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Chapter One


Shelley Browning
September 9th

“I’m outta here.” Why Principal Andrews called a staff meeting on a Friday afternoon I’ll never understand. Feeling just a tad bit guilty for faking a headache, I pull out of the school parking lot onto Forbes Avenue. I know it’s bad missing a meeting, but I’m nervous about tonight and want extra time to get ready. I’m going on a date and it’s the first time I’ve said yes since I broke up with Mr. Asshole. My friends think it’s time I stick my toes back in the man water and catch another fish. So, I’m going out on a blind date with Louis, a work associate of my friend Sandra. We’re meeting for drinks and an early dinner, heaven help me.

Driving, distracted thinking about what to wear tonight, I’m slow to react when a silver Audi cuts in front of me, brakes, and comes to a full stop. My reflexes take over, thank God. I stomp down on my brake pedal. My car squeals to a stop inches from the Audi’s back bumper.

The Brooklyn girl in me rises to the surface, I’m no longer the polite Californian school teacher. I slam my hand down on my horn over and over, roll my window down, flip him the bird, and yell, “Asshole, you cut me off.” I whisper under my breath, “I almost peed my pants, damn you.”

The Audi’s door pops open and a man gets out holding his head. He’s dressed in a wrinkled white dress shirt with what looks like ketchup stains on its front. Sweat is dripping down his bright red face. He waves at me and stutters, “Sor, sorry, I need, need to get home to my fam, family.” He then starts to cough, gets back in his car and drives away almost sideswiping the car in the next lane.

I give him the finger. “We all want to get home, buddy.” A second later, my chest tightens as guilt hits me for being such a bitch to an obviously sick man. “The poor guy looked like death warmed over.” And I should have been paying more attention.

Karma strikes quick.

The thoroughfare home is bumper to bumper due to construction. The traffic has me jammed between a FedEx truck and an eighteen-wheeler. The FedEx truck tires inch into my lane. My heart pounds and it feels like spiders are walking across my neck. I’m afraid I’ll be squished like a pancake. Hands shaking, I turn on my blinker and move over into the slow lane behind the eighteen-wheeler. I’d rather drive slow then be trapped between two big-assed trucks.

It takes close to twenty agonizing minutes to drive from my school to Roscoe Blvd, a trip that normally takes less than five. What makes it worse is, I can’t even calm myself with music, the damn car radio broke weeks ago.

“I should have stayed for the damn meeting.”

I squeeze into the turning lane, but, just my luck, a local transit bus is in front of me and stops to load and unload passengers. I swear the Gods of Love and Dating are against me. “I can’t believe this.” I check the time on the dashboard and count the people waiting to get on the bus. “Only seven people, this should be pretty quick.”

The last person in line, a teenage boy with red straggly hair, looks over his shoulder at my car, jumps out of line and walks back toward me. “What’s this about?” I say to myself as I reach for the button that locks the doors. The kid smacks his hand down on my hood as he reaches for the handle of my passenger door. Thankfully, my windows are already closed. His eyes are blood shot and there’s a bizarre teeth-baring smile on his face. He growls as he unsuccessfully tries the door. Putting his face and hands up against the window, he laughs hysterically and yells Jack Nicolson style, “It’s the end of the world.”

I scream back, “Get away from my car, you freak,” step on the gas, and swerve around the bus forcing him to jump out of the way. “Jesus, let me get home in one piece. I promise I’ll never skip another meeting.”

Nerves rattled, I rush the last few blocks home.

Before I even get my keys out of the car, Ruth, my neighbor, rushes across her lawn to meet me but pulls to a stop about three feet from my car. This is odd, normally I’d get a kiss on the cheek. Her eyes are puffy and ringed in red and her face is covered in pink blotches. “Shell… Shelley, did… did you hear? Oh, my God, what are we going to do?”

My heart beats so loud I hear it in my ears. Something big has happened. Ruth is normally calm even when flustered. “What are you talking about?”

“The flu that’s killing people in China is here,” she points at the ground, “in Los Angeles.” She wipes a trickle of sweat off her brow. “Go turn on the TV, there are reports on every channel.”

“Okay…Okay, I will.”

“I gotta go talk to Levi.” She turns and waddles down my driveway heading across the street to her brother’s house.

I rush inside, grab a diet coke, turn on the TV and sit on the edge of the couch. The emergency broadcast sign is flashing across the screen. This is not a drill. I repeat this is not a drill.

The scene then flips to a red background and a deep male voice reads the words that appear on the screen.

The JHN-1 virus, which started in the Sichuan province of China, has surfaced here in the United States. Currently, there are outbreaks in most of our large cities with Los Angeles, Chicago, Dallas-Fort Worth and New York hardest hit.

Be warned, this virus is fast moving and highly contagious. Originally only contracted by touch, the virus has mutated and is now airborne. Incubation time, the time between initial infection and the onset of symptoms, is approximately five days. Its initial symptoms are high fever, lung congestion and severe aches and pains. Secondary symptoms, bleeding from the nose, mouth and eyes, normally appear within twenty-four hours. Anyone with a temperature greater than one hundred and one or displaying any secondary symptoms is to report to their nearest emergency room.

Please understand, for your own safety and the safety of others, all citizens are to avoid contact with others and remain in their homes. Schools and universities, both public and private, are ordered closed until further notice. Companies are ordered to shut down and allow workers to use vacation days to cover their absences, the exception being first responders, hospitals, police, and the fire departments.

“Damn it!” I just spent the last four weeks in a classroom full of ten-year-old’s; each their own little germ producing machine. “Oh my God, what if I’m infected?”

My mind goes to my students, especially sweet Melanie. I know I’m not supposed to have favorites, but I have a real soft spot for this little girl. She has an adorable smile, a mouth full of teeth she hasn’t grown into yet and a giggle that just melts me. She comes to school each day with a silly little joke that makes everyone groan, plus, she has a ferocious appetite for learning. My eyes fill with tears. “What if she dies? What if they all do?”

Grabbing my briefcase and phone, I pull out my class directory. “I’ll call them.” First on the list is Seth Adams, mother’s name: Monica. I dial his number and get a busy signal. “They’re probably calling family.” I try the next on my list, Jenny Bartholomew, father’s name: Brian. I get another busy signal. I phone four more students, and get four more busy signals. “Damn it, the circuits must be busy.”

“What about Gloria and Sandra?” My two closest friends. Gloria teaches kindergarten at my school. I met her on my first day at Brighton Elementary and we just clicked. Sandra, Gloria’s wife, is a nurse at the local hospital.” Oh my God, I bet Sandra’s crazy busy.”

Maybe texting will work.

Text to both: G and S… worried about u 2. I’m home…not sick at all. How r u? text me.

Oh, my date! I better text him, too.

Text to Louis: Need to cancel date. Sorry. This flu thing has me scared.

I sit, almost trance like, glued to the TV, watching every report hoping for some good news like a cure or containment and constantly checking my phone for a returned text, but nothing.

At midnight, I give in and move to my bedroom, undress, climb in bed with my laptop and quickly update my journal.

As much as I try to relax and sleep, I can’t. I’m too worried about Ruth and Levi. Even though we’re not related, they’re the closest thing to family I have. With Ruth being eighty-three and Levi seventy-nine, if they get sick I’ll have to take my chances and help them regardless of the dire warnings. Family takes care of family.

September 10th

Up early, I take a quick shower, dress and head for the kitchen. Before I do anything, I need my caffeine fix. As it brews, I pull out a writing pad and make my to-do list; I’ve always been one to plan my day. My friends nicknamed me, ‘Little Miss Organization’ or LMO, for short. They think it’s hilarious. I think I’m just being practical and efficient.

1.   Text G and S again

2.   Check to see if Louis got text

3.   Contact students

4.   Check on Ruth and Levi

5.   Internet search JHN-1

Just as I’m pouring my coffee, there’s a knock on the front door. As I walk to the entryway, I hear, “Shelley, honey, are you okay?” It’s Ruth and her voice sounds raspy. I open my door expecting her to come inside and give me a big hug like she always does, but instead, she takes several steps backward and holds her hand up in a stop sign. “Don’t come near me, Shelley. I’m pretty sure I have this virus thing.” She coughs into her sleeve. It has a rough, deep mucus-filled sound to it. Her hair is damp with sweat and her face has a strange greyish pallor. She’s also using her cane; something she hardly does anymore.

A chill runs down my spine. “Oh my God, Ruth! You can’t have it, please.”

She coughs again. “I have a fever and my lungs are filling up. I’m weak, have aches and pains and feel like a pile of stinky dog poop.”

My eyes sting as I work to hold back my tears. “It could be the regular flu.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t think so. I went to my woman’s meeting at the Chabad Center on Monday. I sat with Mitzi Goldman who just got back from a vacation in China. She was coughing and sweating. Concerned, I asked her why she came to the meeting if she was sick; she acted indignant and told me she would never miss a chance to gossip with the girls.”

I try again, “You sure it’s not just a really bad cold.”

She wipes sweat off her brow. “Honey, she was in China. What are the chances?”

“You need to go to the hospital then. I’ll take you.” I wrap my trembling arms around my stomach and chest.

“No,” Ruth responds forcefully. “Levi isn’t feeling well either. He’ll take me. I don’t want you anywhere near us.”

The tears I’ve been holding back run down my cheeks. “But Ruth, you’re my family. Let me help you, please.”

“Sweet girl, I would never forgive myself if you got sick because of me. Please, stay away. Levi and I love you very much, you know that. We only want what’s best for you.”

“I love you, too. Promise me, you’ll go to the hospital right away.”

“We’ll leave as soon as we can.” She takes another step back. “Now close your door and don’t come out again. Don’t open it for anyone.”

I nod my head and wipe the tears from my eyes. “I won’t open it.”

Ruth starts to cry. “Please stay well. Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“Good girl.” She blows me a kiss, turns and walks towards Levi’s house listing to her left side and leaning on her cane.

As soon as I close the door, I drop to my knees. I’m not a religious person but now seems the perfect time to pray. “Dear God, I know it’s rude to only pray when I need something, but please, please forgive me for doing it anyway. I don’t know what your reasoning was for starting this virus, but I beg of you, please don’t let Ruth and Levi die. They’re the only family I have. I need them.”

The buzz of my phone is the only thing that gets me up off the ground. It’s a return text from the girls.

From Gloria: both of us at hospital. Sandra sick. Staying with her. Stay well. Stay home. Pray for us.

I scream out, “This sucks!” Can it get any worse; Ruth, Levi and now Gloria and Sandra.

After the bad news, I can’t bear to call my students. I rush into the kitchen and rip up my to-do list.

At six p.m., the President addresses the nation. The solemn look on his face says it all. The JHN-1 virus has reached pandemic proportions and is now running rampant through every state. With tears in his eyes, he informs us that despite the CDC’s and WHO’s best efforts, the JHN-1 virus has proven resistant to all known antibiotics and anti-virals. And there appears to be less than a one percent survival rate of those that contract it. He tells us he’s activated the National Guard to help maintain order and to set up emergency shelters for those who are sick since the hospitals are overwhelmed. He ends with a prayer for our souls. After a buzzing sound, a list of local shelters appears on the screen.

“Damn, the kid at the bus stop was right. This is the end of the world.”

September 13th

My first sneeze happens on day five, just as the ten o’clock news updates begin. By noon, I’m a shaky, achy mess with a fever of one hundred and two. My lungs are full of phlegm and it feels like my ribs are going to crack each time I cough.

“Damn it, I don’t want to die. I’m only thirty. I still have lots of things I want to do.” I hurl my coffee cup against the fireplace shattering it into little pieces as I remember my upcoming vacation I’ll never get to go on. I just finished paying for a month-long trip through seven countries in Europe. “So, not fair. I really wanted to see castles and kiss the Blarney stone.”

I cry until I can’t anymore.

When the thermometer reads one hundred and three, I accept my fate and struggle to dress. I need to get myself to an emergency shelter. As I’m putting on my shoes, the TV in my bedroom announces a special update.

All hospitals and shelters are filled to capacity and the government is ordering everyone to stay home even if symptomatic.

My arms drop heavy to my sides. “They’re leaving us to die.”

Still dressed, I crawl back in bed and pull my covers up around me.

September 16th

I’m dazed and groggy as my eyes adjust to the sun shining through my window. Something feels off, but when I look around I see I’m in my own room, in my own bed. Then it all comes back to me. My heart races as I remember the virus and what’s happening.

The TV buzzes and a CDC alert message appears. Shelter in place and stay away from other people. Martial law is in effect.

How long have I been asleep? I twist and peek at my alarm clock. Ten a.m. But the date at the top of the screen baffles me. I’ve been in bed for three days? How is that possible?

I pull the blankets off my legs. The smell released has me wrinkling my nose and holding my breath. My clothes are drenched in sweat and my bottom half is wet with urine stains.

Thirsty as hell, I climb out of bed. Weak, I’m forced to hold onto the walls as I walk to the kitchen. The trip from my room to the fridge exhausts me. Unable to make it any further, I plop down at the table with a bottle of water.

“I’m supposed to be dead,” I whisper in a hoarse voice. Either I’m part of the one percent who survived the virus or I’m immune. Maybe I just had a bad case of the regular flu. All I know is, I’m still here.

After two bottles of water, I can’t sit in my own stench any longer. I work my way to my bathroom, strip and step into the shower. Still weak; it takes everything I have to wash and put clean clothes on. Exhausted, I struggle to the living room and lay on the couch because my bed is way too disgusting to use.

My growling stomach wakes me. It’s dark outside, I guess I slept the whole day. I turn on the TV, but every station is nothing but static. My stomach growls at me again. Getting up this time is a bit easier and I don’t have to hold onto the walls as much as I walk to the kitchen. My first thought is, Ruth would tell me to start with something light, like soup. Tears fill my eyes. “Oh my God, Ruth, Levi!” I can only hope they’re part of the one percent that made it. “Thank God, they went to the hospital.”

After a bowl of chicken noodle soup, crackers and a cup of tea, I feel tons better but I know it’s gonna take days to be totally well again.

Just to be on the safe side, I’ll stay away from everyone for as long as I can. I’m glad I have a full pantry of food.

September 20th

I’ve decided to go out in my backyard. I feel well enough and I can’t stay cooped up inside anymore. Besides, it’s time to plant my winter crop. If I don’t get it in the ground now, I won’t have fresh veggies until spring. I put in raised gardening beds two seasons ago and quickly discovered that nothing tastes better than homegrown. I drag bags of compost and planting soil from the garage over to the beds and get started. After raking in the extras, I pull the hose over then go back to the spigot and turn it on. Only a small stream of water comes out.

Then I remember.

“Shit, shit, shit!” I yell out loud as I rush in the house and turn on the kitchen faucet. Same thing. Little water pressure and only a slow stream of water.

“Damn, I’m an idiot.” I should have known this would happen. There isn’t anyone left to run the utilities. Water and power are going to shut off.

“Come on Shelley, you know better than this. Get your head out of your ass and remember your training.”

First step, is water. I need to store as much as I can; the two weeks’ worth of bottled water left in my survival pantry is nowhere near enough.

“The water bladder.” After the last earthquake I purchased a bathtub water storage system called a bladder. I grab it off the pantry shelf, set it up and leave it to fill in my front bathroom. It looks like a great big water balloon.

“Bottles.” Sometimes, being lazy pays off. My recycling bin is full of empty plastic water bottles, forty-seven of them plus twelve large juice bottles. I get to work washing and refilling them along with every other vessel I find that will hold water including my collection of flower vases.

“What about the garden?” Then I get a bright idea. I line the city garbage cans with heavy duty plastic bags and fill those with the hose. After these are empty, I’ll use pool water from next door.

I take an hour and plant my seeds then give the garden a deep watering being careful not to wash away what I just planted.

Looking down at my muddy clothes I remember one last thing. “Laundry.” Happy I washed the bedding and stuff yesterday, I grab everything that’s dirty, including the clothes on my back and throw a load in the washer.

After the washer stops, I take my very last indoor shower.

September 21st

The power goes off while I’m making breakfast. I’m surprised it stayed on as long as it did. I’m prepared though. I have flashlights, fresh batteries and a camping lantern. As for cooking, I have my old camp stove. I’ll be okay.

What bothers me most is the quiet. There are no sounds of people. No cars. No airplanes. No human noises at all. Not even the continuous buzz of the fridge. And my battery-operated radio… just static.

And the god-awful smells. There must be dead bodies in the houses around me. If I’m going to stay here, I need to do something to stop the spread of disease. There’s no way around it, I need to locate the dead bodies and look for someplace to bury them.

I get no further than across the street. Ruth lied to me. She and Levi never went to the hospital. I found their bodies in Levi’s house.

I’m devastated. I really am alone.


Chapter Two


Shelley
Thirty days later

Time to brave another scavenging trip. Scared of running into bad people, I only go out after dark and always carry medical grade gloves and masks. Thankfully, I had some left over from the last time I took care of Ruth. I carry a tire iron as a weapon. I know it sounds excessive, but I’ve read enough books to know people change after an event like this. Remember Stephen King’s “The Stand”?

Tonight has perfect conditions. With no moon, there’s plenty of darkness to hide in. Plus, the Santa Ana winds will cover my footsteps.

Dressed in ninja black, I stick to the shadows as I work my way down the streets and alleys to the local shopping center. My destination tonight is the pharmacy inside the grocery store. I’ve got bolt cutters in my pack to break the metal gates. I need to get inside, I’m almost out of my asthma meds. I also want to stockpile vitamins, pain killers, antibiotics, and first aid stuff.

I’m lucky, none of my neighborhood stores were looted so I’ve had no trouble getting what I need. In the books I’ve read, widespread destruction and chaos always takes place during ‘shit hits the fan events’. Why not here? Maybe I really am the last person alive in my area.

The corner gas station is my first overwatch point. Too dark to see anything, I listen for any noises coming from the stores. Just as I get to the second set of gas pumps, I spot a moving beam of light coming in my direction. “Oh God,” comes out of my mouth in a silent whisper as chills run down my spine. I drop to the ground behind the gas pump.

Someone is walking and carrying a flashlight. This is the first person I’ve seen in over thirty days. Let me reword that, it’s the first living person I’ve seen; there have been plenty of dead bodies. My eyes well up with happiness. “I’m not the only one left,” I whisper to myself.

I keep watch as the light moves closer and closer. Is it a man or a woman? A good person or bad? My legs tremble under me in anticipation.

I mouth, “It’s a man.”

He’s walked close enough I can see him when he swings his light downward. He’s dressed in a black sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over his hair and he’s wearing a hiking backpack, the kind with an exterior metal frame.

“Shit, he’s armed!” One hand holds his flashlight and there’s a crowbar in his other.

Fear starts to move in. “Stop it, Shelley,” I whisper to myself. Just because he’s carrying a crowbar doesn’t make him a bad guy. He needs something to protect himself with and to break into the stores.

He walks to the front of the 7-Eleven mini mart directly across from me and places his flashlight on the ground. All around him goes dark. Even though I know what he’s going to do, the sound of crashing glass still makes me jerk. Then, he picks up his flashlight and steps through the broken door. I stay in my hiding place and watch as his flashlight bobs up and down the aisles.

I’m not judging him for breaking in, I’ve done the same thing myself. I broke into Albertson’s grocery store. Being a moral person, it felt like stealing the first time, but scavenging is the only way to stay fed and hydrated now and survival trumps everything.

Within minutes, the man reappears outside the store, his backpack bulging. He starts to walk away, and I know I have seconds to decide. Yes or No. Half of me wants to talk to him. Maybe team up. But, the other half wants to stay hidden and safe. I decide yes. I raise to my knees and shout, “Hello, over there.”

His flashlight jerks as he spins around and points it in the direction of my voice. He calls back, “Oh my God, hello!” and moves his light around looking for me. “Where are you?” His voice is a deep tenor.

“Hiding. I’m being careful.”

“I understand, but I’m one of the good guys. I promise.” He tries to find me again with his light. “Sure, is nice to know another person is alive and I’m not alone in the world.”

“I agree. It’s hard to be alone all the time.”

He takes a step toward me. “Listen, I’m not gonna hurt you, can I come closer?”

Should I let him? His voice sounds sincere. And I do have these heavy bolt cutters and tire iron if he tries something. “Yeah, but leave your pack and your crowbar over there.”

“Sure thing.” He drops his things on the ground and shines his light on them. “See, I put them down.”

“Do you have any more weapons on you?”

“Just a pocketknife.”

“Can you put that on the ground, too, please?”

He chuckles, “Yeah, sure thing. But I can’t do much damage with my old boy scout knife.”

“Humor me, please.”

After he shows me his knife on the ground, I slip on gloves and a mask. “I’ll meet you in the middle of the street.” Turning on my flashlight, I step out from behind the pump and walk toward him. When we’re about eight feet apart, I stop. “That’s close enough.”

“Frightened little bird, aren’t you?” He flashes his light over me, getting his first look.

“Just cautious. A girl can’t be too careful.”

“That’s true,” he says. “You’re smart wearing a mask, but I think we don’t need them anymore.”

“Really? You think the virus is dead?”

I move my beam over his body. My girly parts instantly react at the sight of him. He’s quite handsome, tall with broad shoulders and slim hips. Blond strands of hair stick out of his hood and his face sports scruffy whiskers, not a beard just a few days growth. He looks to be in his twenties or early thirties at the most.

He kicks the ground with his shoe. “A virus can’t live too long without new hosts to infect. Even if it can live on surfaces, it’s been over a month.”

“You’re probably right.” I take my mask off.

He adds, “We still need to be careful around the dead though, there’s other diseases we could catch.”

We both stand in silence for a few seconds, then he asks, “Well, what’s your name?”

“I’m Shelley.” I’m not telling him my last name, not yet. “And yours?”

“Hank Meadows. I’m, or I was anyway, a college student at the campus up the street. I’m from Owensville, Michigan.”

Still a bit paranoid, I check on his intentions. “You gonna report me for breaking curfew? You know Martial law?”

He gives off a deep chuckle. “Hell no. I’d never do that. Besides, I don’t think there’s anyone left to report you to.”

“True enough.”

More relaxed, I put my weapons on the ground to show good faith.

He holds his flashlight up to his face showing me his smile, and boy, is it a cute one. “Thanks, for trusting me enough to put your weapons down.”

I shrug. “Only fair, you put yours down.”

Then, after another bit of silence, I break the ice. “You live in the dorms?”

“I was, yes.” He lowers his hood and swipes his hand through his hair. “It was horrible, every room had at least one dead student. The smell got terrible and just the eeriness of being around dead friends, I couldn’t stay there anymore.”

“I know what you mean. When I found the bodies of Ruth, my neighbor and her brother Levi, I fell apart. They were the closest thing to family I had. I knew I couldn’t leave people I loved to rot in their beds. I had to do something.” I look down at the ground, so he can’t see the tears forming in my eyes. “I needed them to have a better resting place than that.”

“What did you do?”

“First I protected myself. I cut a hole in a plastic tarp and wore it like a big poncho I tied around me with a rope. I put a shower cap on my head, and put on a mask and double gloves. I also used a trick I saw on a TV show. I put toothpaste under my nose to help with the smell. Then I moved them.”

“Moved them? Where?”

“There’s a housing project a few blocks over with a newly excavated hole. I put them in the bottom and shoveled dirt over them. At least they have some dignity in death.”

“That’s a nice thing you did.”

“It was the right thing to do, besides, I’m concerned about diseases and I’m terrified of rats, plus, I hate flies.”

“God, I know. The flies in the dorm were terrible. I’m not even sure how they got in the damn building, the doors and windows were closed.”

“Sneaky, dirty little bastards.”

“Yep.” He shakes his head in agreement.

“I looked through the houses surrounding mine. I wanted to make sure my immediate area was cleaned up. I lucked out, most of my neighbors must have gone to the hospital and never came home. I only had to move thirteen more bodies. That cleared the homes on my immediate street and the houses behind me. I took them to the same place I laid Ruth and Levi.”

He runs his flashlight back down my body. “You’re a tiny thing, how did you move them?”

“Furniture dolly and lots of back-breaking work. I wrapped each one in a sheet and secured it with duct tape, then rolled it onto the dolly. I pushed them down the street one at a time. It took me five full nights to do them all.”

He points down the street. “I found a house about six blocks from here with no bodies and a pool for water. I know I can’t drink from it, but I can use it for bathing and stuff.”

“Actually, you can drink pool water. I read it in a book. You just have to do some stuff to it first.”

“So, you’ve been reading up on urban survival?”

I can’t help it, I let out a short grunt. “A little.”

He blows out a stream of air, “I know it seems wrong to break into houses, but I had to.”

“Hey, times have changed. We do what we have to.”

“I know, but it still feels disrespectful.”

“Yeah, I know.”

He takes an uninvited step closer and it startles me. I react by jumping backwards. Panic has me telling him, “I’d…I’d better get going. I have things to do.”

He puts his hand out in my direction. “Wait! I’m sorry I moved. Please, I won’t hurt you, I promise.”

I stop moving. “I want to believe you, I do.”

Can I trust him? I better be smart about this, talk to him a few times before making up my mind. “I really need to go, but why don’t you meet me back here in the morning.”

“Tomorrow?”

“Yeah, tomorrow. You got a way to tell time?”

“Yeah, my watch still works.”

“Good. Then let’s make it nine a.m.”

He laughs, “What? You want to see me in the light? Check me out?”

I’m glad it’s dark and he can’t see how red my face is. “Something like that. To be honest, I want to see if we could start working together.”

“Sure, I’ll be here.”

I point my light over my shoulder at the gas station. “It’s got a drive-through car wash in the back, I’ll meet you inside.”

He takes a step backward. “So, it’s like a job interview?”

He’s funny. I laugh, “Kinda.”

He pulls the zipper up on his hoodie. “I’ll be here in the morning.”

I lower my flashlight, “Okay then, tomorrow at nine.”

“Yeah.”

“Goodnight, Hank, be safe.”

“You, too”. He takes a few steps and calls over his shoulder, “And Shelley, I’m gonna get the job.”

I wait till he leaves then make my way to the pharmacy. After a few minutes of struggling with the iron gate, I manage to open it enough to squeeze inside. Lucky for me, the drugs are well organized and it’s easy to find what I need. I slip twelve of my prescription asthma inhalers and twelve months of birth control pills into my backpack; enough to last me a year. I then grab four epi-pens, just in case. Next, I start in on my list: painkillers, antibiotics and cold meds. A crashing noise at the far side of the market has me turning off my light and dropping to the ground. After a few minutes of silence, I figure it must have been an animal knocking something over, but just to be safe, I head back out. I’ll come back another day for the rest of the list.


Chapter Three


Hank Meadows

Another person? And it’s a young, attractive woman. Even in the dark I could see how pretty she is. I wonder what color eyes she has?

For the first time in weeks, I feel a little hope. This whole thing has been a horrible cluster fuck but for some reason I’m still here. Maybe it was the immunizations I got in the service or maybe I’m just naturally immune. All I know is, I never even got a sniffle while everyone around me died. I should have known, if Afghanistan didn’t kill me, nothing would.

After I saw the reports on the news, I tried to call home, tried to check on my family in Michigan, but the phone just rang and rang. Then after a while, the phones, even my cell, stopped working altogether. I assume they’re dead, just like everyone else. God rest their souls.

As I lay in bed with a bottle of warm beer, I can’t help the pictures running through my mind of Shelley and I replenishing the earth like Adam and Eve. I growl as I take my hard-on to hand and think about the future.

I’m up by six, yeah, I’m anxious. After a breakfast of two granola bars and a piece of jerky, I head to the back yard to clean up. Since I don’t want to pollute the water in the swimming pool, I fill several buckets and take an improvised shower making sure the run-off goes in the garden and not back in the pool. I dress in my last set of clean clothes. Rummaging through my duffle bag for clean socks, I realize how ripe my dirty clothes are. I need to find a store and get new ones or figure out how to do laundry, pioneer style.

I drive my jeep to meet Shelley. I can’t see being sneaky anymore; there’s no one to be sneaky from. Of course, I arrive early. I’m early for everything, another skill learned in the Marines; hurry up and wait.

The gas station and the attached mini mart are still locked up tight with no sign of break-ins. Just for the heck of it, I try the pumps, it wouldn’t hurt to fill my gas tank. Naturally, they don’t work. I guess I’ll have to siphon gas from other cars when I need it.

At nine sharp, I walk around back, and enter the car wash through a partially raised garage door. “Shelley, you in here?”

“Yeah, over here.” She steps from behind a large scrub bush thing. “Glad you made it.”

Her smile feels genuine and real.

“Yep, I made it. I was looking forward to it.”

In the light, I see everything I couldn’t last night. She’s tiny, at least a full head shorter than me. Deep golden-brown eyes peek out of long brown bangs. She’s wearing a Laker’s baseball cap and a short ponytail sticks out the hole in its back. An adorable band of freckles runs across the bridge of her nose. I smile as I notice that her ears have a slight point on their tops. She reminds me of a pixie. And her mouth is definitely kissable.

“So, you live close by?” I ask with a smile.

“Yeah, I bought a house in this neighborhood a few years ago. It’s nothing much, just a little ranch, but it’s mine.”

“You look awfully young to own a house.”

She rolls her eyes and chuckles, “You’re a clever one. What a sneaky way to find out how old I am.”

I can’t help but grin. “I see I’m not gonna be able to pull anything over on you.”

She raises her eyebrows several times, Charlie Chaplin style. “Nope.” She laughs as she walks over and sits against the wall. With a smirk on her face, she tells me, “Okay, nosey man, I’ll tell you. I just turned thirty. I’m not married or engaged, and I am, or was, a teacher. I taught fifth grade.”

Sliding down the wall, I sit on the ground next to her. “Well, turn around is fair play. I’m twenty-six; I’ll be twenty-seven in two months. I was in the Marines for eight years and just started school a month ago on the GI bill. I wanted to go into the FBI. I was majoring in law enforcement.”

With a big grin on her face she gives me a Marine oorah, then adds, “My father was in the Army.”

I poke her with my elbow and answer with a bit of snide, “Well, I won’t hold that against you.”

She slaps my arm. “Gee, thanks.”

Her face suddenly turns serious and she starts to pick at her nails. “Hank, where is everybody? I’ve done the math. Los Angeles is a big city, even if only one percent of the population is left, there should be a lot more people around.”

“Well, it they’re like me, they didn’t have to venture out for a while. They had enough food and supplies close at hand. And if they’re like you, they’re being sneaky, and we just haven’t seen them.”

She shrugs, “I guess.”

“Actually, I think if there are more people, we should start seeing them soon. People are gonna run out of things and come out of hiding to replenish their supplies.”

She whispers, “I hope there are more people left.” Patting her heart, she adds, “Good ones.”

I nudge her with my shoulder. “Me, too.”

Pointing at her backpack, she tells me, “I’ve been slowly gathering supplies. I’ve been too nervous to drive my noisy car, so I’ve been collecting what I can on foot.”

“I’d like to help if you’ll let me. I think we should team up, share the burdens. Besides, this may sound chauvinistic, but I don’t think it’s safe for a woman to be alone.”

Her face turns pink. “You’re gonna think I’m a sissy.”

“What?” I nudge her shoulder again. “Tell me.”

“I’m scared of marauders finding me and making me into their sex slave.”

I pat her arm. “Things like that really do happen.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Her brown eyes stare at me for a few seconds before she looks down. “I wake up every few hours and double check the house. I keep a nine iron by my bed as a weapon. I don’t think I’ve slept a whole night since everything went to shit.”

Needing to touch her in some way, I put my hand on her arm. “I could help with that. I’m good with security things.”

She blows her bangs out of her eyes. “Maybe I’m crazy, but I’m gonna trust you. I was going to insist on several of these meetings first, but I believe in gut instincts, and I think you’re okay.”

“Good answer.”

“But,” she points at herself to stress her argument, “We’re gonna use my house as a base. I’ve already done a lot of preparations and it would be silly to start over.”

“I agree. Your place it is. Let’s go pick up my stuff, and then get busy.”

“Let’s do it.” She pushes off the wall, stands and brushes dust off the seat of her pants.

“I drove my jeep, it’s out front.” I point out the door.

That gets me a big smile. “Brave man.” She adds a chuckle as she sticks out her hand. “Oh, by the way, my full name is Shelley Browning.”

With a firm handshake, I answer formally, with a fake English accent, “Well, nice to meet you, Ms. Shelley Browning.”

Just as we get to my jeep, the roar of engines, big ones, catch us by surprise. “Fucking A.”

She grabs my arm. “Sounds like race cars.”

“Or hot rods.” I push her down behind the jeep, hidden from the street. “Stay down, let’s see what we have coming at us.” Peeking around the bumper, I spot two cars speeding our way. Unlike my unexpected meeting with Shelley, this situation sets my internal trouble alarm off.

Two cars, a red Porsche and a black Mustang, rush by us using the street like a two-lane racetrack. Each car has paper dealer plates and carry two males; a driver and a passenger pointing a long gun out the window.

I drop down and pull her in close to me. “Stay down, they’re armed.”

Shelley’s voice gets shaky. “Ar…Armed?”

“Yeah, with long guns, not sure if they’re rifles or battle guns; they went by too fast.”

“Battle guns?”

“Yeah, ARs, sniper rifles, military issued, things like that.”

She stutters, “Do, do you think they, they saw us?”

“No. If they did, they would have stopped.”

She raises her head and looks both ways down the street. “Let’s get out of here.”

I double check to make sure we really are clear. “Okay, they’re far enough way, let’s go.”

Jumping up, she climbs in the passenger seat as I slip behind the steering wheel. “Is there a back way through the neighborhood?”

“What street are you on?” She looks both ways down the street again.

“Keswick, middle of the block.”

She fastens her seatbelt and points. “Drive through the gas station and into the back alley.” She directs me through surrounding alleys and side streets and within minutes we’re in front of the house I commandeered.

I turn the jeep off. “We made it.”

Sighing, she whispers, “I know I said I wanted more people but not dangerous ones. I shouldn’t have said anything about gangs and marauders, I think I jinxed us.”

I reach over and squeeze her hand. “No, you didn’t cause this, it’s just what happens when there’s no law enforcement. Cockroaches live through anything and then come out of the woodwork.”

She looks over at me, her eyes big as saucers. “Do you have a gun?”

“Yeah, several but they’re in Michigan.”

With a determined look on her face, she tells me. “Damn, we’re gonna need to get some to level the playing field.”

“Oorah. And lots of ammo.”


Chapter Four


Shelley

Hank jumps out of the jeep. “The front door’s locked. I’ll go open it.” He takes a running start and scales the ten-foot wall into the yard.

“Boy, he’s in good shape and strong.”

A minute later, the front door opens, and he waves me inside.

I point at the covered windows and give him a thumbs-up. “Smart. Keeps people from seeing inside.”

“And hides my lights at night.”

“I did the same thing at my house.” I tell him proudly. “I’m gonna look around, see if there’s anything we can use.”

He heads down the hall. “Go ahead. I’m gonna pack. It will only take a few minutes.”

I start in the garage where I find an unopened bag of Pool Shock. I can use it to purify water and it has no shelf life, unlike bleach. I also find two empty gas cans, a bag of charcoal and a couple of rolls of duct tape.

Hank sticks his head out the back door. “Find anything?”

“A few things. Let’s check inside.”

Opening the pantry door, he shows me the food he’s collected. There’s mostly cans of tuna, crackers and beef jerky. “Sorry, that’s all I’ve got.”

“Hey, not a problem but let’s take it with us.” I tell him as I walk down the hall toward the bedrooms. “Have you checked the closets?”

“I looked for weapons when I arrived. Didn’t find any.”

“Let’s look for other stuff.”

On the top shelf of the master closet I find a cardboard box labeled ‘Solar Charger’. Pulling it down, I read the full description on the side of the box… ‘Strong enough to charge laptops and batteries’.

Excited, I call out “Hank come here, look what I found.” When he runs in the room I hold up the box. “This means I can use my laptop. Sure, there’s still no internet, but I can keep up my journal and we can use the survival articles I’ve got stored.”

He pats the flashlight tucked in his pants. “You know, rechargeable batteries make sense. We wouldn’t need to worry as much about running out.”

“This solar charger is pure gold.” I hug the box to my chest.

He looks at me a bit funny. “You a prepper?”

“Nope, just a wannabee. In college I visited my roommate’s home in Idaho. Her family was heavily invested in preps; they even had an underground shelter. Ever since, I read and collect articles about survival, gardening, bugging in and bugging out.” Embarrassed, I look down at my hands. “The ’94 Northridge quake scared the shit out of me, so I collected up supplies, but just the bare minimum.” I cover my face with my hands and peek at him through my fingers. “When the virus hit, I only had three weeks’ worth of food and water, several good flashlights and a camp stove.”

“Well, you know what to do at least, we just have to do it.”

“I’ve already started.”

After we pack up the jeep, I ask, “That everything?”

Hank nods. “Yep, and if I forgot anything, I can always come back.”

“True enough.”

We take the back way to my house, and luckily, don’t encounter the racing cars again.

“That one’s mine. “I point at the house in the middle of the block. “Park in front.”

My car sits in the driveway covered in dust, and bird poop. Spider webs hang from its under belly. My front yard, once a source of pride, is overgrown and filled with waist-high weeds. I snicker, “I’m going with the abandoned look.”

He chuckles and shakes his head. “You’ve done a pretty good job, but naughty girl, the blankets hanging in the windows are a dead giveaway someone’s inside.”

My face heats up. “Oh shit, you’re right, I should have hung the blankets on the inside and left the curtains showing outside.”

He jumps out of the jeep and reaches for his pack. “Don’t worry, it’s an easy fix.”

I unlock the front door and wave him in.

He frowns as he examines the locks on the door. “No dead bolt? We’ll need to secure this better.”

His pointing out my mistakes first thing gets my dander up. I slam my keys down on the table. “You’re here less than a minute and you’re already spotting problems.”

Hank flashes me a peace sign. “Hey, I’m here to help. Remember?” He quickly changes the subject. “Ah, this is nice. I love the hardwood floors and the open concept. I can see why you bought the place.”

“Yeah, I loved it at first sight.” I point down the hall. “You can have the guest room. It’s got a comfy bed, big closet and its own bathroom.”

“About that, is there a pool around here for water? I can fill buckets and put them in the bathrooms, so we can flush.”

“Yeah, three of them. Once we unload, I’ll walk you around and show you everything, but there’s already full buckets in the bathrooms.”

“Why don’t you let me unload the jeep. I want to start earning my keep.” He drops his pack on the bench next to the door. “Where should I put everything?”

“Just bring it in here for now. We’ll sort it later. I’ll make us some coffee.”

“Coffee?” His eyes bug out and he rubs his hands together. “Real coffee?”

“Yeah, the real stuff, not instant. I have a butane camp stove set up in the garage and a French press.” I growl and act like a zombie. “Because I need coffee every day to stay human.”

His eyes crinkle as he laughs. “Oh good, another caffeine addict.”

“That reminds me, we need to find a supply of small butane canisters for the stove.”

We’ll need to find a camping store for those, or a Walmart.” He says as he follows me to the garage.

“But first on our agenda is a gun store.”

“Amen,” he laughs, “and a clothing store, I’m wearing my last pair of clean underwear.”

His humor has me joining in. “Road trip.”


Chapter Five


Hank

Shelley sets a white carafe down on the counter. Opening the cupboard, she takes down two mugs along with canisters of sugar and creamer. It’s cute how she has to stand on her tiptoes to reach them. “Coffee’s ready.”

“Coffee, with powered creamer and sugar. Wow, I’m a blessed man.”

“We might as well enjoy it while it’s still around.”

I take a sip. “Nice and strong, just the way I like it.”

Her eyes go from happy to sad. “My dad used to say he liked his ‘high octane’; strong enough to put hair on his chest.”

“You okay?”

“Yeah. Just thinking how glad I am my parents passed away before this virus thing. I don’t think they could handle all this.”

“My parents are already gone, too. I worry about my brother and his wife though. I tried to phone them but never could get through.”

Her voice goes down an octave and she’s on the verge of tears. “I tried to call my students, but the circuits were just too busy. I did get one text through to my best friend. She texted back telling me she and her partner were already sick.” She looks away just as her tears start to fall. “I’m gonna go check on the cats, I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

I put my arm out and stop her from leaving. “Wait! Cats?”

She clicks her tongue and turns back around. “I found three cats in the houses with the bodies.” Her face is pink as she talks. “They’re now living in Ruth’s house and I take care of them.”

I elbow her. “You’re nothing but a big softie.”

“That’s me, marshmallow girl.”

She sticks her tongue out and makes a face at me. I make one right back then laugh. She quickly joins in the laugh and the air between us clears.

I break the laughter first. “I wonder where all the dogs are?”

“I worry about them, too.” She looks away from me as she speaks. “I think many died locked in the homes with their owners. Some probably got out and are running wild. That scares me.”

“Me too. A feral dog pack can be deadly.”

She bites her lip and pulls on her shirt collar. “Okay I have another confession. I saved a few dogs, too.”

I can’t help the smirk that appears on my face. “Figures.”

“I found five dogs in the houses I cleared and then several more as I scavenged. I was gonna let them loose but…” Her face turns bright red as she looks down at her feet. “I felt too guilty. I put them in a huge backyard several blocks from here. I feed and water them every day. And play with them. They need human interaction.”

“Marshmallow girl.” I laugh as I poke her in the arm. “You want to know the truth? I’d probably do the same thing. I love dogs. Were any of them big enough to be guard dogs?”

“There’s a German Shepard and a Pitbull Mix but they’re both as sweet as candy.”

“I’ll go with you when you feed them, I want to meet the German Shepard.”

“Good, you can help me clean up the dog poop.”

“Gee, thanks a lot.”

She giggles, and it is so damn cute. “I normally go around dinnertime.” She puts her mug in a bucket full of soapy water. “Okay. Cat feeding time. I’ll be right back.”

I pour a refill as she walks out the front door. I frown, “That’s not good.” For security reasons, she should be able to go from house to house without going out front. I take my coffee out into the yard. Shit, there’s an eight-foot cinder block wall around it. Damn, I don’t want to bust it apart, but we need at least one other regress out of this place. Maybe a ladder?

“Wow,” comes out of my mouth as I look around the yard. Shelley’s been busy. Half the grass has been replaced with raised garden beds; row after row of plants neatly laid out, some with color-coded stringed posts. Pots of tomato plants line the back fence. Large garbage cans sit against one wall. Curious, I open one. It’s full of water. They all are. I guess, destined for the garden.

“She’s done all this herself? Wow.” I say with a whistle.

Next, I check out the garage. There’s a washer and dryer right inside the back door, not that they work, she’s using the tops as a makeshift cooking area. The room is lined with shelves neatly packed with boxes labeled Christmas ornaments, Halloween stuff, family photos, etc. But no food? No drinking water? Maybe she has a pantry?

I hear the key in the front door. “She’s back.”

She walks in holding a towel over her hand.

“What happened? I rush to her side and lift off the towel. A long bloody scratch runs up the face of her hand.

“Thunder, the big black cat, took a swipe at me. I’ll live, just need to put some antibiotic ointment on it.”

“Where’s your first aid kit?”

“Under the kitchen sink.”

“I’ll get it.” I fumble under the sink moving stuff around. “Hey Shell, is it the tackle box?”

“Yeah.” She lets out a determined sigh. “You know, I can do this myself.”

