
Delay wouldn’t make anything better, though. If they needed any
help, Madison couldn’t provide it by hiding. So off they went, back
to the lodge.



Tragedy Averted

 


 


 Colleen looked
exhausted, but exhilarated at the same time. It was hard to
describe, maybe she looked like somebody who just won a marathon.
Madison took this as a good sign.

“He’s sleeping, surprisingly. He passed out
as I was sewing things up, but he still had a strong pulse,”
Colleen offered before Madison asked. A half empty bottle of Scotch
sat between Colleen and Amber. Madison’s eyes narrowed at that.

Amber gave a tired smile. “That was for
Lucas. It’s all we have. And we used vodka as an antiseptic.” The
Community had been going through the spirits at a high rate, but
the resort was well-stocked. Maybe some needed to be set aside in
case of emergencies like this. They would have to think about that.
Plus, there was the stock at the gas station. That had remained
mostly untouched.

Having a nurse available was an amazing bit
of luck. Lucas probably would have lost his arm otherwise, maybe
even his life.

Having no medical care would make the new
world a dangerous place. How long could we stay apart? How long
would we have to?

Lucas’s accident created a different sense of
urgency. Madison knew that someone would have to head outside.
Someone would have to find out if help was out there. And then do
everything possible to get them to come.

Madison would not let it be me.

Jo and Emma were still cleaning up the
kitchen. Emma had gotten hysterical since she thought it was her
fault Lucas got hurt. She’d opened the wrong valve when Lucas had
pointed at something by her. The pump he was working on exploded
almost immediately since he had it half-taken apart.

She calmed finally as everyone told her it
was just an accident. No one was an expert in what they were doing.
They had to learn as they went. Emma returned to the world of
reality. She rubbed her leg absentmindedly where Madison had kicked
her. Madison left the kitchen for the dining room.

Lucas had lost a lot of blood. Without the
ability to give him blood, he would need a great deal of rest and a
lot of fluids. Someone would have to take care of him. Colleen said
that she’d stay as long as necessary, but only if the twins
promised to take care of her horses. This was their chance to
contribute so they were all in. Both of them tried to squeeze onto
Colleen’s lap to give her a hug.

Madison went to each person, touching their
shoulders and thanking them for their help. Lucas’s accident could
be a tragedy that tore the Community apart, or it could be a thing
to unite them further.

Madison returned to the kitchen. It had been
cleaned and some things were set out for lunch, but the only thing
happening was Emma sobbing as Jo held her tightly, stroking her
hair and cooing in a soft voice.

Madison began singing a chant that she’d
learned as part of her yoga training. She closed her eyes and sang,
her voice gaining strength. Peace. Love. Those things that ground a
person. Emma needed the strength to get through today.

Emma stopped crying and listened. Madison’s
eyes were closed, and she was fully immersed in her chant. She
repeated it a few times, then collected herself and opened her
eyes.

“Thank you,” Emma and Jo said together.

Healing.

The first thing Lucas did after he awoke was
to tell Emma it wasn’t her fault. He held her hand as she cried.
But then that was it. Lucas told her that there would be no more
crying. There was too much work in front of them to waste time
looking back. Amber looked on as the two friends set things
straight between them.

Lucas and Amber were starting to be more of a
couple, but it was early in their relationship. They were still
trying to figure things out.

Weeks passed before Lucas could get up and
move about on his own. He was in a great deal of pain; the only
drugs available were what they had on hand in the gift shop –
aspirin, ibuprofen, over-the-counter stuff.

Lucas had matured since he first started
working at Chena Hot Springs. He was there like everyone else to
earn money, ostensibly for college, but that wasn’t where his heart
was. He wanted to be more hands on. He had expected to swap college
for a good trade school. None of that mattered now, it seemed.

One of the books in the lodge’s consolidated
library was on the fundamentals of flight. Since Amber had
prohibited him from working, he immersed himself in the book while
also taking trips out to the airplane to get more comfortable with
the physical side of it.

With each day he grew more confident that he
could fly the plane. He studied the mechanical systems of the plane
so he learned what each system was supposed to do and how it
worked. He practiced with the controls. He had yet to power up the
engine as his arm wasn’t very functional. He was learning to do
things left-handed. If he couldn’t get his right hand up to speed,
then maybe he couldn’t fly the plane, but he could guide another
person through the piloting process. Lucas could control the flaps,
propeller pitch, and throttles left-handed.

A plan was forming itself in his mind that
had the potential to give the Community a look at things hundreds
of miles away. Lucas committed to make that happen. He continued
his studies and became a new man. He worked with Colleen on what it
would take to rehabilitate his arm. She gave him some exercises to
start off with, but injury rehab wasn’t her specialty. Once she got
back home, she would check some books she had, but until then, he
could start with some simple things.

He got to work and she left him to it, making
sure that Amber didn’t let him overdo it.



Long Days

 


 


As March gave way to
April, my work extended to almost sixteen hours a day, every day of
the week. The seeds, the garden prep, the “shopping.”

My scavenging had resulted in rolls of barbed
wire, fence posts, clips, and all manner of hand tools. I couldn’t
sink the poles until the ground thawed, although I could bring in
horse manure and good dirt that people had stored in their sheds,
seeds and anything else I could find, especially commercial
fertilizers.