“I know, but we’re a team now. I need to take care of my partner.”

She lets out a snort, “Oh God, you aren’t a hoverer, are you?”

“Nope. But in the Marines, I learned to be responsible for my team mates.” I point at her. “You’re now my team mate.”

“Team Mates.” She snickers and rolls her eyes at me.

After fixing her hand, Shelley takes me on a tour to show me what she’s done.

First stop, the blue house across the street.

“This house belonged to the Henderson family. They must have gone to the hospital because the house was empty except for Bruno, their basset hound. They left a large bag of dog food ripped open on the floor and several water bowls for him. When I found him, all the food and water were gone. He was starving and thirsty, poor thing. I knew I couldn’t let him run free. He would die out there. That’s when I came up with the dog house idea.”

She stops and touches a child’s drawing hung on the refrigerator. “They had three kids. The youngest was a little blonde-haired cutie named Angela.” She sighs, “So Sad. I’m sure they’re gone now.”

I squeeze her shoulder. “It really is.”

She leads me into the master bedroom and points at the bed. “Hank, pull up the mattress and look underneath.”

I do as she asks and find a hollowed-out box spring filled with food and supplies. “Shelley, you’re a genius.”

“Oh, stop it.” She blushes and waves me off. With a proud smile on her face, she tells me, “Every house I show you has a hiding cache of supplies. I learned never to put everything in one place. This way if someone raids us, they don’t wipe us out.”

“Damn, girl. You’re smart. Hidden caches. Boy, did I luck out when you found me.”

“Yep.”

My brain starts to go wild with ideas. “You know, we should have two get-out-of-dodge cars. Have them fully packed and ready to roll. Gas. Supplies. Clothes. Everything we need to make an escape. We should park them at two different locations. If the shit hits the fan, we double our odds of making it out.”

She beams and slaps my arm. “Hey, that’s a great idea. And we should hide the keys on the vehicles.”

I touch the end of her nose. “Bingo.”

The Henderson’s back yard has a kidney shaped pool with a cover secured in place. I guess with three little ones, they wanted to make sure they were safe.

Shelley opens a cooler sitting next to the pool and pulls out a testing kit. As she takes a water sample, she tells me, “I chose this pool to use as drinking water because of the cover. It keeps it clean and helps maintain the correct chlorine balance.”

“Is it safe to drink?”

She adds several drops of something into her test sample and shakes it up. “As long as we filter and boil it, yes. I also plan on maintaining the correct chlorine level and watch for algae growth.” She holds the sample up against a chemical guide sheet. “Right now, it doesn’t need anything.”

I can’t help but notice the sad look on Shelley’s face as she opens the door to the next house. “This was Levi’s.”

There’s a lingering odor of death. “Smells in here.”

“Yeah, I air it out at least twice a week, but I don’t think the smell will ever truly go away,”

She starts to chuckle. “He was a funny one. His sister, Ruth, lived right across the street, but he never went to her house. She always visited him over here or at my place. One time I asked him why, and his answer was ‘Ghosts’.”

“Some people really believe that stuff.”

“Yeah they do.” She sighs as she runs her hand over the kitchen counter.

“They were special to you, huh.”

“Yeah, I loved Ruth and Levi. I miss them.”

Every wall is covered in family photos and the side tables are loaded with knickknacks and books. Shelley picks up a picture off the piano and runs her finger across it. “Levi’s two daughters,” and hands it to me.

It is a photo of two men dressed in olive green military uniforms with their arms around two blonde women who look almost identical. There’s an Israeli flag in the back ground. “Twins?”

“Yeah, twins; Hannah and Esther. The girls went to Israel to do a semester abroad their second year of college. They both fell in love with Israeli men and decided to stay there.”

“Was Levi a widower?”

“Yeah, he lost his wife, Naomi, to cancer when the girls were fifteen. I asked him why he didn’t go live with the girls in Israel. He told me he would never leave Ruth here alone. She lost her husband many years ago in a car accident.”

“Sounds like they needed you, too.”

“Yeah.” A tear runs down her cheek. “I miss them. From the minute I moved in, they treated me like a daughter. I loved them.”

I want to take her in my arms and comfort her, but I stop myself. I don’t want to scare her off by moving too quickly. I settle for rubbing my hand lightly down her back. “Oh Shell, I’m sorry.”

Giving off a huge sob, she turns into me and puts her head on my chest, accepting my comfort. Surprised, but happy, I wrap my arms around her. She feels good in my arms. After a few seconds, she stiffens and steps out of my embrace, her face streaked with tears. “I’m sorry for being an emotional baby.”

“Hey, you’re not a baby, it’s tough losing people you love, especially like this.”

Placing the picture down on the end table, she adds. “He was seventy-nine. He had a good long life. So, did Ruth.”

Shelley leads me to the sofa in the den and starts to tilt it over. “The cache is under here.”

“Let me help you.” I grab the other end and help tilt it on its back. The sofa has a cloth panel around the bottom that hides a good two feet of space between the bottom of the cushions and the floor. Supplies neatly fill the space. “Great hiding place.”

After we place the sofa back, she heads down the hall and out into the backyard. I follow right behind. She points at the pool. “This one we’ll use for watering the garden, filling our buckets for the toilet and to wash dishes. Stuff like that.”

There’s an old-fashioned clothesline strung between two trees with a black bra and several panties pinned on it. I can’t help myself, I pull a man prank. Clearing my throat to get her attention, I flick the pair of black lace panties with my fingers. The action sets her dainties swinging on the line. I wiggle my eyebrows. “These yours?”

Her face turns scarlet, even her cute pixie ears. “Yes. And before you ask, I’m not doing your damn laundry.”

I enjoy the first full belly laugh I’ve had in a long time. “No problem, I’ll wash my own clothes.”

Next is the Garcia’s, the only two-story house on the block. With my hands over my eyes to block the sun’s glare, I look up at the roof. “Good place for an overwatch.”

She giggles. “I know what that is. We can see the whole neighborhood from there. Too bad we don’t have night vision goggles.”

“Maybe we can find some, you never know.”

“Come on.” She opens a side gate and leads me around back to the pool area. “This one is for bathing. It gets the most direct sun and will stay warmer longer.”

“So, you say I can bathe? Like jump in the pool, wash my hair and everything?”

She shakes her head no and points to the side of the garage where she’s jerry rigged a shower out of solar water bags, a bucket and some old plumbing pieces. “We’ll wash and rinse here then finish in the pool. That way the pool water stays clean.”

“Smart idea. You know, I have no idea how to take care of a pool. You’ll need to teach me.”

“Oh, not to worry, I will.”

We enter the house through the garage. A white Dodge Caravan is parked inside. She pats its hood. “This will be perfect if we have to bug-out. It has a full tank of gas. I found the keys in the kitchen.”

“Good idea. But, we’ll need to pick up gas additive to add to the tanks. It will keep the gas from going bad.”

She rolls her eyes at me. “I know that. It’s on my list of things to get.”

Wow, she’s sensitive. She hates when I make suggestions. I better lighten it up a bit. Bending at the waist, I bow like I’m greeting royalty. “I apologize for doubting your wisdom, my Prepper Queen.”

Her face hardens, and she rolls her eyes, then without warning, breaks out in a laugh. “Okay, okay, I admit it, I’m touchy on the subject.”

My turn to roll my eyes. “Duh, you think!”

“I know you’re trying to help. I’ll curb my attitude.”

“Thanks. I’m just trying to be a team player, you know.”

She crosses her heart. “I’ll be better, I promise.”

The house’s kitchen looks like one you’d find in a designer magazine. It has professional grade appliances and a huge island with a sink and in-drawer microwave. A greenhouse window full of plants runs the length of one wall of cabinets.

Shelley picks up one of the plants. “Herbs. Too bad I don’t know how to cook with them.”

“So, you’re an eat out, microwave kinda girl?”

“Something like that. I can cook, but not fancy stuff.”

“I think the days of fancy are long gone. Besides, I don’t like gourmet.”

“Good, because we’re having canned spaghetti for dinner.”

“Yum.”

“Chef Boyardee.”

I laugh. “Even better. Beats MREs.”

She points up the stairs. “The cache is in the kid’s bedroom, under the wooden planks of the bunk beds.”

A series of loud bangs has us looking around.

“What was that?” She whispers and takes a step closer to me.

“Gun shots.”

She grabs my hand. “Come on.” She runs us upstairs to one of the front windows. Since she got there first, she stands in front and I stand behind her looking over her shoulder. She looks both ways down the street. “I don’t see anything. How far away do you think they were?”

“Hard to tell. But pretty close.”

The next sound we hear is barking off in the distance. “They riled up your friends.”

“Yeah.” She leans back against my chest. “Should we be worried?”

Her closeness gets to me. I put my chin on top of her head. “I think we need to consider them hostile until we know for sure. The best thing we can do is stay out of sight since we don’t have any weapons.”

“That should be priority one then. Get guns. But, I have no idea where to get any. We can’t even look it up on the internet.”

“How about an old-fashioned phone book?”

She jumps away from the window and out of my arms. Clapping her hands together, she says excitedly, “Levi’s garage. I saw some phone books on his work bench.”

With both an old white pages and yellow pages in hand, we go back to her house and plan our shopping spree.


Chapter Six


Shelley

It’s one o’clock in the morning and I can’t sleep. I’m worried about everything. The gun shots spooked me. What if the shooters find us? What if they’re a gang who are looking for people to enslave? Maybe we should bug-out. Leave Los Angeles. Go find a farm somewhere in the country. Or a rustic cabin in the woods. There would be less chance of gangs out there, but then again, less resources, too. No stores full of food. No pharmacies. Less supplies in general. Sure, we could grow our own food. Have cows and chickens. Hunt. But we’d have to learn how to run a farm and how to hunt first. We’d probably starve during the learning curve.

And what about Hank? It’s only been one day and I’m already using we instead of me. Yes, he’s cute, funny, nice and smart and nothing like Joe. Plus, I trust him.

Tomorrow, we’re taking the Dodge Caravan because it will hold more stuff than my car or his jeep. What if we run into the guys with the guns? Can Hank stop them? He is a Marine, I’m sure he’s trained in hand to hand combat. I hope it doesn’t come to that.

Four a.m.

“Wake up sleepy head.” Hank waves a mug of coffee under my nose like smelling salts.

Shocked, I grab my blanket and blurt out, “What are you doing in my room?”

He chuckles as he places his flashlight down on the floor. “I’m not some perverted creepster, Shelley, I just came to wake you up.”

“Sorry, I know that. I just have to get used to having you in my house.”

“Would you rather me not come in here? He asks in a quiet deep voice.

“No, I’m sorry, I overreacted.” I groan as I push myself up against my pillows and grab the mug out of his hand. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” He sits on the edge of my bed with his own cup of coffee.

I take a big sip. It’s perfect, just the way I like it. “I can’t believe its four already. Did you sleep okay in the guest room?”

He shakes his head. “To be honest, the bed was comfortable, but I was too worked up to sleep much.”

I snicker, “Me, neither. I tried but ended up getting up and writing in my journal for a while.”

“You mean your diary.” He smirks and takes a loud slurp of coffee.

I open my mouth and eyes real wide as if his words astonish me and smack his arm. “Grown women call them journals, dork.”

Raising to his feet, he moves the flashlight to my dresser. “Well, grown woman, get your ass out of bed. I want to be out of here in twenty minutes.”

“Day two and he’s already giving orders.” I grumble and give him a mock salute.

“Damn straight. Now get that pretty ass up.”

Throwing the blankets back, I jump out of bed and wiggle my pajama covered butt. “You think my ass is pretty?”

He looks away and even though I can’t see it, I think he’s blushing. “Maybe.”

“Well good, because I think yours is handsome.”

We both laugh. I hold my flashlight up to my face and stick my tongue out at him. “Now go and close the door so I can get ready.”

Before we leave, Hank grabs a screwdriver and takes out the brake lights and unscrews the dome lights inside the van. “We want to stay as stealth as possible. I’ll drive with the headlights off, too.”

All I do is nod and give thanks he’s with me. I never would have thought about that.

This is the first time I’ve been outside the neighborhood. I’m trying hard not to let my nervousness show and hope he doesn’t spot my trembling hands.

No such luck, he notices. He’s too damn observant. Slipping his arm around the back of my seat, he assures me, “Shell, it’s gonna be okay. We can do this.”

“You sure?”

Running his hand down the back of my hair, he adds, “Yeah. I know we can.”

“Okay, I’m gonna believe you.” I straighten my shoulders, shake out my hands and fasten my seatbelt. “Let’s do this.”

Since I know the streets, Hank drives, and I act as co-pilot and navigator. Thankfully, we’re able to use side streets most of the way to our first stop; Valley Gun Shop. We drive by one of the many hospitals in the area and the putrid smell has us both gagging. “Drive faster. I’m gonna be sick.”

Hank steps on the gas. “You got it.” After a few blocks, he looks over at me. “Please, pick another way home.”

“Don’t worry, I will.”

The shop is in an industrial park near the railroad tracks on the other side of town. We chose this specific gun store because it has an indoor firing range. We’re hoping it’s sound proof, that way I can learn how to use the guns Hank picks out.

Hank pulls through the empty parking lot and around to the back of the building before stopping the van. “Change places with me, keep the engine running and be ready to drive off if things go south.”

I whisper, “Okay.” and climb into the driver’s seat as soon as he’s out of the van.

“Remember, leave it running, Shell. I’m gonna scout the perimeter of the building. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

With his crowbar in hand and his back against the building, he works his way down the wall and slips around the corner. I say a little prayer. “Please, let him be safe.”

The sun is starting to rise in the east and there’s just enough light to scout out our surroundings. There’s a large garbage bin full of cardboard boxes sitting next to a wooden loading dock. The bin partially blocks the wooden steps leading up to the dock and the backdoor. A rusty chain link fence topped with barbed wire runs the full length of the property. I wonder if Hank noticed that there’s only one way in or out of this parking lot?

Within minutes, Hank appears at the far corner of the building. He checks the garbage bin and then takes the stairs up to the back door before coming back to the van.

With a frown on his face, he climbs in the passenger seat. “Coast is clear but we’re never getting through the back door. It’s made of heavy steel. We’re gonna need to go try the bars in the front.”

“Okay, let’s try the front.”

A frustrating hour later we give up.

Hank groans, “Fuck! We’ll need a blowtorch to get through these damn bars or some C4.”

I gave him a knowing smile. “Remember the wrought iron place we passed a few blocks back? I bet they have blowtorches.”

He fist-bumps me. “Yeah, they would. Lucky for us, I know how to use one. I helped my Uncle Ned in his metal shop during the summers when I was in high school.”

We grab our stuff and head back to the van. “Let’s go get one.”

Hank smiles when he sees that even though Javier’s Wrought Ironwork’s glass door is covered by a metal grate, the rest of the store front is windows. “Piece of cake.”

“A loud piece of cake.”

“It’s a chance we’ll have to take. A blowtorch will not only get us guns, but I’m sure we’ll run into other metal doors as we go along.”

I have an idea. “Hey, I brought a roll of duct tape. Let’s put it on the glass first and it will make a lot less noise.”

Beaming a smile my way, Hank laughs. “Brilliant.”

The window consists of three floor-to-ceiling panels. We choose the end one nearest the outside wall to work on. We run the tape vertically and then horizontally creating a less than perfect grid.

“That’s the end of the tape.” I announce as the roll in my hand shows cardboard.

“Good enough. Stand back.” Hank picks up the crow bar and taps the center of the pane. Nothing happens.

Giggling, I tell him. “You’re gonna have to hit it harder than that.”

“I was just trying to be quiet.” He takes another swing, this one much harder. The window breaks, and the tape does its job. It sounds like ice cracking rather than a large crash.

“God, it worked. You’re a damn genius, Shelley.” Hank tells me as he works the first piece of broken glass out of the frame and places it on the ground.

Five minute later, we step into the shop and procure an oxy-acetylene torch and everything we need to use it. Thankfully, the heavy torch unit is on a wheeled cart and after building a ramp out of a piece of lumber, we’re able to roll it right into the van.

“Let’s try firing through the backdoor’s lock first. That way we’ll be out of sight.” I say as we head back to the gun shop.

Hank nods in agreement.

Watching Hank use the torch is scary and sexy at the same time. He’s got some serious muscles I can’t help but notice. Within minutes the door lock is history. “Wow, Hank, you’re the man.”

“We’re quite the team.” Hanks says as he lifts off the auto dark helmet he’s wearing.

After we load the torch back in the van, we grab our flashlights and head inside. We both smile as natural light from skylights fills the rooms.

“We won’t need our flashlights, yeah!” I cheer.

Hank looks at the display cases and lets out a whistle. “We’ve hit the mother lode.”

“No shit.”

First stop is the pistol display case.

Hank looks the guns over carefully. “We need two each, one at our waist and a hidden one strapped to our ankles. We’ll get extras to put in our caches, too.”

He picks out three guns and places them on the counter. “Tell me which one of these feels best in your hand.”

Cautiously, I pick up the first one. “Boy, it heavy.”

Hank snorts, “Sissy girl.”

“Am not.” Determined to prove him wrong, I stop complaining and examine the guns. The first pistol’s grip feels too thick for my hands. I put it back on the counter and pick up the second one. It’s still feels heavy, but the handle is slimmer, and I can reach the trigger with ease. Hanks’s third choice, although lighter than the other two, feels long and my finger doesn’t feel comfortable on the trigger.

I point at the second one. “That one.”

“Smith and Wesson Shield, semi-automatic. Good choice.” Hanks tells me as he hands me another smaller pistol. “This is a Glock G43. We’ll both be carrying these as our backup guns.”

It feels good in my hand. “I like it.”

He chuckles, “My turn.” He then chooses some big ass pistol for himself groaning like he just had sex. “Come to Papa.”

Hank points at the back wall. “Let’s go to the storeroom and get the extra guns.”

I giggle as I try the door. “It’s open.”

“Lucky us.” Hank whispers in my ear.

We find and put multiples of the guns we chose in a to-go pile then find the holsters we’ll need and add them, too.

Hank points to the other section of the store, “We need long guns,” grabs my hand and pulls me in that direction. As we turn the corner, Hank stops and lets out another whistle. His face looks like a boy in a toy store. “Will you look at that, they have some military grade weapons.” He takes off across the store.

“Hey, wait for me.”

He points to a sign that reads: These weapons are for display only, not for sale. “Stores like this aren’t allowed to sell military grade weaponry.” He snickers and adds, “But I’m not buying, I’m taking,” as he chooses some big assault rifles.

“They look complicated.”

He pats them. “I know exactly how to use them. I just hope they have the right ammunition.”

After choosing a twenty-gauge shotgun for me, Hank heads for the ammunition room while I go fetch the crowbar from the van. We need to break open the locked firing range door.

I just finished prying the range door open when I hear a loud banging noise coming from the back of the store.

“What was that?” The sound of male voices has me frozen in place. I mouth, “Marauders.”

Frantic, I look for a place to hide. Not finding many, I settle for the bottom cabinet of a display case. I crawl in and slide the door closed, leaving it open just enough to hear clearly. My breathing goes out of whack. Please, I can’t have an asthma attack right now. Grabbing my inhaler out of my front pocket, I flip its lid and suck in a dose of medicine. My lungs respond within seconds and my breathing normalizes but my fear doesn’t. What if they find me? Will they take me away from Hank? Rape me? What? Oh God, Hank, I hope he’s okay and hiding, too.

A rough, male voice calls out, “Darlin’, we saw you outside. We know you’re in here. Come on out.”

Damn it, I didn’t do a surveillance check before exiting the building when I went back for the crowbar. Shit, shit, shit! My saving grace is they don’t know about Hank. I whisper, “Please Hank, be okay and get us out of this.”

The same voice shouts out again. “We won’t hurt you. Don’t be afraid.”

There’s no way I’m going out there. If they want me, they’re gonna have to find me.


Chapter Seven


Hank

The shop’s ammunition depot is right by the back door, and easy to break in to. As soon as I swing the door open, I turn my flashlight on since there’s no skylight in the room. “Score!” The shelves are jammed packed with colored boxes of every imaginable cartridge made. “They even have ammo for the big guys.” I pull a thousand rounds of each type we need and make a to-go pile then start loading magazines for the guns we’ll be practicing with on the range.

A large slam rattles the walls of the room. It sounds like someone kicked the back door open with a heavy boot. I mouth, “Fuck!”, and instantly go on high alert, turn off my flashlight and move behind the door.

A deep male voice grumbles, “Shit, man, you didn’t need to kick the damn thing.”

Another male voice, answers, “I guess I’m excited. I know she came in here.”

“Calm down and let me handle this. I’m smoother than you.”

“Okay, Leo. You sweet talk her real nice.”

The guy named Leo calls out, “Darlin’, we saw you outside. We know you’re in here. Come on out.”

He thinks that’s sweet talking a woman? Knowing Shelley, the minute she heard voices, she’ll find a hiding place. I mouth the words, “Stay out of sight, Shell, please. I’m coming.”

It’s up to me to get us out of this. I push the door closed and get to work. Needing light, I place my flashlight face down on the counter and surround it with ammo boxes to limit its brightness. I put two loaded magazines in my pocket then chamber a load in my new Glock and stick it in my waistband. I also grab Shelley’s loaded gun. Needing to be stealth, I do a rattle test to make sure nothing in my pockets or on my clothing jingle or make noise. Almost ready, I close my eyes and visualize the layout of the shop. After a deep breath, I open the door.

The two men are not looking in my direction. I duck walk over and hide behind the closest display case. When I peek, I see one of the men no more than five feet in front of me. He’s wearing a kutte with a large patch on the back that reads, ‘Satan’s Best’.

Shit! Bikers!

Where’s the other guy?

Then I hear, “Damn it girl, don’t hide. We only want to talk to you.” The sweet talker, Leo, is a good twenty feet in front of me off to the left, near the rifle display.

Good thing the guns in the store aren’t loaded but I bet they have their own, loaded and ready to use.

Never one to play defense, my plan is to grab one of them. Pulling my gun, I slip the safety off and wait for the perfect moment. When Leo moves forward toward the range room door, yelling, “Damn it girl, don’t hide. We only want to talk to you,” I spring out of my hiding place, grab bad guy number two and put my gun to his right ear.

I growl, “Don’t move, asshole,” and dig the gun into the side of his face.

His first action is to jerk and then go stiff. “Fuck.”

I whisper, “Shut your mouth and don’t move a fucking muscle. If you do, you’re a dead man.”

He nods and stands still.

“Are you carrying?”

He nods yes. “In my waistband.”

I take his gun putting it in the back of my waistband with Shelley’s gun.

Leo, seeing a gun to his friend’s head, raises his hands in surrender. “Hey, what are you doing?”

I shout back in a deep authoritative voice like I was taught in the corps, “What do you want with my girl?”

“We just want is to make sure she’s okay.” Number two says.

Leo adds, “Yeah, put down your gun and we can all walk out of here alive.”

I growl, “Not gonna happen. I don’t want to shoot anybody, but you need to know she’s mine and I don’t share.” I yell out, “Shelley, come out here, Baby.”

I get no response. I try again. “Shelley, Baby. I have a gun on the bad guys. Come out.”

Guy number two mumbles, “We’re not bad guys.”

The range door opens slowly, and Shelley sticks her head out. Her voice high and shrill, she calls back, “Hank? Are you okay?”

“Yes, Baby girl, I need you to carefully make your way over to me.”

“Are they marauders?” Her voice squeaks as she talks.

Leo chuckles and blurts out, “Darlin’, we’re not marauders, pirates or anything like that. Promise.”

Guy number two adds, “We aren’t here to hurt anybody.”

I smack his head with the gun. “Shut the fuck up.” In a softer tone, I address Shelley, “Baby, come over here but give our guests a wide berth, okay.”

“Coming.” She scoots along the wall until she’s behind the display cases and then moves in my direction.

Leo smiles and start to lower his arms. I press my gun harder into guy number two’s head. “If you want your friend to live, you’ll keep your damn hands up.”

He raises his hands again. “Okay. Okay.”

Shelley stops walking. “Hank?”

“Baby, remember I’m a trained Marine; neither of these guys will touch you.” I watch her out of the corner of my eye. “Oorah.” I add, “Keep walking Shell, come to Papa.”

She makes her way around and finally arrives at my back. “I’m here.”

God, I’m glad she’s playing along. She’s a smart one. “Baby, take your gun out of my waistband and hold it up against this bastard’s back.”

I speak low, only to Shelley, but I know they hear me, too. “It’s loaded, there’s one in the chamber and the safety is off. All you need to do is pull the damn trigger.”

“I can do that.” She places the gun against number two’s back.

“She’ll do it if she has to, so you better stand still.” I whisper in number two’s ear before lowering my weapon.

Stepping around number two, I head over to Leo, my gun pointed at his head. “You’re turn, give me your weapon.”

Leo slides his gun out of his waistband with two fingers, puts it on the ground and kicks it in my direction. “There. Just to make things clear, we didn’t come in here to hurt anybody. When we saw Shelley outside by herself, we decided to come warn her to be careful.” He smiles over at Shelley. “You guys are Hank and Shelley. I’m Leo and that’s Gus.”

“Careful of what?” I bark at him.

Leo speaks up. “The guys riding around with long guns.”

Gus finishes the statement. “There are four cars, obviously stolen, riding around with two guys in each of them. They see you and they try to pull you over.”

I ask, “A red Porsche and a black mustang?”

Leo nods, “That’s two of them. They took shots at us yesterday when we wouldn’t stop and talk.”

“We heard them.” I signal Shelley to lower her gun. “Okay, we’re lowering our guns. We believe you. We saw them too, but luckily they didn’t see us.”

Leo walks over and offers his hand. “Sorry we scared you, but I think you’re right to be careful.” He looks at Shelley. “You’re the first woman we’ve seen.”

Shelley’s face goes white. “How many people have you seen?”

Leo answers as he adds on his fingers, “You two, eight of those Car Guys, and three more men scattered across the valley. That’s thirteen plus us; fifteen.”

“No children?” Shelley whispers, her face showing defeat.

I can’t let her give up. “Shelley, stay calm. Statistics dictate that there have to be some kids and more women.”

“God, I hope so.” Gus says.

Leo catches Shelley studying his kutte. “Yes, little lady, Gus and I are, were, part of a motorcycle club. For some reason, only God knows, we both were spared.”

Gus adds, “The club was a true brotherhood. They were our family. We buried our brothers, their old ladies and kids on the hill behind our clubhouse.”

“Sorry for your loss, at least you were there to put them in the ground.” I tell them.

Bold as hell, Shelley asks, “Should we be scared of you?”

Gus belly laughs. “Not at all. My club never hurt anyone that didn’t deserve it. You and Hank seem like good people who could use a few soldiers. You want to adopt us?”

Jealousy rears its ugly head. Do I want two extra guys sniffing around Shelley, competing for her attention? “How do I know I can trust you?”

Shelley gives me the evil eye. “The same way I knew I could trust you. Gut instinct.” She puts her hands on her hips. “If you remember, you’ve only been with me one day. I took a chance on you, didn’t I?”

Leo snorts, “So, what’s with the Baby and Papa stuff?”

My face heats up. “I thought it would help protect her if you thought we were together.”

Shelley moves out in front of us and takes over the conversation. “First, I’m not with anybody.” She uses air quotes when she says with. “I trust Hank and I want to trust you two. Plus, you’re right, we need extra help, especially people who can use a gun.”

Leo offers, “I believe there’s safety in numbers. And you can trust us.”

Gus raises his arm and makes a muscle. “We’re strong, willing to work and we’re fast learners.”

Gus puts his hands together like he’s praying. “Give us a chance, please.”

Shelley looks at me and I give her a nod. We do need the help. “Okay, let’s give it a try.”

Gus then offers me his hand. “Marine, huh?”

“Oorah.”

He points at his chest. “Army.”

Leo smirks. “I played football in high school. Does that count?”

This makes us laugh.

“Okay then, Gus, Leo, pick out some extra guns and then let’s load up all the ammunition we can carry.”

“Did you get cleaning kits?” Gus reaches for some off a shelf.

“Not yet. Put some in the to-go pile along with anything else you think we might need.” I walk over and pat the pile of our stuff.

Shelley whispers in my ear, “Let’s forget the firing range for now. Let’s just go home.”

Half an hour later, the van is loaded.

Shelley walks over with a smirk on her face. “I just thought of something. Hank, can the torch seal the back door closed? I mean tight and hard to open?”

I give her a high five. “Brilliant idea.”

I look over at the guys. “Gus, Leo, come help me get the torch out of the van.”

Door sealed shut, we head home with Gus and Leo following us on their Harleys.


Chapter Eight


Shelley

Two blocks of absolute silence out of Hank has me asking, “You angry I let them join us?”

He pinches his lips together and snaps his head in my direction. “Mad? No! Worried? Yes! How do we know we can trust them?”

“Listen, we need the help. There is just too much to do for two people alone. I’m willing to try it.”

“They’re bikers, Shelley!” He yells, his fingers white-knuckled on the steering wheel.

“Damn it, I know.” I shout back then soften my tone. “Listen, I’ve been around MC’s before. Mandy, my childhood best friend’s father and brother were in a MC. What I saw was a big extended family that cared and loved each other. Sure, they were rough around the edges, but I never once felt threatened by them.”

I watch as Hank softens, his hands loosen on the steering wheel and his shoulders relax.

Putting my hand on his shoulder I add, “I believe if Gus and Leo feel wanted and accepted by us, they’ll treat us like family. Besides, they need us just as much as we need them.”

“You’re the one I’m worried about Shell, I don’t want them taking advantage of you.”

“You mean rape me?” One loud unladylike huff later, “I don’t think that will happen but if you’ll feel better about it, we’ll put them across the street in the Henderson’s house.”

“Good idea.”

Gus pulls alongside the van and revs his engine.

“Shit, those bikes are loud.”

Hank’s slaps the steering wheel. “Fuck, you’re right. They could get us shot at.”

“Pull over. Let’s talk to them.”

Hank signals that we’re pulling over. Gus waves and they both pull their bikes in behind us.

“Let me tell them, I think they’ll accept it better coming from me.” I tell Hank as I climb out of the van.

Hank snorts a sarcastic response. “Okay, Boss lady.”

“You really are a shit, you know that,” I bark back under my breath as we walk back to the bikes.

Leo asks, “Is there a problem?”

“Yeah, I think there is.” I tell them as I put my hands up to my ears. “Do you guys realize how much noise your bikes make, especially now when there’s nothing else moving?”

Leo shakes his head and slaps his handle bars. “Shit. That’s why those guys found us and shot at us yesterday.”

Hank, unwilling to let me handle things, blurts out, “Exactly, and that’s why we don’t think it’s a good idea for you to ride your bikes to our place.”

Gus’s body tenses and he glares first at me and then at Hank. “You telling us we can’t come now?”

Hoping to defuse the situation, I put my hand on Gus’s shoulder. “Of course not, I just think we need to come up with a plan. Like find a place to hide your bikes and you guys ride back the rest of the way in the van with us.”

The idea of being without their bikes has both Gus and Leo looking like sad puppies.

“What are we gonna do, walk everywhere?” Gus grumbles as he pets the horses painted on his gas tank. “She’s pretty special to me, you know.”

I sympathize, “I know how much your bikes mean to you. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t dangerous.”

Hanks adds, “There’s lots of cars left in the neighborhood.”

Gus moans, “I hate riding in a cage.”

Hank looks confused. “Cage?”

I pat his arm. “Bikers call cars cages.”

“Because you’re trapped in four walls.” Gus adds as he draws a square in the air.

Leo offers a solution. “A storage facility. We find an empty unit and store our bikes.”

Gus sighs then nods in agreement. “Okay, where’s a nearby storage place?”

“There’s one about a mile from the house.”

An hour later, Hank pulls the van into the Garcia’s garage and the four of us pour out.

Hoping to ease the tension between the men, I ask Hank, “Can you give them the nickel tour, explain the pools etc. while I fix us some lunch?”

After giving me a dirty look, Hank points to the backyard, “Tour starts right there.”

I slip my arms around Hank and whisper,” Play nice.”

“I’ll try.” He grunts and heads for the door.

Glad for a few minutes alone, I head over to my house.

Why’s Hank upset? I don’t get it. With eight guys in the car gang, and maybe even more, we sure can use the extra man power. Plus, there’s scavenging, the garden, the cats, the dogs, guard duty … then a light bulb moment…he thinks I’ll choose one of them over him. Shit, he’s jealous. Stupid idiot!

When the three of them arrive for lunch, they’re laughing and all buddy-buddy. I guess they handled their differences and nobody’s bloody or black and blue. Good.

These men can eat. I thought I made enough. Not! I heated up two large cans of chili and ended up adding a third can.

I purposely sit across from Gus and Leo during lunch. I want a better look.

Gus is rugged looking, with deeply tanned skin and shoulder-length dark, almost black, hair he wears tucked behind his ears. His eyes are a deep brown and his nose has several bumps like it has been broken a few times. He’s sexy as anything. Prize fighter handsome.

Leo is the smaller of the two with slicked back, dark blonde hair. His facial features look like he’s never been in a fight. The thing I like is he always has a smile.

After everyone finishes eating, I pick up my clipboard.

Before I even say one word, Hank chuckles and points at my hands. “Looks like it’s meeting time.”

Gus laughs and pokes Leo with his elbow. “We should get her a gavel and a kutte with a President rocker on it.”

“You guys, I’m not the damn president, just an organizer. It’s what I do.”

Hank groans, “What’s a rocker?”

Leo points to the Treasurer patch on his kutte. “This is a rocker.”

Leo, acting like a school boy, snaps to attention, sits up straight in his chair and folds his hands. The other two miscreants are quick to follow.

“Funny…very funny.” I give them the finger and begin with my plan. “I propose we have lunch and dinner together every day. Breakfast will be every man for himself.”

“You cooking?” Gus asks as he raises his eyebrows.

“Most of the time, but everyone will get a turn.”

Leo rubs his hands together, “I cook a mean steak.”

“Sorry, no steaks. Besides, we can’t barbeque, the smells could draw in trouble.”

Hank adds, “Guys, Shelley has read tons of stuff on prepping and survival. She knows what she’s talking about.”

“Thanks, Hank.” I look at Gus and Leo. “So, do you think the two of you will be comfortable across the street at the Henderson house?”

“Yeah, no problem. Gus and I tossed a coin on who gets the master bedroom. The bastard won. I’m taking the guest room.”

Gus gives me a thumbs-up and a Cheshire cat smile.

“Good. I’m glad it’s gonna be okay.”

I continue. “There have to be a few rules. First one is obvious. Everyone contributes.” I hold up my clipboard. “There will be two sheets of paper on this every day. One sheet will list the chores that need to be done that day and the other will be a list of things we need to find. I’ve added walkie talkies, night vision goggles and good work boots for Hank and me.”

I look at Gus and Leo’s feet. “If those boots are comfortable to walk in, they’re perfect.”

Gus reaches for the clipboard. “I wanna put binoculars on the list.”

“Put a trip to the pharmacy on there.” Hank points at Gus.

“Yeah, we need condoms.” Leo blurts out.

I stare him down. “Who you planning on screwing, Leo?”

His face turns beet red. “Just wanna be prepared. That’s all.”

This has the guys chuckling.

“Gus and Leo, you didn’t bring anything with you. Is your stuff at your clubhouse?”

“Yeah. We’ll need to make a trip over there.” Gus answers for both of them.

“We can go tomorrow when we hit up the camping goods store.” I hesitate and look down at the chore sheet. “Okay, then, this afternoon, I need help with the garden and the animals. After dinner, we’ll go to Albertson’s supermarket. I want to take three cars, and load them up. Water, canned food, rice, beans.”

Hank interrupts. “Toilet paper. Paper towels. Dish soap. Laundry detergent.”

I tap him on the shoulder and frown. “They get the idea.”

Leo has a confused look on his face. “Back up a minute. Animals?”

Hanks laughs, “Miss Softie,” he points at me, “our Marshmallow girl, has a house for cats and a house for dogs.”

I pretend to punch him in the arm. “You make me sound like an animal hoarder. The truth is, I found three cats in the houses I cleared. They’re living together next door in Ruth’s house. I also found eight dogs including the Garcia’s sweet basset hound. They’re at a house a few blocks away that has a large backyard and a big shed I’m using as a doghouse.”

“I’ll do the animals.” Leo says quickly with a big happy look on his face.

I can’t help but smirk, “You like animals?”

Leo nods, “Hell, yeah.”

“I’ll go with you, Leo. There’s a young German shepherd over there I’m thinking about training. You know, as a security dog.” Hank says as he takes his dishes to the sink.

Gus snickers and elbows Leo. “Tell them.”

Both Hank and I look at Gus like he’s crazy.

I ask, “Tell us what?”

Leo squirms in his seat. “I know how to train dogs.”

“Well, great, you and Hank can work together.” I say as Gus continues his silly laugh. Wait? There’s more to this story. “Leo, where did you learn how to dog train?”

Leo swallows hard and looks down at his feet. “In prison. They had a dog training program as part of rehab.”

Hank shoots me a dirty, I-told-you-so look. “Sorry, but I have to ask, what were you in for?”

“I was caught with three pounds of marijuana and an unregistered gun. I was sentenced to seven years; did two.”

“Listen. Leo was a stand-up guy. There were seven of us brothers there that day. The drugs were in his saddlebag when we were pulled over. He never ratted on the rest of us and took the entire rap. A real stand-up guy.” Gus says as he puts his arm around Leo’s shoulders.

“But, that’s the past. I don’t do drugs. I don’t sell drugs. I promise.” Leo says as he looks me in the eye.

Hank’s response surprises me. “Hey, we’ve all made mistakes, Leo.”

“I agree with Hank; the past is past. You’re one of us now.” I add as I pat Leo’s shoulder.

His face softens, and he nods his head. “I won’t let you down.”

“We believe you.” I pick up the clipboard again. “One more thing, no lights can show at night. You two will need to hang blankets over the windows.”

Gus volunteers. “I’ll hang the blankets, then come help you with the garden.”

Hank puts his hand up. “First thing we need to do is hide the guns and the ammo.”

“Shit, you’re right. But where? There’s no room in the caches.”

“I have an idea.” Leo says as he walks into the kitchen and puts his hand on my refrigerator’s handle.”

Hank and I yell at the same time, “Don’t open that!”

Leo smirks, “Exactly. People know better than to open a fridge because of the rotted food inside. Why don’t we use the fridges for our gun storage?”

“Brilliant.”


Chapter Nine


Hank

Each one of us got a fridge to clean out. I feel bad for Shelley, she ended up with the short straw and got the Garcia’s super large commercial monster. I lucked out and got Levi’s; a small side by side model.

Hoping to help with the smell, I put a glob of toothpaste under my nose and a mask over my mouth and nose. Next, I shake open the extra-large black garbage bags Shelley gave us. All set, I take a few deep breaths and pull the fridge side door open. The rank smell of decayed meat and rancid vegetables explode like a bomb into the room.

“Jesus!” I jump backwards, gagging, and run out the open backdoor. “God, I think I’m gonna puke!” Bending over, bile creeps up my throat but thankfully my lunch stayed down. It takes a few minutes for my stomach to settle enough to try again. I psych myself up, take a few more breaths and go back to finish the job.

Not caring about neatness, I sweep everything into the bags shelf by shelf, and drawer by drawer. Once empty, I seal the bags and toss them out the back door. After a bottle of cleaner, a roll of paper towels and a spray can of Lysol, I put two rifles, two pistols and three hundred rounds of ammo for each weapon inside and close the door.

I didn’t touch the freezer side at all. No way.

“You ready?” Leo pops his head in Levi’s back door.

“Yeah, just finished.” I pick up my rifle and pack.

We’re heading over to what Leo’s nicknamed ‘Fido’s place’. Yeah, he’s a funny one. He’s growing on me, too. Gus not as much, I don’t like the way Shelley looks at him.

“Remember, we don’t want to be seen. We’ll clear each area before we step out. We’ll stick close to the houses as best we can and no talking.” I tell him as we reach the front of Levi’s house.

Leo volunteers, “I know hand signals.”

“Perfect. We’ll use them.”

After visibly clearing the first part of our trip, I take point and signal Leo to move out.

Leo moves like he’s trained; light on his feet and head constantly on a swivel. I’m beginning to think there’s more to him than he’s told us. He has good ideas, moves like a soldier and has an inner confidence he hides behind humor.

The trip to Fido’s place is uneventful except the dogs smell us and start barking when we’re still over a block away.

We enter through the side gate and are greeted by wiggles, licks and wagging tails.

“God, they’re so damn cute.” Leo says as he holds his hand out for them to sniff. “Hi guys, I’m a friend.” He sits down Indian style, right in the middle of all the dogs. “How are you’ll doing?” A tiny black and white mutt jumps into his arms. He responds with a laugh, “Well, hello, Princess.”

Bruno, the Bassett hound, jumps up and down putting his short legs up on mine. “Hi fella, how you doing?” I tell him as I join the fun on the ground.

Every dog wants attention, so I start rubbing tummies, shaking paws and giving out pats and hugs. After a few minutes, I break free from the pack and stand up. “We better go check their water and food.”

Leo stretches his legs and rises to his feet. “Show me what to do.”

I point at a blue plastic kiddie pool set up in the shade of a tree. “Shelley’s using that as a watering trough.” We walk over to check it and the dogs follow behind Leo like he’s the Pied Piper.

Their water is almost gone. Dog hair, leaves and a few bugs float on what remains. “The pool’s over there.” I point at the house on the left. We both grab buckets and head next door. “Shelley covered and treated the pool. It’s safe enough for the dogs to drink.”

“She’s something else.” Leo says as he steps around a tiny Chihuahua.

“Yeah, she really is. I can’t believe how much she’s gotten done on her own.”

At the gate, Leo shoos the dogs back inside. “Stay.”

It takes four trips to clean and fill the trough.

“Where’s their food?” Leo asks.

“In the laundry room.” I open the back door to the main house and we both step inside.

Leo whistles when he sees the room full of supplies. “Good lord, how did she get all this here? There has to be ten thirty-pound bags of food, not to mention bags of treats and canned food.”

“Furniture dolly.” I chuckle and add, “Never underestimate a woman on a mission.”

“Glad she’s on our team.”

“No kidding.” I nod at the pile of dog dishes on top of the washer. “Shelley puts bowls in several places in the yard. Some of the smaller dogs won’t eat with the big ones and some are food aggressive.”

“Makes sense.”

We fill the bowls, some with large size kibble and some with special small bits for the little dogs.

Leo looks through the window. “Handsome guy,” and points at the German Shepherd, a gorgeous dog with a coat of brown fur and a thick golden mane and mask.

“He sure is. Got any idea how old he is?”

Leo takes another long look. “A year, maybe a little more.”

“Can you tell if he’s trained?”

“I’ll need to be alone with him to access his skills. I’ll take him next door, and use that back yard.”

I pull a red leash off the shelf. “Here.”

Leo grabs it and shakes some treats into his pocket. “Thanks. Adolph and I will be back in a bit.”

“Adolph?”

Leo smacks me in the arm. “Yeah, I always said if I ever had a Shepherd, I’d name him Adolph.”

Waving him off, I moan. “Go, have fun, I’ll put down the bowls and clean up the dog poop.”

“Why don’t you wait on the poop, I’ll help you when I get back.” Leo calls back at me.

“I’ll take you up on that.” After putting down the bowls, I ease myself into a lawn chair and watch the dogs eat, happy for a few minutes to myself.

Leo calls from over the fence. “Hank, you gotta come see this.”

“Be right over.”

When I get there, Leo is walking the perimeter of the yard with Adolph heeling at his right side, his eyes fixed on Leo as if waiting another command.

“Are you kidding me? He’s trained?”

Leo gives me an okay gesture as he continues walking. “He’s still a little weak on some, but yes. He’s been trained using German commands.”

“German?”

“Yeah, many obedience schools train in German. Now watch.” He calls out in a stern voice, “Sitz.” Adolph immediately lowers down on his haunches. “Gut.” Leo reaches in his pocket and gives him a treat.

“Platz.” Adolph lays down with his head on his front paws. “Braver hund.”

Leo walks a few feet away and pats his leg. “Hier.” The dog rises and walks over to Leo’s side “Gut.” and is given another treat.

Leo looks over at me with a huge smile on his face. “I’ll do one more. Gib laut.” Adolph barks and we both laugh.

I walk over and pet Adolph. “Such a smart boy.”

“He knows basic commands, but there are some important ones he’s shaky on. I’ll need to work with him daily. If we can get him trained, he’ll be a real asset to the group.”

“What’s he weak on?”

“The ones dealing with guarding, but he’s a smart dog, it won’t take him long to learn them. I’ll need to keep him with me from this point on to establish the master bond. Do you think Shelley will mind if I bring him back with us?”

“Bring him and if she has a problem, we’ll just sweet talk her.”

Leo holds up his hands. “Sweet talking is your job. I’m terrible with women.”

“Let’s go clean up the poop and get out of here.”


Chapter Ten


Shelley

I’m on my knees pulling weeds when a dog snout appears between my legs and pushes against my girlie parts. I squeal and push him away from my crotch. “Rude dog!”

Gus laughs so hard he falls forward onto his hands, “You were just goosed by a dog.”

I throw Gus the finger as I pull the dog into a hug. “What are you doing here, big boy?”

Leo appears at the back door. “Adolph. Hier.” The dog breaks out of my arms and rushes to him. Leo points at the ground. “Sitz.” And the dog sits down and looks lovingly up at him with his tongue hanging out.

“What’s going on? Why’d you bring him back here?” I ask as I stand and pull off my gardening gloves.

Hank comes out the door with a bottle of water in his hand. “Adolph needs to stay with Leo. He need to finish training him.”

“Adolph? Who the fuck named him that?” Gus asks.

Leo defends his choice. “I did. He’s a German dog who speaks German. I named him Adolph.”

I can’t help but smile at the way Leo is loving on the dog. “Okay, Adolph it is. I take it he went to an obedience school that used German training commands.”

“Yeah. He’s got the basics down but needs work on the more difficult ones. He needs to be with me to do that; to establish the master bond.”

“He sleeps in your room.” Gus says with a chuckle.

As if he knows Gus is talking about him, Adolph prances over to where he’s pulling weeds and licks his face.

Gus pushes him away as he laughs. “Stop it, slim face.”

“Hier.” Leo calls out and Adolph quickly moves back to his side. “Guter hund.”

Clapping my hands, I laugh, “Such a good boy.” Adolph is fantastic and the look on Leo’s face is pretty amazing, too.

I brush off my knees. “Enough weeding for the day.”

“Thank God,” Gus groans.

After a drink of water, I address the guys. “Okay, last chore of the day. Would you three please clean the two uncovered pools while I finish up here. You know, remove leaves and any visible stuff and then make sure the bathroom buckets are full.

Hank winks at me. “Yes, Ma’am.”

I huff and throw a lump of dirt at him. “Ma’am? I’m not that old.”

Gus stands up quickly. “Oops. Not my battle. I’m out a here.”

All three of them, with Adolph by Leo’s side, run for the side gate.

“Chickens!” I yell after them. “Come back for dinner at five, please.”

After cleaning up, I open my laptop and review some recipes. I decide to use my wok on the camp stove and prepare spam and rice stir fry since I have all the ingredients except eggs.

Just before five, Hank comes out into the garage. “Yum, smells good,” and proceeds to lean over my shoulder and peek in the pot.

Damn, he smells good, clean like soap. “You shower?”

“Yeah, we all did.”

His chest bumps against my back as he reaches to sneak a piece of spam out of the wok. Just that slight touch sends a charge through me. It’s been a long time since a man made me feel this way.

“Delicious,” he says as he chews his stolen bite.

I slap him with my wooden spoon. “Keep your dirty mitts out of my cooking.”

He laughs as he tries it again. “I’ll have you know I just washed my hands.”

Smack. This time I hit his hand a bit harder. “Stop it, thief.”

“Ouch!” Acting like he’s mortally wounded, he rubs his hand as he retreats to the kitchen door. “Wicked old witch.”

Laughing at his bad acting, I call out, “God, you’re such a baby.”

He chuckles, “Am not.”

“Wimp!”

He gives me another ouch and an award-winning set of sad eyes. “I’ll just go set the table before you find a way to stick me in the oven.”

“Thanks, Mr. Thief.”

Gus and Leo show up with four bottles of beer just as I’m putting the food on the table. Gus says, “Found these in the back of the fridge I cleaned out. They’re warm, but hey, it’s still beer.”

Hank reaches for one. “Damn straight.”

Both Leo and Gus have clean hair, shaved faces and they’re wearing golf shirts under their kuttes.

My smirk turns into a chuckle.

Gus rubs a noogie on the top of my head. “What’s so funny?”

“Golf shirts?”

Leo pats the little pony embroidered on his blue shirt. “Hell, they’re clean and we wanted to look good for dinner.”

“Our clothes were disgusting and smelled awful. We found these in the Henderson’s master closet.” Gus says as he straightens the collar on his red one.

“There’s just something wrong with golf shirts under an MC kutte.” I snicker as I walk over and sit down.

As we’re eating, I realize we don’t know Gus or Leo’s full names or much about them. “Guys? I think we need to get to know each other a bit better.”

All three of them groan like talking is gonna hurt them.

“Come on guys, please.”

“What do you want to know?” Leo asks as soon as he swallows.

“I’ll go first. My full name is Shelley Browning. I just turned thirty and I taught fifth grade before the shit hit the fan. I’ve never been married, although I came close once, and I don’t have any kids. I was born in Brooklyn and lived there until I was twelve when we moved to Los Angeles for my father’s job.”

I point at Leo. “Your turn.”

He looks down at his plate while he talks. “Leo Perkins. Twenty-nine. Originally from Santa Fe, New Mexico. Spent two years in prison. Never married. No kids.”

Gus speaks next. “Gus Rossi. I’m thirty-three. From Salt Lake City, Utah. I spent four years in the army. Came home and joined my brothers in the MC. Never married. No kids… he wiggles his eyebrows and pokes Leo in the ribs, “that I know of.”

Leo and Hank elbow each other and chuckle at Gus’s answer. I smirk.

“As you know, I’m Hank. Last name is Meadows. Grew up in Michigan, spent eight years in the Marines and I came out here to go to college. Never married and no kids.”

“God, you guys act like I’m pulling your teeth out.” I tell them as I look at Gus. “Rossi is an Italian name. Do you come from a big family?”

“Four brothers and one sister but I haven’t seen them in years.” He shrugs his shoulders as he takes a swig of beer.

Leo volunteers, “I had two sisters, both a lot older than me. I was an oops baby.”

“You’re still an oops baby.” Gus jokes and slaps Leo’s head.

The mood lightens until Hank starts in. “Shelley, you were almost engaged once. What happened?”

My stomach cramps at his question. Joe is a subject I don’t want to talk about. “It’s a long story. Let’s just say, I was a poor judge of character.”

I quickly change the subject. “About tonight. We’ll leave at seven-thirty.”

“We need to wear our guns.” Hank adds. “Actually, we should get used to wearing them all the time and carrying our rifles, too.

“I agree. Plus, extra ammo.” I say as they nod their heads like bobble head dolls. “We’ll park in the alley behind the store and use the back entrance. Since I know my way around inside, I’ll go through the front and open the back for the rest of you.”

“You’re not going alone,” Hank growls. “I’ll go with you.”

“You do know I’ve been going there by myself for a while now.” I quip back with a bit of an attitude.

“Yeah, but you have us now, no need to take risks.” Leo says and nods at Hank. “Take Hank with you.”

“Fine.” I huff. But they’re right, it would be better to have someone with me.

“Tonight, we’ll concentrate on getting water, juice, coffee etc.”

Leo interrupts, “And beer.”

“And whiskey.” Gus adds with a chuckle.

“And vodka.” Hank says as he raises his eyebrows.

I lean across the table and punch both Leo and Gus in the arm. “Guys, okay, liquor, too. Then we’ll get canned goods.”

“Sugar, creamer, please. I like my coffee sweet and white.” Hank says.

Leo raises his hand this time. “Shelley, what if we get another storage unit and create our own mini food warehouse?”

“Great idea. But we’ll need two. We never put all our supplies in one place.”


Chapter Eleven


Hank

It’s well past midnight and I’m sitting on the couch reading by flashlight; a prepper’s manual about bug-out bags. It makes sense having a prepacked bag ready to go if you need to escape fast. I whisper as I stand, “Better put duffel bags on the shopping list.”

Shelley’s moving around in her room. I guess she can’t sleep either. Knocking lightly on her half open bedroom door, I ask, “Shell, I’m gonna heat some water and have a cup of tea. Want some?”

She comes to the door, flashlight in hand, dressed in kitty cat pajama bottoms, a tank top and smelling like flowery body lotion. Her hair is a ruffled mess from laying down. “Tea? What kind?”

Damn, she’s sexy as hell. I take a deep breath and swallow before I speak again. “Chamomile, it’s supposed to help with sleep.”

“Sure, sounds good.” She sits on the couch and picks up the book I’m reading.

“Be right back.” I grab two mugs and the package of tea and go in the garage to start the water.

When I come back, Shelly is sitting sideways with her head resting on the back of the couch.

I sit next to her, my leg touching her knees. Just that simple touch, has my body doing flip flops. “Should be ready in a few minutes.”

She points at the book. “Reading about bug-out bags, I see. I’ve got one, all ready to go.”

“I think everyone needs one. I put duffel bags on our shopping list for tomorrow.”

“Good idea.”

She sighs. “I’m excited about tomorrow. The camping store. There’s so many things I want to get.”

“Yeah, me too. I hope it hasn’t been looted already.”

“Me, too. You know, everything happened fast, people didn’t have time to loot, at least not in our neighborhood.”

“Thank God we’re not in the inner city. I bet everything was destroyed there.” The kettle whistles in the other room. “Tea Time.”

When I get back with the tea, Shelley has her face in her hands. She whispers, “I’m tired of being scared.”

I hold her mug out in front of her. “Would it help to know I’m scared, too.”

She chuckles, “Marines don’t get scared.”

“That’s what you think. I can remember many times in Afghanistan when I almost shit my pants.”

Her face flushes. “Oh God, I’m sure. Makes my being scared about living alone look like a cake walk.” She blows on her tea before taking a sip. “I’ve lived by myself for years, but now, every little night sound gets to me.”

I place my mug down on the coffee table and put my arm out behind her. “May I?”

Nodding, she whispers, “Yeah.”

I pull her in under my arm. “Shell, I promise I won’t let anything happen to you.”

Her hair tickles my neck as she snuggles in closer. “You can’t really promise that. What if something happens to you?”

I pull her even closer. “Then know I died trying to keep that promise and you’ll have Gus and Leo.”

We both sit and sip tea, neither of us talking.

Her hand goes to my knee. “Hank, I do feel safer with you in the house, but,” she hesitates and then looks me straight in the face, “I’d feel even safer with you in my bed.”

My cock jumps. “Really?”

Smacking my knee, she clarifies her statement, “I’m not saying I want to have sex, I just want you in there with me.”

“So, you want to cuddle.”

“Yeah,” she hesitates and whispers, “for now.”

“You do know I’m a man and I’m not in complete control of my you-know-what.” I point at my crotch. “I always wake up with a woodie.”

“Not a problem. I’ve seen one before.” She laughs and squeezes my knee.

“Okay then, let’s go to bed.”

Shelley shines her flashlight at the right side of the bed. “Hope that side’s okay, I’ve always slept on the left.” She disappears into her bathroom.

Stripping down to my skivvies I slip into bed. It smells like her, soft and flowery. It’s been a damn long time since I’ve been in a woman’s bed and never with someone like Shelley.

After a few minutes, Shell gets in her side making sure to leave a large open space between us.

“Shell, get over here.” I growl and pull her to me and arrange us into the classic spoon position with my arms wrapped around her. “There, that’s better.”

Whispering, she squeezes my hand. “Thank you, Hank.”

“You’re welcome, Marshmallow girl.” I place a soft kiss on the back of her head. “Let’s get some sleep.”

My watch alarm goes off at six a.m. I jerk awake and hit the off button fast, I don’t want to wake Sleeping Beauty. A long drawn out sigh has me turning over to check if she’s awake. She’s still asleep, laying on her back with her left arm under the pillow and the blankets pushed down to her waist. Only human, and a red-blooded man, I take a moment to admire the beauty before me. Her skin is a soft white and she has freckles running every which way; a line of them run up the right side of her neck. I want to kiss every one of them. Her breasts peek at me through the thin material of her tank top. It takes all my willpower to keep from touching those pretty little things. My body responds as any man’s would, I’m rock hard. And frustrated.

Her eyes flutter open and she gives me a smile that doesn’t help my condition one bit. “Good Morning.”

I smile back as I adjust the blankets to hide my condition. “Yeah, it sure is.” I push a piece of hair away off her face. “Did you sleep well?”

“Yeah, I did.” She pulls my face down to hers and places a chaste kiss on my cheek. “Thank you, Hank. Thank you for staying with me.”

“You’re welcome, beautiful.” Then I growl like a lion. “Coffee. I need coffee.”

She laughs and jumps out of bed. “I’ll go make us some.”

I watch her cute butt as she walks out the bedroom door. “This is gonna kill me.”


Chapter Twelve


Shelley

Carrying two mugs of coffee, his white and sweet, just the way he likes it, I head back to my bedroom. “Time to get up.”

The bed is empty and sloppily made, the still wrinkled blankets pulled haphazardly over the pillows.

“Damn.”

“Hank, coffee’s ready.” I yell as I walk back into the living room.

“Be right there.” He sticks his head out of the guest room door.

Placing his coffee on the side table, I plop down in the chair by the window.

A minute later, he joins me; fully dressed, with wet hair and smelling like toothpaste. “Sorry, needed to get ready.” He picks up his cup and takes a sip and winks at me. “You made it just the way I like it.”

I feel my face heating up. “You’re welcome.” Peeking around the blanket in the window, I say, “I wonder if the guys are up?”

Hank shrugs his shoulders. “I bet they are. They’re probably as anxious as we are to get going.”

“Yeah, probably.” I can’t help but smile at Hank. He did me such a favor last night. I slept soundly for the first time in ages. “Thank you again for staying with me. I feel like a whole new woman today. Rested and not cranky.”

“Not Cranky! Hallelujah!” He laughs and sticks his tongue out at me. “I’ll sleep with you whenever you need me to.”

My lower half tingles as I remember how good it felt to be in his arms. “Thank you, kind Sir.” I point at my bedroom. “I’m gonna get ready to go.”

Ten minutes later, Hank and I are reviewing our supply list when there’s scratching at the front door.

“Bet, that’s Adolph.”

Hank looks through the peep hole. “He brought Gus and Leo with him.”

I can’t help but giggle. “You think?”

We take two vehicles; Hank and me in the Town and Country, Leo, Gus and Adolph in Levi’s Caddie. The plan is, after we break in the store, Leo and Gus will make a quick trip to their clubhouse and pick up their stuff while Hank and I go through the store. I’ve asked them to go through the clubhouse and bring any thing they think we can use, especially guns and ammunition. I’d rather have it with us than have it fall into the hands of the bad guys.

“Hank, I’ve been thinking.”

Sniffing loudly, he gives me the old sad line, “I knew I smelled something.”

I groan, “Lame, Big boy, lame.” I continue after pinching his arm. “We need a full-sized power station that recharges with solar panels. I know we have the small one for my computer, but if we find a strong enough one, we can run a bar-size refrigerator and a few lights.

“Why not a gas one? They would be easier to find.”

“Way too noisy, plus, we’d have to have a never-ending supply of gasoline.”

“That’s true. Will they have the solar ones at the store we’re going to?”

“I sure hope so. I also want to pick up a manual clothes washer. It’s a barrel with a handle you manually spin. It uses centrifugal force to pull the dirt out of the clothes.”

“Put both things on the list.” He smirks and taps his finger on my clipboard.

“Already on there, smarty pants.”

The parking lot is empty, but the camping storefront has been broken into. There’s glass everywhere and the door hangs wide open.

“Shit, someone beat us to it.” I say as I turn the van off.

“Yeah, but I bet there’s still stuff we need inside.”

“I hope so.” I climb out of the van and take a few steps in the direction of the door.

“Shelley, wait! We need to secure the building first.” Hank reminds me as he grabs the backpack full of tools.

Leo opens the passenger door of Levi’s car and gets out. “Guys! I want to send Adolph in first to clear the building.”

“Does he know how to do that?” Gus asks as he walks around the car to joins us.

“Only one way to find out.” Leo opens the back door of the car and pats his leg. “Hier.”

Adolph jumps out and moves to his side with a big doggie smile on his face.

“Guter hund.” Leo pats his head then gives him another command. “Fuss.” He leads Adolph to the store’s open door and points inside. “Voran!”

Adolph doesn’t move just looks up at Leo and turns his head to the side like he doesn’t understand.

Leo looks back at us. “Let me try a different German command for search.” He kneels next to Adolph and points into the store. “Such!”

Adolph makes a gruff sound and takes off inside, his nose to the ground. Leo quickly follows, but stops ten feet inside the door. Gus, Hank and I crowd in behind him.

Hank asks, “What will he do if he finds someone?”

“He’ll alert by barking. If the building is clear, he’ll come back to us.”

Within minutes, we hear barking coming from the rear of the store.

“Well, shit!” Gus moans and all three men pull their guns. “Let’s go find out what he’s barking at.”

“I think we need to reclear the building since this is the first time we’ve used Adolph. Let’s make sure he did it right.” Hank says as he takes the lead. “I’ll take the right. Gus, take the left, and Leo, take the middle.” He nods back at me. “Shelley, stay here.”

A shrill, high-pitched cry echoes through the store.

“That’s a child’s scream. Oh my God, there’s a child in here.” I yell as I take off racing past the guys heading for the back of the store.

“Shelley, damn it. There could be dangerous people in here.” Hank yells at me.

I ignore him and keep running. I find Adolph sitting in front of a camping display that includes a set up pup tent. He’s wagging his tail and his tongue is hanging out of his mouth.

Leo arrives right behind me and whispers in my ear. “In the tent. Adolph thinks they’re friendly, look at his tail.”

At the mention of his name, Adolph whines and paws the ground as his tail slaps the tile over and over.

I put my finger up and wave it at the guys. “I’ll take care of this.”

Hank whispers, “The store is clear by the way.”

Nodding that I understand, I put my attention on the tent and call out in a calm voice, “Please, don’t be scared. We won’t hurt you.”

A young boy’s voice calls back, “Leave us alone.”

“Are they any adults with you?”

“No. Leave us alone.”

I try again. “My name’s Shelley and our dog’s name’s Adolph. He’s wagging his tail. He wants you to come out and play with him.”

The flap of the tent rustles.

I wave with a big smile on my face. “Hi there.”

The boy’s voice calls out. “The dog barked at us. He scared little Cindy.”

His words have me pressing my hand against my chest and working hard to control the spontaneous tears that appear in my eyes. I look back of the guys and hold up two fingers. “Two of them! Two children!”

Leo moves to my side, slips his arm around my shoulder and speaks to the tent. “Kids, Adolph loves children. He’s a trained dog and would never attack anyone unless I tell him to.”

“Like a police dog.” The boy says as the tent flap opens a bit wider.

I shake my head in agreement. “That’s right. Like a police dog, only better, because he’s ours. Why don’t you come out and see for yourself?”

The little girl cries and screams. “I don’t wanna.”

Adolph whines and paws the ground in response to the little girl’s cry.

Leo adds, “Adolph’s sad. He doesn’t want you to cry. He really wants you to come play with him.”

The boy whispers something I can’t make out.

“Is she okay?” I ask.

“Yeah, she’s just scared.”

I call out a bit louder. “Cindy, sweetheart, I would never hurt a child. I’m a teacher. I love children. My friends won’t hurt you either.”

The flap opens and an adorable boy, with skin the color of hot chocolate, sticks his head out. His Dodger cap catches on the lifted panel causing it to slip off revealing a head full of black curly hair. A bit embarrassed, he quickly shoves the cap back on. His eyes don’t meet mine when he talks. “Cindy wants the lady to come in here.”

I start to move forward, and Hank grabs my arm shaking his head no. I smack his hand and glare at him. “Please, they’re just children.” Then tell the boy, “I’m coming.”

When I reach the tent flap, I see the boy’s eyes up close. They’re a rich golden brown and show a great deal of wisdom for a boy so young. “What’s your name?”

“Michael.”

Reaching out, I cautiously place my hand on his shoulder. “I’m glad to meet you.” He smells terrible. I bet he hasn’t bathed since the beginning.

He doesn’t pull away. Yes! One small victory! “Is it just the two of you here?”

He whispers his answer. “Yeah.”

“How old are you, Michael?”

“Eleven almost twelve. Cindy’s three.”

A little hand holding up three fingers appears from under a sleeping bag in the corner.

Speaking in a soft and gentle voice, I work on gaining her trust. “I see your hand, sweetie. Thank you for showing me how old you are. Are you a big, tall three-year-old or a little tiny one?”

She answers from under the covers. “Little.”

“But you’re smart, aren’t you?”

The sleeping bag moves. I can tell she’s shaking her head. “Yeah, Michael said.”

I give Michael an okay sign. “Well then, it must be true if Michael says so.”

Michael’s eyes shine bright at my compliment.

“Cindy, can you come out and see me, please?”

A head full of red curls emerges first then she flips over to her back and peeks her face out. I smile at her rosy cheeks covered with dirty smudges.

“Come here, Sweetie. Let me see you.” I wave her over.

She crawls out of the sleeping bag. Wearing only a long t-shirt that reaches to the ground, she flies across the tent and into my arms.

“Well, hello.” She’s very stinky and her breath smells like chocolate which explains the brown marks on her face. I run my hand down her body; she’s stick thin and her ribs protrude.

She whispers in my ear, “See doggie?”

“Of course. Do you want to come too, Michael?”

He shrugs and acts like he’s not excited. “Okay.”

I climb out of the tent, pick Cindy up and put her on my hip. Michael follows close behind.

Adolph starts to wiggle and whine in excitement. It’s obvious he had children in his original home. I point at Leo. “That’s Leo and he’s Adolph’s trainer.”

Cindy crinkles her eyebrows. “Duff’s Daddy?”

Her shortened version of Adolph’s name is adorable. Leo chuckles and I do my best not to as I try to explain it to her. “Yes, Leo is Duff’s daddy.” I know that’s not factual but it’s a relationship a three-year-old can understand.

Leo reaches over and tickles Cindy’s toes. “I love and take care of Duff.”

“And feed him?” She asks in her little girl voice.

“Of course, I feed him. He’s my family.”

Leo steps over by Adolph. “He really wants you to pet him.”

I put Cindy down and she hides behind my legs.

Leo kneels on the floor petting Adolph. “See, he’s very friendly and loves to be petted. Do you want to touch him?”

Cindy peeks over at Leo and give him a timid, “Yeah.”

“Cindy, let Leo help you.” I nudge her out from behind me.

“I’m not gonna hurt you, sweetheart, I promise.” Leo says as he holds out his hand.

Cindy runs the two steps from my leg to Leo. Her lips pout as she tells him, “Duff barked.”

“He was just happy to see a little girl.” Leo tells her as he takes her hand and helps her pet Adolph.

I turn around and put my attention on Michael. “Come on. Come meet the rest of the guys.”

Hank offers Michael his hand. “Hi, I’m Hank.”

Shaking Hank’s hand, he introduces himself. “I’m Michael Carver.”

Gus points at his chest. “I’m Gus. Gus Rossi.”

Michael does a head bob thing. “Hey.”

Hank jumps right in and starts with the questions. “How did you end up here alone?”

Michael’s shoulders drop and his eyes glass over as he talks. “My parents died and then my big brother and little sister did too.” He stops and takes a deep breath and his lips tremble. “I tried to save them, but I couldn’t.”

I can only imagine what this sweet little boy felt watching his family die one by one.

Gus nods at Hank and me indicating that he’ll handle this. Taking a step closer to Michael, he puts his hand on his shoulder and speaks in a soothing voice. “Listen kid, there was nothing you could do to save them. I watched my whole family die, too.”

Michael’s head snaps back and he looks up at Gus’s face. “Really?”

“Yeah, only Leo and I didn’t get sick.”

After a little bit of silence, I nudge him on. “So, Michael, when did you leave your house?”

“We didn’t have a house, we lived in an apartment. I left when it got smelly. I walked to the mall because I knew there would be food and clothes and books and a fountain with water. But I couldn’t get in. All the doors were locked.”

“Then what did you do?” Hank adds.

“I walked back home and stayed in the lobby of our building. I broke into some of the apartments for stuff to eat.”

Hank asks, “Why did you leave the lobby?”

Michael shrugs his shoulders and looks down at his shoes. “I got scared. I kept hearing noises, maybe ghosts.”

Cindy lets out a loud happy screech followed by giggles. “Duff lick toes!”

All of us, especially Michael, smile over at her. She’s in Leo’s lap holding her toes up for Adolph to lick again.

“How did Cindy end up with you?” I ask.

“I was looking for a new place and heard crying. I followed the sound. I found her walking down the middle of the street.” He stops and looks over at Cindy playing with the dog. “She reminded me of Alicia, my little sister.”

“So, you decided to take her with you?” I ask him.

“Yeah. I couldn’t leave her alone. She’s too little.”

I hug him. “Wow. You did the right thing. I’m proud of you.”

He continues. “We found this place together. The door was already broken open. There’s food here.” He reaches in his pocket and hands me a Luna Nutrition Bar. “We stayed in the tent. I told her we were camping.”

“What did you do for water?”

He points in the far-right corner. “Sparkletts water bottles.”

Gus pats him on the back. “You sure did a good job.”

Michael stands straighter and puffs out his chest and beams up at Gus.

I look over Michael’s head at Gus and Hank and plead with my eyes. They know I want to take them home with us.

Hank kneels next to Michael. “Listen, we need a few more good people to join us. We could really use a smart guy like you. Do you want to come?”

Michael shakes his head no. “I can’t leave Cindy here alone.”

Gus laughs and gives him a little shove. “No man, Cindy can come too.”

Cindy runs over and grabs Michael’s hand. In an excited voice, tells him, “Go home with Duff!”

Our family just grew to six, seven if you count Duff, I mean Adolph.


Chapter Thirteen


Hank

The look on Shelley’s face is one of relief. She’s been worried about children and the survival of the human race, and now, bam, she’s an instant mother of two.

With Cindy attached to her hip, Shelley walks over to me wearing a smile so bright it lights up the entire room. God, she looks like a perfect mother. Placing her hand on my chest, she speaks softly. “Cindy, this is my friend, Hank.”

I admit it. Cindy’s way cute. She reminds me of Little Orphan Annie. Her mouth forms a pout as she leans in closer to Shelley’s neck.

“Sweetie, don’t be scared of me. I’m a good guy.” Moving slowly, I lightly pull on one of her curls and let it spring back.

She pushes my hand away. “Don’t wanna.”

Even though I feel a bit rejected, I tell her, “That’s okay, Sweet pea.”

Shelley mouths the word “She’s shy.”

Next up is Gus.

“This is my friend, Gus.” Shelley runs her hand down his arm stopping over the tat on his wrist.

He bends over and looks Cindy right in the eye. “Well hello, beautiful girl.” His words come out almost like a song.

Cindy smiles at him and says Hi back.

My face starts to burn. Why doesn’t the little girl like me? God, I’m stupid sometimes, worrying about a shy little girl liking me. Anyway, it’s time to get moving with today’s projects.

I get things rolling. “Change of plans. With the children, we need to reconsider our security needs.”

Nodding at Gus and Leo, I continue. “I think you two should stay and help us here then we’ll all go to your clubhouse together.”

Shelley smiles. “Smart, Hank, thanks,” and walks the children over to the tent area. “Michael, can you stay with Cindy for a few more minutes while we pick up what we need?”

Not looking happy about it, Michael still nods yes.

She settles Cindy down with Michael. “Thanks, Michael.”

I take a crowbar out of my pack and point at the “Storeroom. Employees Only” sign in the middle of a gray door. “Let’s do this.”

Gus comes with me. “I’ll help.”

Once we get the stockroom open, we turn on our flashlights.

“Score!” Gus and I yell at the same time. No one has touched anything inside. It’s still fully stocked.

My star finds are comfortable boots, moisture wicking t-shirts and Ka-Bar knifes. I picked out a boot knife and a super primo limited-edition Spartan dagger. I also got a set of knives for everyone, but there was only one Spartan, and it’s mine.

Gus is walking around like a movie star in a pair of three-hundred-dollar sunglasses. “Gotta take care of our eyes.” He tells us as he gets us each a pair, even Michael and Cindy.

Leo yells, “Bingo,” and waves several packages in the air. “Walkie Talkies.”

“Perfect, let’s take a minute and set them up.” Shelley claps her hands and walks over to help.

“Here’s the charging unit.” He hands Shelley a box. “It’s set up to run off solar, too.”

Leo reads the directions aloud as Shelley activates them. When done, they hand one to everyone except Cindy. Leo teaches us all the basics.

Shelley, our resident planner, then gets to work checking off her list as she puts things in a neat pile by the tent. Once done, she disappears into the kid’s section with Cindy and Michael.

The next time I see them, Cindy is dressed in a bright pink t-shirt with stars on it, jeans and pink running shoes. Michael also has new clothes; a black t-shirt with Smokey the Bear on it, jeans and grey running shoes. Shelley’s arms are full of extras of everything for the kids.

I pat Cindy on the head. “You sure look pretty in your new clothes.” Nodding at Michael, I tell him “You look good, too, Little dude.”

He just shrugs.

“Pink.” Cindy tells me and holds up her foot for me to see.

“They look great. Those are running shoes. Do they work?”

She smiles up at me then takes off running down the aisle and back. “Fast.”

“They work great.” I tell her.

By the time we leave, the back of the van is full to the brim including what Shelley is calling her find of the century; a top-of-the-line off grid power storage station with two extra sets of solar panels that link together for more power.

Next stop the Satan’s Best clubhouse.

It takes ten minutes of side street driving to get there from the camping store. At first glance, it looks like a deserted nursing home or live-in facility. Gus, who’s driving the Caddie, leads us down a long driveway to the back of the building.

Expecting a business-like parking lot, I’m surprised at what’s back here. Yes, there’s a parking lot, but also a large green area with picnic tables, brick barbeque, a Bocce court even a wooden jungle gym. In the way back, up against the fence, there’s a row of dirt mounds with handmade crosses on them. As I climb out of the car, I watch Gus and Leo looking up at the graves with sadness in their eyes. Gus grabs Leo by the neck and shakes him in an act of manly comfort. I remember doing the same thing to my fellow Marines after the loss of a team mate. It’s funny how men show love and comfort.

As soon as we’re out of the cars, Shelley grabs Cindy’s hand. “You guys go ahead and get everything. I’m gonna take Cindy over there.” She points at the play area, “She can run around and play.” She looks at Michael. “You want to come with us or go with the guys?”

Michael takes a step closer to me. “The guys. I wanna help.”

I grab him by the neck and do the man shaking thing. “Sure thing, he can help us inside. Come on.”

Gus opens the backdoor with his keys. “I don’t think we need to clear the building, it doesn’t look broken into.”

“I’ll send Adolph through anyway. It’s good practice for him.” Leo says as he takes the leash off Adolph, kneels, and points in the door. “Such.”

Adolph bounds forward with a quick bark.

“You speak German to Adolph?” Michael asks.

The three of us are surprised by this. I ask, “You speak German, Michael?”

He nods. “A little, we lived in Germany. My dad was in the army.”

Leo adds, “Adolph only understands commands in German. Maybe you can be my assistant.”

The smile on the kid’s face grew until it went from ear to ear. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

Within two minutes, Adolph’s back sitting in front of Leo. “Guter hund.”

Michael pats Leo’s head. “Braver hund.”

Adolph proudly wags his tail as Leo slips Michael a dog treat. “Give that to him and praise him.”

“Guter hund.” Michael says proudly.

The inside of the clubhouse is what I expected except that it is immaculately clean. Maybe I’ve seen too much TV, but I expected to find cigarette butts, beer bottles and garbage everywhere. There’s none.

We enter a large area with a built-in bar that runs the full length of one wall. The room is filled with couches, café tables, chairs, several wall mounted TVs and a pool table.

Leo steps behind the bar, “Anybody want a drink?” He pours himself a shot of whiskey and holds the bottle up for us to see. Gus motions that he wants one and I do, too. Leo pours three shots and then looks at Michael and adds a fourth. He fills three to the top and puts a drop in the fourth one. He hands Michael the short one. “Here, you’re one of the guys now, but you only get a little taste.”

I raise my glass in a salute and they all join in, even Michael. “To those we lost and to the new family we found. And to keeping us safe.”

Michael started choking after swallowing the whiskey. “That burns.”

We laugh but Gus tells him, “Yes, but it burns good.”

“I’m gonna get my stuff.” Leo says as he walks down the hall.

“Me, too.” Gus says, then adds, “The kitchen is through those doors. Why don’t you two, start in there then we’ll go to the armory together.”

Michael looks at me with his hands in a praying position. “Can I have a gun?”

“Not yet. Not till I teach you how to shoot and fight. I want you to be able to protect yourself.”

“Then I can have a gun?” Michael pleads.

I give him an answer straight out of my childhood. “We’ll have to talk to Shelley about that.”

He shrugs his shoulders. “She’ll never let me have one.”

“Maybe not, but you never know, it’s gonna depend on how grown up you act and you’re gonna have to earn it.”

He nods with a determined look on his face. “I can do it.”

“Good answer.”

The kitchen is a coffee lover’s dream, we find fifteen bags of gourmet coffee beans in the cupboard above the coffee machine. There’s also a manual hand grinder. This will definitely put a smile on the face of our coffee addicted leader.

The pantry doesn’t have much food, but we’ll still take what’s there. “Michael, grab those plastic bags, please” I point at a box of white garbage bags.

“Sure, but can I eat some of those chips?” He points at a bag of Lay’s Potato chips.

“Go ahead. Just leave room for lunch.”

A bar-sized refrigerator sits plugged in the wall. The idea of a cool brewski has my mouth watering. I unplug it, clean it out and take it to the back door. It’s small enough to run off the solar energy unit. Perfect.

We work hard and fast, moving filled bags to the outside door. Our walkie talkies go off. “Shelley here. Don’t forget the medicine cabinets and bag everything you find. Over.”

Leo is first to respond. “Got it. How’s things outside? Over.”

“Quiet, but I’m keeping my eyes open. Over.” Shelley answers.

Leo and Gus join us just as we finish emptying the kitchen. Gus says, “Let’s do the meds and then we’ll do the armory.”

We nod, and split into two teams; Leo and me, Michael with Gus.

Ten minutes later, two bags of meds, both over the counter and prescription are added to our pile at the back door.

“You ready to get the guns?” Gus asks.

“Yeah.” Michael adds as he dances on his feet.

Gus leads us down a picture-lined hall to an office marked President. The office has a large desk in the middle and the walls are covered with motorcycle posters. On one wall, the Satan’s Best logo is painted in bright red and black paint. Gus stops and runs his hand over the desk chair. “Our President’s name was Walter Upton, he was a good man.”

Leo sighs, “He was a good leader, too. Fair and honest.”

I put my hand on Michael’s shoulder and signal him to remain quiet. I want to give the men a minute to reflect on their loss.

Gus snaps out of it first. “The armory is over there.” He walks to a wooden door, unlocks and pulls it open revealing yet another door, this one steel with a set of two combination locks. Leo steps up and spins the locks entering the memorized combinations. It takes him three times to get it right.

Expecting a gun safe, I’m surprised when it’s an entire gun room.

Leo volunteers, “This entire room is made of steel and is fireproof.”

I pick up my walkie talkie. “Shelley, you there? Over.”

My radio squawks. “Yeah, I’m here.”

“Can you come inside, please. I want to show you something. Over.”

“On my way. Over.”

I look down at Michael. “Can you go show her the way in here, please?”

He nods and runs off.

“What are you thinking?” Leo asks.

“That this room is too valuable to waste.”

Shelley walks in holding Cindy’s hand. Her eyes bug out when she sees the weapons. “My God.”

I jump right in with my idea. “The room is fireproof and with two combinations on the door, I think it makes a perfect fall back location. You know, in case something happens at the house.”

“Just a minute.” She hands Cindy off to me. “Let me look around.” She walks out. Michael and Leo follow her.

“I guess she wants to see the whole place.” Gus says as he picks up an assault rifle. “We were ready for anything here, except a damn killer virus.”

Cindy reaches for a gun. I grab her hand and pull her away from the shelves. “No, Sweet pea, these are not toys.” I walk her out of the armory and sit her in the big office chair behind the President’s desk, pull a piece of paper from the printer and take a pencil from the top desk drawer. “Sweetie, can you draw us a nice picture? We can put it on the frig at home.”

She reaches for the pencil. “Draw Duff.”

“Good idea.”

Gus looks at me like I’m amazing. “How the hell did you know how to do that?”

“My brother had a little girl. He always did that. I learned it from him.”

Shelley and the others are back within a few minutes. “This place would be perfect as a fallback location but only temporarily since it has no water source.”

“We can always go get water,” Leo adds.

We take the military grade long guns and the NVG goggles I find still in their packaging plus part of the ammunition.

Cindy runs over with her drawing and hands it to me. “Duff.”

It looks like a bunch of squiggles, but I’ll never tell her that. I squat down next to her. “Sweet pea, this is perfect.”

I smile at Shelley and hand Cindy’s artwork to her. “This needs to go on the frig at home.”

“It sure does. It’s wonderful.” Shelley says as she pats Cindy’s head.

Cindy beams back at her.


Chapter Fourteen


Shelley

Leo speaks up as we load the last of our finds in the backseat of the Caddie. “We really should ride with our windows down, that way we can hear what’s going on outside.”

Gus, Leo, Hank and I exchange looks. None of us want to scare the kids about the Car Guys. We keep our talk obtuse.

Hank adds, “And no talking, just listening.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “So, here’s a new rule. Car windows open. Silent travel.”

Michael puts his eyebrows together in confusion. “You mean no radio?”

“That’s right. No radio. No talking. Nothing. We ride in silence and listen for other cars and people.”

“Why? I like listening to music in the car.” Michael says in a half whine.

“Because we need to know if there are any other people out there.”

Michael shrugs and accepts that answer, thank goodness.

The van and car are overstuffed. Cindy ends up riding on my lap and Michael squeezes in the front seat of the Caddie between Leo and Gus. I know it’s dangerous to hold a child on your lap, but I’m not leaving that little refrigerator behind.

Halfway home we hear them; roaring engines and squealing brakes. Hank whispers over to me. “They’re only a couple of blocks away.”

“I know.” I look down at Cindy who’s asleep on my lap and then back at Hank. “We need to keep the children safe.”

“I need to keep you safe, too.” He adds as he reaches over and squeezes my arm.

Before we can even think of an escape, the Caddie pulls up alongside us. Leo, who is driving, points at the Home Depot on our left side. Gus calls out the window, “Follow us.” They race down the loading alley behind the building stopping about half way down.

We follow pulling past the Caddie and stopping behind a large trash bin as Gus and Leo scrabble out of the car and brace their rifles on the hood pointing back down the alley.

“Stay in the car and try and keep her asleep.” Hank whispers through gritted teeth as he grabs his rifle.

I don’t want Hank to leave me here. “But.”

He interrupts, “I’m gonna send Michael over. You’ll need to explain what’s happening.”

With my hands and lap full of little girl, I nod and whisper, “Okay.” My jaw trembles too much to say anymore.

Hank runs and opens the Caddie door then points Michael over to the van. The poor kid’s eyes are blinking nonstop and it looks like he’s going to cry.

Damn it, I can’t let Michael see my fear. I need to put on a brave face for him. I take a deep breath, hold it a second and then exhale.

Michael climbs in the driver’s seat. “Wha, what’s happening?”

In as calm a voice as I can manage, I ask him, “Did you hear the loud car noises a few minutes ago?”

He shakes his head yes.

“Those cars have bad guys in them.”

“Did they shoot at you?” He asks, his face pale with fright.

“No, but they did shoot at Leo and Gus.”

His eyes open even wider. “They did? Why?”

“Not sure, sweetie, all we know is that we don’t want to get shot and we need to protect ourselves from them.”

Michael climbs up on his knees and looks around the headrest and down the alley. “Are, are they coming in here? Are they gonna shoot us?”

“I sure hope not.” I point at Hank and the others in defensive stands behind the Caddie. “The guys won’t allow them to hurt us. Do you understand?”

He sits back down and whispers, “Yeah.”

After a minute, he looks at Cindy sleeping on my lap and runs his fingers down one of her curls. “Hank said he’d teach me how to shoot. It’s important. I need to take care of her.”

“Sweetie, we’ll take care of her together, but I agree, we both need to know how to handle a gun. Let’s learn together, okay?”

“Yeah,” he says with a determined look on his face.

Cindy stirs, but with a little pat and a kiss on the head, she falls back to sleep. We don’t need her crying or talking loud right now and she’s too little to understand what’s happening.

The sound of souped-up motors bounce off the concrete walls. I can’t see the alley entrance but the looks on the guys faces tell me trouble has arrived.

What if a bullet hits the van? The kids! “Michael, get down on the floor and stay there.”

He scrabbles down under the steering wheel. He points at my lap. “What about Cindy?”

“I’m gonna put her down there with you. Keep her quiet and don’t let her up until I say the coast is clear.”

His eyes huge, he nods and whispers, “Okay.”

I slip Cindy onto his lap. “You can do this, Michael, I know you can.”

A male voice yells down the alley, “We know you’re in there. Get your asses out here.”

Hank yells back. “No fucking way.”

Wanting to see what’s happening, I kneel on the driver’s seat and look around the headrest. There are two cars blocking the alley. One is black just like the one Hank and I saw on our first day. The other is a neon green.

My walkie talkie goes off. It’s Hank. He turns his head, so he can see me while he talks. “Shell, Leo is gonna see if there’s another way out of the alley. A walkway or something. He’s gonna try and come up behind them with Adolph. Over.”

“Can Duff do this? Over.”

“Leo thinks so. I guess we’ll find out. You got your gun?”

“Yeah.” I take it out of the holster and wave it, so he can see it.

“If things go Fubar, protect yourself and the children. Over.”

He gives me a smile. “Listen Shell, bad timing and all, but I just want you to know…”

I interrupt him because I don’t want him to finish the sentence. “Yeah, I know. Me too. Over.”