I had to be careful with these as some
weren’t meant for gardens. Something like Sevin was a product to be
used specifically to combat various bugs. I found both powder and
liquid versions.

Since our garden was going to be a ways away
from the house, I dragged someone’s portable shed down there. That
was a painful and time-consuming affair, but it gave me a way to
store all the little things. Once breakup was under way, mud and
standing water could wreak havoc on any kind of order. Since I was
close to the stream, anything I had could wash away if I wasn’t
careful.

I looked at everything as irreplaceable. I
was a slave to modern technology and needed all of it if there was
any chance for us to have a successful garden. I didn’t want to
risk failure. We had to assume that we would need everything we
grew to survive the next winter. Every day would be a battle to
prepare. Sure, we had the crutch of the Community at Chena Hot
Springs, but for ourselves, we needed to prove that we could
survive on our own. Maybe that was my own ego, too.

My breaks consisted of reading to the twins,
or helping them understand everything I was doing with the garden.
Why was the fence important? What did I mean by prepare the soil?
How could you tell the different seeds apart?

The only answer I had for the last question
was because of the seed packets. They told me what the seeds were.
Otherwise, I couldn’t tell one seed from another. I was the world’s
worst prepper.

But we would learn together so we knew
exactly what each seed needed in order to grow. Eating was not
something to be taken lightly.

If it hadn’t been for the greenhouse at Chena
Hot Springs, the twins would have thought all vegetables came out
of cans.



Breakup

 


 


Breakup in Alaska has
been celebrated for generations, if not millennia. It is the way
that the Arctic and sub-Arctic welcome springtime. It means
standing water, running water, and mud. It is the transition from
using a snow machine to using a quad. For us personally, it meant
our travel ground to a halt until the roads cleared and the ground
dried out.

This was the final bit of preparation time
before the race to plant. The excitement was killing me. No it
wasn’t. More mucking about in the dirt. I was never born to be a
farmer, but once again, I was doing what I had to for my family.
Maybe I could convince Madison that there is nothing cooler than
planting a garden. Then I could take over the twins’ classes.

Actually, their classes needed to be about
the garden and the outdoors, so we would all be at the garden
regardless. Some would watch and learn and others would be mucking
about in the mud.

As we waited for breakup to wring itself out,
we made sure the battery on Colleen’s truck was charged. I took the
opportunity to charge the battery on my Jeep, too. It hadn’t run
all winter. I was happy when it started right up. I also fired up
the quad, although I had driven that around a little bit at times.
It would be a good ride. Although for trips back to the resort,
we’d probably just take the Jeep.

I wish we would have found a Geiger counter
so we could see if Madison’s Jeep was contaminated. It would be the
better ride. We hadn’t looked for a Geiger counter. I wondered if
there was one at the University.

After any spring rains and the final run off
had gone down river, maybe we’d take a trip back. The route on
Goldstream to Ballaine would still be clear. The original fire had
not burned far, not even past the first hill. Everything was
probably as we had last seen it.

With breakup comes warmer weather. There
would be bodies; that could be a problem. I wasn’t exactly queasy,
but then again, I’d never seen anything like what we could
encounter.

I wanted to know that Madison’s Jeep was
okay. I wanted to know if there was anyone on the other side of
town. Once we got the garden planted, we’d have time to make a run.
I could leave at four a.m. and it would already be light out. Maybe
that was a better plan.

I had a gas mask in the garage that I’d
bought surplus a long time ago. The filters were still sealed. I
could wear the gas mask and a full set of coveralls. No exposed
skin and breathing filtered air. I could take Madison’s Jeep so if
there was contamination still at the University, I wouldn’t ruin my
Jeep, too.

That would work. I’d talk Madison into
letting me take another trip into the city. The Intelligence
Officer in me begged for new information. Why had no help come?
Where were the airplanes?

 


 


End of Book 1
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and enter the worlds of …

 



Thomas A. Watson’s Dark
Titan ~ Journey Trilogy!

The ultimate prepper’s adventure. The journey begins
here!

Nathan Owens was just topping up his tank when the
gas pump stopped working. So did the radio. And the lights. Then
planes starting falling out of the sky, and plutonium-powered
satellites began to explode.

A massive solar storm–the Coronal Mass Event that had
been predicted for years–finally hit Earth, and the electromagnetic
pulse it created instantaneously threw the world back to the Bronze
Age. Soon the radioactive fallout from space would spread death and
disease across the globe.

Owens and his friends had been preparing for
something like this for years, and now it had finally happened. But
when it came, it came at the worst possible time. He was a thousand
miles away from his family and his redoubt – and his only chance to
survive the dark days ahead. If he ever hoped to escape, he would
have to draw together a team of survivalists to save those nearby
before he could even begin the last, most important journey of his
life.

And there was one thing he hadn’t counted on at all:
the EOTWAWKI wasn’t just a natural disaster. There was a sinister,
almost omnipotent human force behind it…and it wanted him dead.

 


David Lund’s Winchester:
Over,

first in the Winchester
Undead series!

The detonation of multiple nuclear warheads high in
the atmosphere above North America destroys all the tools and
devices of our modern lives, leaving the country in chaos. Next, an
ancient virus is unleashed that steals death from humanity. Bexar
Reed and his family, along with their lifelong friends and fellow
preppers, were prepared for the end of the world as we know it.
They thought they were prepared for nearly every possibility, but
they never thought the dead would rise to hunt the living.
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