Leo waves as he runs by the van with Adolph at his heels. He explores the end of the alley then disappears around the corner of the building. I guess there is a walkway over there.

“Michael, you religious?”

He nods.

“Then lower your head. Let’s say a prayer. “Please God, let us get out of this mess and please don’t let anyone in our new family get hurt. Amen.”

Michael whispers. “In Jesus name, amen.”

“We won’t shoot you. We only want to talk.” The guy down at the black car shouts.

“Not interested in anything you have to say.” Hank yells back.

“Let me make it clear. Come out or we start shooting,” is yelled back at us.

My heart is beating hard and my chest hurts. What if they shoot the guys? Will they take the children? Enslave us?”

Cindy’s high-pitched whine pulls me out of my head. Shit, she’s awake.

She starts to wiggle and kick her feet. “Don’t wanna.”

Michael tries to soothe her, but it doesn’t work. She tries to wiggle out of his arms. “Let go.” She manages to break loose and pushes herself up next to me.

I hold her face in my hands. “You need to get back down there with Michael.”

“Don’t wanna.” Her cheeks still rosy from sleep are covered with tears.

“I’m trying to keep you safe.” I forcibly put her back on Michael’s lap and tell her sternly, “You need to stay right there.”

Michael asks,” You got a blanket or something?”

I remember Cindy hiding under the sleeping bag in the store. “Yeah, there’s a tarp right here.” I grab the cloth covering the supplies and pull in down on top of them.

“Cindy, you and I are gonna stay under this like we did in the tent.” I hear Michael tell her.

She doesn’t answer, but she remains still and quiet. Smart young man.

“Two minutes or we’re coming in to get you.” The voice yells down the alley.

Hank yells back. “What do you want from us”

“Looking for women.”

Loud barking and snarling breaks the silence followed by a rifle shot and a painful scream. One of the men at the end of the alley falls to the ground.

Leo. It had to be Leo who shot first.

Bullets hit the Caddie and ping off the walls surrounding us. Hank and Gus return fire. I lay across the seats and put my hand on the children. “Stay down. Please stay down.”

Cindy screams and kicks her legs under the tarp.

I can’t help it. I cry. I don’t want to die, and I don’t want my new family to die either. “Please God, protect us.”

It’s hard to tell how many shots are fired and by whom. After a few minutes of intense firing, the gunfire slows and soon everything goes quiet.

The cars at the end of the alley start their engines and drive away.

Leo contacts us on the walkie talkie. “The bastards picked up their hurt people and left. I shot one of them and you guys winged another one. Over.”

I key my walkie talkie, “Did they just give up? Run out of ammunition? What? Over.”

“This is Hank. Doesn’t matter why. We’re all okay, that’s what counts. Let’s get out of here. Over.”

“You guys can come out now.” I tell the kids as I remove the tarp from over them. Michael’s face looks ashen and Cindy just wants out; she’s too young to understand what just happened.

I pull both of them into a hug. “We’re okay. Everything is okay.”

A minute later, Hank runs over to the van. I’m ecstatic he’s alive and unhurt, I jump out and wrap my arms around him. “Thank God, you weren’t shot.”

He pulls me into him and places a kiss on my forehead. “Don’t cry, Baby, I’m fine. I promise.” as he pushes the hair out of my face.

Gus joins us. I hug him, too. “Thank you, Gus. Thank you.”

He picks Cindy up and she lays her head on his shoulder. “You okay, Sweet pea?”

She doesn’t answer just lets out a big sigh.

Leo and Adolph run up the alley and Michael runs down to meet them. “You’re okay.”

Relief is on everyone’s faces.

Hank suggests, “I think we should take different routes home. If they’re watching, maybe it will confuse them.”

Leo gives a thumbs-up. “We’ll take Lindley Ave to Strathern.”

“We’ll take Parthenia over to De Soto and then come back around.” I tell them.

Everyone gets back in the vehicles with Michael once again riding in the Caddie.

With Cindy on my lap, I put my left hand on Hank’s arm. I don’t want to let him go just yet.

He smiles and squeezes my hand. “We’re okay.”

“Yeah, but we need to rethink these trips. I’m not gonna let the kids come out at all.”

“That’s probably best, and I think we need to go back to night trips.”

I agree. “No Kids and only at night with no car lights.”

We drive in silence the rest of the way home.

“That’s my house.” I point at the front door.

Cindy’s lips quiver as she starts to whine. “Michael. Want Michael.”

“Honey, Michael will be here, too.”

She continues to cry and tries to wiggle out of my arms. “Don’t wanna.”

I look over at Hank for help. “Get Michael.”

Hank waves at the Caddie that’s just pulling in the driveway across the street. “We need Michael over here.”

Michael, followed closely by Adolph, runs over to the driver’s window. “What’s wrong?”

Hank nods at Cindy. “She thinks we’re taking her away from you. Tell her you’re staying with her, please.”

Adolph beats him to my side of the van and licks Cindy’s hand and puts his head on her leg. She calms right down. “Duff.”

Michael takes over. “Come on, Cindy, we’re staying here now.” He lifts her down off my lap and takes her hand pointing at the house. “We’re gonna live here with Shelley.”

Sniffing loudly, Cindy wipes her nose on her new shirt. “K.”

I run up to the door and unlock it. “Welcome home, kids.”

Michael walks in holding Cindy’s hand. He looks around and out through the French doors. “Look Cindy, we have an outside.”

“Yes, and a garden, too.” Hank adds as he comes in followed by Gus, Leo and Adolph.

Leo opens the doors to the backyard for Adolph. “I was thinking, Gus and I could take the bunkbeds apart and bring them over here for the kids.”

“Great idea. Hank and I will make room in the den.” I look the kids in the eye. “Would you guys like to go for a swim?” My real objective is to get the kids clean and to calm them down after our terrible scare.

Michael jumps in the air which causes Cindy to jump up and down and yell, “Yay!”

I look over at Hank. “I picked up bathing suits for the kids. They’re in the back of the van.”

“I’ll go find them.” Gus volunteers as he takes off out the door.

“Try the pink bag.” I yell out after him.

Hank looks a bit embarrassed. “I don’t have a suit.”

“Wear a dark pair of jockey shorts or check one of the other houses. Can you watch the kids while I go get ready?”

Hank nods. “I’ll show them the garden while you change.”

When I come out dressed in my green bikini and a matching mesh cover-up, Leo and Hank’s eyes almost pop out of their heads.

Hank lets out a wolf whistle.

“Stop it. It’s just a bathing suit.” I feel my face starting to burn.

“No, that’s a bikini and you look mighty hot in it.” Leo says as he shakes his hands.

Gus holds up a pink bathing suit and a pair of blue striped board shorts as he walks in the front door. “Jesus, I had to take almost everything out of the damn van to find these.” Then looking over at me, his mouth drops open. “Lordy, Lordy. Girlfriend.”

I wave them off. “Stop it, you jerks.” Grabbing the pink bathing suit from Gus, I take Cindy’s hand. “I’ll go get her ready. Michael, can you change, please.”

“Sure thing.” He grabs his suit and disappears into the front bathroom.

It takes all four of us plus several bribes to get Michael and Cindy clean in the shower, especially Cindy who didn’t want to wash her hair. I’ve decided I’m gonna find another kiddie pool to use as a bathtub for them rather that the shower. It will be much easier on them and on me.

But, now that they’re clean, they’re splashing around in the pool with Gus and Hank.

Leo is sitting next to me on a lounger. “I’ve been thinking of taking a trip to the library and borrowing,” he puts air quotes up as he says borrowing, “books on survival, farming, living off the grid.” He makes eye contact with me. “This fucked up thing could last the rest of our lives.”

He’s right. It could take years to get things back, if ever. “I’ll go with you. With kids now, we have a lot more to prepare for.”

“Yeah, but I’m real glad we found them.” Leo adds, “I hate to think what would have happened if the Car Guys found them.”

“Me, too.”

Then Adolph decides he’s going to swim and a silly kinda hell breaks loose.


Chapter Fifteen


Hank

Basic training wasn’t as hard as helping Shelley shower the kids. Gus and Leo were stationed on the roof adding water to the solar bags while Shelley and I were down below, under the make shift showerhead, washing and scrubbing weeks of dirt off them. Michael was fine, he stood still and took it like a champ, but Cindy was like trying to clean a slippery squealing piglet.

The worst part was hiding my hard on. A wet, soap-covered Shelley, dressed only in her tiny bikini kept bumping into me as we struggled to hold Cindy still.

Even now my horney fight continues. She’s draped on a lounger like a living Goddess. The outside edges of her breasts are clearly visible. The three little triangles of cloth don’t hide much and let’s not forget the blue stone thingee in her pierced bellybutton. Heaven help me.

I’m not the only affected either. Gus is in the pool with Cindy on his shoulders playing tag with Michael, but his eyes constantly move in her direction. Leo’s even worse. He’s on the lounger next to her, chatting her up. I know I shouldn’t be jealous, but I am. Yes, I’ve only known her a few days, but I can’t help the way I feel.

Knowing I need to up my game, I splash her. “Shell, come on in. The water’s great.”

She squeals as the water hits her stomach and upper thighs. “Damn it, I was relaxing.”

“It’s not cold. It’s refreshing. Get in here!” Under my breath, I say a prayer for mercy. “Please, let her come in the water, please.”

She answers, “Okay. I’ll come in for a few minutes then go fix us an early dinner.” With a wicked smile on her face, she cannonballs into the water right next to me while screaming, “Geronimo.” The water splashes everywhere including all over Leo. She comes up laughing, “Bet you didn’t think I’d do that, did you?”

Ever the grown-up, I dunk her. When she comes to the surface, I laugh, and repeat what she said to me. “Bet you didn’t think I’d do that, did you?”

Then the dunking war begins. Leo jumps in and everyone except Cindy, who is sitting on the edge watching, gets in on the action.

Leo waves his arms. “Guys, we’re being a bunch of loud idiots. Noise carries.”

We continue, but with whispers rather than yells.

Us guys get to work unpacking the cars while Shelley takes Cindy back home to fix dinner. We put our finds in sorted piles on the floor of Levi’s garage.

I compare what we got to the list on Shell’s clipboard. “We did good. We got most everything we needed.”

My mind goes to the shooting. “Leo, did you kill that guy?”

“The bullet hit his chest. I’m pretty sure he’s dead. You guys got another one in the arm.”

“Why do you think they really just left?” Gus asks.

“I think they left because they didn’t want to take any more losses.” I say as I put the sorted meds down on the floor; one bag of prescription and the other of over-the-counter.

“They’ll want revenge. We’re gonna have to be careful from now on.” Gus throws in.

“Yeah. We should discuss this tonight after the kids are in bed.” I snort, “Kids in bed. Listen to us acting all family-like.”

“Nothing wrong with that. We need to think of the future. Keep them safe.” Leo lifts the little fridge out of the van.

“We can do it, too.” I say then signal to change the subject because Michael’s coming in the door with Adolph right on his heels. “Shhh, ichael…May is oming…cay.”

Leo laughs, “Pig Latin?”

I shrug my shoulders. “It always worked for my parents.”

“Leo! I got Adolph to sit and stay.” Michael says with a big ass grin on his face.

“That’s great. After dinner, you and I can walk over and feed the other dogs. I’ll teach you the commands Adolph knows, and we can work with him together.” Leo says as he gives Michael a noogie.

Michael scratches Adolph’s head. “Did you hear that, boy, we’re gonna work together after dinner.”

Our walkie talkies go off. “Guys. Dinner in twenty minutes. Over.”

The smell of bacon has my mouth watering as I walk in the door at Shelley’s. “Honey, I’m home,” I call out in a Ricky Ricardo voice.

“I’m in the garage, Mr. Comedian.”

Cindy, dressed in cute shorts and a pink top, sticks her head through the garage door, peeks at me then pulls her head back out of sight.

“Oh my, is there a little girl in here? I swear I just saw one.” I work my way closer to where she’s hiding.

She sticks her hand out, waves and giggles.

“There is a little girl here.” I touch her hand and tickle her ear. “Hello, Sweet Pea. Are you helping Shelley make dinner?”

She nods and runs back over to Shelley.

It’s strange. It’s only be a few hours, but I already feel like a father. I hear myself saying and doing things my father used to do. I never thought I wanted kids. My plan was to get through school, join the FBI and live a long single life. But, being with these kids, knowing we’re now responsible for them, feels good and right.

“Why does it smell like bacon in here?” I ask as I lean over Shelley’s shoulder and lift the cover off a large frying pan only to find rectangle shaped pieces of mystery meat. “That’s not bacon.”

“It’s bacon flavored spam.”

“Really? Spam comes in different flavors?”

She chuckles. “I didn’t know it either until I emptied the supermarket shelfs.”

The cooking setup has grown. “Wow, Shell, this looks like a real kitchen in here.” She’s set up a second portable camp stove. She now has four burners to cook on.

“Hell, I needed the extra stove with so many mouths to feed.”

She has three pots going, one large frying pan for the spam, one filled with macaroni and cheese and another canned peas.

She whispers, “I went with mac and cheese. Kids love it.”

“Grown men love it, too.” I winked.

After dinner, Gus and I get to work on setting up the bunkbeds in what used to be Shelley’s den while Leo and Michael are off feeding the dogs. Shelley and Cindy are gone too; they’re across the street searching for usable kid’s stuff.

“You handled yourself pretty good today.” Gus says as he screws together the bottom bunk.

“Yeah. You, too. But, where did Leo learn that stuff? He moves like a highly trained solider.”

Gus blows out some air before answering. “That’s his story to tell, Hank. Sorry.”

That got my curiosity up even more. “Do you think he’ll tell me?”

“Someday, yeah. I’ll tell you this, I trust him with my life and you can too.” After picking up another board, he adds, “I hate we had that firefight in front of the kids.”

“Me, too. Or in front of Shelley.”

Gus wiggles his eyebrows. “Sooooooooo, tell me. You and Shelley? You hitting that?”

Even though this is a normal man to man kinda conversation, the fact that it’s about Shelley pisses me off. I answer with a curt, “No.”

He chuckles then adds, “You gonna?

Fucking A. My jaw tightens, and it takes all my willpower not to make a fucking fist. “How do I answer that? Truth is I want her, and I think we’d be good together, but I’ve been giving her time. Hell, it’s only been three days,”

He laughs, “Don’t give it too much time or you’re gonna end up with some competition.”

I growl as I grab the lug wrench out of his hand. “You interested?”

He shrugs his shoulders at me. “Maybe.”

A noise at the front door distracts us. We both pull our weapons, but quickly put them away when we hear Cindy’s little voice. “Gonna sleep wif him.”

She runs into the room with a large brown teddy bear sporting a red ribbon around its neck.

“What you got there, Sweet pea?” I ask as I reach out to her.

“Don’t wanna.” She whines and runs back to hide behind Shelley standing in the doorway with her hands full of clothes and toys. “Cindy, sweetie, Hank won’t hurt you. He’s gonna help take care of you. Remember? He’s gonna protect you.”

Cindy answers with, “K” as she sneaks a look around Shell’s legs.

“Cindy, show me your new friend?” I ask her again using a voice I remember my Dad using.

She holds the stuffed animal out for me to see.

“Wow. He’s a nice bear.”

This gets me a tiny smile.

Gus tries next. “Cindy, does he have a name?”

“Teddy,” she answers as she places kisses on the bear’s head.

“Good name.” I tell her while Gus gives her two thumbs-up.

Shelley dumps everything in her arms on the desk in the corner. “We lucked out. I found pajamas, underwear, and clothes for both kids.” She picks up a bottle. “Even kiddie vitamins.”

“Toys.” Cindy adds taking a doll off the table.

Together, Gus and I lift the top bunk into position and tighten the last few screws. “All done.” I nod at the door. “Gonna go get the mattresses.”

A bit later, when Shelley is reading the kids a story in their new beds, I take the time to talk to the guys. “You did hear what those assholes are after, right?”

“Yeah, women.” Leo whispers.

“There’s no way in hell we’re letting them take Shelley.” I growl under my breath.

Both guys nod in agreement.

Leo picks up a magazine off the coffee table and starts to flip through the pages. “Do you think there really is a shortage of women? Like maybe the virus killed more women than men?”

“Listen guys, I don’t think we should jump to conclusions, but we should do everything we can to protect the woman we have.” I respond.

Gus snorts, “Shelley and her three lovers.”

Leo’s eyebrows raise as he smiles. “Do you think she’d go for that?”

“Go for what?” Shelley asks as she turns the corner into the living room.

I rush to cover up our boy talk. “Would you go for us finding and setting up another house outside of the valley in case we need to get away from the Car Guys.”

“After today, yes, I totally agree. Let’s find someplace near the ocean where it’s cooler. Maybe with solar panels on the roof and near pools for water.”

“Leo and I can go find one. We’ll take our bikes. Head out at night and go over Topanga and down into Malibu.” Gus says.

Th idea of making Shelley leave her home, garden, preps sends a chill down my back. “On second thought, let’s wait at least a week, maybe things will smooth out. Give the Car Guys a chance to cool down. I think we need to stay out of sight, no car trips for a while or at least not during the day.”

We all agree.

“Gonna go get some shut-eye.” Leo says as he stands and stretches.

Gus heads for the door, too. “Night, see you in the morning.”


Chapter Sixteen


Shelley

As the guys leave for the night, I say my good nights and head for my room. I need a few minutes alone. After changing into my pajamas and brushing my teeth, I climb into bed and log onto my laptop.

Journal Entry

Tonight, I overheard the guys talking. The comment was, ‘Shelley and her three lovers’. Now I know it’s just boy talk but still… what if I am the only women left? Would it be fair of me to only be with one man? Could I handle more than one lover?

Closing my computer, I snuggle under the covers, but sleep eludes me. The talk of lovers has my body ramped up with urges and needs. The pictures running nonstop in my mind has my fingers creeping inside my panties. It only makes the longings worse.

Sitting up, I throw my legs off the bed. “Maybe if I read for a while.” I head for the bookshelf in the living room. I’m not alone. Hank is standing at the window with the curtains pulled back looking out into the dark night.

“Hank?”

“Yes, it’ me. Sorry if I woke you.”

“You didn’t, I couldn’t sleep.” I walk over and place my hand on his back. His body is warm to the touch “What are you doing?”

“Thinking.”

“About what?”

“You. The kids. You. Keeping everyone safe. You. The Car Guys.” He sighs and leans back into me. “But mostly you.”

“What about me?” I press my hardened nipples into his back.

“Today, when the Car Guys showed up, the only thing I thought about was keeping you safe.” He stops, takes a deep breath and leans his head against the glass. “Life is different now. In just a few days we’ve created an instant family so why not instant feelings?”

“Feelings?”

“I’m not saying I’m in love with you…,” he hesitates then adds, “yet.” His muscles flex under my hand. “But, you are my number one priority now.”

Oh God, he’s feeling it too. Our connection. “About those instant feelings…” I slide my arms around him and lean my head on his back. He smells like the Irish Spring soap I put in his bathroom. “I have them, too.”

He puts his hands over my arms drawing me in tight against his back.

I whisper, “I was terrified today. I kept praying you’d be okay. I was scared I would lose you.”

“You didn’t.” He tightens his grip on my arms.

We stand in silence for a minute. Running my hands up over his chest, I break the ice and boldly tell him, “Come to bed.”

“You sure, Shelley? Because if I come to your bed tonight, it won’t be to cuddle.”

I place a kiss on his back. “Yeah. I’m sure.”

As soon as we shut my bedroom door, Hank growls and pushes me up against the wall. He kisses me, prodding at my lips until I open them for him. Slipping his tongue in, he proceeds to explore every millimeter of my mouth. Breathing hard, he puts his lips on my cheek and speaks against my skin, “I’ve wanted to kiss you since the moment I met you.”

His kiss has me craving more. “Do it again, please.”

And he does.

I swear I feel his kisses all the way through my body as it heats up for him. Being in his arms feels damn good and oh so right.

He whispers in my ear, “Why don’t you light some candles in here.”

“Okay.” I step away and immediately miss his heat. “I’ll be right back.”

Soon the room is full of candlelight and shadows. A trail of cinnamon and vanilla wafts through the air.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, he speaks in a deep voice. “Shelley, strip for me. Show me your pretty body.”

His command reminds me of the way an officer would speak. I answer with, “Yes, sir.”

My top comes off first. I watch as his eyes look over my breasts. Next, I slide my pajama bottoms to the floor leaving me in my black lace panties, the very ones he teased me about on day one.

“Jesus, Baby, you’re beautiful. I love your womanly curves.” He twirls his finger. “Turn around.”

“You’re not the boss of me.” I tease him, all the while knowing he really is.

After a deep naughty laugh, he answers, “In the bedroom, I am. Now turn around.”

I turn my back and look over my shoulder. “Womanly curves? You calling me fat, Hank?”

“No way. You’re perfect. You’re just the right size. Now slide those panties down. I need to see the rest.”

And I do.

“Stand still, Shell.” He’s by my side in three steps running his fingers down my back and over my bottom. “So soft. So perfect.” He kisses my shoulders and bites my neck. “You ready for me?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.”

He pushes me down on my bed and stands over me. “You on the pill?”

“Yeah, and I’m clean. You?”

“I’m not on the pill but I’m clean.”

I giggle at his joke. “We’re fine. Aren’t we?”

Then it’s magic time. And oh boy, does this man make some great magic.

After we catch our breath, he blows out the candles, climbs back in bed and pulls me into his side. “So good.”

“I think we both needed that.”

“Yeah.”

We go quiet, the only sound is our breathing. I can tell he’s not asleep and it feels like he has something on his mind. “You okay?”

Pulling me closer, he places a kiss on my hair and whispers in my ear, “Tell me about your ex, Joe.”

“Really?”

“I know it doesn’t actually matter in our current circumstances, but I still want to know.”

I haven’t told the whole story to anyone, not even Ruth, but it feels right sharing it with Hank. “He hurt me.”

“Tell me, please,” then he kisses my neck.

“Joseph McKenna. I met him at a teacher’s conference. He was handsome in a geeky way. He wore glasses and his blonde hair tumbled over his collar. His clothes were name-brand and top of the line.” I snicker, “He was no starving public school teacher. He taught high school math at a private school in Studio City. You know, a rich kid school where the movie stars send their children.”

“So, a pretty boy with money.” Hank says as his lips tickle my ear.

“Yeah. Exactly.” I continue with my story. “We met at a conference awards dinner. He arrived out of nowhere and asked if he could sit at my table. I was thrilled someone would make that much effort. We talked and flirted all night. He asked me out. We dated for about six months and I fell head over heels for him. He was funny, kind and made me feel like a princess.”

“Then what happened?”

“Last Valentine’s day, he asked me to marry him over brunch. I, of course, said yes. One week later, an envelope was slipped under my front door; I never knew who put it there. I questioned Ruth and Levi, but they both denied doing it. Inside was a copy of an engagement announcement from the Los Angeles Times for Joseph McKenna and a woman named Eileen Simmons of Calabasas. They were holding hands and looked very much in love. Per the clip, he’d asked Eileen to marry him on the same day he asked me. The ass proposed to me at brunch and her at dinner.”

“What a bastard.”

“Yeah. Well, I was furious and hurt so I confronted him. He told me he only loved me, but his parents were making him marry Eileen. It was a money thing. He’d lose his inheritance if he didn’t marry her.”

“Was the ass gonna marry you both?”

“No. He told me he couldn’t marry me, but he still wanted to keep seeing me. The bastard was going to marry Eileen and keep me as his mistress on the side. I kicked him out of my house. I’m no cheater.”

“Wow, sounds like a movie plot.”

“Yeah it does. I’ve been alone ever since.”

He lifts up on his elbow and looks down at my face. “You didn’t deserve that”.

“No. I didn’t.”

He pulls my hand to his lips and kisses every finger.

“Hank? Did a woman ever hurt you?”

He snickers, “Not like that, but yeah. Her name was Sarah Reynolds. I met her after my first deployment. I was on a three month leave and went home to visit my family. She was a friend of my brother’s wife. We dated. I really liked her. I thought I might even grow to love someday, but I needed more time; time we didn’t have. Before I reported back to base, I asked her to wait for me; that I’d only be gone six months this time. She said she would and that she’d write.”

I squeeze his hand. “Did she write?”

He snorts. “Yeah, she wrote. She sent me a Dear John letter.”

“Damn, what a bitch.”

“To tell the truth, I felt relief not sadness.” He laughs and kisses my neck. “I’m not gonna lie, there have been plenty of women, mostly one-nighters but no one I was truly interested in.”

I smack his hand. “You were a love’em and leave’em man.”

“Yeah.” He chuckles into my hair then kisses my shoulder. “I used to be, but things are different now. I’m not gonna leave you, I promise.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Where would you go? Looks like I’m the only woman around.”

He nips my ear. “Shut up, Marshmallow girl. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I do.”

With that out of the way, we both grow quiet and within minutes, his breathing changes and he’s asleep. I quickly join him.


Chapter Seventeen


The Car Guys leader… Marco Alvarez

Before the virus, I was the Jefe, the boss, of the ‘Leones del Valle’, the toughest gang in the Valley. I was respected and admired and my life, though brutal, was also filled with mi familia. The virus ended everything important to me. It killed my beloved wife, my beautiful children and my crew; all except my brother Jose. Jose’s wife and children also died.

It was just the two of us.

We spent the first few weeks after their deaths drunk. So drunk, I don’t even remember most of it. Then one day, hungover like hell, I knew we had to stop being pussies and get back to work. If we’re going to keep the valley as ours, we needed new soldiers and new women.

We’ve taken over a mansion overlooking the whole valley as our headquarters. Yeah, we had to move three stiffs, but it was worth it. The place is amazing. With ten bedrooms, there’s plenty of room for us and any new crew we enlisted.

First person we found was a man named Brian. He was walking down the street with a pack on his back. Why the fool was walking when there were cars to take, I didn’t understand. Well, he refused to join us; refused to be a solider. Jose slit his throat. That’s the way it went.

Join or die.

We’re up to ten men now but we have yet to find any women. This is frustrating. We’re horny and using our hands just doesn’t replace a woman’s touch.

When we encountered the Caddie and the van, Jose and I were in my Mustang; Adam and Thomas were in the Charger. The rest of the guys were in a different section of the valley recruiting, so there we only the four of us.

This was the first time anyone tested us. They had more fire power than we did, and a damn police dog. The fuckers killed Jose and wounded Adam. Thank God it was only a flesh wound.

I want the bastards’ dead. They killed my only remaining family.

I’ve moved Tim up as my second since he seems smarter than the rest of my crew. “Tim, get the men together. I want to talk to them.”

“Yes, Boss.” Tim runs off to gather the crew.

I wait for them at the head of the large dining room table. Once everyone is present, I smack my hand on the table and yell, “Listen up, assholes! It’s been six days and you still can’t find the bastards that killed Jose and wounded Adam!”

Every face around the table turns white.

Tim, who is sitting to my right, answers first. “Boss, we’ve been looking every day. Maybe they left the area?”

Pissed, I punch him in the mouth. “Wrong answer, asshole. There’s no way they left the valley. You just haven’t found them. Plus, you haven’t brought me any new recruits or women.”

“Women? We haven’t seen one yet.” Eddie calls from the other end of the table.

“I refuse to believe there aren’t any women. There’s no way, all the women died.” I smack the table again. “We need to work smarter at finding them.”

Adam speaks up. “I think the bastards who shot Jose are laying low, you know, not going out during the day. I think we need to start searching at night for them, looking for lights.”

He has a point. We have only been going out in the daytime then partying at night. “That’s a fucking smart idea.”

Adam raises his finger. “And, if we want to catch them, we have to be quiet. Leave the muscle cars at home. They make too much noise.”

“Another good idea.” I glare over at Tim, who no longer seems so smart “Get up asshole, and move to the end of the table.”

“Boss?” Tim slides his chair back probably expecting me to hit him again.

“You heard me, move down there with the other flunkies.”

Tim gets up rubbing his jaw and moves down to the seat next to Thomas.

I point at the now open chair, “Adam, come sit here. You’re my new second.”

“Thanks, Boss.” Adam responds as he smirks at the other men.

“Tomorrow, I want each of you to find a quiet car and make sure it has a full tank of gas. Tomorrow night, we go hunting.” I tell them before pounding the table and walking out.


Chapter Eighteen


Hank

Michael stomped his feet in frustration. “Please.”

“No, Michael, you can’t come.” I hate telling the kid no, but it’s just not safe out there. Every day we’ve heard the Car guys roaring down the main streets. Lucky for us, they’ve never ventured into our neighborhood.

“But, Hank, I’m fast. I can help catch the chickens.”

Last night, Leo and Gus found a house with chickens running loose in the backyard. The idea of fresh eggs had us working like fools today building a chicken coop in Ruth’s backyard out of old lumber and a neighbor’s fencing. Tonight, we’re going to the pet store for poultry supplies and then over to capture the birds.

Leo, whose been listening to Michael beg, sticks his two cents in. “I say, let the kid come. He’s right. He’s fast and small. He can fit in places we can’t.”

Shelley, doing dishes at the sink, calls over, “Michael, do you promise to listen to Hank and Leo and do exactly what they say?”

Michael runs to her and puts his hands together in a proper beg. “I promise. I’ll do everything they say. Please!”

She dries her hands, bends, and looks directly in his face. “If you can talk one of the guys into staying home with Cindy and me, then you can go.”

The look on the kid’s face is one of pure joy. “I bet Gus will stay here. He hates chickens. He says they make him sneeze.”

Gus and Cindy come in the house from the backyard. I’m amazed at how he’s taken to the little girl and her to him. He found and set up a swing set and every day, he pushes her on it. “Sweet Pea’s thirsty.”

“Juice.” Cindy says and rushes to the fridge.

“Cindy, you need to say it correctly. Say, ‘May I have juice, please’.”

Shelley, the teacher, wants her to speak in complete sentences.

With an adorable pout, Cindy tries it. “Juice, please.”

Shelley hugs her. “Much better.” Then hands her apple juice in her favorite sippie cup with a kitten decal on it.

Michael tugs on Gus’s arm. “Gus, you hate chickens, right?”

Rolling his eyes, Gus answers with a tentative. “Yeah, why?”

“Cause, if you stay home with Cindy and Shelley tonight, I can go help catch them. Shelley said so.”

Gus grabs a bottle of water. “Let me get this right. If I stay here tonight, you get to go with Leo and Hank?”

Michael’s head bops up and down as he gives Gus a huge smile. “Yeah.”

“And I won’t have to touch any damn chickens?”

“Yeah. If you let me go, I’ll do it for you.”

Gus reaches out and shakes Michael’s hand. “You got a deal.”

After the last Car Guy incident, Leo suggested using bikes. They’re quiet, easy to maneuver and man-powered. We went through garage after garage until we found enough bikes for everyone. We even found a bike trailer that helps us carry more stuff. So now, if we have less than a three-mile trip, we take the bikes.

I’ve worked with everyone on hand signals and night signaling with pen lights. Rather than risk being heard, we communicate silently. We’ve also practiced using clicks on the walkie talkies.

We get the bikes out, check the tires and stick water and some nutrition bars in our saddle bags. I load our tool bag; crowbar, bolt cutter, duct tape, and flashlights in the bike trailer.

Shelley hands me a pile of old pillow sacks. “For the birds. Once you catch’em, sack’em. It will keep them quiet and easier to transport.”

I wink at her. “You sure are a keeper, Ms. Browning.”

Her face turns a pretty pink as she bumps me with her hip. “Why thank you, Mr. Meadows.”

We leave right at dusk.

The pet store is less than a mile away. Leo takes point, Michael rides in the middle and I cover our six while Adolph runs along at our sides.

The last time Leo was at the pet store, he disabled the back door, so tonight should be a fast in and out.

Leo has Adolph stand watch at the back door. “Pass Auf.” He’ll bark and growl if he sees or hears anything.

I whisper and flash my light over at Michael, “Stay right with us, no wandering off.”

We find what we’re looking for in the third aisle. I pick up three bags of chicken feed and hand Michael a bottle of poultry vitamins.

“I want to get nail clippers. The dogs need their nails trimmed.” Leo says as he disappears down another aisle.

After loading our finds in the trailer, we take off for the house with the chickens.

As we reach the corner of Barnabas street, the one large intersection we need to navigate, Adolph bumps Leo’s leg and lets out a low growl; just loud enough for the three of us to hear. Leo hits his brakes and I pull up next to him. “We better check this out on foot.”

Leo points at a dark corner and leads the way. “We’ll hide the bikes and Michael in the deep shadows.”

I dismount first, take a knee and hold my rifle at the ready covering the other two as they hide the bikes. Leo, who’s bike has the trailer, pulls deep in the darkness and Michael follows him in. Adolph is still in the middle of the street pacing back and forth and showing his teeth.

“What do you think he hears?” Michael asks from behind my back.

I put my fingers to my lips. “Shhhh.”

Michael kneels next to me. “Sorry.”

“Talk as little as possible and whisper. Voices carry a long way.” Leo tells him.

Michael nods and holds his thumb up in an okay.

“Leo and I are gonna go check things out. Stay here and protect the bikes.” Glad we’ve trained him on gun safety, I hand Michael my Glock, the one I keep as an extra on my ankle. “Only use this if you have to.”

Scared, Michael asks, “What if you don’t come back?”

Leo puts his hand on Michael’s arm. “If that happens, get on your bike and ride back to Shelley, Gus and Cindy. Do you remember the way home?”

“Yes.” Michael whispers.

I hug the boy. “Be brave, but don’t do anything stupid.” I nod at Leo. “I’ll go first.” Staying low, I move five yards forward stopping behind a park bench. Leo scurries past me to the next safe spot. We leapfrog down the street in a bounding overwatch following Adolph.

Three blocks up, there’s movement by the side of a parked car. I spot the glow of a lit cigarette and signal Leo with clicks to come to my location.

Is it the Car guys? Did they finally get smart and figure out we’re moving around after dark? Or is it more survivors?

Leo joins me at my hiding place.

I point out the glowing cigarette.

“What’s the plan?” Leo asks.

“Go back to the bikes and go home. We don’t know how many are up there and it could be a trap. I’m not dying over some chickens.”

“I agree.”

A loud scream comes from behind us.

Leo’s head snaps to the rear, “Michael!”

Adolph growls and takes off like a rocket toward where we parked the bikes. Leo and I turn and run back, being careful to stay in the shadows.

The sound of Adolph attacking someone pierces the air. A man’s painful screams can be heard above the growls.

It only takes us two minutes to make it back where we find a man on the ground with Michael holding his gun to the man’s head. Adolph, his muzzle full of blood, sits a few feet away ensuring the man doesn’t move.

I let my rifle fall into its sling and pull my pistol. “Michael, you okay, son?”

“Yeah. This man was gonna take me with him, but Adolph came and saved me.”

Leo gives Adolph a pat on the head and lays on the praise. “Guter hund.”

“I’ll watch our six. Michael, come help me.” Leo says as he grabs Michael’s arm.

They both move to the park bench and set up watch.

I run the beam of my flashlight over the guy. He’s bleeding from both arms and has a nasty open leg wound. His gun lies several feet away in a pool of blood.

Glad I brought some plastic arm ties with me, I hogtie his arms and legs together. He yells as the ties cut into his wounds. “Shut up, asshole.” I kick him in the ass. “Now tell me who you are?”

“I’m not telling you shit, motherfucker.” He answers in a pained voice.

I grind my boot into his leg wound.

He shrieks, “Motherfucker.”

“You better answer me. Who are you and why were you taking my son?”

The guy spits blood on the ground and tries to wipe his face on his shoulder. “Why should I talk, you’re gonna kill me anyway.”

A man’s voice calls out from down the block, “Trent, you there?”

I put my hand over his mouth. “Not. One. Word.”

God, these guys are stupid. It’s obvious they’ve had no training. Even in the dark I see a man moving close to our position not even trying to be stealth.

When he gets near the park bench, Leo steps out of the shadows and holds his rifle on him. “Gottcha, you idiot.”

Leo leads the second guy over to where his friend lays bleeding on the ground. “Sit,” and pushes him to the ground. He then goes back over to continue his watch.

After securing guest number two with zip ties, I start the interrogation again. “You. New guy. Maybe you can talk better than your friend Trent. Who are you and why did you try to take my son?”

He bares his teeth at me. “We’re gonna hunt you down.”

I laugh at him. “You think you’re getting out of this alive? Better start saying your damn prayers.”

Trent, bloody man, chimes in, “Even if you kill us, our gang will still hunt you down.”

“Good, now we’re getting somewhere. You guys are in a gang. Thank you.” I kick Trent right in his arm wound.

He screams and curls away from me.

“Why were you taking my boy?”

Number two answers, “We’re recruiters. We were gonna make him one of us.”

Michael runs over and kicks him in the back. “I’ll never be one of you.”

I push Michael behind me. “Enough, son, let me handle this.” I squat in front of guy number two and hold my gun to his nose. “You been driving around in fast cars? Shooting at people?”

His face breaks out in a sweat. “Yeah, we have cars. So, what?”

I press for more info. “You’ve only been out in the days, why are you here at night now?”

No answer from either of them.

I pull out my razor-sharp dagger and lightly run the blade along guy two’s throat leaving a trail of blood. “You know I could cut much deeper. Now tell me, why are you out at night?”

“Cause, we’re looking for some guys that shot at us the other day. The boss is pissed because they killed his brother. We figured since we don’t see them during the day, that they must be going out at night.”

Trent speaks up. “Alberto, you idiot, these are the guys. Remember the German shepherd? These are the guys who killed Jose.”

I stand up. “That’s right, we are, but only because you guys shot at us first.”

Leo calls over. “What are we gonna do with them?”

God, I’m going to have to kill them. I can’t risk them going back and telling their boss about us. I’ve never killed anybody outside of combat. It’s either me, or Leo, and as the leader, I know it falls on me. “Good old-fashioned frontier justice.”

Michael pulls on my jacket. “You can’t let them go. They’ll bring all the other guys.”

“I know that.” I grab Michael by the shoulders. “Go over by the bikes and turn your head the other way. Do. Not. Watch. This.”

Michael’s voice stutters, “You, you gonna kill them?”

“I have to, son. It’s too dangerous to leave them alive.”

Michael hugs my legs then runs over by the bikes.

“Sorry about this.” I say as I pull my dagger across Alberto’s throat. He starts to struggle against his ties trying to loosen his arms. It doesn’t work and soon his strangling noises stop.

The smell of urine hits my nose. I flash my light over at Trent. His pants are wet. “Please don’t kill me. I’m not really a bad guy.”

I lean over him. “I’m sorry. I can’t take any chances,” then slice through his throat.

Leo pats my shoulder as we watch him die. “It had to be done.”

“Yeah, I know. Help me with the bodies. We’ll put them in the bushes over there.”

“No, I think we should put them in their car. I’ll drive it far away and hide it. I’ll put a bike in the backseat and ride home later.”

“Smart.” I find the keys in Alberto’s front pocket and throw them to Leo.

“I’ll be right back.” Leo says as he takes off down the street.

Within minutes, he’s back with an older model Ford Taurus.

After the bodies are loaded in the trunk, we use their jackets to mop up most of the blood then wash down the sidewalk with the water we found in their car. We end up having to remove the front wheel of the bike to get it to fit it in the back seat.

Michael asks, “Can we still go get the chickens?”

Leo shrugs his shoulders, “I don’t see why not. I’ll drive slow and you guys follow.”

We head to the chicken house.

“Are those guys really dead?” Michael asks as he peddles next to me.

“Yes. You know I didn’t want to kill them. I’m not a bad guy, but I had no choice.”

“I know, Hank. You were protecting us.”

“That’s right.”

We ride the rest of the way in silence.

Michael ends up being king of the chicken catchers. It takes less than an hour to catch the nine chickens. We tie the top of each bag, so the chickens can’t wiggle their way lose then secure them in the bike trailer.

“Okay, I’m gonna go ditch this car. I’ll see you guys at home.” Leo says as he and Adolph climb in the bad guy’s car.

“Be careful,” Michael whispers.

“I will, little man.” Leo leans out the car window and messes up Michael’s hair. After starting the engine, he tells me, “Don’t worry if I’m gone for a while, I’m gonna drop this car somewhere on the other end of the valley.”

“Okay, we’ll see you at home.”


Chapter Nineteen


Shelley

The sound of bike brakes and the soft clucks of chickens has me rushing out to the driveway to meet the guys. “Where’s Leo and Adolph?”

Michael speaks first. “He took the dead men in the car,” as he puts his kickstand down.

“Dead men?” My voice squeaks as I look over at Hank. “What’s he talking about?”

Gus comes over from across the street. “Where’s Leo?”

Putting both hands up in a stop position, Hank tells us, “Leo’s fine. He’ll be home in a while.” He walks closer to Gus and me and whispers, “We ran into trouble. I’ll tell you about it later.” He then nods over at Michael and in a louder voice, “Right now, let’s get these chickens in their coop and Michael off to bed.”

Michael grabs two sacks. “Leo told me I’m the chicken king ’cause I caught the most.”

“You did? Wow.” Gus tells him while looking at Hank and mouthing the words. “What happened?”

I grab Hank’s hand and pull him out of ear shot. I give him a one-armed hug. “You okay?”

“Yeah, I just don’t want to talk in front of Michael. It was bad enough he was there.”

“Okay. Later then.” Stepping over to the trailer, I grab a chicken sack. “Come on, let’s show these babies their new home.”

The three of us carry the sacks next door and get the birds settled in their new home then head back to my house.

After we get Michael a snack and off to bed, Gus, Hank and I sit down in the living room where Hank tells us what happened.

“I can’t believe Michael was almost taken from us.” I say. “That does it, the kids can’t leave this house ever again.”

Gus asks, “You slit their throats?”

Hank slams his hand down on the arm of the couch, “Jesus!” His face beet red he tells us, “It had to be done quietly in case there were others in the vicinity, so yes, I slit their throats. Did I want to? No. But I did it.” Hank shoots back.

Seeing the pain in his eyes, I lean over and gently squeeze his arm. “You only did what had to be done, Hank.”

“I didn’t want to kill them. I had to,” Hank whispers.

Gus gives him a knowing nod, the kind of look a soldier would give a fellow soldier during battle then changes the subject. “So, Adolph protected Michael.”

Hank gives us a halfhearted chuckle. “He sure did. You should have seen that guy’s arms and legs. Adolph ripped him up.”

Cindy starts to fuss in the other room.

“I’ll go check on her.” Gus jumps to his feet.

Finally alone, I pull Hank’s mouth to me and kiss him. “I’m sorry you had to do that tonight but thank you.”

He whispers against my lips. “I hated it. I feel like a murderer.”

“You’re not. You’re our defender. My hero.”

At the sound of the kid’s door opening, we pull apart just in time for Gus to walk back in the room. I’m not ready to share our relationship with the guys yet.

Gus whispers as he comes back in the room. “She was thirsty. I gave her some water and patted her till she went back to sleep.”

“You’re good with her.” I tell him.

He smiles and shakes his head. “It’s kinda weird, I never wanted kids, but now, I have to admit, I love that little girl.”

“You’re her favorite.” Hank adds.

“I know, funny, huh. Well, right behind Michael, of course.” Gus says as he moves toward the front door. “I guess I’ll go back to our house and wait for Leo.”

Hank stands. “Remember, Leo said he’ll be real late. He’s taking the car far away.”

“I just hope he gets back in one piece.”

“He will. He has his rifle, handgun and Adolph.” Hank reassures us.

“Yeah he does.”

I’m awake by six a.m. Even with the late night, I can’t sleep in. Rolling over, I rub my hand down Hank’s back. “You awake?”

My answer is a grunt.

“Okay, you stay here then. I’m getting up.”

Without moving off his stomach, he reaches a hand out and pats me arm. “I need another hour, please.”

“And you deserve it.” I kiss his head and slip out of bed.

First thing I do is check on the kids. Michael, in the top bunk, has one arm hanging over the side and looks like he’s going to fall out of bed. Should I move him? If I do, he’ll wake up and I sure could use a few minutes alone with a cup of coffee. I leave him as is; if he hasn’t fallen yet, I doubt he will. Cindy, her mouth open in a gentle snore, has her hand around her teddy bear. She looks like a curly haired angel. I can’t help but be thankful we found these precious children.

Now it’s coffee time. With my first cup of the day in hand, I walk to the front door and peek around the curtains. I wonder if Leo made it home? Gus is sitting on the front stoop across the street. I open my door and wave.

The minute he sees me, he rushes over. “Leo’s not back. I’m worried.”

“Not back? Have you tried reaching him on the walkie talkie?”

“Yeah, every hour. I’ve gotten no response.”

Stepping aside, I wave him in. “I’ll make you some coffee.”

He follows me to the garage. “I know I shouldn’t worry ’cause Leo can take care of himself, but I still do. He’s the only brother I have left.”

I hand him a cup. “Hey, it’s still early. He may have had a flat tire or something. Let’s not panic yet.”

By nine a.m. everyone is up and worried, but we start our daily chores; the work still needs to be done. We’re on our knees in the backyard pulling weeds when there’s scratching and a bark at the side gate. Cindy takes off running and yelling, “Duff home!” Michael is right behind her.

Gus springs to his feet, relief written all over his face. “Thank God, they’re back.”

We pile out the side gate but there’s no sign of Leo or his bike. Just Adolph who is acting strangely. He’s pawing at the ground and whining and there’s no tail wagging at all.

Hank catches my eye as he kneels and rubs Adolph’s head. “Where’s Leo, boy?”

Adolph’s looks down the street and howls.

Adolph wouldn’t come back here alone without Leo. Something’s wrong.” Hank says as he stands and brushes dirt off his knees.

“I agree.” I pick up Cindy who is trying to play with Adolph when he clearly wants no part of her right now. “Cindy, Adolph is working, he can’t play.”

Her lips push out to a full pout. “Duff busy?”

Gus pulls Cindy out of my arms. “Yes, Sweet pea, Duff is real busy.” He then looks at Hank. “We don’t even know where to start looking for him.”

“But Adolph does,” Michael says with his hands on his hips.

I grab Michael’s shoulders. “Do you know the commands to get Adolph to find Leo?”

He nods. “Yes.”

“We need to go find him.” Gus puts Cindy down and puts her hand in mine.

Hank takes over. “Okay. Michael and I will ride bikes so we’re right next to Adolph. Gus, follow us in the van in case we need it.”

“I’ll set up a medical station in case he’s hurt.” I tell them.

Pointing at the house, Hank gives us all an order. “Okay, get ready. We leave in five minutes.”

“I’ll get you some supplies.”

Rushing in the house, I take water bottles and nutrition bars out of storage along with a traveling first aid kit. What if he’s really hurt? They’ll need more than band aids. I grab towels and several washcloths out of the linen closet. I dip the washcloths in a bucket of clean water, wring them out and stick them in a plastic bag.

Hank comes out of his room with his pack and weapons. I hand him two bottles of water to add to his pack. All I get is a quick, “Thanks,” but I know he’s deep in preparation mode.

“I want you to be ready if he’s hurt.” I show him the first aid kit, towels and wet washcloths. I’ll put these in the van just in case you need them.”

He kisses the side of my head. “Beautiful and smart.”

Michael is sitting on the front porch with Cindy on his lap. “I’m gonna go help save Leo. You stay here with Shelley, okay.”

“K,” Cindy answers and wiggles away.

I slip two bottles of water into Michael’s pack along with a package of his favorite jerky. “You pack what you need for Adolph?”

“Yeah, he’s ready to go.”

Walkie talkies, weapons and supplies ready, Michael kneels and gives Adolph his first command is a deep authoritative voice. “Such. Find Leo.”

Adolph barks and takes off heading west out of the neighborhood with our two bikes and a car close behind.

I double check the front yards and windows of our five houses making sure they still look abandoned. Muddy footprints in front of Levi’s house worry me so I grab a broom and clean them off before heading back inside.

I admit it, I’m nervous here by myself with only little Cindy. The guys haven’t left me home alone in a long time, not since the shootout with the Car Guys. I’ve taken all the precautions I can. My loaded shotgun is by the front door on a specially built shelf out of reach of little hands. I’ve got both handguns strapped on, one on my hip and one on my ankle with an extra magazine for both guns tucked in the pockets of my cargo pants along with extra shotgun shells.

I’m hoping like hell Cindy doesn’t have a screaming tantrum. She may have a little body, but boy can she hit the high octaves when she gets going. Just to be on the safe side, I’m keeping her at the back of the house, away from the street.

“You wanna play with Legos?” We found an entire bucket of them across the street at the Gonzales house and they’ve quickly become one of her favorite things.”

She jumps up and down and cheers. “Legos!”

I grab the Lego bucket out of her room and set it on the floor by the back door. “Let’s build something.”

She claps her hands and sits down next to the bucket. “Build castle.”

“Can I help?” I sit down next to her.

She tells me in a bossy princess way, “No,” then pushes the bucket over by me and gives me an order, “Red.”

“Okay, I get it. Red ones only.” I get to work handing her red blocks to add to her growing creation.

After about twenty minutes she beams me a big smile and proudly announces, “All done.”

Truthfully, it looks nothing like a castle, but what’s important is she thinks it does. “It’s beautiful, Cindy. I love it.”

She runs over to the front door. “I want Duff.”

Oh God, no. Distraction time. “Duff is with Michael working. How about we have some cookies and juice then read a story?”

It works. Cookies are Cindy’s weakness.

As Cindy chews on an oatmeal cookie and feeds ds one to her teddy bear, I try reaching the guys. “This is Shelley. Over.” I get no answer.

I try again and this time I get an answer.

“Shelley? Well, girl. Where are you?”

My hands shake, and I almost drop my walkie talkie. The male voice doesn’t belong to one of my guys. Should I answer him? I’m pretty sure he can’t track my location. Maybe I can figure out who he is. I click the on button. “I’m not telling you were I am. Who is this? Over.”

“My name is Marco. Where are you, Princesa?”

“Like I said, I’m not telling you where I am. Over.” I stress the word Over. It pisses me off that he doesn’t use Over, plus, his tone is condescending and dripping sex innuendos.

“Are you alone? It would be a shame for a woman to be alone, scared, without a man.” He clicks back on, “Oh yeah, Over.”

“None of your business. Over.”

“You’re not very polite, Shelley. Here we are, both survivors, and we should be working together, not being mean to one another. Over.”

He’s giving me the creeps. I think he’s one of the Car Guys. I click the on button. “I’m not talking to you anymore. Goodbye.”

“Listen here, I will find you beautiful lady, and when I do, you and me are gonna have a party.” He laughs, then adds, “Shelley, I’ve got a big package waiting for you. You’re gonna love it. See you soon.”

I hear male laughing in the background. Lots of it.

“Gross.”

Damn it! Now we can’t use the walkie talkies without some nasty stranger listening in. Not willing to take any chances, I remove the battery from mine.

“Was Hank?” Cindy looks up and asks.

I force my hands to stop shaking as I answer her in a way she’ll understand, “No honey, it was a wrong number.” Picking her up football style, I carry her to the bookcase next to my big chair we use for reading time. “Pick out a couple of books. I feel like reading a whole lot of wonderful stories today.”

She giggles, “Me too.”

Even though I’m a manic mess, I can’t help but smile at how cute she is. She’s wiggling her butt back and forth as she looks through the books.

Naturally, she picks her favorite. It’s my old copy of The Real Mother Goose. This book is special to me. It belonged to my mother. She read it to me when I was a little girl. I’ve kept it all these years hoping someday to pass it on to my child.

“This one,” Shelley says as she hands it to me.

“Pick two more, Sweetie, then climb on up.”

She goes back and continues her book-picking-out dance.

“Ready.” She hands me Where the Wild Things Are and The Ugly Duckling and climbs up on my lap. What can I say, the kid has great tastes in books. Actually, it’s Leo who has the great taste. He’s the one who went to the library and brought the books back for both kids.

It only takes three nursey rhymes and Cindy is rubbing her eyes. I switch over to the Ugly Duckling and by page six she’s fast asleep. I whisper,” Halleluiah!” then carry her into her room and place her in bed. As I close the door, I say a little prayer. “Please God, let her sleep for at least an hour.”

Taking advantage of my alone time, I get the kitchen ready in case they bring Leo back badly hurt. I clear the table, and tape a brand-new plastic tarp down to it. I get out the big first aid kit, the one with the suturing materials and pain killers.

I wish I could use the walkie talkie. Did they find Leo? Are they okay?

My mind goes to last night in bed with Hank. He was distraught over killing those men. He cried and then apologized for being weak. He’s not weak. He protected us. Every damn day it’s something else. Something dangerous.

“Please God be with them.”

Needing to stay busy, I work on this week’s food menu and check it against our food supply. Next, I do the few dishes in the sink, make my bed, clean the bathrooms and dust the living room.

Done with my inside chores, I make a cup of tea and pick up my copy of The American Red Cross First Aid and Safety book and get comfortable in the reading chair. There is always more to learn.

I read, but soon my eyes get heavy.

I’m awakened by car noises. I whisper to myself, “Motors! Loud ones!” I peek out the front door peephole and hold my breath as two large cars, one of them a black Mustang, creep slowly down our street. They stop at each house and look it over. Boy, am I glad I double checked our front yards this morning. I watch until the cars move out of viewing range.

My heart is pounding, I can hear it in my ears. Something tells me they’re looking for us and their missing men.

I whisper, “What if that Marco guy was able to track me through the walkie talkies? What if Hank and the guys show up while these men are still in the neighborhood?” I can’t risk contacting them, not with Marco listening in. I can only pray. And pace.

About ten minutes later, gunshots break through the silence. “Shit!” My hands start to tremble. “Please God, no!”

After a second round of shots, I race to the backyard hoping I can pinpoint where they’re coming from. High pitched squeals and chaotic barking have my knees threatening to give out. “They’re shooting my dogs.” Tears run down my face as the barking and whining subsides down to nothing.

“Bastards!”


Chapter Twenty


Hank

Even with us peddling hard, Adolph still manages a two-block lead. It’s fine, as long as we can see him, but when he runs between cars or through front yards, I get a bit frantic. He’s smart though, he always doubles back making sure we’re still following him. He’s amazing.

He’s leading us out toward the western edge of the valley, up against the Santa Susana mountains. Along the way, we’ve seen no signs of other people. We did spot several stray dogs, but luck was on our side, they were afraid of us and ran away.

We’ve probably traveled close to twelve miles when Adolph stops in the middle of the road, barks and paws the ground. We’re in a swanky neighborhood where the houses are worth well into the millions.

I signal at Gus. He pulls over, parks and joins us on foot. “What’s happening?”

Adolph is now hopping up and down like a baby goat and turning in circles.

“He’s trying to tell us something.” Michael says as he dismounts his bike.

“I think so, too.”

Michael kneels next to Adolph. “Guter hund,” and pats him on the head.

Both Gus and I follow suit. We pat Adolph and give him some “Good boys.”

“Leo must be close by, but where?” I ask as I look around. I don’t see his bike or any outward signs of people. I whisper in Michael’s ear, “Give him another command. Let’s see where he takes us.”

“Not yet.” Michael gets a stern concentrating look on his face. “He gets a treat and water first, then I’ll get him going again.”

Gus and I stand watch while Michael opens his backpack, pulls out a plastic dish, and pours water in it. Adolph wags his tail and laps it up.

“See, he was thirsty.” Michael says as he throws him a dog treat. Adolph catches it in mid-air and snaps it right up.

Michael smiles and announces, “Okay, he’s ready to go now.”

“Let’s do this.” Gus says as he keeps watch behind us.

Kneeling, Michael gives Adolph his next command. “Such.” Find Leo for us, please.”

Adolph lets out a happy sounding huff, springs to his feet and crosses the street. He enters the yard of a large Mediterranean type home. It’s the typical Californian mansion; classic beige stucco that sets off its red tile roof. He runs up on the porch, stops at the grand double door entryway where he starts to scratch and whine.

“I guess Leo’s in there. I wonder why?” Gus asks.

My alarm bells go off. “Something seems off about this.”

Gus pulls his rifle out of its sling. “Let’s be careful.”

I turn to Michael. “Listen, we don’t know if there are bad guys in there or what. I want you to take the bikes behind the van and wait for us there.”

Michael rolls his eyes and kicks at the ground. “But, what if you need to give Adolph some more commands?”

No way am I letting this kid get hurt. I growl at him. “Not this time. I want you to stay safe. Now do what you’re told.”

With his face in a hard scowl, Michael gives me a curt “Yes, Sir,” spins around and runs back to the bikes.

“You were a little hard on him don’t you think?” Gus whispers at me.

“Yeah, but Shelley will kill me if anything happens to her boy.”

Gus chuckles, “That’s for damn sure. Now how do you want to do this.”

“Let’s find a way in and send Adolph in to clear the place. Then, you and I will clear the house again, room by room.” I look up at the building’s height and add, “and floor by floor.”

Gus tries the front door. “Locked.”

We work our way around the back of the house and crouch behind some large bushes. No one is in the back yard but there are signs someone’s staying here; open water bottles, buckets, clothes drying on a makeshift line next to the pool. There’s even a newly planted garden.

Are these a group of survivors or another gang of criminals?

“We gotta be careful, Gus. These don’t look like bad guys, the yard is too clean, too organized, but you never know.”

“I agree. Don’t you think if Leo found a group of good people, he would have contacted us?”

“Exactly.”

We stack up at the backdoor, but before I even try the knob, it opens and Leo limps out.

“Hi Guys.” He has a swollen eye and a large bandage covering his right cheek. He’s also wearing a sling over his left arm and looks in pain.

I carefully grab his good arm. “Damn it, we’ve been worried about you.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.” He points at his sling. “I had a little run in last night with some guys.”

Adolph nudges Leo’s leg demanding attention.

Leo pets him. “Guter Hund, you did it. You’re the best.”

Gus reaches out and gives Leo a half-hug man shake. “Kicked some ass, did you?”

“I tried, but there were three of them. They wanted my guns. Sorry guys, but they got them. My walkie talkie got broken in the fight.”

That reminds me. I take mine out and try to reach home. “Shelley, this is Hank. Over.” All I get is static.

Leo grabs the walkie talkie out of my hands and tries again. “Shelley, this your lost family member, Leo. Over.” He gets no answer either. “Must be out of range.”

“Was it the Car Guys?” Gus asks as he lifts Leo’s shirt only to find his ribs taped up.

Leo rubs his side, pain evident on his face. “I don’t think so. They didn’t try to recruit me. Only wanted my guns and to beat the shit out of me.”

“Just glad you’re okay.” I tell him but I’m full of questions. “Leo, who bandaged you up?”

A female voice calls out from inside the house. “I did.” Out steps a young woman. She reminds me of an Olympic gymnast, tiny and muscular. She speaks with a slight accent and I’m not sure of her heritage, but she has long, straight, black hair and almond shaped eyes.

She greets us with a smile and extends her hand to me as she lowers her head in a bow. “I’m Mala. I found Leo limping down the street last night. I brought him home and cleaned him up. He was in no condition to travel. I put him to bed in my spare bedroom.”

My first reaction is yes, another woman! Shelley will be overjoyed. “Thank you for taking care of our friend.”

Gus adds, “Yeah, thanks,” and shakes her hand, too.

“Please, come in.” She points to the door.

I look over at Gus. “Would you go get Michael? He’ll want to be part of this.”

Gus gives me a curt salute and takes off around the building.

“Are you alone here?” I ask her.

“Yes. My father and mother are overseas. They went to visit family in Nepal a week before the virus hit.” Her face takes on a sad look. “With Nepal so close to China, I have to assume the worse.”

Leo puts his good hand on her shoulder. “This whole thing has left many of us alone.”

Her eyes start to water. She turns her head away from us for a few seconds then turns back with a forced smile on her face. “Let me make some tea.” She scoots around Leo and into her kitchen where she switches on an electrical tea kettle.

“You have power?” I ask.

“Solar panels on the roof. I can’t run my whole house but small appliances, yes.”

Michael runs in the back door and almost tackles Leo. “I was worried.”

Leo grunts in pain as he absorbs Michael’s hit. “I’m okay, just beat up.” He hugs him. “Hey, you did good with Adolph. You found me.”

“Yeah, I did.” Michael’s chin goes up and his shoulders raise. Then speaking real fast, tells Leo, “I gave him all the right commands. I remembered to praise him and even gave him treats and water.”

Laughing, Leo ruffles Michael’s hair. “Proud of you.”

Michael then looks around the room and spots Mala. His eyes almost bug out. “Who are you?”

“I’m Mala. This is my house.” She giggles and reaches out to shake his hand.

His mouth still open in awe, Michael looks at the floor as he shakes her hand. “I’m Michael.”

“She found me last night and patched me up.” Leo tells him.

Mala escorts us to her living room. “Have a seat, I’ll go get the tea.”

The room is large with hand-carved wooden furniture and smells like sweet spices.

“What’s that?” Michael points at a three-tier wooden stand in the corner.

“It’s a shrine. Mala is Buddhist and it’s a private place to worship.” Leo explains to him.

Michael and I take a closer look. The shrine has a gold gilded Buddha on the top shelf.

Michael reaches out, but I stop him. “Don’t touch anything. Be respectful.”

He pulls back his hand. “Sorry.”

I squeeze his shoulder. “Let’s just look.”

A cairn, a pile of precariously stacked rocks, sits on the second shelf nestled next to a laughing Buddha. I recognize this one, I’ve seen it before. He’s made of green jade, has a large stomach and a huge smile on his face. On the bottom shelf there’s a tiny brass bell, a blue and white china bowl with what looks like water in it, a larger brown bowl containing dandelion flowers and sticks of burning incense held in a glass holder.

Michael whispers, “It looks like church.”

“Yes, it does.”

Over tea, Mala tells her story. She, like me, never got sick from the virus. She’s a nurse and worked at the hospital until there was no one left to help. She’s been living here alone, and like us, raiding the local grocery store. At the end of her story, she starts to cry. “I thought I was the only person alive for a while until I ran into trouble one night at the store. Three guys saw me and tried to catch me. They yelled rude and nasty things at me. I outran them and hid. I was lucky.”

Gus asks, “If you were afraid of others, why did you reach out and help Leo?”

She lowers her eyes and her face tints a light shade of pink. “I’m not really sure. Maybe because he was hurt, or maybe because I was tired of being alone and willing to take a chance.”

Michael, who’s been sitting on the floor with Adolph eating chocolate cookies, pipes up, “Mala, you should come live with us.”

Her head pops up and she looks over at me. “Could I?”

Boy, is Shelley gonna be a happy camper. I nod and give her a big smile. “Of course. We could use another person in our strange family of survivors. We have two other members that are back at our home base. There’s Shelley, who really is the leader of the group and baby Cindy, who’s three years old.”

Leo adds, “Shelley will be thrilled to have another woman around, she’s been frantic thinking she was the only woman left alive.”

“Yeah, come with us.” Gus bumps her shoulder.

Adolph seals the deal when he gives her a lick on her cheek and his tail bangs against the floor.

“If you’re sure I won’t be a bother, I’d love to come.”

Gus jumps up. “I’ll get the van, let’s pack everything you’ll need and get you back to your new home.”

“Can I bring my car?” Mala asks and points out the window at the Jeep Cherokee in the driveway.

“Good idea.” I look back at Gus. “Why don’t we put the bikes in the van and drive home?”

“Makes sense, plus we’ll get home a lot quicker.” Michael chirps as he jumps up and down.

Mala, with Michael as a helper, goes upstairs to pack her personal things while Gus and I tackle her kitchen. Leo stays in the living room with Adolph, too sore to help.

She’s been busy. Her pantry is stocked full of scavenged food. We load it in the van along with her electric tea kettle, rice cooker and bar fridge.

When they come down from upstairs, Mala asks me, “May I bring my shrine. It is important to me.”

“Of course. We have five houses in our possession, we can definitely find a quiet, place for you to practice your faith.”

“Thank you.” She hands me a black leather case. “For our group.”

I take it out of her hands and am surprised at how heavy it is. “What’s in here, Mala?”

“Open it.”

I put it on the coffee table and press the latches. “Oh my God, is that what I think it is?”

“Gold coins. Someday, gold will be important again. I want this to be my contribution to my new family.”

“Mala, you don’t have to buy your way in. We’re happy to have you come join us.”

Tears form in her eyes. “Please, accept my gift. I want to do this.”

I nod and agree. “Okay, we’ll take it with us.”

She bows and goes over to pack her shrine.

Gus is on the last load, when I ask, “I haven’t had any luck reaching Shelley. Have you?”

“Let me try.” Gus takes out his walkie talkie. “Hey Shelley. It’s Gus, You there? Over.” and gets only static. “I agree with Leo, we must be out of range.”

“We shouldn’t be.” The instructions said they were good within a twenty-mile radius. My sixth sense, the one that kept me alive during my tours overseas, kicks in. “Something’s wrong. We need to go now.”

Two minutes later I shout, “Hurry up. We leave here in five minutes,” then whisper under my breath, “I’m coming Shell, hold on.”

“Me and Adolph will ride with Mala,” announces Leo as he, holding his ribs, pushes his way up off the couch.

“I don’t think that’s wise. Gus should.” I tell him.

Leo looks pissed off. “But…”

I cut his objection off. “We need a man in each car that can shoot. You can’t. You can drive with one hand. You drive the van and I’ll ride shotgun.”

Dejected, he gives in. “You’re right.”

“Everybody ready? We need to leave now.” I yell sternly.

Mala starts to cry. “It’s sad to say good bye. I always thought, if I stayed here, someday my parents might come back. This feels so final.”

Leo wraps her arm in his. “Mala, they could still be okay, and you can come back once things calm down.”

She shrugs her arm out of his. “Don’t lie to me, Leo. Things will never calm down.”

We pile in the jeep and the van as Mala takes a minute to lock up the house before getting behind the wheel.

“Lead the way, Leo, and stay to the side streets as much as possible.”


Chapter Twenty-One


Marco Alvarez-Leones del Valle (the Car Guys)

“Shelley, what a pretty name.”

My pants are tenting just thinking about bending her sweet ass over my desk. And she’s out there somewhere within fifteen miles of here. “I wonder what she looks like?” Hell, it really doesn’t matter, but it sure would be nice if she was a looker; nice tits, long legs, smooth skin.

My walkie talkie squawks. I can’t help but grin as I adjust my pants. “Well, if it isn’t my sweetie now.”

“Shelley, this is Hank. Over.”

“Damn, that’s not her.” I’m tempted to answer and scare the shit out of the dude but it’s smarter to just listen.

That’s all that comes across.

Growling at the idea that she already has a man, I slam my hand down on the table. “Oh Shelley, you better say goodbye ’cause I’m gonna kill him.”

Minutes later, it squawks again. “Shelley, this your lost family member, Leo. Over.”

Another one? I wonder how many are in her group? Doesn’t matter. I’ll find them, kill the men and take my prize.

There’s a knock on my door. I’ve taken the master bedroom suite with its attached den as my private headquarters. The guys know they better knock and wait to be let in, or else. “Come in.”

Adam enters with a scowl on his face. “Boss, Alberto and Trent never came back last night.”

“What the fuck?”

“Yeah. Their stuff is still in their rooms. I think somebody got them.”

“Shit, shit, shit.” Pacing back and forth, I stop at the bar for a shot of whiskey. “How are we supposed to operate with only eight guys? Damn it to hell.”

“I know, Boss, we’re out recruiting but the streets are empty.”

“It doesn’t make any sense. There’s supposed to be one percent of the population left. Where the hell is everybody? I looked it up on the internet before it went down, there should be close to fifteen thousand people left in the valley. Sure, many of them would be kids and old folks but still… What the fuck happened?”

“I think the scientists were way off on that immune number, Boss. You’ve been out there. There’s hardly anyone left.”

“Fuck, tell me about it.”

“Maybe we need to go over the hill into Hollywood or to East LA to recruit?” Adam suggests.

“Not yet. Not till we find out who’s taking our guys. I want everyone out in the mid-valley area tonight.”

“Yes, Sir.”

I point at the door. “Get out.”

Two minutes later, there’s another voice on my walkie talkie. “Hey Shell, it’s Gus, You there?”

That makes three; Hank, Leo and Gus. That’s the same number of guys at the Home Depot fight. I grit my teeth as I figure it out. Shelley’s with the guys who killed my brother.

“Motherfuckers.”


Chapter Twenty-Two


Shelley

For the last hour, I’ve been keeping watch through the garage door windows. It’s the best place in the house to see both ways down the street. My shotgun is on the ledge next to me, my loaded handguns are strapped on and the knife Hank showed me how to use is tucked in my waistband. I won’t go down without a fight.

Hank is on my mind as I keep watch. He’s come to mean so much to me in such a short time. “Please come back to me.”

My feet hurt from standing still and I really need to pee. I tighten my kegel muscles and cross my legs. Minutes later, I concede defeat. “If I don’t go now, I’m gonna pee my pants.” I rush to the bathroom and back in record time.

Maybe twenty minutes later, a van, our van, pulls into the Garcia’s driveway across the street. I’m instantly relieved and petrified at the same time. They’re back! Where are the Car Guys? Did they get spotted?” Frantic, I grab my shotgun and run across the street waving my arms. Leo thinks I’m waving hello and gives me a mock salute from behind the steering wheel. Hank smiles at me from the passenger seat until he gets a good look at my face. The back seat is empty. Where’s Gus? Michael? Adolph?

“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” Hanks asks as he jumps out, gun at the ready.

“The Car Guys! Get the van out of sight right now! Hurry!” I pound on the hood before bending to manually pull the garage door open.

I raise my shotgun to my shoulder when I hear a second car. “Oh God, they found us.” My heart skips a beat when I realize it’s not them. Gus is sitting in the passenger seat of a jeep and an Asian woman is driving. What? Another woman?

Michael is smiling and waving from the back seat and Adolph has his head out the window.

With no time for hellos, I lean in the driver’s window. “Gus, the Car guys are close, pull behind Ruth’s house. Hurry.”

As if it isn’t crazy enough, Cindy wanders out to the front stoop with her teddy bear under her arm.

“Shit. Sit. Shit. Why couldn’t she sleep longer.” I scoop her into my arms and place a quick kiss on her cheek. “Awake, sweetie?”

Whining, she wiggles trying to get away. “Down. See Duff.”

My pent-up nerves explode. I burst into tears and snap, “Cindy, stop it!” and pull her tightly into my chest. I scream over my shoulder, “Hurry everybody, get inside!”

Gus reacts quickly and takes Cindy out of my arms. “Come here, Sweetie.” He pats me on the back and whispers, “It’ll be okay,” and walks toward the kid’s bedroom. “We’ll be in here.”

“Shell, what’s the matter?” Hank pulls me against his chest.

Just being in his arms calms me down a bit. “Sorry, I’m a mess.”

“Come.” He sits in my big reading chair and pulls me down on his lap wrapping his arms around me. “Tell us what happened?”

Michael, with a worried look on his face, hovers right in front of us. “Shelley, are you okay?”

This is the first time he’s seen me fall apart. I pat his hand. “I’m okay, Sweetie. Promise.”

After blowing my nose, I tell them, “The, the car guys. They, they drove down our street looking over every house.” I know I’m stuttering but I can’t seem to stop it.

“Did they see you?” Michael asks, his eyes wide with fear.

“No, no, they didn’t.” I place a kiss on his sweet head. “They didn’t see or hear us.”

“What else happened?” Leo asks from his place on the sofa.

“I heard gunshots. They were close, too. Then I heard barking and squeals of pain.” I hiccup and take a deep breath before continuing. “They found the dog house. They, they shot all of them.” I start to sob. “I heard them die.”

Hank squeezes me tighter. “I can’t believe it.”

“Those bastards.” Leo’s says through clenched teeth.

Stamping his feet, Michael throws a book across the room. “Why did they kill our dogs? Why?”

Grabbing Michael’s hand, I give the only explanation I can, “Because they’re mean, miserable men.”

“I hate them.” Michael says as he goes over and kisses Adolph.

“We all do.” Leo adds.

I just now notice Leo’s hurt. His arm is in a sling and his face is a mess. “Leo! Oh my God, what happened to you?”

“Got beat up and robbed. Mala found me and patched me up.” He points at the small woman standing near the front door.

Pushing up off Hank’s lap, I walk over extending my hand. “I’m Shelley. I’m delighted to meet you. Sorry for the drama. Not a very nice welcome wagon, sorry.”

Mala is beautiful in a delicate way. Everything about her is tiny but well-shaped. I’m taller than her and that’s not saying much. Her hair is dark black, but it looks navy blue when the light hits it. What I notice most is she has a distinct calmness about her.

“It sounds like you had a few scares today, I can’t blame you for being upset.” She says with a slight accent.

“I’m happy you’re here. We’ll have a long talk later. Maybe over tea. Welcome.”

“Leo, why don’t you tell Shell what happened to you.” Hank asks.

And he does.

Gus walks in carrying Cindy and rolls his eyes. “She wants to come in here, sorry.”

“Down.” Cindy whines and wiggles until Gus puts her feet on the floor. She immediately runs over to Mala. “Who you?”

“My name is Mala.” She squats, smiles and looks Cindy in the eyes. “You must be Cindy.”

Cindy’s head bobs up and down. She points at Adolph. “Doggie Duff.”

“I meet him already. He’s a smart dog.” Mala says as she looks around at us.

Hank unclips his walkie talkie from his belt and puts it on the table.

It reminds me of my conversation with Marco earlier, and my tears start all over again. “Mala, Guys, something else bad happened today.”

Mala, nods at me then talks directly to Cindy. “I hear you have a beautiful garden, can you show me?”

With a giggle, Cindy grabs her hand and pulls her toward the back door.

As soon as Mala slides the patio door closed, Hank growls, “What else happened, Shelley?”

“Some guy named Marco was on our walkie talkie channel. He told me he’s gonna come get me.” I take a deep breath and add the rest. “He wants a woman. He said some really gross things.”

Hank slaps his hand on the coffee table. “Sounds like the Car Guys. The two guys who tried to take Michael said they were looking for women.”

“We never heard anything! We really must have been out of range,” Gus tells me as he plays with his walkie talkie.

“I was worried he could track us. I turned mine off and removed the battery.” I put my hand on Hank’s shoulder. “Sorry if it scared you.”

“We can make a secret code and switch channels daily. That would let us keep using them.” Leo suggests.

“Great idea. Can you work out a simple code for us?” Hank asks Leo.

“Sure. Piece of cake. And Shell, they can’t locate us. Walkie talkies don’t have GPS in them and besides, the internet is down. Not possible.”

“Oh, thank God.” I tell him with a hesitant smile.

Mala comes back in the house and takes a seat next to Gus on the couch. “I kept her outside as long as I could.”

Cindy with her arms out like an airplane, flies down the hall, climbs up on the couch next to Mala and grabs her hand. “New friend.”

Michael rolls his eyes and lets out a huff. “Kids!”

This breaks the tension and we all laugh.

“So, Mala, I didn’t mean to ignore you. I’m happy to see another survivor, especially a woman.” I tell her.

“I’m glad to meet you, too. You don’t mind me being here with your family?”

“Are you kidding? I’m thrilled. Tell me about yourself.”

When she’s done talking, I tell her, “I can’t believe our luck. You’re a nurse, that’s wonderful.”

Leo interrupts, “An emergency nurse, that’s even better.”

I nod my head in agreement. “Yeah, it sure is.”

“I’ll be happy to take care of everybody. Remember, I’m not a doctor but I can do most things.” Mala tells us as she reaches down to pet Adolph. “I can even take care of him; my cousin was a vet and I helped him on the weekends.”

“Fantastic. After you’re settled in, I’ll have you look over our first aid supplies and make a list of what we still need.”

“You can take a house for yourself if you want.” Hank chuckles and adds, “God knows, we have plenty of room.”

Mala shakes her head. “I talked it over with Leo. I want to stay in the extra bedroom at their house. I really don’t want to be in a house alone.”

“Or you could stay here in my guest room, if you’d prefer.” I suggest.

Leo looks at Hank. “I thought you were in the guest room? Where are you staying?”

I answer first. It’s time they know about Hank and me. “He’s staying with me, in my room.”

Gus slaps his leg. “I knew it.”

Michael’s eyes bug out as his eleven-year-old brain figures it out. “Hank is your boyfriend?”

“Yes, he is.”

Mala gives off a nervous laugh. “Even more reason for me to stay with Gus and Leo.”

“Whatever you want, Mala.” I add, “We want you to feel safe.”

Leo grunts in pain as he pushes up off the couch. “Gonna show Mala around and help her get settled in her room.”

“I’ll do it.” Gus says as he moves toward the door. “Bother, you’re too beat up. Go rest.”

“He’s right, I could use a rest.” Leo moans.

“Okay, be careful out there and remember, no noise.” Hank tells them and then turns to Michael. “Can you watch Cindy for a while, I’d like to have a private word with Shelley.”

Michael giggles at him. “You just want to kiss her.”

My face grows hot, because he’s right. Hank chuckles as he answers, “Yeah, I want a kiss her, but we need to talk, too.”

Hank leads me to our bedroom. “Come talk to me.” He locks the door before pulling me into his arms. “I was so damn worried when you didn’t answer your walkie talkie.”

His mouth comes down on mine, his tongue begging for me to open. I spread my lips and he devours my mouth. He grabs my hair, pushes my head to the side and kisses up and down my neck.

My body tingles as he bites my earlobe. “I’m sorry. I thought I did the right thing turning it off.”

“You did.” His hands move to the zipper in my jeans. “It was strange.” He kisses my cheek. “I had a premonition you needed me.”

Zip.

“I did need you.” I pull his shirt off over his head. “Plus, I was worried the Car Guys would find you.” I play with his nipples. “That they would take you away, maybe kill you.” Bending, I run my tongue over his dragon tattoo.

“My turn.” He pushes my jeans down my legs, taking my panties with them and kisses my belly button.

I pull his zipper down.

Soon, we’re both naked, heated up and ready to go. He walks us backwards to the bed, pushes me down on my back. His eyes are full of lust as he tells me, “Shell, I need you.”

“I know.”

“This is gonna be quick, sorry. I need you too much to go slow,” he grunts as he spreads my legs.

Passion takes over and pulls and tugs us till we fall apart in each other’s arms.

After, he pulls my head to his chest. “I don’t think I could survive this apocalypse without you.”

“I’m not planning on going anywhere,” I tell him. “You’re stuck with me.”

He chuckles, “Good.”

We lay in silence for a minute then he sighs and admits, “I’m worried. The Car Guys know someone lives around here. They’re gonna send scouts out to watch this area real close.”

He’s right. The way the dog house was set up, it’s obvious people were taking care of them. “We’ll just have to be quieter and sneakier.”

He places a kiss on my head. “I don’t see how we can do that with a dog and a three-year-old. Adolph barks and Cindy is like a fire house siren when she gets going.”

I pinch his nipple and snort. “You’re right, she is.” Kissing the spot I just pinched, I whisper, “I was fortunate she was napping when the Car Guys came by today. I hate to say this, but, maybe it’s time we leave. Find a new place, far away.”

He smacks my ass. “No, not yet, we’ve worked too hard on this place, but it is time to go on the offense. I’ll get with Gus and Leo and figure it out. To be honest, I don’t think Marco has that many guys. How could he? There aren’t that many people left.”

“So, we go after Marco?” I ask.

“Exactly. Because, the way they recruit, I don’t think all the members are bad men. They’re just following orders.”

Our conversation is interrupted by a knock on the door.

I ask, “Who is it?”

“Me, Michael. Open up, please.” He sounds frantic.

Hank and I start grabbing clothes. We answer at the same time. “What’s the matter?”

His little voice is full of panic. “Cindy ate a whole bottle of vitamins.”

We rush to dress.

Hank, with just his pants on, opens the door and sticks his head out. “You mean the gummy ones?”

“Yeah.”

As soon as I’m dressed, I grab Michael’s hand and rush him to the front door. “Go get Mala. Be careful you aren’t seen.”

He starts to cry. “I’m sorry. I only took my eyes off her for a minute, I swear.”

Poor kid. “It’s okay, we’ll get her fixed up. Now go get Mala.”

Michael points to the coffee table in the living room. “She’s under there,” then takes off across the street.

Even though this is serious, I can’t help but smile at her hiding place. Only the top half of her is under the coffee table; everything from her waist down is sticking out. She reminds me of an ostrich with its head in the sand.

Hank, who is now fully dressed, is standing next to me, smirking and shaking his head. “Cindy, sweetie, I can see you under there. Come out so we can check if you’re okay.”

“Don’t wanna,” she whines and kicks her legs.

Hank walks over to the table and squats down. “Cindy, come out of there right now.”

“Don’t wanna.” Her whine is now twice as loud.

Hank pulls on her legs and she goes into full tantrum mode; a wiggling, kicking little monster with blood curdling screams. He growls, “Not gonna stop us from checking you out, little girl.” Despite her best efforts, he manages to pick her up and hold her tight against his body. “Calm down. Right. Now.”

Mala comes in the door with Michael, Gus, Leo and of course Adolph. She smiles at Hank’s attempt to control Cindy. She whispers to me, “Let me try.”

She slowly approaches Cindy, still wiggling in Hank’s arms, and puts her hand on her cheek. Speaking in a calm soothing voice she says, “Cindy, be a sweet child, and come with me.”

Cindy instantly stops fighting, quiets down and answers, “K.”

Hank puts her down on the floor and Mala takes her into the guest bathroom and closes the door.

We look at each other like we’ve witnessed a miracle.

Gus whispers, “Mala has magical powers.”

Five minutes later, they come out of the bathroom. Cindy immediately runs over to Adolph and talks into his ear, “I did bad thing.”

Mala gives us an okay sign. “She looks fine. Most children show no ill effects from eating too many vitamins. We’ll just watch her for signs of nausea or headaches, but other than just let her be.”


Chapter Twenty-Three


Marco Alvarez-Leones del Valle (the Car Guys)

“You idiots! You killed the fucking dogs?” I slap my hand down on the table so hard everything on top of it rattles. “Don’t you guys have any God damn brains?”

Adam, who wasn’t there when the guys killed the dogs, adds his own two cents. “No one gave you orders to shoot any damn dogs!”

Matt speaks up. “We thought they’d turn feral and attack us one day.”

“According to Thomas, the place was set up as a kennel. There were bags of food, water, toys.” I growl at them. “How would the damn things turn feral if someone was taking care of them? Fucking Idiots!”

Matt lowers his head and speaks, never making eye contact, “But Boss, we didn’t see anybody.”

I pound the table again as Adam yells at him. “Asshole, they were probably hiding from you.”

“I need a minute.” I push my way out of the room calling over my shoulder, “Don’t anybody fucking move.”

It’s times like this I need to walk off some of my anger or I’m going to shoot one of the stupid morons. But with our low numbers, I can’t afford losing any of them, even if they are fucking fools. It takes three laps around the pool and one around the house plus a shot of whiskey to cool me down and come up with a plan.

When I get back to the dining room, everyone is exactly where they were when I left. No one moved. Smart.

“Okay, here’s what we’re gonna do. Someone was caring for those dogs and I bet they live close by. Tonight, we’ll drive over, park about six blocks away, and sneak into that neighborhood. We’ll look through every house until we find them.”

“You’re coming with us, Boss?” Adam asks.

“Yeah.” I walk around the table until I reach Matt and swat him on the back of his head. “Everyone’s going except you. You’re staying here and guarding the house.”


Chapter Twenty-Four


Hank

“Leo, Gus, let’s go bring Mala’s things over to her room.”

Mala, hearing what I said, stands. “I’ll come, too.”

Catching Shelley’s eye, I give her a silent ‘I need help’ signal. She knows I want to talk to the guys and need a distraction for Mala.

Shelley elbows her. “Mala, let the guys do it. They like to show off for us women. It’s a caveman thing, I think.”

“Well, I guess, I could stay here.” Mala raises her eyebrows and smirks, “and let them get hot and sweaty.”

Both women giggle.

“Besides, you and I have tea to drink, remember?” Shelley adds.

Leo bends over swinging his arms and grunting. “Us caveman do men’s work.”

We laugh at his craziness especially Cindy and Michael who transform into cave children and mimic Leo.

As soon as everyone calms down, Leo, Gus and I leave one by one and head for the back of Ruth’s house where Mala’s car is parked.

Once all three of us are at the back of the house, I whisper, “I need to talk to the two of you.”

Both Gus and Leo get serious looks on their faces.

Leo asks, “Is this about the Car Guys?”

“Yes.” I pick up a large box of Mala’s clothes out of the jeep.

“Let’s take a load over and talk at our house.” Gus whispers back.

We make it across the street without any issues.

“I want to talk about …”

Leo interrupts me. “I’ve been thinking, if I were the leader of the Car Guys, I would come at us tonight. I wouldn’t leave us any time to pack and move away or get prepared.”

“I agree, I think they’ll come tonight or at the latest, tomorrow.” I point across the street. “We’ve got two women and two children to keep safe. We need to end this war now.”

Leo lowers his head. “Sorry, but I think we need to get the girls and kids out of here, at least for tonight. We’ll fight better if we know they’re safe and out of harm’s way.”

“That’s what I was going to suggest, too.” I tell them.

“Send them back to Mala’s house.” Gus says as he opens the fridge and takes out the assault rifles.

“They’ll need to go right away, within the hour.” Leo suggests as he grabs empty magazines and starts loading them with rounds.

“They can take Mala’s car.” Gus adds. “Do you think it’s safe for them to go by themselves?” Gus asks as he hands us each a warm beer from the six-pack on the counter.

“Yeah, I do.” I take a sip before continuing. “I think the Car Guys are back at their HQ making plans for tonight. Now is the perfect time for Shelley and the rest to leave.”

Gus snickers and points at me. “I nominate you to tell Shelley, she’s gonna freak out.”

Will she? Probably a little, but she’ll see it’s the best plan. “Gee, thanks.” I chug the rest of my beer and set the bottle down. “Okay, now that I have some liquid courage, I’ll go and talk to Shelley while you guys finish getting the guns ready.”

Before I reach the door, Leo calls out a suggestion. “We should send Adolph with the girls. He can help protect them and he won’t be here to bark.”

“Smart.” Gus grunts.

I head across the street ready to say whatever it takes to get Shelley to leave for a couple of days.

It’s quiet when I enter the house. Michael’s reading a book and Cindy is kneeling at the coffee table coloring. Mala and Shelley are at the dining table chatting.

“So, did you move her stuff?” Shelley asks with her eyebrows raised.

“The guys will finish it. I came over to talk to you.” I sit down at the table and Mala offers me some tea. “No thank you, Mala.”

Shelley leans in close and whispers, “I don’t like the look on your face, Hank. What’s the matter?”

Well, here goes nothing. Keeping my voice down so the kids don’t hear, I tell them, “The Car Guys will come looking for whoever is taking care of the dogs and they’ll come right away, probably tonight.”

Mala’s face turns white and her tea cup rattles against the saucer.

Shelley’s cheek twitches and she bites her lower lip. “Damn it, you’re probably right.”

I grab Shelley’s hand and hold it tight in mine. “I need you to take the children and go to Mala’s house for the next few days while we handle them.”

She doesn’t say anything, just puts her other hand on top of mine and huffs. I guess she’s thinking it through. Then, with another squeeze and a half smile, she says, “I don’t like leaving you guys here, but you’ll work smarter with us out of the way.”

I’m utterly shocked Shelley doesn’t fight me on it. “The thing is you need to leave right away, like in the next half hour.”

“Why?” Mala asks.

“We’re pretty sure the Car Guys are at their Headquarters planning their attack on us so they’ re not out patrolling the streets right now.”

“Makes sense.” Shelley stands and grabs her clipboard. LMO, little Miss Organization, takes over. “Let’s do this.” After looking over the notes on her board, she says, “Give me five minutes to pack the kids and grab our bug-out bags.” She nods at me and gives me my first order. “Hank, go to the garage and grab the blue duffel, it has a week’s worth of food in it.”

“Does it have dog food in it? Adolph is going with you.” I ask as I rise from the table.

“No. Get Leo to load some and have Gus put Mala’s things back in her car.”

She points at Mala. “Is there drinking water at your place?”

“A swimming pool?” Mala answers.

“Hank, grab two twenty-four packs of bottled water, too.”

From the garage doorway, I answer. “Yes, Ma’am.” I stop and listen to Shelley telling the kids they’re going on an adventure and Adolph was coming with them. She has them each pick out a few books and toys to bring. She is amazing with kids, I can really see the teacher in her.

Twenty minutes later, the jeep is packed, and everyone is ready to leave. Michael is thrilled he’ll oversee Adolph for the next few days and Cindy is just happy to go for a ride in the car.

Leo runs across the street waving some papers in his hand. “Here, codes to use on the walkie talkies.” He hands each adult a copy. “I wrote it out five times. God, I miss printers.”

Leo’s codes:

Each person is known by a number. I assigned numbers in order of when we each arrived in our family.

1.   Shelley

2.   Hank

3.   Leo

4.   Gus

5.   Michael

6.   Cindy

7.   Mala

8.   Adolph

Rules:

1.   No people names only their numbers.

2.   Only talk in code unless no code available then be careful.

Codes:

1.   Cracker…   means you’re safe

2.   Bologna…   means you’re in trouble

3.   Salami…   means send help

4.   Mustard…   means someone’s hurt

5.   Park Place…   Shelley’s house

6.   Boardwalk…   Mala’s house

After reviewing the codes, Shelley says, “So, when we arrive at Mala’s, we’d say, ‘1,5,6,7,8, cracker, boardwalk, over.’ Right?”

Leo gives her a thumbs-up.

“And we’d respond, ‘Got it. Over’.” I say.

Leo pats her on the back. “Perfect.”

“This is a great list, Leo. Thanks.” The codes are simple and to the point.

I pull Shelley into a hug. “You better leave.” As much as she’s trying to be brave, the stiffness in her body tells me she’s scared. I place a kiss on her forehead. “You’ll be okay. Both you and Mala know how to shoot, and you have Adolph.”

She whispers in my ear. “I’m worried about you. Don’t get killed, please. I need you in my life.”

I whisper back. “I’m not planning on getting hurt and I need you, too.”

With kisses all around, and Mala at the wheel, they head out.

It’s time to put my Marine hat on. It’s time to win a war.

Oorah.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Shelley

Using the rear-view mirror, I sneak a peek at the kids in the backseat. It’s strange how fast I’ve grown to love them. Hank was right when he talked about instant families and feelings. These kids are mine. Cindy, had me from the first hug inside that smelly pup tent and Michael, her fearless protector, from his first smile. I knew someday I wanted children, but I guess God wanted me to have these two.

The broken, scared look in Michael’s eyes kills me. He’s had to grow up so fast and he’s seen things no eleven-year-old should have to see. Even little Cindy is subdued. Normally she has a hissy fit when we strap her in the car seat. Not today, today she even tried to help with the buckles.

I wish I could save them from any more bad times, but I can’t.

Adolph, tired of Cindy’s poking, slips his head between the two bucket seats and licks my arm. I’m glad Leo sent Adolph with us, I know he’ll help protect us. Plus, he gives Michael something important to do. He’s happiest when he has a vital job.

Mala makes a left-hand turn onto Roscoe Blvd, heading west.

Hell, I don’t even know where we’re going? “What section of town do you live in?”

“West Hills, out by Bell Canyon Park.” Mala answers. “It’s my parent’s house. Since they travel often, I live there to help take care of the place.”

“Did you work close by?”

“Yes, at West Hills Hospital. I loved living close to work. I didn’t have to spend hours commuting.”

“I agree. I bought my house close enough to school I didn’t have to take the dreaded freeway.”

We both laugh; the freeways in Los Angeles are notorious for their gridlock.

Michael, unbuckles his seat beat and kneels looking out through the back window. He makes a squeaking sound and stutters, “I just, just saw another car driving.”

Immediately on alert, I turn in my seat and look out the back window. “Where?”

He points to his left, “Down that street back there.”

Mala, steps on the gas and picks up speed, “Is it the Car Guys?”

“It was a big black car,” Michael answers.

“Shit. It sounds like them.”

The roar of a large engine has Mala driving even faster. The sound is close, maybe over on the next block. She looks at me, her eyes full of unshed tears, “I thought they weren’t supposed to be out on the streets right now?”

“I thought so, too.”

“What are we doing to do?”

“Let me think a minute.” I put my head in my hands and run my fingers along my scalp. What would Hank do? He’d stay calm and figure out how to save the children. He’d think like a soldier. I run through the facts. Marco knows I’m out here and swore he’d find me. He doesn’t know about Mala or the children. I need to keep it that way. No way is he getting his hands on my kids.

An idea comes to me. “See that shopping center?” I point across the street. “Pull into it.”

Mala, her hands shaking on the wheel, asks, “Really?”

“Yeah, and pull up to those bushes at the end by the donut shop.” I look behind us and check to see if I see their black car. I don’t.

“What are you doing?” Mala asks as she drives into the parking lot.

“Saving you guys.”

I look back at Michael. “You have your walkie talkie, right?”

“Yeah,” he answers.

Mala stops by the bushes. Thankfully, they’re thick and the ground behind them slopes backward away from the parking lot. They can easily hide there and not be seen from the street.

I turn sideways in the seat and put one hand on Mala’s shoulder and the other on Michael’s. “Here’s what’s gonna happen. The guys in the car are looking for me. You three, and Adolph, are getting out and hiding in those bushes.” I point over my shoulder. “I’m going to take the car and lead them away from you. If I succeed, I’ll be back in thirty minutes to pick you up.” I take my watch off and hand it to Mala. “If I don’t make it back, call Hank and tell him what happened. They’ll find a way to come get you.”

I look Michael in the eyes.” Michael, if you end up calling Hank, I want you to talk. I don’t want those guys hearing another female voice.”

Mala grabs my arm. “You can’t sacrifice yourself for us?”

“I don’t plan to. If they catch me, I’ll find a way to escape.” I hope I sound braver than I feel.

Michael starts to complain, but I cut him off, snapping at him, “We don’t have time for this. Get out of the damn car.”

“Come on, Sweetie.” Mala jumps out of the driver’s seat and grabs a crying Cindy out of her car seat.”

Michael, still upset with me, gives a tug on Adolph’s leash. “Hier.”

I hand Michael the Glock from my ankle harness and an extra loaded magazine. “Just in case. Mala, you have the gun Leo gave you?”

She nods and takes it out of her waistband.

“Shoot them, if you have to.”

As I’m hopping in the driver’s seat, I tell them. “I love you kids. Mala will take good care of you. Now go. Quick. Hide.” I hit the gas and take off in the direction of the Car Guy noises.

A block later, I make a left and drive right past their black car going in the opposite direction. Their heads swivel to get a look at me then they make a U-turn. I step on the gas and lead them away from Mala and the kids. After a half mile, I realize there’s no way to outrun them. Their car is faster, and the driver better than me.

I’ll need to try something else.

I talk to myself in the rearview mirror. “What if I stop the car, run, and hide?” I stand a better chance on foot. And I know just the place to do it. I drive down Parthenia and head for the residential neighborhood, over by my friend Brenda’s house.

Timing is everything. I turn a corner, slam on the brakes, grab my go bag and bail out. The Car Guys, still on the other street, can’t see which way I turned or that I’m out of my car. This gives me a minute to get behind one of the houses. I run past two houses that have closed side gates. I can’t waste time seeing if they’re locked. The third house’s gate is wide open. I cross into its backyard and close the gate behind me.

I hear their car screech to a stop and the doors open and then slam closed. They’re on foot now, just like me. One of them yells, “Where’d the little bitch go?”

“Fuck them.” I whisper as I look for an escape.

The yard is overgrown with waist-high weeds. If nothing else, I can always drop and hide amongst them. My first choice is to climb the back-yard fence into the back-neighbor’s yard, then run across the next street and into a yard over there putting some distance between me and the assholes.

The back fence is just like mine, eight feet tall; too tall for me to get over without help. Luckily, there’s an orange tree growing right next to it. The tree’s first branch is wide enough to step on and only about three feet off the ground. I throw my go bag over and start to climb, ignoring the trail of ants on the trunk. Two branches later, I’m at the right height to jump over but before I can accomplish it, the gate to the yard creaks open. I freeze in place and pray they don’t see me.

Standing still in a tree is not as easy as it sounds. The branch I’m standing on is flimsy and thin and my feet want to slip off it. Plus, I have ants crawling over my hands and arms and working their way up inside my pant legs.

“Hey, if you’re back here, we ain’t gonna hurt you. We’re here to take you some place safe.” A deep male voice shouts out in a southern accent.

I mouth the words, “Yeah, to your boss Marco. No thank you.”

Then it happens. The branch breaks, my feet slip, and I lose my grip on the trunk. I end up on my ass about ten feet from one the Car Guys. “Shit.”

“There you are. Ain’t you a pretty little thing.” He pulls me up off the ground and wipes some of the ants off my arms.

“Let me go.” I try to twist and get away, but he has a firm hold of my arm.

“Sorry, sweetheart, you need to come with me.”

“Get your hands off me, Asshole.” I sneer and try again to jerk my arm out of his hands. He’s too strong. Next, I kick at the bulge in the front of his jeans, but he’s quick and moves out of the way.

“Listen, you need to stop it. I ain’t gonna hurt you.” He shouts out, “I found her,” and starts pulling me toward the gate.

“Please, leave me alone. I don’t want to go with you. Please.” I dig my feet into the ground, but it does me no good.

“Sorry, but you have to. Our boss said to bring him any women we find.”

“Why?”

He chuckles as he pushes me forward. “What are you dumb or something? You know why.”

A burly guy with a beer belly so big his pants ride down under it, comes into the yard. His breathing is labored, and he’s covered in sweat. I guess he doesn’t like running. He gives me a devilish smile. “Well, well, will you look at her.” He runs his dirty hands down my side and pinches my ass.

I spit in his face. “Get your filthy hands off me.”

He raises his fist but the guy holding my arms pulls me away before the big guy can take a swing. “Thomas, fucking stop it. You know Marco said not to touch the woman. You got a death wish or something?”

Thomas wipes my spittle off his face. “It’s not fair, Eddie. Why does Marco get the woman?”

“Cause he’s the boss. And cause, he’ll kill us if we disobey.” Eddie answers him.

They drag me to their car, secure my hands and legs with zip ties and throw me in the trunk. Once on my back, Thomas runs his hands over my breasts and squeezes my nipples through my shirt. “Maybe Marco will share her after he’s done.”

“Yeah, right” Eddie snickers back at him. “Dream on.”

Thomas sneers at me as he closes the trunk. “Might want to rest up, pretty lady. You’re gonna need your strength.”

I maintain a tough face for the two idiots but once the lid closes and I’m alone, it’s crying time. Yeah, I know I blew it getting caught, but I don’t regret my decision to save the kids and Mala. I whisper a prayer. “Please God, don’t let anything happen to the others.”

They drive like they’re in a damn race. The brakes squeal as they round corners and the muffler rattles underneath me. I guess they want to get me back to their place as soon as possible. Impress the boss. Stay alive. Stupid bastards. I feel like a pinball in a bumper game. My head smacks the hood every time the car bounces and the exhaust fumes leaking into the trunk are horrible. I hope I don’t die before we get there.

I know what’s gonna happen to me. I’m no idiot. Marco already told me what he wants me for. Sure, I’m not a virgin but I’ve never be forced before. Sex has always been consensual. But with Marco? He’s gonna take what he wants. Should I fight him? If I do, he’ll hurt me, smack me around and still take what he wants. I won’t be able to escape if I’m hurt too badly. I should just let him take me. Just lay there like a log and let him do his thing. I’ll bide my time and look for a way to escape.

“I can do this. I will do this.”

But if he tries to share me with his crew? I’ll fight.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Hank

Up on the Garcia’s roof, Gus, Leo and I are busy making a sniper’s hide out of sandbags when our walkie talkies go off. “They made good time.”

“This is Five. Bologna. Salami,” It’s Michael and Cindy’s crying in the background.

We stop what we’re doing and listen.

Michael continues. “Not at Boardwalk. Number one is gone. Six, Seven and Eight with me. Over.”

“He sounds scared,” Gus says as he adds a sandbag on top of the others.

“Yeah, he does. But what’s he saying?” I reach in my pocket for our code list.

“I know what he’s saying.” Leo snaps. “They’re in trouble and need help. They’re not at Mala’s yet and Shelley is gone. Everyone else is together.”

Michael says it again, this time we hear him sobbing. “Number one is gone. I repeat. One is gone. Over.”

Oh no, not Shelley. How? Why? I click my walkie talkie. “What happened to number one? Over.”

“The CGs. Over.”

The car guys!!! “Fuck, this wasn’t supposed to happen.” I sink to my knees. This is my fault. What a huge tactical mistake thinking the Car Guys would be at their base and not out on the road. “Fuck!”

That Marco guy has my Shelley. My mind fills with pictures of the nasty things he’s gonna do to her. I punch the sandbag pile shoving them out of line. “If he hurts her, I’ll kill him.”

“And I’ll help you, brother.” Gus puts his hand on my shoulder.

“Me too, Hank, but first we need to save Mala and the children.” Leo adds.

Gus hands me a bottle of water. “Hank, we need to find out where Mala and the kids are.”

Leo grabs the walkie talkie out of my hand. “I’ll find out.” He keys the mike, “Number Five, where are you? Over.”

“Wait a minute. Over.” Michael tells us.

“I’m sure Michael is being fed what to say by Mala.”

Gus interrupts Leo. “Smart. Not putting Mala on the line. The Car Guys won’t know there’s another woman. Real smart.”

Leo finishes his thought. “I bet Mala’s trying to figure out how to tell us where they are in code.”

After a few minutes, Michael comes back on the line. “We’re eating donuts near the Clown restaurant. Over.”

“Hold, number five. Give us a minute. Over.” Leo tells him.

Gus beams a smile. “I bet the clown restaurant is McDonalds.”

I need to get my head back in the game. I force myself to pay attention and participate. “I agree. They’re at a donut shop near a McDonalds. But what street? Which one?”

Leo keys the mike. “Number five, are you close to Boardwalk? Over.”

There’s another pause that seems a hell of a lot longer than the first one. “Number 7 says it’s on the way to Boardwalk. Take R. Over.”

Leo gives us a thumbs-up. “I’ve got it. They’re at a donut shop near McDonalds off Roscoe Blvd on the way to Mala’s house.”

Gus and I both nod in agreement.

I grab my walkie talkie back. “Need another minute, number five. Hold. Over.”

There’s only three of us, how are we doing to handle this? Then I offer the only idea I have. “Gus, will you find them and drive them to Mala’s house. You can’t stay there though, we’re gonna need you back here.”

Gus shakes his head in a negative way. “Sure, I can go get them, but can we trust Mala with the kids? We don’t know her that well.”

Leo looks pissed and sneers at Gus. “She’s good people. The kids will be just fine.”

“Okay, okay. I was just checking.” Gus concedes.

I key the mike. “Number four will join you. Save him a chocolate one. Over.”

Leo nudges the pile of sandbags back into a straight line. “Just to be safe, don’t drive all the way back here. Park several blocks away and sneak in.”

“Let’s send extra supplies. We don’t know if the bastards took theirs.” I move to the ladder and start to climb down. “Gus, get a case of water. Leo get dog food. I’ll get food and clothes for the kids.”

After we’ve put the new supplies in the van, Gus leaves.

Leo and I watch him drive down the street. Leo tells me, “Don’t worry about Mala. She’ll take care of the kids.”

“I know. The kids will be fine with her and they’re safer away from here. It’s Shelley I’m worried about.” I turn and head for the house. “Let’s go load extra magazines.”

“I’ll collect the ammo from the other houses and meet you inside.”

The house feels hollow. I used to like being alone, but I’ve grown used to the noise of a full house.

Opening the fridge, I take out most of the ammo and empty magazines and get to work. I’m on my third one when Leo comes through the door, sits down and starts loading.

Leo is an enigma. He pretends to be uneducated and just a good old boy but he’s much more than that. “Level with me, Leo, tell me how you know about codes, guns, and military procedure.”

“Why do you think I know more?” he responds like a jack ass.

“Don’t fuck with me. There’s more to your story than you’ve told us.”

“Why are you asking me now?”

“Cause, I need help figuring out how to get Shelley back. I need someone who can help me plan.”

He doesn’t answer just plugs cartridges in magazines, but I can almost see his brain working. Finally, he takes a big breath and says, “I don’t share this with many people, but I’ll level with you.”

“Thanks.”

“My father was a Marine Brigadier General. I attended military boarding schools from the age of eight on. He wanted me to be an officer just like him, carry on the family name. I went to The Citadel and majored in Intelligence and Securities.”

“Wow, The Citadel… that’s the best military college in the country.”

“Yeah it is. I worked hard, went to school year-round and graduated at twenty-one. After graduating I begged my father for a break, a little time to let down my hair. He allowed me the summer off before joining the Marines.” He snickers and shakes his head. “Well, I went overboard. I drank too much, screwed too much and bought a Harley my father didn’t know about.”

“Sounds like a great summer.”

“It was until I had an accident that left me with a brain injury, a metal plate in my head and a DUI. I failed the military physical. It pissed my father off and he hasn’t spoken to me since.”

“Wow. I get it now. He never forgave you?”

“Nope, but I’ve been lucky. I had my MC family and now I have this family.” He hesitates, then adds, “I’ll do whatever’s necessary to get Shelley back to us.”

“I know you will. And thanks for trusting me with your story.”

My walkie talkie squawks. “This is number four. I’m enjoying my chocolate donut. Over.”

“Excellent. Over.”

“On our way to Boardwalk. ETA is twenty. Over.”

Leo keys his mike. “Call again when you arrive. Over.”

“Will do. Four out. Over.”

Leo stands. “Getting a water. Want one?”

“I’d rather a shot of whiskey.”

“Whiskey it is.” Leo chuckles as he goes to the kitchen and get the bottle of Jameson’s down from above the refrigerator. “With a water chaser.” He brings the bottle, two shot glasses and two waters over to the table. “I think it would be wise to only have one shot, we need our wits about us.”

“Agreed.” I pour the shots and hold up my glass. “To getting the bastards.”

“I’ll drink to that.” Leo says as he clinks my glass.

After chugging my shot, I tell him, “I thought about taking a prisoner tonight and making a hostage exchange, but that won’t work. Marco doesn’t value his men; he’d never trade Shelley back.”

“I agree. But, I have another idea. It’s risky but it should work.”

“What.”

“I go undercover. Let them find me and recruit me. Then I work from the inside on an escape plan.”

“I like the idea, but it should be me going undercover, not you.” I tell him as I pour us each another shot.

Leo laughs and downs it. “No. Not you.” He gets serious and looks me in the eye. “We both know what he wants her for. We can’t get there in time to stop it from happening and it will take time to work out an escape plan. Can you honestly say, you could sit there and watch him use her?”

Damn, he’s right. “You’re right it will be damn hard but what can we do? You’re too hurt to go undercover, and we can’t wait. It has to be me.”

He puts his hand on my shoulder. “Brother, I can still go undercover even if I’m hurt.”

“No. Chances are they’ll think you’re too hurt or weak and just kill you. It has to be me.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Shelley

I thought I was ready for them pulling me out of the trunk.

I was wrong.

When the car finally stops, and the engine turns off, I know it’s only minutes before I’ll be in front of Marco. The car shakes as the doors open and it takes everything inside me not to scream.

The trunk pops open and Thomas leers down at me. “Girlie, girlie. You are one hot woman.” He gives a devilish laugh and grabs my crotch, rubbing his fingers against me hard. “Time to give this to Marco, sweet meat.”

“Fucking stop it, Thomas. Leave her the hell alone.” Eddie pushes him away from me. “Idiot! What makes you think she won’t tell Marco you groped her? You got a death wish?”

“Maybe, but if I got to do her first, I could die a happy man.” Thomas quips as he sticks his tongue out at me and wiggles it in a disgusting way.

“You really are an ass.” Eddie tells him as he lifts me out of the trunk and throws me over his shoulder.

I can’t see anything except the ground and Eddie’s pants as he climbs the steps into a building. His foots steps sound loud on the travertine tile floor. After a few steps, he puts me down and props me up in a chair. “Stay put.”

“Like I can go anywhere with my legs and arms zip-tied.”

Eddie puts his fingers to his lips and ordered me to shush.

I’m in a foyer, a grand one, with what looks like a twenty-foot domed ceiling and a massive crystal chandelier hanging in the middle. There’s also a rounded staircase that reminds me of Gone With The Wind and a large opening leading to a parlor of some kind. Looks like the Car Guys took the gilded route; they confiscated some dead millionaire’s mansion. But, where are we? We didn’t travel long enough to go over the hill to Beverly Hills. I assume we’re someplace south of Ventura Boulevard, the rich section of the valley.

Thomas throws me a kiss and runs up the stairs. “I’ll get Marco.”

Eddie looks around before speaking to me. “Listen, if you play your cards right, Marco will be good to you. Do yourself a favor and play nice.”

“What happens if I don’t?”

“He won’t kill you, but he’ll make your life miserable and take what he wants anyway. Be smart.”

“Thanks for the advice.”

Thomas appears at the top of the stairs with another man. And from the smile on his face, it must be Marco. His thin angular face sports a full mustache and beard and his reddish-brown hair is pulled back in a ponytail. He’s a good-looking man but looks can be deceiving.

“Well, well, if it isn’t my friend, Shelley. Nice of you to come visit me.”

Wait, I never told them my name; maybe I can fool them into thinking I’m someone else. “My name’s Tammy not Shelley.”

He laughs and then tsk, tsks me. “Oh Shelley, I know better than that.” He holds up my driver’s license and reads from it. “Shelley Browning. The picture isn’t too bad for a driver’s license.” He sticks it in his pocket and grabs my chin digging his fingers in hard. “Do. Not. Lie. To. Me. Again.”

“Okay, I won’t.” I lie to him. Of course, I will.

“Untie her.” He points at Eddie.

Eddie takes a knife out of his boot and cuts the zip ties off my arms and legs.

“Stand up, Princesa. I want to get a good look at you.” Marco makes his first demand.

I say a silent prayer. “God, give the courage to do this, please,” then I stand. My knees wobble but I pull it together and stand straight and proud. I will not let him see me weak.

He takes my arm and leads me to the middle of the foyer. “Stand here, please.”

My back straight, my hands in white-knuckled fists at my sides, I look stiffly ahead as he walks around me, inspecting me like I’m a race horse he wants to buy.

From behind me, he says, “Very nice ass,” and runs his hand from my waist down over my butt cheeks. He touches my hair. “Too short for my liking, but it will grow.” He moves to my front and runs his fingers lightly over my lips. “I bet these will feel mighty good on me.” He grabs his crotch in a Michael Jackson impersonation. My breasts are next, he cups them. “Gonna loves sucking on these.” He leans in and whispers in my ear. “I’ll wait till we’re alone to do the rest.”

He laughs and smacks Thomas and Eddie on their backs. “You did real good. You will be rewarded. Thank you.”

Marco grabs my hand and pulls me toward the stairs. “Come along, Princesa, we have important things to do.”

Upstairs, he turns right and takes me down a long hall, opening the last door on the left. It’s a huge bedroom suite with its own sitting room that has built-in bookshelves and a fireplace. It would be a beautiful room if the smell of urine and feces didn’t fill it. The pig has obviously been using the toilet without putting water down it.

I put my hand over my nose and almost gag.

Marco laughs at my reaction. “You’ll get used to it.”

I can’t help myself, I snap at him. “Why don’t you carry buckets of pool water up here and use it to flush?”

He looks angry for a second, then laughs. “Now why didn’t any of us think of that?” He walks out of the room and shouts down the hall. “Somebody bring me a couple of buckets of water.”

“Sit down.” He points at the couch in the sitting room. His face softens, and he smiles. “Please.”

Please? He seems different somehow, almost polite.

He sits on the coffee table right in front of me; his knees touch mine. “It’s only fair that the Boss gets the woman. You belong to me now and as long as you show me respect, I will treat you well.” He pets my hair. “You are beautiful.”

I pull my head away from his hand. “But, I have my own life. I don’t want to be here.”

He grabs a lock of my hair and twirls it around his finger. “Listen, Princesa, I’m sorry but your new life is here with me now. End of story.”

He walks over to the window and looks out. “Tell me about yourself.”

He wants to know me? I’m only telling him the basics. “I’m thirty-one. I was a fifth-grade teacher.”

“Married?”

Shit. I don’t want to answer his questions, but if I don’t, he’ll hurt me. “No. Never married.”

“Virgin?”

My face grows hot at the question. “No.”

I man up and reverse roles. “How about you Marco? Married? What?”

He smiles back at me then his eyes go dark. “Yeah. I was married and had two children, a twelve-year-old boy, Pablo, and a little five-year-old girl named Angela. They died from the virus.”

I can’t help but feel bad for him. Nobody deserved that, not even him. “That’s terrible. I’m sorry for your loss.”

He stares out the window for a minute before he speaks again in a gentle voice. “Now, you and I will start a new family. You’re a beautiful woman. We will make handsome children.”

Kids? What do I say to that? But damn it, it could happen. I don’t have my birth control pills with me.

“Stand for me, Shelley.”

“Can I make a request?”

He cocks his right eye up. “Depends.”

“If I’m good to you, please don’t share me with the men. I couldn’t handle that.” As much as I want to look brave, tears come to my eyes.

He rushes to my side and wipes the tears from under my eyes with his fingers. “Don’t worry. I don’t share. Ever. Now stand and take off your clothes. I want to see you.”

My hands shake, but I do as he asks. I take off my shirt and pants then stand still in my bra and panties.

He growls, “All of it, Princesa.”

I reach behind me, unfasten my bra and let it fall to the floor then shimmy out of my panties. I try to hide my private parts with my arms and hands.

“Arms at your side.”

My face hot with embarrassment, I lock my knees to keep from wobbling, but I obey and put my arms at my sides.

He steps in close and takes a deep breath. “You smell clean and sweet.” His fingers run lightly down my shoulders then down between my breasts. “You’re perfect.”

“Please be gentle with me.” I whisper.

“Princesa, get on the bed. Let Papi take care of you.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Hank

Leo and I jump and pull our guns when the patio slider inches open.

Anticipating our response, Gus sticks his hand inside and waves. “It’s just me, guys.”

We breathe a sigh of relief, snicker and put our guns down.

Gus, looking hot and sweaty, grabs a water bottle, twists the cap off and chugs half of it. “I just played hide and seek for the last half hour,” and finishes the bottle.

I ask him, “How it go?”

“No problem finding them. They were behind the donut shop in the parking lot next to McDonalds. I drove them to Mala’s and stayed long enough to calm Cindy down.”

“So, what really happened?” Leo asks.

Gus tells us what Mala and Michael said. Basically, Shelley gave herself up to save the kids and Mala.

Right now, I’m a mess over it. Half of me is proud as hell at her bravery, but the other half is royally pissed at her for risking herself. I know it’s illogical, but what the fuck, I care about the woman. I was days away from using the L word. Damn it, I want her back.

I kick the table leg. A box of ammo slides off, scattering cartridges over the floor. “This is my fucking fault. I’m the one who thought the Car Guys wouldn’t be on the streets.”

“No, we agreed on that. Don’t go crazy on us.” Leo says sternly. Then he looks over at Gus, “Hank’s going undercover. He’s gonna let them recruit him and rescue Shelley from the inside.”

Gus raises his eyebrows at me. “You sure you can do this? It ain’t gonna be pretty.”

“Yeah. I can do it. I have to.”

Leo puts his hand on Gus’s shoulder. “I told him everything, Gus. He knows about my training, schooling and my dad.”

“It’s about damn time.”

I chuckle, “I always thought there was more to Leo. Glad to finally know the truth and happy to have someone with that much experience on our team.”

I grab another glass and pour us each a shot. “To getting Shelley back.”

We chug our shots and Gus says, “You can do this Hank, I know you can.”

“Let’s go pack and put our packs in Levi’s caddie since the van is wherever you left it.” I point at Gus. “We’ve already loaded the extra guns, food and supplies. We even packed the solar generators and fridges.”

Gus looks confused. “Are we moving to Mala’s?

“Yeah. Until we get Shelley back. We can’t stay here. The Car Guys probably got Shelley’s address from her bag and they’ll come here for sure.” Leo stands. “Let’s get going.” He looks back at me. “Pack for Shelley, too. She’s gonna want her stuff when you get her out of there.”

I give him a salute. “Yeah, she will.”

Walking through the house I think about all the things I should pack. What would Shelley want? There’s a good chance we’re never coming back here.

Opening the kitchen drawer, I take out a pencil and notepad and laugh at myself. Some of Shelley’s LMO habits must have rubbed off on me. I make a list.

I start easy, the kids room. I take plastic garbage bags and fill them with the last of their clothes and shoes then grab the bucket of Legos; Can’t forget those.

My belongings are next. I stuff everything in my pack. Takes only five short minutes.

Now Shelley. I open her closet. “Jesus, there’s no way I’m taking all this stuff.” There’s at least thirty pairs of shoes in here. “Women and their damn shoes.” Instead, I pack things I’ve seen her wear; jeans, t-shirts, sweatshirts, pajamas and a few pairs of tennis shoes. “Don’t forget underwear.” I open her top drawer and pull out bras and panties.

My hand touches something square in the bottom of the drawer. “What’s this?” I take a cardboard box out and open it. It contains ten unopened disks of birth control pills. My legs threaten to give out forcing me to sit on the bed. “Fuck!” I run my fingers across my chin. “Jesus, what if that asshole gets her pregnant?”

Engrossed in thought, I don’t hear the knock on the bedroom door. Leo sticks his head inside. “You almost done?” He takes one look at my face and asks, “What’s wrong?”

I hold up the box. “Birth control.”

Leo takes the offending item out of my hand. “She needs to take one daily. This isn’t good.”

“I know. I can live with Shelley screwing this guy to save her life but get pregnant by him? Damn!”

“Pregnancy is a crap shoot. You know as well as I do it doesn’t happen every time. Besides, I read somewhere it takes a few weeks for a woman’s body to regulate when she stops taking the pill. There’s a good chance she wouldn’t get knocked up.” Leo says as he sticks the pills in Shelley’s bag.

“God, I hope you’re right, Leo.”

“But what if she did end up pregnant?” Leo asks and steps to the window and looks out at the garden.

Could I love the baby? It would still be half Shelley and it wouldn’t be the baby’s fault who it’s father was. The baby would be an innocent. Hell, I love Cindy and Michael and they aren’t my blood. “Leo, it’s complicated. I wanted to be the one to give Shelley a baby, not some asshole.” I hesitate and blow out a breath before continuing, “But I’d want us to keep the baby. We’d love it just like we love Cindy and Michael.”

“Good answer, and you know, you can still give her a baby, just later.” Leo looks around the room and adds, “You about done in here?”

“I need a few more minutes. Can you grab her laptop and favorite books for me? I’ll be right out.”

We load everything in the Caddie and lock up the houses. Then I remember, Shelley’s cats and step away from the car. “Wait, we need to do something about the cats. I better put down enough food and water for a few days. And clean the damn cat boxes. I hate cats.”

Gus calls out, “Leave the backdoor open. They can fend for themselves if we don’t make it back.”

I make an executive decision and pour six boxes of cat litter into the guest bathroom’s tub making it into a super large cat box. In the kitchen, I open the remaining bags of cat food and fill the farm sink full of water. On the way out, I leave the backdoor open like Gus suggested.

Gus opens the car door for me when I arrive. “Ready?”

I take one last look around. “Yeah, let’ go,” and get in the passenger seat. Leo squeezes in the back. They’re dropping me close to one the main streets we know the Car Guys patrol then picking up the van.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Shelley

“Did I hurt you? Marco whispers as he kisses my bare shoulder.

“No.” He didn’t hurt me and even stranger than that, he made sure I enjoyed it. It didn’t feel like I thought it would. I feel super guilty. I shouldn’t have enjoyed it.

“What are you thinking, Princesa?”

I turn and face him. “Why are you being nice to me? I expected you to rape me, but you didn’t. You made love to me instead. Downstairs with your men, you treated me like a possession you paid for. But since we’ve been in your room, you’ve been kind. I don’t get it.”

He laughs against my skin. “My men expect me to be rough and crude. It shows strength and keeps them in line. When I’m alone with my woman, I let the lover in me come out.” He kisses down my spine. “So, understand, I will treat you differently in front of my men.”

“I don’t like the crude talk.”

“Sorry, Princesa, but you’ll have to get used to it. Can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.” My guard goes up.

“My guys killed a yard full of dogs, were they yours?”

The truth will work best here. “Yeah. I found them when I was removing dead bodies from my neighborhood. I couldn’t bear letting them starve to death. I put them together in one yard and took care of them.”

He nuzzles my neck. “You are such a sweet girl.”

I flip over and look him in the eye as pictures of dead bloody dogs flood my mind. “Why did they shoot them? They were nice, family pets.”

“Because my men are assholes sometimes.”

“It broke my heart.”

“Oh, Princesa, I’m very sorry.” He pulls my head down to his chest, holds it against his heart and pets my hair. “You’re a kind-hearted person. A school teacher who saves pets. You will make a good mother.”

Yeah someday, but hopefully you won’t be the father, I tell myself.

We lay in silence for a few minutes. I’m almost asleep when he asks, “Princesa, who are Hank, Leo and Gus?”

Boy, is he sneaky. He waits till I’m almost asleep to ask the hard questions. My guard goes back up. “How do you know about them?”

“I heard them on your walkie talkies. Who are they?”

My lie better contain a lot of truth or he’ll see right through it. “I met Hank first. We were both scavenging at the same supermarket. We decided to work together. A few days later, we met Leo and Gus at a camping store. Leo and Gus were friends before the virus and both miraculously survived. They came to stay with us, too.”

“Where are they now?”

I give off a deep mournful sigh before answering. “Gone. They left yesterday to go check on their families. Hank went to Michigan. Leo went to New Mexico and Gus goes wherever Leo goes.”

“They left you alone?” He growls and pulls me tighter against him.

“Yeah. They asked me to go with them, but I refused. I didn’t want to leave my house, or my garden.” Now here comes the actress part. I cry real tears. “I wish they didn’t leave, but I couldn’t stop them.”

He pulls my hair forcing my head back so I’m looking him in the face. “They were assholes to leave you alone. They are not real men. Besides, I’m pretty sure they’re the ones that killed my brother. It’s better they are gone, saves me some bullets.”

Oh, thank God, he bought it. And he still doesn’t know about the kids or Mala. I need to keep him off the subject. “Can I go home and water my garden, please? I worked hard on it.”

“No, Princesa. No need for you to work like that, my men will provide us with everything. Do you need anything special?”

“Yes, Marco. I need …”

He interrupts me and puts his fingers against my lips. “Please call me Papi.”

“Papi? Why?”

“Cause, it will make me happy.” He adds with a nibble to my neck, “And because I told you to.”

Lucinda at work calls her husband Papi. I guess he’s calling me Princesa and I’m calling him Papi. It would be adorable if this was a real relationship. “Okay. Papi, it is.”

“Now what do you need to make you happy here.”

“Clothes, shoes, cosmetics, female products and books.”

He bites my earlobe and runs his hand down my breast. “I’ll get it all for you.”

He shifts onto his back and pulls me toward him. “Put your mouth on me, Princesa.”

“Yes, Papi.” He pushes me down his body until I’m where he wants me.

The second he feels my mouth, he moans and whispers, “Good girl.”


Chapter Thirty


Hank

I hear the roar and rumbles of their engines coming up the street behind me.

“Thank God, It’s about damn time.” It’s the morning of my third day marching up and down the street waiting to be captured. I’m happy it’s finally game time.

A souped-up white Camaro with red racing stripes pulls to the curb directly in front of me. A slim guy with a head of messy red hair is in the passenger seat. He waves and in a southern accent says, “Hey, another survivor. Good to see you, man.” He has an M-16 rifle, but I can tell by the way he’s holding it, he’s not trained.

I slip my heavy pack off and lay it at my feet. “You’re the first people I’ve seen. I thought I was all alone.”

“Hey, we thought the same thing for a while. Where you off to?” Mr. Southern accent asks.

“My car broke down.” I point down the street in the direction they just came. “I’m walking to the dealership I saw a few blocks back. Gonna get me a new car.” I add a laugh for good measure.

The driver gets out and steps to the front of the car. He’s tall, has a heavy gut and wears his pants down under it. “New car, huh. I got this one off the showroom floor at a racing dealership.” He runs his hand over the hood and smiles. His teeth are yellow and crooked. “She’s a beauty. Fast, too.” He walks over and extends his hand. “My name’s Thomas.”

“I’m Ben. Ben Rivers.” I shake his hand and allow him to impress me with his hand strength. Let him think he’s the alpha dog.

He points at the red headed guy. “That’s Eddie.”

“Nice to meet you guys.”

Eddie gets out of the car, rifle in hand. “Listen, we’re part of a group of guys. Why don’t you come stay with us?”

I don’t want to accept too quick, it would look suspicious. “No, thanks for the invite, but I like being on my own.”

Thomas starts to crowd me. “Sorry, Ben, but saying no is not an option. We need more men and you have just been recruited.”

“Listen, I don’t want any trouble.” I take a step backward and put an annoyed look on my face.

When I go to pick up my pack, Eddie pushes the barrel of his rifle against my chest. “Our Boss says we either recruit you or shoot you. You seem like a smart guy, you don’t want to die today, do you?”

“Really, you’d shoot me just for not wanting to join your little group?” I push my chest against the barrel of the gun.

Thomas smacks me on the back of my head, Gibbs style. “Marco, our boss, has some great ideas and we need more men to pull them off. The truth is, if you’re not one of us, you’re the enemy. We kill our enemies.”

I put my hands up in surrender. “Okay, I’ll come. Just put the rifle down.”

Thomas opens the car door, takes my backpack and throws it in the backseat. “Get in.”

I do.

We drive for about three blocks before anyone talks. Eddie breaks the ice. “It’s better to be with a group anyway, Ben.”

All I do is grunt.

The idiots didn’t frisk me, at least not yet. I slip my hand in my pocket and key my walkie talkie three times fast and then twice slow. That’s our code for this part of our plan. I hold the button down, never letting go. I want Leo and the others to hear everything being said. This was Leo’s idea. He’s going to have their walkie talkies manned twenty-four/ seven. I really hope we’re in range and they’re hearing this. I start my info gathering. “So, Eddie, how many people are in your group?”

“There used to be more, but some guys got killed or disappeared. Right now, there’s ten, including you.”

“Only ten? Does the boss count in that number?”

“Yes.”

“Do you live close by?”

Eddie turns in his seat and looks at me. “We live in Encino. On Karen Drive. Up above Ventura Blvd.”

He never even looks at my hands; another sign they aren’t trained.

Thomas makes a turn onto Lindley Avenue. “Is it off this street? Off Lindley?”

“Yeah, up by the country club.”

“Wow, sounds like a ritzy neighborhood?”

“Sure is.” Thomas answers. I can see him smirking in the rear-view mirror. “Marco picked out the best mansion in the area.”

Eddie laughs, “We only had to clean out three dead guys and a dead maid.”

“You were lucky. There’s lots of bodies out there.” I quip back.

Bingo! Leo and Gus now know where we are and how many men they have. Perfect. I take my finger off the walkie talkie button. Still in my pocket, I pull the battery out of the unit. Slipping the walkie talkie out, I tuck it deep between the car cushions. I don’t want to risk being caught with it, besides, I have another one, in parts, hidden in my pack. Leo took it apart and showed me how to reassemble it.

“Damn, it really is a mansion, isn’t it?” We pull into the circular driveway of a three-story white palatial building with an extended portico that runs the full length of its front.

“Yeah.” We each have our own rooms on the third floor.” Eddie tells me.

Thomas grunts and gives off an evil sounding laugh. “You gotta earn your room though.”

“What does that mean?” Shit, hope this isn’t like pledging a fraternity.

Thomas turns and grins at me like a Halloween pumpkin. “It means, you have to do something to prove you’re loyal. I did it by killing a man who wouldn’t join us.”

Eddie chimes in. “I brought Marco, a brand-new Mercedes.” He points at the champagne colored car parked next to a now defunct fountain.

“So, where will I be staying until Marco approves me?”

Thomas gets out of the car and opens the backdoor. “You get a mattress on the floor in the basement.”

The inside of the house is as impressive as the outside with a foyer so big, sounds echo through it.

Thomas puts my hands against the wall and frisks me. He finds my ankle gun and my dagger. He already has my rifle over his arm. “You’ll eventually get these returned after we know we can trust you.”

“Take care of my dagger, it is a family heirloom.” It really isn’t, but I love that knife.

“Sit there.” Thomas points at a fancy gold gilded chair then he heads up the stairs. He yells back over his shoulder, “Eddie, guard him.”

Eddie rests his rifle over his arm but keeps his eyes on me.

“I’m not stupid enough to run away.” I say snidely.

“You don’t understand, Thomas and me will get rewarded for bringing you in.” His smile grows wider. “Marco already owes us a favor for catching his woman. Now he owes us two.”

My heart beats faster, he’s talking about Shelley. “A woman?” I need to cover my tracks here and act like a fellow creep. “Wow, does Marco share?”

“No, I do not share.” The words come bellowing from the top of the stairs and echo through the room. Thomas is standing on the landing with another man. Marco. I can tell, not only by his answer, but by the way he carries himself. He has Boss written all over him.

“Only kidding, Sir. I was just making small talk.” I answer as I stand to meet him.

He walks downstairs, his eyes continually on me. When he gets in front of me, he scowls, and sucker punches me in the stomach. “That’s for your small talk. Do. Not. Do. It. Again.”

Grabbing my stomach, I grunt and bend over as if in pain. To be honest, his punch was nothing; he hits like a girl. “Sorry, Sir.” I straighten up and stand at attention.

“What’s your name, boy?”

Boy? I’m a Marine, asshole. God, I want to kill him. “Ben Rivers.”

“Where you from, Ben? You talk funny.”

“The Midwest, near Chicago. Out here going to school at UCLA.”

“Oh, we’ve got us a college boy.” Marco says as he walks around me. “You look a little old for school. Why’s that?”

“I was in the military, Sir. Going to school on the GI bill.”

He claps his hands and then slaps my back. “Perfect. I need trained men.”

“Welcome to the Leones del Valles, the lions of the valley. My goal is to take over the entire valley and then, when we’re strong enough, the rest of Los Angeles.” He puts his hand on my shoulder. “Your job, is to help us grow, protect what is ours and collect up what we need to get the job done.”

“The guys told me I have to prove myself. What’s that about?”

“I need to know you’re loyal. You can choose how you prove it to me. You just have to do it within the first week you’re with us.”

I nod that I understand. “What happens if I don’t?”

He snickers, and Thomas joins in. “You don’t want to know.”

Another man walks into the foyer carrying an assault rifle. He’s a large bear of a man built like an NFL linebacker. He looks me over like I’m a disgusting little ant. “Hey, Boss, who the hell is this?”

Marco, introduces us. “This is Ben. He’s new,” then nods at the big guy. “This is Adam, my second in command. You’ll take orders from him.”

I nod. “Yes, Sir.”

“Well, my Princesa is upstairs waiting for me. I better go. Don’t want to keep the little lady waiting.” He chuckles and then addresses his second, “Adam, show the man his room and work out a loyalty plan.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”

Marco goes back upstairs. I watch as he turns left at the landing. Shelley’s some place up there. I send her a mental message. “I’m here to rescue you. Hold on.”

Thomas walks in from outside and throws me my pack. “It’s clean.”

“Not the underwear.” I respond back.

Neither Adam or the rest get my joke. They’re a bunch of idiots.

The basement is not what I imagined. My mind thought dungeon, leaky stone walls, hard floors and rats. This basement has a fully equipped gym, and a family room with a competition worthy pool table in the middle plus many other amenities.

Adam leads me to a door back by the machinery room. “This is your room. You’ll be locked in here at night and when not assigned to work duty. Someone will come get you for meals and take you upstairs.”

“So, this prisoner thing only lasts till I prove myself, right?”

“Yeah.” He pushes me inside. “Think about something you can do to prove yourself. I’ll talk to you later.”

The door slams shut, and I hear the deadbolt slide in place.

The room is a simple. It was probably a storage closet at one time. It’s square, maybe ten by ten with tile floors and two tiny two by four horizontal windows about six feet off the floor. A twin-sized mattress is tucked against one wall. The only other things in the room are a wooden nightstand with a candle and a book of matches on it. There’s also a bucket in the corner with a sign over it that reads, ‘Toilet’.

I roll my sleeping bag out on the mattress and lay down. I need to figure out how to prove myself to Marco. I need access to the whole house, plus, the longer I’m in this box, the longer Shelley is with that bastard.


Chapter Thirty-One


Shelley

Nine days trapped in Marco’s room.

My only contact to the outside is through the bay window in the reading nook. It looks out on what once was a manicured backyard now overgrown and drying from lack of watering. There’s an Olympic size pool and hot tub built off to the right side. Every day, a man with brown hair, tests the water and makes sure it stays clean. Sometimes, I see the men sitting by the pool and hear their laughs. There’s also a possible escape route; a wooden gate opens to a dirt path that appears to run the full back length of the property.

Twenty-one sexual encounters. Each one satisfying for him and for me, he makes sure of it.

I’ve come to grips with things. I’ve stopped feeling dirty and guilty about enjoying it. This is a new world and to survive in it, I need to use all my skills, all my weapons. Right now, my body is my strongest weapon and my ability to please him, my greatest skill.

Zero; the number of times he’s hit me or treated me unkindly.

I’m finding him hard to hate. He brings me whatever I ask for, feeds me well and treats me like royalty but I do hate that he keeps me locked behind a stupid door. He’s such a dichotomy. The Marco he is with me, is not the Marco he is to everyone else.

Nine days away from Hank and my family.

I miss the kids, the guys, Mala, but most of all, I miss Hank. I need to be back in his arms again, hear his laugh, feel his strength.

My thoughts are interrupted by the dead bolt being opened. Marco’s back. Good, it’s time to make a few demands. Time to get my flirt on.

I turn toward the door and put on a welcoming smile. “Papi, I’m glad you’re here.”

He chuckles as he approaches and kisses my forehead. “Oh, my Princesa, you missed me?”

“Yes, I missed you. It’s lonely up here by myself day after day.” I put my hand on his chest and lean in close. “When are you going to let me out of this prison of a room? I promise I won’t run away, I just want to go outside for some fresh air.”

He surprises me with his answer. “If you promise to be good, I’ll take you outside and you can start eating dinner with the guys downstairs every night.”

Playing along, I clap and give him a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, thank you.” I take a step back. “I could cook for everyone. I’m pretty good at it.”

“The guys would love it. Tim’s food sucks.”

“Good, something to do. Thank you, Papi.”

He holds his arms out and I walk into them. “Princesa, show me how much you appreciate me.” He walks us backward until my legs hit the bed.

Number twenty-two.

After we’re done, I ask for favor number two. “Do you think we could find a way to bathe? I know I’m stinky and Papi, you are, too.” I haven’t seen him bathe since I’ve been here, but neither have I. I smell especially below the waist.

He sniffs under his arms and makes a face. “You’re right.” Then he laughs and sniffs himself again. “Life’s not the same without running water.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Just so happens the new guy, Ben, set up a shower system at the house next door. Very smart guy. He hooked up two black solar water bags to the roof of the garage and then McGyvered a shower head. We fill the bags in the morning from the pool and by afternoon, we have enough warm shower for several people to shower. He also set up solar panels and a generator. We now have a working coffeepot and a small refrigerator. Like I said, he’s real smart.”

Sounds like what I set up at home. I wonder if this Ben guy found our set-up. “Can we use it, I need to wash my hair and bathe and put on clean clothes.” I put my hands together in a beg complete with batting eyelashes. “Please.”

“We both can.” He gets out of bed and dresses. “Let me go arrange the showers, and clean clothes for both of us.”

“Don’t forget shampoo, soap and a hair brush, please.” I call out as I turn over on the bed.

He slaps my ass. “Anything for you.”

An hour later, Marco shows up with a huge smile on his face. “Everything’s set. Clean clothes, shampoo, soap. I even ordered the men to stay away so you could have some privacy.”

“Thank you.”

He takes my hand and leads the way. Ten feet from the bedroom door, a man sits on a chair with a shotgun in his hands.

“Guard?” I ask.

“Si, Princesa. I take care of what’s mine.” He pokes me in the arm.

The foyer and the living room are disgusting and smell nasty. There are food wrappers, liquor bottles, beer cans and ashtrays full of cigarette butts everywhere. I hold my nose. “Papi, would you be upset if I cleaned this place up. It is nasty.”

The smile of his face gives me his answer. He thinks I’m settling in. I want to bathe, cook for his men and clean his house. He’s a happy bad guy. “That would be wonderful, my sweet girl.”

I kick it up a notch. “I want you happy, Papi.”

Hand in hand, we step through the hole someone made in the fence. The next-door neighbor’s house is almost as big as Marco’s, but the backyard is nicer. It even has an orchard. “Look, Papi, lemons and oranges. We can make fresh orange juice and I can use the lemons when I cook.”

He beams at me. “Whatever you want, Princesa.”

Just for good measure, I add, “Look,” I run to one of the trees “this is an apricot tree. Next summer we can have fresh fruit.” Now he really thinks I’m staying.

I grab his hand. “Show me this shower.”

The setup is exactly like mine. Whoever made it, copied mine.

“You go first, Princesa.” Marco tells me.

I shake my head no. “No, both of us at the same time. It will use less water.” I take off my clothes but stop when I get to my bra and panties. “Papi, you sure no one will see us?”

“I’m sure, Princesa. I ordered them to stay away.” He slips out of his boxers as he says it and I slip off my underwear.

The shower is only lukewarm, but it feels wonderful. We shower military style. Wet down. Turn the water off. Shampoo and soap up. Turn the water back on. Rinse.

When I’m done rinsing, I run to the pool and dive in. It’s freezing but refreshing. I love it.

A minute later, Marco dives in, grabs me around the waist and moves us to the underwater steps. “I can’t get enough of you, my beautiful girl.” He has me straddle his lap.

Number twenty-three.

The clean clothes Marco promised are in the attached pool house. Wrapped in a fluffy towel, he leads me to a chair with two bags on it. “These are for you.”

“Thank you.”

He waits impatiently for my reaction.

In one bag is a blue sundress with thin spaghetti straps and an empire waist. The other bag, from Victoria’s Secrets, contains several pairs of sexy tong underwear. That’s it. Nothing practical, but I should have known he’d get me a dress. He wants me to be his domestic goddess, a woman who cooks, cleans, makes babies and dresses like a feminine sexpot. I give him a big smile making sure it shows all the way to my eyes, but there’s no way I’ll ever be his Stepford wife. “Oh, thank you, Papi. I love the dress.” Gag me with a spoon, this is going to look silly with my hiking boots.

I pick some lemons and oranges on the way back. “Can you show me the kitchen and your food supplies?”

The kitchen was a designer’s dream, too bad none of it works. Someone has set up a camping stove on top of the range. Dangerous. Maybe they thought the overhead hood would work to ventilate the place. “This setup is wrong, Papi. These little stoves require ventilation, or you could get carbon dioxide poisoning. We need to move it by the back door and cook with the door open.”

His face turns dark and he yells into the living room, “Tim, get your stupid ass in here.”

An older man with brown hair laced with gray enters the kitchen. He’s wearing a ‘Just Say No to Drugs’ t-shirt with grease stains on the front. “Yeah, Boss.”

Marco slaps him on the back of his head. “You could have killed someone, you fucking idiot.”

Tim stammers, “What are you talking about?”

“The camp stove, you fucking fool. You could have filled the room with poisonous gas.” He hits him again.

“But Boss, I put it under the vent.”

Marco growls and points at me. “Shelley, tell the idiot what he did wrong.”

I’m determined to be nice to the men. Maybe I can make a friend, a person I can trust. Someone who might help me escape. I speak softly. “Tim, you had a great idea putting it under the vent, but without electricity to turn on the fan, the hood won’t suck out the fumes.”

He looks at the ground and his face turns red. “Sorry, Boss.”

I take over the conversation. “Listen, Tim, I could use your help, please.” I point at a waist-high metal cart with a butcher-block top that holds a KitchenAid Mixmaster and baking pans. “Let’s clean that rolling bakery cart off and put the camping stove on it. Then, when it’s time to cook, we’ll move the cart in front of the open door.”

Tim’s face lightens up and he gives me a half-smile. “You want me to set it up for you?”

I turn to Marco and step into his chest, bat my eyes, and whisper, “Papi, could Tim help me in the kitchen? I really could use the help.”

He just growls but doesn’t answer.

I add, “Just look at this mess. We need to clean, wash these dirty dishes, organize the food storage and figure out menus.”

Another growl. He grabs Tim by the neck and pushes him up against the wall. “I warn you. Do. Not. Touch. Her. Show her respect. And if anybody tries anything with her, you’re to defend her to the death. Understood?”

“Yeah, Boss. I promise.”

Marco pulls me up against him wrapping his arms around me. I feel his hardness, not only in his pants, but in his eyes. “Princesa, I’m gonna trust you and leave you here with Tim. Remember who you belong to.”

I whisper, “Yes, Papi,” in his ear and place a kiss on his cheek. “Thank you.”

The minute Marco’s out of earshot. I smile at Tim. “Relax. I’m not gonna be a bitch to you, I promise.”

Tim’s face turns red as he mumbles thanks and goes to work cleaning off the bakery cart. When’s he’s done, he tells me. “Just want you to know I didn’t put the camping stove over there. I’m not that stupid.”

I can tell he’s speaking the truth. “Why’d you take the blame?”

“Cause, it was Adam who did it.”

I roll my eyes and pat his arm. “I understand completely. He’s a scary man.”

“A deadly one.”

I hand Tim an extra-large plastic bag and point him toward the living room. “I want the garbage, everything nasty thrown away. We will not live like pigs in this house. I’ll start to work on the kitchen.”

He smiles and gives me a Yes, Ma’am and we both get busy.

First thing I do is go through the drawers and find a pad of paper and a pencil. I need to make some lists.

The pantry is loaded with snack food but nothing worth eating. I know I shouldn’t care what these guys eat, but the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach and I want to win them over.

Just as I’m finished making a shopping list, Marco comes in the room and looks around. He grins at what he sees. “My sweet girl, look at how clean this place is.” He steps behind me and places a kiss on the back of my neck. “A woman’s touch. It needed it.”

Leaning back into his chest, I tell him, “Tim helped a lot. I can’t take all the credit.”

“Maybe not, but you supervised and made sure it got done.”

I hand him the grocery list. “Believe it or not, there’s nothing nutritional to eat in this house. I need to make a supermarket run.”

His presses his lips together and raises his eyebrows. “You want to go to the grocery store?” He shakes his head no. “Are you sure you don’t plan on running away? Leaving me?”

“No, Papi, no. I’ll come back and fix you and your men a wonderful dinner. You have my word. But please, send men with me if you need to.”

He stares at me for a minute, then yells out, “Adam, come to the kitchen.”

Adam walks in the room. “Yeah, Boss.”

“Shelley needs to go to the grocery store. I want you and two of your best men to take her and Tim. Take two cars, that way she can get as much stuff as she needs.”

“Yes, Sir.” Adam looks at me. “We’ll meet you out front in five minutes.”

I twist around and hug Marco. “Thank you for letting me feel useful. Is there anything special I can get for you from the store?”

“I need disposable razors and I love hard candy, the sour kind.”

I smirk as I add them to the list. “Okay, Sourpuss. I’ll be back as soon as we’re done, then I’ll cook for you and your men.”

“Kiss me good-bye, Princesa.” The kiss starts out chaste, but he deepens it. He growls in my ear, “I know I got you in an unconventional way, but I thank God for you.”

I keep up the sham. “I’m happy with you, too.”


Chapter Thirty-Two


Hank

It took me four days to pass their stupid loyalty test. Day one, I made an outside shower just like Shelley’s but that wasn’t enough to pass. Day two, I taught the men how to clean and maintain their weapons. That’s didn’t do it either. On day three, I went with Eddie to an electronics warehouse and set up solar panels and a generator, so they could run a coffeepot and a fridge. It was the fridge that did it. On day four, I presented Marco with a glass of his favorite scotch on the rocks. I finally passed and got my own room on the third floor.

I still haven’t seen Shelley. Eddie told me Marco has her sequestered in his bedroom suite. He even brings her meals to her. He’s gonna need to let her out of there and allow her a bit of freedom before I can even start to plan an escape.

My original plan was simple. Kill them all. But, now that I know most of them, there’s no way I can do it. They’re here because they were recruited, just like me, and stay because leaving isn’t an option. The only ones who deserve to die are Marco and his giant devil of a friend, Adam.

Today, Eddie and I are going out on a recruiting run. He’s driving and I’m riding shotgun.

“This is Ventura Boulevard, right?” I ask as we ride past block after block of unique store fronts.

“Yeah.” Eddie says as he slows and looks down a cross street. “Ventura… the place rich people shopped.”

“And ate.” I chuckle. There are restaurants on every block, too, everything from sushi to Ethiopian cuisine. My stomach growls remembering fresh food. “Must have been a great place to people watch before the virus hit.”

“Sure was. Getting a parking place was always hell though.” He points at a place called The Sportsman’s Lodge. His voice cracks as he speaks, “My wife and I had our wedding reception in that place. It’s real nice inside.”

This is the first time Eddie told me anything personal. “I didn’t know you were married? Is she…”

He cuts me off. “Divorced, but she’s dead now. He pounds the steering wheel. “My son is dead, too.”

“Sorry Eddie. I bet that was hard.”

“The divorce was crappy. She wanted more out of life than I could give her. She took my boy and moved to Simi Valley.” He goes quiet and steps on the gas. A minute later, he continues. “After the virus hit, I went to check on them. They were both dead.” He takes a deep breath and slams his fist down on the steering wheel again. “Milo was only seven. Seeing him dead, bloated and covered with flies…,” He runs his hand through his hair. “it haunts my dreams. That sweet boy didn’t deserve to die.”

“God, that’s fucked up.”

“I wonder if there are any children left?”

Boy, I want to tell him about Michael and Cindy, but I know I can’t. Instead I tell him, “There has to be. I hope we find some soon.”

He shakes his head and sits up straighter. “Fuck, I don’t. Of course, I want there to be children alive, but I don’t want Marco and Adam to get their hands on them. I want them to have a better situation than we have.”

Interesting answer. “How did you end up with Marco?”

“I was driving back from Simi when they pulled me over. It was Adam and Marco’s brother, Jose. And just like you, I didn’t’ want to die so I went with them. Now, I’m stuck here.”

“Stuck? Why don’t you just take off?”

“Because we’re never sent out alone, always in twos. If one member of a team disappears, the other one will be shot. I can’t live with that.”

“He’s done that? Killed his own men?”

“Marco orders it but Adam pulls the trigger.”

He looks around like he’s checking to see if the coast is clear. “Can I trust you?”

“Yeah, you sure can, I have no allegiance to Marco. I only passed their damn loyalty test to get out of the box in the basement, not because I’m loyal.”

He looks me in the eye. “I want to take off. You with me? We could go right now.”

Shit, if only I could. Do I tell him the truth? No. I can’t, but I can tell him part of my plan. “Listen, I want out too, but I think we need to work together to free all the men. I think Tim is unhappy and Fat Boy looks miserable. The only one that looks totally on board is Thomas. I want to observe for a few days and figure out a plan.”

“And the woman. We need to free her.” Eddie adds, “I feel guilty for capturing her. Knowing that bastard is using her day after day.”

“Yeah.” My hands form fists at his remark. “We have to free the woman. We can’t leave her here with the subterranean sewer dwellers.”

“Sewer dwellers?” His eyebrows raise.

I laugh, “What can I say, I loved sci-fi movies. There was this old movie, ‘CHUD’ Cannibalistic Humanoid Underground Dwellers with sewer dwelling creatures that would come up through manhole covers and eat people. They looked a lot like Adam.”

Eddie laughs so hard he shakes the car seat, “He sure is an ugly thing, isn’t he?”

I pat his shoulder. “I’ll make you a deal, we’ll give it a week, then if we can’t figure something out, we’ll take off the next time we ride together.”

“Deal. Now since we aren’t gonna look for any people, let’s find some prize to take back to appease the Boss man.”

We find a washboard and a set of cast iron pans in an antique store. We arrive back in time for dinner.

Adam meets us at the door. “Any luck?”

Eddie does the talking. “Nope. Didn’t see anybody. We did find an antique store and picked up a few things that will come in handy.” He hands him the washboard.

“What the fuck is this?” Adam sneers.

“It’s for washing clothes. You rub the cloth up and down over the board to loosen the dirt.”

I step forward with the pans. “These are cast iron, they’ll work better on the camp stove then the pans Tim is currently using.”

Adam grunts. “Tim’s not cooking anymore. Marco has his woman doing it.”

My pulse quickens, and it takes everything I have not to show excitement at the news.

“Take’em to the kitchen and hand’em to the bitch.” Adam says.

Don’t have to ask me twice. “Happy to.”

The house is filled with the smell of garlic, onion and spicy tomato sauce. I bet she’s making her chicken spaghetti; it’s one of her favorite recipes. I want to run and grab her, but that would only get me killed. Instead, I walk slowly, stopping in the living room and saying hello to the guys sitting around.

Matthew, the youngest of the men, whines, “Just so you know, there’s no more smoking allowed in the house. We have to go out back from now on.”

“Really? Why?” I act pissed off, but I already know it’s because of Shelley.

“Marco’s girlfriend hates smoking.”

I lean down and whisper in his ear. “Marco will do just about anything for his new pussy.”

Matthew grunts, “Amen.”

Enough talk. Time to go in the kitchen.

Shelley, her back to me, is stirring a big pot by the door leading out to the backyard. She’s dressed in a blue sleeveless dress, white socks with red strips at the top and her hiking boots. I’m glad she doesn’t see me yet, it gives me a chance to catch my breath. She’s okay, thank God.

Tim is standing next to her opening boxes of pasta.

I take a step and the floor creaks under me. She turns and spots me. Her eyes flutter as her mouth starts to drop open. I wave my finger back and forth and shake my head no. She nods that she understands.

“Shelley? That’s your name, right?”

“Yes, why?” Her tone a high soprano, not her normal husky alto.

“Eddie and I found these cast iron pans today.” I put them on the counter in between her and Tim. The action gets me close enough to brush against her. “They’ll work better on the cook stove then the pans you’re using.”

“Adam asked me to bring them in to you.” I tell her with a smirk on my face.

“Thank you. Cast iron. Perfect!” Her eyes shine as she presses her hand to her heart. “What’s your name?”

Good, she understands what’s going on. “I’m Ben Rivers. I’m new. I’ve been here about a week.”

“Nice to meet you, Ben.”

Tim gives me a dirty look.

Tim growls, “You better leave her alone. Marco will get pissed.”

I wink at Shelley. “I’ll leave you alone to finish your work. Thanks for cooking for us.”

She braves touching my hand as I walk by. “See you at dinner.”


Chapter Thirty-Three


Shelley

Hank’s here. Oh my God, how I managed to keep a straight face when he appeared in the kitchen is nothing short of a miracle. The problem will be keeping our secret, I don’t have a great poker face.

Tim nudges my arm. “Listen, you better be careful and not let Marco see you flirt with that new guy.”

Did I flirt? Shit, was I obvious? “What do you mean?”

“Body language. The way you reacted to him gave you away. Your shoulders relaxed, your breathing quickened, your face brightened up, even your voice changed.”

Damn it, I need to throw him off. I put on my Marco giggle, “Flirt? Did you get a look at him? He’s sexy; broad shoulders, handsome face, tall. Any red-blooded woman would react to a man like that.”

Tim chuckles as I pretend to fan myself with a dish towel.

He pats me on the shoulder, “Stop it, crazy girl.”

“I didn’t consciously flirt with him.”

“Just be careful, little lady. I don’t think Marco will do anything to you, but he wouldn’t think twice about shooting Mr. Sexy man.”

He’s right, Marco is a possessive man, I better ignore Hank, I mean Ben. I’m sure he’ll understand why I’m snubbing him. “I couldn’t live with myself if anything bad happened to anyone because of me. Thanks for the warning. I’ll keep my distance.”

The formal dining room has a huge table that seats the entire crew. I set it for dinner using the paper plates and plastic utensils I picked up at the store today. With no running water it’s too hard keeping real dishes clean. Marco, however, is an exception. I put a special place setting of the house’s fine china and a crystal wine glass at the head of the table just for him.

Tim, carrying in bottles of water we cooled in the pool, nods at Marco’s fancy place setting. “Impressing the Boss?”

“Trying to keep everyone alive is more like it.” I answer as I place a carefully folded cloth napkin on Marco’s plate.

He’s just about to answer when we’re interrupted by the man himself. “Princesa, what’s that delicious smell?”

I give him a huge Miss America smile. “Spaghetti.”

He pulls me to him, kisses my neck and takes a dramatic sniff. “No, Princesa, it is you that smells delicious.”

Tim, who is standing out of Marco’s line of sight, rolls his eyes.

I give him my best school girl giggle. “Oh, Papi, you just be quiet. I don’t smell like garlic and tomatoes,” and playfully smack his arm.

He whispers in my ear. “No, you don’t. But I bet you’re just as tasty.” Grabbing my arm, he tries to lead me out of the room. I can tell by the look in his eyes he wants number twenty-four.”

This time I resist. “Papi, dinner’s almost ready. I need to be here to finish it.” Thinking I better soothe the horney beast, I put my hand on his chest and add a pout for good measure. “I promised you a nice dinner. If I go with you now, it will be ruined.”

He laughs. “Very well. I can wait, but this dinner better be worth it.”

“It will be, I promise.” Yeah, I won. I turn to Tim. “Can you get the guys down here. I’ll put the finishing touches on everything.”

Tim gives me a thumbs-up and heads toward the stairs.

“I’m gonna go finish, Papi.” I don’t wait for an answer and head back to the kitchen.

As a surprise, I baked flat bread in the brick pizza oven on the back patio. Tim was excited and more than willing to help since they haven’t had bread in weeks. He built the fire in the oven and let me know when it was at the right temperature to bake my bread.

We made chicken spaghetti. The base is bottled sauce that I add extra spices to, then stir in a couple of cans of chicken breast meat and parmesan cheese. It makes a nice thick sauce we’re serving over cooked ziti. With ten hungry men, I made tons.

“Everyone’s here except Adam.” Tim tells me as he walks back in the room.

“Good, but no Adam? Should we hold dinner?”

“Marco said not to wait for him.”

“Okay then. We’ll serve, starting with his royal highness.” I wink as I hand Tim the large pot of ziti and tongs. “Put ziti on their plates and I’ll follow behind with the sauce.”

“Sounds right.” Tim says as he heads for the dining room.

We walk in to a round of applause.

Thomas whistles, and Fat Boy yells out, “Real food.”

I quickly locate Hank. He’s sitting at the end of the table closest to the kitchen. I remind myself to ignore him, even though I want to rush into his arms.

After everyone is served, Tim goes back for the bread and his own plate of food.

“Aren’t you going to eat with us?” Matt calls out and braves a wink.

“No. I’ll eat as I work, but first…” I make dramatic arm movements while opening the sideboard and pulling out a bottle of wine. Holding it up for everyone to see I announce, “Wine. For the boss.”

Maybe this is a bit over the top, but I want to keep Marco off kilter.

The table cheers as I walk over and present Marco the bottle.

His eyes shine with all the attention. “Thank you, Princesa.” He runs his hand up and down my back as I open the bottle and pour him a glass of White Zinfandel.

My hand on his shoulder, I whisper in his ear making sure my lips come on contact, “I’m not sure this wine goes with pasta, but I hope you like it.”

After taking a sip, he smacks his lips. “It’s damn good.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

You’re trying to spoil me, aren’t you?” Marco adds with a grin.

“Yes, Papi,” I place a kiss his cheek as I risk a peek at Hank. Hank’s lips are nothing but a thin line covering his teeth and his eyes are dark and brooding. He always does that with his mouth when he’s pissed off. He does know I’m only playing a part, right? Panic sets in. I need to find a way to reassure him. I know, I’ll write him a note.

Not wanting to get caught looking at Hank, I turn back to Marco and fain a sexy smile. “Excuse me, Papi, I need to do some things in the kitchen. Enjoy your dinner.”

With another swat on my ass. Marco grunts, “Go,” and pushes me toward the door.

I pass Tim as he carries in trays of warm bread and places them at both ends of the table.

The room erupts in cheers.

Thomas groans, “Bread. Oh my God, fresh bread.”

Rushing to the kitchen, I grab a pad of paper and rip off a piece. What should I write? I need to be careful. Then, I remember Leo’s codes. I write: one plus two always. Shelley and Hank always. It’s perfect. If found, no one will know what it means. I fold the note until it’s high school tiny and stick it in my pocket.

Now, I need to get it to him.

Sticking my head in the dining room, I call out, “Anybody want more pasta?” Five hands go up, including Hank’s.

Tim stands. “I’ll help.”

I wave him back down. “No Tim, stay and enjoy your dinner. I’ve got this.”

Grabbing some clean paper plates, I prepare five more servings of pasta and sauce and walk them in two at a time purposely leaving Hank for last. Now for the note! When I get to Hank’s place at the table, I lean in as I place his pasta down and drop the note in his lap. As I pull back, I watch his hand close around it.

To cover, I walk back to Marco’s side. “Do you want more, Papi?”

This time he pinches my ass. “No, I had plenty.”

He looks out at the men and holds up his wine glass. “My woman is good at everything…” he adds a lust-filled growl, “and I do mean everything.”

The men laugh wickedly, and Matt says in a salacious voice, “I bet she is, Boss.”

Embarrassed, I back away and tell them, “I have dessert to prepare.”

I walk in the kitchen just as Adam is stepping in the backdoor. The minute he sees me a sneer appears on his face.

Well, I’ll show him. I hit him with a big smile. “I saved you dinner.” I hand him a large plastic bowl containing a double helping of spaghetti and two slices of bread I’d wrapped in aluminum foil. “It’s still warm.” I add a wink. “Enjoy.”

All I get in return is a grunt, but it’s better than his normal growl.

As Adam joins the table, I prepare dessert.

Dessert is vanilla pudding with peaches on top. I found restaurant sized cans of pudding in the store today. I took every can, both vanilla and chocolate. I scoop spoons full of pudding into paper bowls, place a half peach cut in quarters on the top in a star design. Then, I pour a little of the peach juice over it, add a maraschino cherry in the middle and a sprinkle of cinnamon sugar. Marco gets his in a china dish with two cherries.

After dinner, Marco comes in the kitchen. “Princesa, did you eat?”

Now he’s the nice Marco again. “Yes, I did. I ate while I was cooking.”

“Come sit with me for a while.”

“What about the kitchen? I need to clean up.” I pick up some dirty utensils and walk them to the sink.

“No, Tim and Fat Boy are going to clean up. You’re going to have a glass of wine with me, then I’m taking you upstairs and show you how much I loved that dinner.”

“Yes, Sir.” He takes my hand and leads me to the living room.

“Sit.” He points at the loveseat under the window, pours me a glass of wine and refills his. He joins me on the couch. “Shelley, you did a great job with dinner.”

“Thanks. It seems like the guys liked it.”

“Yeah, they sure did.” He snickers, “You even got to Adam. Saving him dinner was a nice gesture.”

“It was only fair since he took me to the store for the ingredients.”

“Well, it was nice of you.”

I take a sip of wine, then whisper, “I loved today. It felt good to be busy.” I kiss his cheek. “Thank you for trusting me.”

He puts his arm around my shoulders and pulls me in close. “You did well. You didn’t even try to leave me.”

Putting my head on his chest, I tell him another lie. “I don’t want to leave you.” He takes a deep breath and takes another sip of wine. “Will you allow me to cook again tomorrow? Please?”

“If it makes you happy, then yes. I’m assigning Tim as your permanent helper.”

“Good. I like him. And he doesn’t hit on me. I’m comfortable with him.”

Growling, he adds, “He better not hit on you. I’ll kill him.” He squints his eyes and looks around the room. “Did you clean in here?”

Rolling my eyes, I answer. “Of course, I did. It was disgusting. I told the guys they have to smoke outside from now on.”

“Spoken like a true Princesa.” He chuckles as he pulls me to my feet. “Come with me. I need you in my bed, right now.”


Chapter Thirty-Four


Hank

Her note is burning a hole in my pocket, but I’m pissed she took such an unnecessary risk. What if somebody saw her drop it in my lap? She could have blown my cover and gotten me killed. But still, I’m happy she did it.

Dinner was great. The guys ate like it was the first real meal they’ve had in a long time. Hell, it probably was. Marco kept his eye on us and how we reacted around Shelley. If anyone had flirted with her, I’m sure they would have paid dearly for it. Luckily, everyone behaved. I controlled myself for the most part. When she served him special, almost like royalty, it pissed me off. I think I hid my feelings well, at least I hope so.

After we finished dessert, I call out an open invitation. “I’m gonna have a smoke, anyone wanna come?” I’d rather go upstairs to my room and read Shelley’s note, but I need to keep up appearances.

Outside, I grab a seat by the pool and light up. I don’t smoke, not really, but hanging with the guys, doing what they do, is a good way to learn what’s going on and work on being trusted. I don’t inhale. I hold the smoke in my mouth for a bit then blow it out. I smirk at the memories cigarettes turn on in my head. Afghanistan. Most of my Marine buddies smoked and I didn’t want to be an outsider. We’d spend hours smoking and bullshitting waiting for our time to go out on patrol. Very hard times. Good friends.

“Can I sit here?” Thomas asks as he points to the seat next to me.

I give him a nod, but my bullshit radar goes up. “Sure.”

He rubs his stomach. “Boy, that bitch can cook.”

Bitch? My free hand forms a fist under the table. I want to knock his lights out, but I can’t. “Don’t let Marco catch you calling her that.” I growl.

He looks around making sure we’re alone. “I’m not scared of Marco. He’s all talk and no action.”

“What about Adam? You scared of him?”

Thomas scowls and blows a heavy stream of smoke out his nostrils. “That fucker…” he laughs and adds, “is a mean fucking rattlesnake. I’m glad he’s on our side.”

I answer, “Me, too.” He’s right. Adam is a rattlesnake that strikes when Marco tells him to.

Eddie joins us. “Hey, that dinner was something else. She even fixed dessert.”

“Yeah. It was good, that’s for sure.” I tell him with pride in my voice. I wish I could tell him, tell them all, that Shelley’s mine.

Adam appears in the doorway and yells loud enough for everyone to hear, “Meeting in thirty minutes.”

I snuff out my cigarette. “Gonna go upstairs for a minute. See you guys in a few.” There’s no way I’m waiting until after the meeting to read Shelley’s note.

My room is at the end of the corridor. It’s decorated for a young boy. The wallpaper has every kind of ball ever made on it; tennis, soccer, football, golf, you name a ball, it’s on there. It’s dizzying. But on the good side, I have a full-sized bed with a decent mattress and windows that look out over the side yard; so much better than the closet in the basement.

Once inside, I light the candles on the dresser and pull the crinkled piece of paper out of my pocket. My hands shake a little as I unfold it.

Scribbled in blue ink is written: One plus two always.

One plus two always? What does that mean? Wait! It’s in code. Leo’s code had a number for each person in order of appearance in the family. One is Shelley and two is me. Shelley and Hank always.

I look at myself in the mirror, smile wide, and whisper, “She loves me.” No matter what I see her doing, or saying, it’s me she wants to be with. I whisper to myself, “Don’t worry Marshmallow girl, I’m gonna get you out of here and back to our family.”

The last few nights I worked on rebuilding the walkie talkie I had hidden in parts in my pack. Tonight, I’m gonna use it. “Number two reporting in. Over.” I hear a double click then a set of four clicks. That’s Leo’s code; he’s listening. He’s not going to talk back. I’m just feeding him info. “Number one is eating crackers. It will be a few days before we can play monopoly. Just remember to keep Boardwalk safe for me. Over.” A series of three clicks lets me know he got the message.

Rereading Shelley’s note again, I can’t help but want to answer it. I ruffle through my backpack for my notebook, and rip out half a page. I write: Two plus one equals us.

There’s a knock at my door. I hurry and stuff the walkie talkie under the mattress and the note in my pocket before answering.

It’s Fat Boy. “Meeting’s gonna start.”

I follow him out. “Got any idea what it’s about?”

“Nope.” A man of few words.

This is the first meeting I’ve been to. I’ve been given orders every day, but it’s always individually.

We meet at the dining table. Marco sits at the head and Adam to his right. I take a seat at the far end of the table.

Marco pounds his closed fist on the table. “Okay guys, first off. Wasn’t that dinner fucking wonderful?”

Everyone hoots and claps. Thomas yells out, “Best one we’ve had.”

“My Princesa can cook. I’m a lucky man.” Marco beams with pride.

My face grows hot as my hands automatically form fists. I look down at my lap rather than look at the bastard. Then I smirk because I know the real truth. Just wait, Marco, the joke will be on you when I take her back. And she loves me, not you.

“Now, onto business.” Marco says as he takes a seat. “You guys are fucking slacking off. No one has brought in any new recruits in over ten days. You lazy assholes.”

Matt shows some balls. “Boss, it’s not like we don’t try. We can’t find anyone.”

Adam growls, “Boss, Matt’s right. I think driving around is a waste of gas. We need to try something different.”

“Okay, smart ass, what do you suggest?” Marco glares at Adam.

“Stake out supermarkets. Everybody needs to eat. Let the bastards fucking come to us.” Adam smirks and folds his arms across his chest. “We find the markets that have been broken into and stake them out.”

“Why the broken in ones?” Eddie asks.

“Because that means someone lives nearby. They’ve come out of hiding to get supplies.” Marco answers then slaps Adam on the shoulder. “Brilliant idea.”

Everyone starts talking to one another around the table. I roll my eyes at Eddie who does the same thing to me. Neither of us are happy about this.

Marco slaps the table to get everyone’s attention. “Tomorrow, I want each group to find a store and plan your stakeout. Adam will assign the teams.”

Tim speaks up. “Boss, is Shelley gonna cook for us from now on?”

“Yes, Tim. She offered to fix us dinners.”

That gets another round of cheers.

Marco signals everyone to quiet down. “You’ll still be on your own for breakfast and lunch.” He points at Tim. “You’re gonna be her permanent helper.”

I’m glad it’s Tim. Shelley likes him.

“I’m off to spend time with my lady. Adam take over.” Marco stands and heads out the door.

Adam assigns teams. I’m going out with Fat Boy. Eddie is riding with Thomas. Damn it.

While everyone is shuffling out, Eddie calls my name and holds up his cigarettes and points at the door. “Smoke?”

“Sure, I could use some air anyway.”

We walk to the far side of the pool and sit on the chaise lounges. Eddie whispers, “I wish I was riding with you.”

“Me, too, but I still want to keep to our week deadline. We’ll figure something out.”

“Good, because riding with Thomas is shitty. He always manages to find people. I don’t want to bring any more people into this hellhole.”

“I know, but we’ll get the good people out. We just have to figure out how.”

Thomas saunters over. “Listen, Eddie, I want to be fucking out of here early. Be downstairs at eight.”

“Will do.” Eddie answers and gives him a one fingered salute only I can see.

There’s no way I want to hang out with Thomas. I drop my cigarette butt on the ground and grind it out. “I’m gonna go talk to Fat Boy for a minute then head upstairs.”

Thomas snickers at me. “It’s not even nine o’clock, why you leaving early?

“I’m reading a good book. Want to finish it.” I tell him.

“Oh, that’s right, you’re an educated man. An intellectual.” He acts all uppity as he talks.

I let the insult slide since no good will come out of starting something with the ass. “Good night, guys.”

I find Fat Boy in the living room, playing a game of solitaire. For the life of me I don’t know why he has that name. He’s not the least bit overweight. “Hey Fat Boy, what time you want to leave tomorrow?”

“How does nine sound? I think we’ll head over to Laurel Canyon. There’s stores on the way we can check out.”

“Sounds good.” I watch as he plays his cards. He’s missing an obvious move. “Hey, move that Ace over there,” I point to the empty place it should go.

He snorts and moves the ace. “Thanks, man.”

“Okay, see you in the morning.”

He waves but never looks up from his cards.

Upstairs, I use the walkie talkie again. “This is number two. Over.”

I hear Leo’s double click plus four clicks.

“Still enjoying crackers. Over.”

Leo breaks protocol. “Remember the story of Rip Van Winkle? Over.”

“Yes. Why? Over.”

“What did he do for twenty years? Over.”

Damn. He slept. Why didn’t I think of that! I can drug them, put them to sleep like Rip Van Winkle. “Got it, number three. Thanks. Signing off. Over.”

The next morning, after eating a nutrition bar, I meet up with Fat Boy and we’re given guns and assigned a car; a white Toyota Camry that’s seen better days. The only thing good about it is it’s quiet.

Fat Boy gets behind the wheel and I climb in the passenger seat riding shotgun. Two blocks from the house, Fat Boy sighs and takes a deep breath. The look of relief on his face tells me he’s happy to be away from Marco and Adam. I am, too, even though Shelley’s still back at HQ. I know she’s safe there with Tim. It’s better for me to keep my eye on the end game and not on what’s happening minute by minute with her.

Twenty minutes later, Fat Boy looks over at me and raises his eyebrows. “So, Ben, what’s your story? How did you end up hooked up with Marco the terrible?”

I laugh. “Surprise, surprise, Fat Boy talks.”

He shrugs his shoulders. “I don’t talk at the house. I don’t trust any of those assholes.”

“What makes you think you can trust me?”

“Because Eddie does.”

Now I’m alarmed. Did Eddie talk about our plans? “What do you mean?” I ask defensively.

“Relax, I only meant that he doesn’t associate with any of the other guys, but he asked you to go smoke last night. It looks like he trusts you. Eddie is one of the good guys and if he likes you. I know I will, too.”

“Thanks. I like Eddie, plus, he’s as unhappy a camper as I am. Neither of us want to help Marco take over the world.” I study his reaction to my words.

I’m surprised when he smiles, and answers with, “Me, neither.”

Do I dare trust him? Or am I taking too many gambles? “Hey, it’s killing me to know, why does everyone call you Fat Boy? You’re skinny as a rail.”

He chuckles, and his face turns pink. “Because I was riding my Harley Fat Boy when they drafted me to the team. My name is really Doug Hastings.”

“Then they should call me Big Feet, because I was walking when they found me.”

This gets another chuckle out of him. “Actually, I refused to give them my name, so I ended up with a nickname. I guess the rest of you fools caved and told them your names.”

“Now, now. I gave them my name before I knew what they were up to.” Not the truth, but I’m not ready to share my whole agenda.

He points to his left. “There’s a Pavilions supermarket, let’s check it out.”

He drives through the parking lot slowly. “Looks like no one’s been here.”

It’s time to see where he stands. “Let me ask you something. Do you really want to find more people and drag them into Marco’s gang?”

“Hell, no!” He fires back at me. “No fucking way!”

Just the answer I wanted from him. “How about we break in, make it look like it’s been used by survivors and just stay here. That way, we won’t find anyone.”

He brakes hard and the car jerks to a stop as he stares over at me. “You sure?”

“Hell, yeah. I don’t want to be responsible for imprisoning anyone else.” I admit.

I swear a dark cloud lifts from over his head. “Thank God. I knew you were one of the good guys. Let’s do this.”

Breaking in is easy. We use the crowbar from the trunk. The minute the glass crashes, the smell of rancid meat and decaying food hits us.

“Jesus Christ, that’s disgusting.” Doug gags.

“It really is.” I agree as I tie a bandana around my face. “I’ll go in and look around, maybe open the backdoor.”

He pulls a mask out of his pocket. “Hell, I’m coming in, too. Let’s head for the toothpaste aisle first and put some under our noses. It will help kill the smell.”

“Or Vicks VapoRub, which ever we find first.” I say trying hard not to lose my breakfast.

With a thumbs-up, we enter the store. I grab some boxes of heavy-duty lawn-sized bags and rubber gloves from the cleaning aisle while Doug gets a tube of Crest.

After suiting up, we look around. Most of the vegetables are nothing but mush, the exception being the onions, potatoes and garlic. The meats are crawling with maggots.

He suggests, “Let’s really make it look used. Let’s dump the veggies and meat out the back door.”

“Smart, it’ll look like some group cleaned up the bad stuff, so they don’t have to gag on the smells every time they come for supplies.”

“Which do you want; the meat or the veggies? I ask Doug as I hand him a box of bags.

He shrugs, and we end up flipping a coin.

I groan, “Fine. I’ll do the damn veggies.”

Scraping veggie mush into bags is ten times worse then mucking a horse stall. It drips all over and squishes through my fingers.

Doug comes over when I’m about half done. “Are we throwing everything out the back door?”

“Yeah, but leave the loading deck clear.”

The produce aisles end up being twelve full bags of mush.

“And whatever you do, don’t open the freezers, please.” I snicker as we put the last of the bags outside.

“Hell, no!” He says and holds his nose.

Doug knocks things off shelves to make the store look visited while I take a grocery cart and fill it making the shelves in the front of the store look picked over.

We find two folding camping chairs in a picnic display and set up our base to the left of the front door. This way, no one will see us until they’ve entered the building. Hopefully no one will.

After we eat some snacks, I decide to go for it. “Doug, I’m going out on a limb here and trusting you with some sensitive information.”

He looks down at the soda can in his hand and takes a deep breath. “You’re thinking escape. Right?”

“Yeah. But I want to take down Adam and Marco first. I don’t want them to hurt anyone else.”

He doesn’t even act fazed by my idea. He volunteers, “He has other men that are loyal to him, you know.”

“I know Thomas is, who else?”

“Matt and David are for sure. Eddie’s not. I’m not sure about Tim.”

I take it to another level. “How about you? You loyal to Marco?”

He shakes his head from side to side. “Fuck, no! I hate him.”

“Thought so. You want in?”

“Damn straight, I do.” He assures me.

“Good.” I slap him on the back. “One more thing you should know. I’m gonna rescue the woman, too.”

He laughs lustfully, “Figures.”

“Please, give me a break. I’m not like Marco. I just want to give her freedom back.”

“You plan on shooting them?”

“No. I’m thinking about fixing them some strong mickeys. When they’re unconscious I’ll slit Marco and Adam’s throats and then we’ll slip away while the others sleep.”

“Great idea. Where are we getting the drugs?”

“Funny you should ask. There’s a pharmacy right here in the store. Think I’ll go look.”

“You do that. I’ll keep watch.”


Chapter Thirty-Five


Leo

The stairs creak as Mala tiptoes down them. Gus and I look up from our reading and beam her a smile.

“The kids asleep? I whisper.

“Yeah. It took three books, but Cindy finally went to dreamland.” Mala gives Gus a quick kiss before cuddling under my arm on the couch.

On any other day, I’d be jealous but not after last night when it all came to a head. All three of us have been flirting and dancing around our feelings for a while now. Gus wants her and so do I. Frustrated, Mala confronted us and laid it on the line. She couldn’t and wouldn’t chose between us and suggested we share. Well, we ended up in bed together, all three of us. It was fantastic. Now neither Gus or I swing the gay way, but we can work as a team and satisfy our woman. That’s right, our woman. The three of us are now together as one unit; a triad.

“She asked about Hank and Shelley again. It’s hard for her to understand what’s going on.”

I kiss her forehead. “I know, Baby, but all we can do is tell her they’re on a trip and will be back soon.”

Gus, who’s sitting on the loveseat, offers some help. “I think she senses our anxiety. Childs are pretty preceptive.”

“When did you become a child psychologist?” I tease him.

He holds up a book titled Child Development. “I figured since I spend so much time with the kids, I might as well understand them.”

“Where’d you get that?” Mala asks with a laugh.

“The library. When I went to pick up the second U-Haul truck and get our bikes out of storage, I stopped and got a few new books. Some for me and some for the kids.”

“You’re good to them, Gus.” Mala tells him.

“Love the little buggers, what can I say.” Gus chuckles.

“Now that the kids are asleep, let’s go over the work list.” I pick up Shelley’s clipboard. “First item: Trucks.”

Gus sits forward and puts his elbows on his knees. “I’ve got both U-hauls ready, tires checked, full tanks of gas, oil checked. Our bikes are in the bigger truck along with an electric golf cart I found at the storage place. I figured we could charge it up when we get where we’re going. Tomorrow, I’ll go to the other storage unit and load our cached supplies. Then, all I have left is to fill the gas tanks on Mala’s new jeep, the van and the Caddie.”

Mala leans forward and kisses Gus’s face. “You did good, my hard-working man.”

I hug her “Baby, how’s it going with clothing?”

“Pretty good. Michael and I went to the mall and picked up several sizes of clothes for the kids. We’ll have things they can grow into. I got myself some good work boots.” She holds her feet up, “See.”

“They look great.” Gus says with a wink.

She adds, “I got Shelley and me replacement clothes, too. I still need to get stuff for you guys and Hank.”

I mark the progress on the checklist and then take up the next item. “Weapons? That’s mine.” I put down the clipboard and cross my legs. “I figure Shelley and Hank will come back without theirs, but we have plenty of replacements since I drove to our MC HQ”

I look down at the list again. “Water? That’s me too. I found a survival store and cleaned it out. We now have ten portable water filtration systems and a dozen collapsible water containers. I also took all their heirloom seeds and specialized survival food. It’s loaded in the back of the van.”

Mala give me a high-five followed by a kiss. “Well done.”

Now’s the time to spring my surprise. “Oh yeah, they had non-electric clothes washers called Wonder Washers. I got two of them. They look kinda like small cement mixers.”

She squeals and kisses my cheek over and over. “Really? That’s fantastic. I’m tired of scrubbing everything by hand.”

Gus laughs and sarcastically asks, “Now, if we could only figure out an easy way to get fuel out of the gas stations.”

“Funny you should ask,” I tell him and throw him the book I’m reading. “Look at chapter four.”

“Really?” Gus asks with his eyebrows up.

“Yep.”

I look back at the clipboard. “Mala, the next one is yours. First Aid and medicines”

She takes the clipboard and points out the next sheet. “This is what we still need. I’d like to go get it tonight if one of you will take me. We need to make two stops; the pharmacy and the medical supply store.”

Gus answers first. “I would, but I’d better stay here in case Cindy wakes up.”

“I’ll take you.” I tell her.

Gus walks over and kisses her neck. “Don’t be too late. I want a repeat of last night, please.”

Mala’s face turns bright pink. “Me, too.”

Ten minutes later, Mala and I take off in her jeep with Adolph in the back seat. She’s driving since she knows a back route to the pharmacy near her hospital.

“Did you put Morning After pills on your list?” I ask as we pull into the parking lot.

“Yes, and I’m also getting everything Shelley will need to make sure she didn’t catch any cooties from those bastards.”

“Smart lady.” I lean over the middle console and kiss her cheek. “Birth Control for you?

“On there.”

We both laugh.

After we break in, I volunteer, “Adolph and I will stay at the door and keep watch. You go get everything. Make sure to keep your flashlight pointed toward the floor so it’s less noticeable.”

“I will. This could take a little while.” She tells me as she heads for the back of the store.

“No problem, just make sure you take the big bottles of everything.”

A few minutes later, Adolph lets out a low steady growl and his hackles rise. Shit, I don’t want a fight tonight. Wanting Adolph to stay and guard, I whisper, “Pass Auf” and move further back into the store taking cover behind the counter. “Mala, turn off your light and get down.”

Her light blinks off and I hear her hit the floor. Minutes pass. I whisper, “You okay back there?”

“Yes, but I really want to get back to work.”

“Give it another few minutes.”

Right after saying that, Adolph goes into a full bark. Wanting to see what he’s barking at, I use a trick my Special Forces buddy taught me. I squeeze my eyes shut for ten seconds and then use my peripheral vision rather than looking straight at things. I search the front of the storefront and spot the problem. It’s another dog; a tiny girlie looking one.

Adolph’ s holding position and waiting for the attack command I’m not going to give him. Instead, I call him to me, “Heir.” He huffs but comes and sits by my leg but continues his low growl. “Mala, you can go back to work. It’s just another dog.”

“I need about ten more minutes. Can you grab a bag and fill it with condoms, and tampons, please?”

“Sure thing.” Once in the right aisle, I tell Mala, “I’m getting the extra-large condoms for me and the size extra-small for Gus.”

I hear Mala laugh, “You’re wicked.”

“Am Not.”

Fifteen minutes later, we’ve done. “I’ll get the jeep and pull it right up to the door. It’s safer that way.”

Adolph and I rush across the parking lot without any issues and no more dog sightings.

The medical supply place is only two blocks away and it takes only minutes to get there. We’re in and out in fifteen minutes. No problem.

On the way home, Mala asks, “Do you really think we can find an off the grid house?”

“I sure do. I was reading through some of the magazines from the survival store and there is an off-the-grid community in northern California at Lake Pillsbury. I want us to try to get there. If that doesn’t work, then we’ll find a solar powered house with its own well.”

“That would be perfect.”


Chapter Thirty-Six


Shelley

“Wake up, sleepy head.” Marco whispers in my ear just before nipping it. “I brought you coffee and a warmed-up Pop Tart.”

I give him a sleepy smile. “Is it a cherry one?”

“Yes, Princesa, your favorite kind.”

Sitting up takes work, my arms are stiff and sore. Marco tried something new last night, he tied my arms to the headboard. I stretch my arms and pull the sheet up to cover my nude body and put a pillow on my lap to hold the tray.

He places the breakfast tray on the pillow and kisses my forehead. “I’m going out with Adam today. I want to check on my men, make sure they’re doing their jobs.”

That doesn’t make sense, how does he know what stores his men are at? He’s lying, but I’ll play along. “That’s okay, Papi. I can work on dinner while you’re gone. Maybe do some laundry.”

“What are you making for dinner?”

I don’t answer until I swallow a big gulp of coffee. “Not sure yet, but I promise you’ll like it.”

He nuzzles my neck, hitting my arm almost spilling my coffee. “I’d like anything you make me, my sweet lover.”

I laugh and giggle as I push him away. “Papi, my coffee.”

“Give me that.” Taking the coffee cup out of my hand, he places it back on the tray and moves the whole thing to the dresser. When he turns around, he has that gleam in his eye. “Turn around. On your knees. Head down. Ass in the air.”

His favorite position. Mine, too. He slaps my ass cheeks several times then rubs away the pain before getting down to the main event.

The count is now twenty-seven. I’m not sure why I’m keeping count, but it does make me feel powerful over the whole thing.

As he zips up, he tells me. “I’m leaving Tim here. Matt will be patrolling the grounds.”

“Papi, I need a few buckets of water to clean up with. Can you have Tim bring them up, please?”

“Sure thing.” He kisses my cheek. “I’ll be gone most of the day.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be good. I promise.”

Ten minutes later, there’s a knock, and through the door, I hear, “It’s Tim. I have your water.”

Tim looks me up and down even though he tries not to. I can’t blame him, I’m wearing the beige silk robe Marco got for me. It’s almost see thru and falls to just below my butt.

He stutters, “The da, dark bucket is warm. I got it from the so, solar bags. The white one is co, cold.” He walks the buckets into the bathroom for me.

I give him a big smile. “Thanks so much. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”

His face red, he just nods and leaves, closing the door behind him.

After washing Marco’s stank off, I use the rest of the water to wash my hair and flush the toilet. I strip the smelly bed and put on brand-new sheets I found in the closet. I toss the dirty ones in a plastic bag to throw away. “There’s no way I’m washing these things.”

I find Tim doing dishes in the kitchen. Instantly upset at someone making a mess in my kitchen, I blurt out, “Dishes? Who made a mess in here this morning?”

“Some of the guys had oatmeal for breakfast and used real dishes.” He answers in an aggravated tone.

“They’re a bunch of spoiled bastards.”

He laughs. “Not all of them, just some.”

This seems like a perfect time to feel him out. “What do you mean?”

“Not all the guys are bad. Some of them are nice men trapped here.”

“What about you? Are you happy here?”

He doesn’t answer, instead, looks me in the eye and turns the questioning back at me. “First, you answer the same question. Are you happy here?”

I grab his hand. “I sure hope I’m not making a mistake, but I’ll gonna tell you the truth.” I check to make sure we’re still alone before I add, “Hell, no. I’m just a good actress.”

He whispers, “I hate it here, too. I’m not cut out for being a bad guy.”

“I know you’re not, Tim.” I pat his hand. “What did you do before? You know, before the virus changed the world.”

He takes a deep breath and leans in close. “Trust works both ways, Shelley. Can I trust you?”

“Yes. You can. I promise.” I put my hand on his arm. “You really can.”

He nods and starts talking. “I was a dentist. I specialized in children’s dentistry.”

Boy, could we use him in our family. We’d have a trauma nurse and a dentist. “Did you have a family?”

He stutters his answer, “I, I had a hus, husband named Scott. He was a doctor, a pediatrician, and the love of my life.” He hesitates before adding, “He contracted the virus early on. He died in an isolation room, alone.” His eyes fill with tears. “We were getting ready to adopt when the world ended.”

I pull him into a hug. “I’m sorry about your husband.”

“He was a good man. A day doesn’t go by that I don’t miss him.”

“You know, that’s one secret you better keep hidden from the guys here, especially Marco and Adam.”

He whispers, “I know. I hate lying to everyone and I hate being back in the closet. I want out of here.”

Game time.

“Let’s work together then. Let’s plan an escape.”

His eyes bug out. “Escape?”

I spot Matt through the kitchen window approaching the back door. “Shhh.”

Matt, a tough looking kid, probably no more than twenty, comes inside. “Any coffee left?”

I glance over and see there’s some left in the glass pot. “Yeah, I’ll get it for you.”

He looks me up and down and licks his lips. What a little pig. “I can get it myself, Sugar.” He smacks my butt as he steps past me.

His actions and words infuriate me. “Sugar? You better mind your mouth and your hands. Marco will kill you.”

He sneers and pushes in real close; his chest colliding with my breasts, his face inches from mine. “You gonna rat me out?” The corners of his mouth turn up into a smirk. “You wouldn’t do that would you, Sugar?” He puts his hands on my waist, and slides them down over my ass.

I push his hands off. “Don’t touch me.”

He snickers, but takes a step back.

Refusing to show him any fear, I poke him in the chest. “No, I won’t tell Marco, but, stay away from me,”

“Feisty.” He laughs and slaps my ass again. “When you get tired of the old man, come see me.”

Tim growls and shoves Matt away from me. “She might not tell on you, but I sure as hell will. Back off her right now.”

“You won’t tell, Tim, you’re chicken shit,” Matt spits back then turns and leaves out the backdoor without his coffee.

“Sorry about that.” Tim tells me as he leads me to a stool. “Sit down for a minute.”

“Don’t tell on him, Tim. It will just bring us problems.” I whisper. “We don’t need any enemies.”

“I know. I won’t tell.” He hands me a bottle of water. “Escape huh?”

“Shhh, not here.” After a few sips of water, I get to my feet. “Let me grab my notes and let’s go in the pantry and plan some meals.” I wink at him.

“Good idea.” He plays along. “That way we can see what we have to work with.”

The pantry is the biggest I’ve ever seen in a private house. A large work station, perfect for organizing and planning meals sits in the middle. Floor to ceiling shelves hang on three walls and a walk-in freezer, now dead and empty, sits against the fourth wall. When I arrived, the shelves were nearly bare, but I did a pretty good job of filling them with staples when Adam took me shopping.

Tim enters first, and I close the door half way behind me. I point back at the door. “Don’t want to look like we’re up to something.” I whisper as I sit on one of the stools.

He takes a seat across from me. “Escape, huh?”

“Yeah. You sure you want in?”

His mouth forms a large grin. “Yeah. I want out of here more than anything.”

“Good. Me, too.” Nervous, I move my stool a few inches, so I can keep watch on what’s going on outside the pantry. Once I’m certain we’re still alone, I tell him, “My friend is working on an escape plan. I’ll let him know you’re in.”

“Friend? You have a friend in here?” His eyes open wide and his eyebrows almost meet in the middle.

“Yeah.” My heart flutters as I think about Hank. I still can’t believe he risked his life to come save me. “It’s Ben. He let himself get recruited so he could help me escape.”

He smirks and rolls his eyes. “I knew something was up with you and that guy.”

My face heats up as I giggle. “Yeah, there sure is. You hit the nail on the head the other day, Mr. Smarty Pants. I can’t wait to get out of here and get back home.”

“Me either.”

“Remember, we still need to keep up pretenses. We can’t let anyone know our plans.”

A loud banging noise somewhere in the house brings our covert conversation to a quick halt. I jump off my stool and check the kitchen. “Still clear, but let’s not take any changes.”

“Agreed. Let’s plan dinner.”

Looking the shelves over, I grab jars of pizza sauce and a large box of Velveeta cheese. “I know it’s not mozzarella, but it’s still cheese.”

Tim makes a face that reminds me of Michael when I gave him cough medicine. “Blah! Imitation and full of preservatives.” He sticks his tongue out. “What’s are you going to make with that?”

“Pizza in the outside oven.”

“With Velveeta?” He grimaces.

“Yeah, it’ll work.” I shake my finger at him. “Don’t knock it, Mr. Gourmet chef, the guys will love it.”

Standing, he grabs a couple cans of mushrooms then picks two large onions out of the basket in the corner and drops everything on the counter next to the pizza sauce. “Toppings.”

“What about meat? I can’t imagine Adam or Marco eating a no-meat pizza.” I joke as I scan the shelves.

“Them, Vegetarians? Never.”

We both giggle.

Tim grabs a dried salami off the top shelf. “How about this?”

“Perfect.”

It’s close to four o’clock when Fat Boy and Hank, arrive home from their run. I watch from the kitchen window as they stop and talk to Tim who is prepping the pizza oven. I wish I could read lips, but from the way they’re standing and looking around, I’m sure they’re discussing an escape plan. Within minutes, Hank comes in the kitchen door with a big smile on his face, grabs my hand and pulls me into the pantry.

His touch sends heat right up my arm. God, I’ve missed him. “What are you doing?”

He chuckles and whispers, “Don’t worry. Tim and Fat Boy are keeping watch and none of the others are back yet.” He pushes me up against the counter and wraps his arms around me, growls and presses his body against mine. “I miss you so damn much.”

I pull his face closer. “Shut up and kiss me. Please.”

And he does. One long, panty-wetting kiss. He whispers against my lips. “As much as I’d like to strip you naked right here now, we really need to talk.”

I whine as he pulls away, but he’s right. “I know, but I miss being with you.”

He runs his hands down my back and cups my butt. “Soon, we’ll be together again, I promise. And we’ll make up for lost time.”

Male laughter has us both looking over at the door. Tim and Fat Boy are sitting on the outside steps exchanging stories.

I whisper, “Tim wants out too. He’s gonna help us.”

“I know. He told me outside. Fat Boy and Eddie are in on it, too.”

“Good, we can use the help.” I run my hands through his hair. “Hank, how are the kids? I’ve been worried about them.”

He pushes my bangs out of my eyes. “Everyone’s fine. They’re at Mala’s house.”

My body jerks and grows stiff at that piece of news. What about my house? My garden?

As reading my thoughts, Hank explains, “I’m sorry, Shelley, your house is compromised. It’s not safe there anymore.”

All I can answer is, “I know.”

He kisses my ear. “Baby, I know you love your house but it’s just a place. What counts is people. The kids. Leo. Gus. Mala. Your new friend Tim. Eddie, Fat Boy.” I kiss her forehead and add, “You and Me. Family.”

He’s right of course. Material things can be replaced but it still hurts like hell. I tell myself to suck it up and move on. “You’re right.” Kissing him on the cheek, I ask “Now, tell me about the kids.”

He chuckles against the side of my face and it tickles. “Cindy doesn’t understand where we are. They told her we were on a trip and would be back soon. Michael is being very grown up and helping with the packing plans.”

“Packing?”

“Yeah. We need to leave LA, it’s too dangerous here. Leo is planning the whole thing.”

My heart hurts at leaving Los Angeles but Leo’s right. The city is a stupid place to try to make a new start. “Hurts to say this, but it is for the best.”

“Yeah, it is.” He takes a baggie full of a green and blue powder out of his pack and puts it on the work station. “Crushed up Rohypnol, street name: roofies.”

My hands shake as I examine the bag. “The date rape drug?”

“Yeah, I want you to put it in tonight’s beer and serve it to everyone. It will knock the bastards out for hours.”

I smirk and add, “I guess I shouldn’t drug Tim, Eddie, Fat Boy or you.”

He smacks my butt. “Smartass. Of course, not us, or you either.”

“We’re escaping tonight?”

“Yeah.” He kisses me again. “You do want to come home with me, right?”

I smack his arm. “Of course, I do. I love you and miss our family.”

He pulls me tight into his arms, “That’s the first time you told me you love me.”

I feel my face tint pink as doubt runs through my mind. Can he love me after what I’ve had to do with Marco? Unable to look him in the eye, I turn away. “I just hope…”

Hank growls, grabs my chin and pulls my face up so I’m peering into his eyes. “I know what you’ re thinking and there is nothing you could do or say that would stop me from loving you. You’re mine.”

“But Marco?”

“You did what you had to. End of story.” He reaches in his pocket and hands me a folded-up piece of paper. “Read it.”

“Two plus one equals us.” I work hard to hold back my tears. “Us?”

“Yeah, Us. I don’t believe we met by accident. I believe we were meant to find each other. You’re mine.”

I’m his. And he’s mine. Tears creep into my eyes. “I believe you.”

We’re interrupted by a honking car horn. Someone else is home from their run. I whisper again, “Tonight?”

He nods. “Make sure to put a whole bunch of that,” he points at the baggie, “in each bottle of beer.”

He kisses my cheek. “Gotta go. See you later.” He winks as he walks out the door.

I slip his note into my pocket.

Several minutes later, Hank and Fat Boy carry in six cases of Guinness Extra Stout beer in bottles. Fat Boy whispers, “We brought dark beer to hide any coloring from the drug. Open them in the kitchen and pour the drug in. It has no taste and will dissolve instantly. Serve the bottles opened.”

I nod. “I can do that.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven


Hank

The roar of a big engine breaks the silence. Damn, I thought we were supposed to drive the quiet cars today? I rush through the kitchen and down the steps into the backyard in time to see Thomas’s black monster pull to a stop. I should have known it was him; he needs a big car to hold his huge ego. I join Tim who is stuffing the pizza oven with wood and mumble under my breath, “God, he’s an ass.”

“That’s the truth.” Tim answers then adds a snicker, “A big car to make up for his tiny dick.”

We both have a good belly laugh as we watch Eddie and Thomas open the monster’s trunk and start removing bags.

“I need to tell Eddie about our plans. Can you run a diversion with Thomas?”

Tim gives off a heavy sigh, “I’ll try, but he hates me. It may not work.”

“Just try, please.”

He nods and heads toward the parked cars, calling out, “Hey Thomas, what did you get? Anything good?”

Being the boastful ass that he is, Thomas answers, “I got great stuff. Come see.”

As Thomas shows off to Tim, I wave at Eddie and signal I need to talk to him.

Eddie hands Tim his bag. “Here, Thomas can show you everything. I’m gonna go have a cigarette.”

At that, Eddie and I head for the pool area.

Acting casual, we take a seat at the table and light up. Neither of us talk for a minute making sure Thomas or Matt, who is now out by the cars, stay where they are.

Marco’s silver Mercedes pulls in the driveway with Adam in the passenger seat. “I wonder where they went today?” Then I smirk and share my thought with Eddie. “It really doesn’t matter anyway, it ends tonight.”

“Tonight? We’re leaving tonight?” Eddie whispers.

“Yeah.”

I watch Marco walk toward the house holding a blue plastic bag. He yells out, “Where’s my Princesa?”

I dig my fingernails into my palms as the bastard kisses my woman. I remind myself, after tonight, he’ll never touch her again.

Thankfully, Eddie and I remain alone, Thomas and Matt are busy kissing Adam’s ass. I whisper, “Yeah, we’re going tonight. The five of us; you, me, Shelley, Tim and Doug.”

With his eyebrows raised, he asks, “Who the hell is Doug?”

“That’s Fat Boy’s real name.”

“I always wondered what his real name was.” He looks over his shoulder at the kitchen. “Shelley and Tim are coming too?”

“Yeah.” Not taking time to relay the whole story, I give him a shortened version. Expecting him to be excited, it surprises me when he’s not, instead, his face is lined with worry. “You change your mind? You want to stay here?”

“Hell no. I want out, but…” he looks down at the ground, “I hate being alone. Even when I was a kid, I had to have people around. I just hope I can find a group of good people who’ll let me join them.”

I punch him in the arm. “Don’t worry, we’re gonna stick together. You can join my group.”

His face lightens, and a smile reappears. “Group? You have people out there?”

“Yeah. Good ones.”

He puts his cigarette out and stands. “I’m one hundred percent in. Anything you need.”

“Good.” I blow out a stream of smoke. “Carry a concealed weapon to dinner and sit at the far end of the table, away from Marco.”

I walk back through the kitchen on my way to my room. Shelley’s not there of course, but Tim is. I ask under my breath, “She with him?”

Tim gives me a nod.

I whisper under my breath, “Marco dies tonight.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight


Shelley

I just finished whispering tonight’s plan to Tim when I hear, “Where’s my Princesa?”

Wiping flour off my hands, I step to the kitchen door, paste a smile on my face, and wave. “I’m right where you left me, Papi. The kitchen.”

He gets to me in two strides. “Princesa, I missed you today,” and places a soft kiss on my cheek.

Hank is by the pool watching our every move. Damn, I hate when he sees Marco touching me. I turn and walk inside, away from Hank’s eyes. “I missed you, too, Papi.” Turning around, I add a staged giggle. “Guess what? Tim and I are making pizza for dinner.”

“Pizza? In the outside oven?”

“Yeah. I’m making the dough now.” I point at the cloth covered bowls. “The dough is rising as we speak.”

Sliding his arms around my waist, he pulls me against his body and plants a kiss behind my ear. “My girl is something else. I love pizza. Thank you.” He breaks the hug and grabs my hand. “Come.”

Knowing I can’t get out of it, I play my only card. “Papi, I only have an hour. I need to be down here to finish making the pizza.”

Laughing, he pulls me toward the stairs, “Well, then we better hurry.”

The plastic bag in his other hand rustles against his leg. Curiosity has me asking, “What’s in the bag?”

“I’ll show you later.” His grip tightens on my hand as he whispers almost in a growl, “Right now, Papi needs his Princesa naked and under him.”

As soon as we enter his room, he locks the door and gives me an order. “Strip, Princesa, I need to see every inch of you.”

As I undress, the reality that this is our last time together sinks in. His streak will end at twenty-eight. Once nude, I turn and face him holding my hands over my mound.

He’s sitting in the winged back chair in the corner, his eyes dark with need. “You are beautiful, from your head to your toes. I’m a lucky man.”

My face heats up at his compliment.

“Now, crawl to me, Princesa.”

Dropping down to all fours, I approach slowly moving like a sensual cat. I purr up at him, “Here I am, Papi.”

It happens quick, right there in the chair. He never even undressed, just opened his pants. It’s probably better that number twenty-eight wasn’t epic; it will make it easier to forget.

He points at the bag he left on the dresser. “That’s for you, Princesa.”

“For me?”

He laughs, “What other woman am I going to spoil?”

Inside the bag is a pair of expensive jeans and a beautiful aqua blue cashmere sweater along with a matching thong and bra set in the same color.

“Thank you, Papi. I love the color.”

“Wear it tonight for me, please. I want to show you off to my men.”

I plant a kiss on his cheek. “Of course, I’ll wear them tonight.”

He waves me off. “Go, my sweet Princesa. I know you have work to do.”

In the bathroom, I scrub all remembrances of him off my body.

The jeans fit perfectly. Magically, they’re even the right length. The V-neck sweater hugs my curves and feels amazing against my skin. It’s even a good color for me.

As I comb my hair, my stomach tightens and it’s hard to swallow. I stare in the mirror, confused at my crazy mixed feelings. I should hate Marco, but I don’t. Maybe it’s because he’s been nothing but kind to me since I arrived. He’s kept me safe and spoiled me rotten. But, he stole me from Hank and kept me away from my family. Why don’t I hate him? I fight back the tears forming in my eyes. What’s wrong with me? Am I suffering from Stockholm syndrome? All I know is I’m going to miss the private, loving Marco. I won’t, however, miss the gang leader part of him.

He’s asleep in the chair when I exit the bathroom. Tiptoeing, I move to him and lightly run my fingers down his hair. I whisper, “Thank you for everything,” and head to the kitchen.

Tim gives me a quick once over. “New clothes?”

“Presents from Marco.” I put on my full-length apron and grab the bowls of dough. “Everything okay down here?”

“Yeah, the oven is hot enough to bake in now. I’m just keeping it hot enough.”

He points at the bar-sized fridge on the counter. “I cranked that baby up to high, so the beer will be extra cold.”

Thomas saunters in from the living room. “Is it true we’re having pizza for dinner?”

I stick a smile on my face. “Yeah, it’s true. Can you spread the word I expect everyone at the table in an hour?”

“Sure, will.” He rubs his fat stomach. “God, I love pizza. Never thought I’d have it again. I’ll tell the guys.”

“Thanks.”

Adam walks in the back door, his arms loaded down with Macy’s bags. He looks me up and down. “I see your new clothes fit.”

“Yeah, perfectly. Thanks.” I point at his bags. “You buy new clothes?”

He nods, “Needed them. Everything I own is dirty.” He then gives me another smile.

This is the first time he’s ever even attempted to be nice to me. I work a piece of dough into a circle. “I sure hope you like pizza.”

He rolls his eyes and growls like a hungry bear. “I love pizza.”

“Good. Ben and Fat Boy brought beer to have with it, too.”

Another smile. He’s good looking when he’s not in Hulk mode. “Beer and pizza. Can’t wait.”

The hour passes quickly, and the men are ready to eat in the dining room. I hear them laughing and talking through the doorway. Marco sticks his head in the kitchen. “Pizza ready? The guys say they’re starving in here.”

Tim answers, “Yeah, we’ll bring it in now.”

As soon as we’re alone, I call Tim to my side. “We’ll serve the pizza family style in the middle of the table and then bring the beers in a few at a time. Ben, Fat Boy and Eddie will be sitting together, we’ll serve them last.”

“Got it.”

We made six huge pizzas and they turned out great. Granted, they would have been better with mozzarella cheese, but the Velveeta looks and tastes just fine. Tim and I pre-slice each pie and load the slices on two large serving trays.

I look over at Tim. “You ready?”

He nods, his face a bit pale. “Nervous about the drugs, but yeah, I’m ready.”

“We got this, Tim. Just think about our freedom.”

We each pick up a large tray and whisper, at each other, “Freedom.”

The guys cheer when they see the pizza.

Matt claps. “God, I love pizza.”

“It’s my favorite food.” Adam laughs as he grabs two slices. Yes, he laughed; Mr. Grimm’s face actually cracked.

As I walk pass Marco he grabs me by the waist and pulls me into his side. “Princesa, you’re amazing. Look how happy you made my men.”

Kissing his cheek, I tell him my final lie. “Anything for you, Papi.”

It’s time to serve the beer.

Tim takes cold beers from the fridge, one for each of Marco’s loyal troops, and pops the tops off. I grab three more, one for Eddie, Fat Boy and Hank and put them to the side.

I pull a funnel from the utensil drawer, it slips out of my fingers and rolls across the floor.

“You okay?” Tim murmurs as he picks it up.

“Nerves are getting to me. But I’ll be fine.” I wipe my fingers down the face of my apron to ensure I don’t drop it again.

“You got this, Shell.”

“Keep a watch out, please.” At that, he moves to the end of the island and stands in such a way my actions can’t been seen from the dining room.

I grab the bag of roofie powder from its hiding place and get to work. Using the funnel, I slide the bluish powdered drug into each beer then lightly swirl each bottle.

“They’re ready.”

We deliver them to the men. I hand Marco his. “Here, Papi, a nice cold beer. It’s the expensive imported kind.”

With his mouth full of pizza, Marco just nods and throws me a kiss.

I rush back to the kitchen, and walk the untainted beers out to Hank and our friends.

Now we wait. Per Fat Boy, it should take no more than an hour.


Chapter Thirty-Nine


Hank

Adam chugs his beer, slams the empty bottle down on the table and lets out a big, nasty burb. Everyone laughs as he bellows, “Tim, bring more beer.”

The guys start to chant, “More beer! More beer!”

Waving his bottle over his head, Marco joins the chorus. “Yeah, we need more fucking beer.”

Eddie makes eye contact and rolls his eyes. We know the second and third round will also be laced with roofie powder.

After round three, the laughter and talk amongst the men slows and even Thomas’s bragging starts to sound sloppy and slurred.

At the head of the table, Marco’s eyes are at half-mast and it looks like he’s going to do a face plant onto his plate any second.

I whisper to Doug, “It’s working.”

“Sure, as hell is.”

At the forty-minute mark only two men are still conscious; Adam and Thomas.

“Too many beers.” Thomas whines. He tries to stand only to fall face forward onto the floor. He’s out for the count, his mouth hangs wide open with drool dripping out.

Adam, slurring his words, yells, “Damn.” He looks at Eddie, myself and Doug and even as fucked up as he is, figures it out. “You drugged us.” He struggles but still manages to pull his gun and points it at us, his arm waving around in front of him. “I’m gon, gonna killllllllllll you.”

I yell, “Get down!” and dive under the table a millisecond before Adam pulls the trigger.

Then, like it always happens in battle, the action seems to slow down. Eddie’s chest is blown open and blood splatters over his face and arms. He cries, “Jesus,” as he collapses to the floor.

My military training kicks in. I draw my weapon, roll over, and double tap, putting two bullets through Adam’s head. “Die, you motherfucker.” His brain matter squirts out the back of his skull decorating the table and unfinished pizza.

It smells like battle, burnt gunpowder and coopery blood, a smell you never ever forget and visits you in your dreams. I’m instantly back in Fallujah. My buddy Bill’s body draped in my arms as snipers on the rooftop take potshots at me and my team.

Shelley’s scream snaps me back to the present.

“Oh my God!” Shelley kneels next to Eddie and attempts to stop the bleeding. “So much blood.”

Tim checks Eddie’s pulse and his eyes. Shaking his head, he tells us, “He’s gone. He’s not breathing, and his pupils are fixed and dilated.”

“Dead?” Shelley asks, “You sure?”

I double check Eddie’s pulse and eyes. “Yeah, Shelley. He’s dead.”

“This is my fault.” I sink down on a chair. “I should have stopped Adam quicker.”

“Stop it, Ben. It’s nobody’s fault.” Doug growls.

Shelley puts her hands on my shoulders and kisses my cheek. “Fat Boy’s right.”

I let the anger of Eddie’s death along with the kidnapping of Shelley carry me on to the next step of our plan. “You’re right. The fault is all theirs.” I point at Marco and Adam. “We continue our plans. Eddie would want us to.” I stand and draw my dagger. “It’s time for Marco to die.”

Shelley’s face goes white. “No! Please, stop.” She tries to take the dagger out of my hand. “What are you doing? You don’t have to kill him.”

“Yes, we do.” I know this is hard on her, but I need her to understand. “If we don’t kill him, he’ll continue to recruit new members, find another Adam and kill more innocent people. Maybe even kidnapped more women. I can’t live with that. Can you?”

Tears run down her face. “I know you’re right, but …”

Tim puts his hand up in a stop sign and cuts her off midsentence. “No buts, Shelley, the bastard kills anyone who won’t join them. Sure, he doesn’t pull the trigger himself, but he’s the one running the show. We can’t allow him to do that when there are so few people left on the planet. The world needs everyone left alive.”

She puts her hands over her face and sobs, “I know you’re right. I just hate killing, even him.”

I pull her shaking body into my arms. “Shell, we all do. That’s why we have to stop him. One sacrifice to save many.”

She pushes out of my arms. “Wait till I’m out of the room to do it,” and runs toward the kitchen.


Chapter Forty


Shelley

Guilt and panic send me rushing through the kitchen to the sanctuary of the dark pantry. Closing the door behind me, I slide down the wall and sit between a basket of potatoes and onions, and several large sacks of rice.

“Oh my God, Marco.” I stick my hands under my butt trying to stop their trembling.

Rationally, I know Tim and Hank are right. I’ve seen Marco’s cruel side. He would have moved forward with his plan to take over Los Angeles. He’d find more men, take a new woman, and kill anyone who stands in his way.

I know what he’s capable of but… he wasn’t all evil. He loved his wife, his children, maybe even me. I can’t forget the way he treated me with kindness and love. The way his body felt against mine. His smile. His laugh. I was his Princesa.

“God, I’m a mess.”

A flashlight beam shines through the pantry door’s glass panel lighting up the room. “Shell, you in there?”

It’s Hank.

“Yeah,” I whisper just loud enough for him to hear.

He steps inside. “There you are. I’ve been looking for you,” he says in a soft voice.

“Sorry. I needed a minute.”

He sits on the ground in front of me and crosses his legs Indian style. “You okay?”

My lips quiver as I answer, “No. Not really.” I reach for his hand needing a physical connection with him. “I’m confused. Why don’t I hate him? He kidnapped me. Took me away from you and the kids. Made me have sex with him. But I don’t hate him.”

“I know this is hard.”

“I saw a side of him none of the rest of you did. I got to know the sadness inside the man for his lost wife and children.” I take a deep breath hoping it will control my need to cry. “He wasn’t all bad.”

The tears I swore I wouldn’t shed escape my eyes.

Hank pulls me into his arms and I snuggle against his chest. “It’s okay, baby.”

Cradled in the warmth of his arms, he holds me while I cry. After a minute or so, I calm enough to talk. “Don’t misunderstand, please. It’s not that I wanted to stay with him.”

He runs his fingers through my hair. “Baby, you’ve spent weeks with the man. It’s obvious he cared for you. Of course, you’re gonna feel bad about his death.”

I hiccup and wipe my nose. “But, but, I don’t want it to affect you and me. I don’t want you to think I loved him. I didn’t, but I did care about him.”

“You’ve been through hell, Baby. You need time to process everything. Let me just rest your mind, I love you and nothing you say, do, or feel will change that. It’s okay if you mourn him. I understand.”

Hugging him tight, I whisper, “I don’t deserve you.”

He chuckles and kissed my forehead. “Yes, you do.”

“I love you.” I kiss both his cheeks. “Thank you for risking your life and saving me.”

“Baby, I would have moved heaven and earth to get you back.”

After a long kiss, he asks, “You ready to go home?”

“Yeah.”

Tim nods at us as we enter the dining room. “It’s only right we bury him. He died a hero in my book.”

Eddie’s body lies on the ground wrapped in bedsheets.

Fat Boy nods in agreement. “We’ll put him in the truck of Marco’s Mercedes and bury him tomorrow.”

“Good idea. He deserves a proper burial.” Hank answers.

They carry Eddie’s body out leaving me alone in the dining room. I can’t stop myself from looking at Marco’s body slumped over the bloody table, his face contorted in death. As if drawn by a magnet, I walk around the table and place my hand on his back. “My sweet Marco…I’m sorry.”

I swear I hear his voice say, “It’s okay, Princesa.”

Tears roll down my face as I whisper, “You’re with your wife and children again. Rest in Peace.” I undo the heavy gold bracelet he never took off and slip it in my pocket. “I’ll always remember you.”

“We’ve already loaded our things in the car.” Tim says as the three of them walk back in the door.

“I’ll run upstairs and grab my pack.” Hank looks over at me. “You need anything out of your room, Shelley?”

“There’s nothing here I want to take with me.” I tell him as I shake my head no.

A few minutes past before Hank bounds down the stairs. “I called Leo on the walkie talkie. They’re meeting us at the donut shop where you dropped off Mala and the kids.”

“I flattened their tires.” Fat Boy says loudly as he walks back in from outside.

“They’re not in any condition to follow us anyway.” Tim says as he checks the pulse of several of the sleeping men. “They’re alive just really loaded.”

“And we’ll be long gone before they wake up.” Hank chuckles as he grabs my hand. “Let’s blow this joint.”

Outside, Tim climbs in the back seat of the Mercedes. “God, I’m glad to be out of there. Thanks for letting me come with you.”

Knowing how much he loves children, I’m over the moon at sharing this with him.

“Tim, you’re a good man and I already have a job for you when we get home.” I tell him.

“A job? What?”

“Our two kids need their annual dental checkups.”

His face beams and Hank laughs.

Tim responds, “Kids?”

“Yeah.” Hank explains, “We found them right after the virus hit. Michael and Cindy. You’re gonna love them.”

“I’m sure I will.” Tim replies with a happy look on his face.

I climb in the driver’s seat. Hank will ride shotgun. “Where’s Fat Boy?”

Hank laughs and points at the garage where Fat Boy is rolling a big-assed motorcycle out of one of the stalls. “Doug’s gonna ride his baby.”

Tim chuckles, “Doug? His name is Doug?”

“Yep.” Hank answers and adds, “And my real name is Hank Meadows.”


Chapter Forty-One


Shelley

Even though it’s dark, I spot two people leaning against the donut shop’s window; one tall and one much shorter. The back end of Levi’s Caddie is clearly visible as well. “Thank God.”

“It’s them, all right.” Hank adds as he waves out the window.

The smaller figure starts jumping up and down.

“It’s Michael!” Happy tears well in my eyes and by the time I park the car, I’m a blubbering mess.

“Shelley!” Michael yells as he runs over, opens my door and throws his arms around my neck. “I missed you so much.”

“I missed you, too, my sweet boy.” I kiss his head several times then push him out to arm’s length. “Let me look at you, I swear you grew a couple of inches while I was gone.”

He straightens in my arms and stands as tall as he can. “Probably.” Then he’s off, running around the car to tackle Hank.

Hank tries hard to hold it together, but his voice cracks with emotion. “Glad to be back, son.”

The next thing I know, Gus pulls me out of the car and into a bear hug. “Don’t you ever do something like that again.” He swats my ass as he kisses my forehead. “Cindy is gonna freak out when she sees you.”

“Is she okay?” I ask as he puts my feet back on the ground.

“Yeah, she’s fine. Just misses you like only a little girl can.” He answers as he watches Tim climb out of the backseat then turns and gives Doug, who’s still sitting on his bike, the evil eye. “Who are these guys?”

Hank gives Gus a man-hug-slap greeting before I can answer.

“Successful mission, Marine?” Gus asks.

“Oorah, damn straight.” Hank answers as he reaches for my hand.

Gus nods at Tim and then Doug and repeats his question. “Who are these guys?”

“That’s Doug Hastings.” Hank points at Doug sitting on his bike.

I answer next as I pull Tim over to join us. “And this is Tim Grady.”

“They helped us with our plan. I’ve invited them to join our group.” Hank tells him as he steps to the back of the Mercedes and opens the trunk. “And this is our friend Eddie. He died helping us escape.”

Gus’s face softens. “Jesus, I’m sorry you lost a friend.”

“He died a hero.” Tim whispers.

“He got killed?” Michael looks in the trunk, his eyes wide.

“You know I went to save Shelley, right?” Hank says softly as he kneels and puts his hand on Michael’s shoulder. “Well, I needed help to get it done. These three brave men helped me save Shelley, but it was dangerous, and Eddie was shot.”

Michael puts his hand on Eddie’s body. “Sorry you had to die. Thank you for helping save….” He stops mid-sentence, turns, and throws his arms around my waist. He stutters his last words. “saving Shelley.”

“It’s all over now, Michael. I’m okay.” I whisper as I kiss his head.

Tim quietly closes the trunk as each of us take a moment of silence.

Leave it to Gus to change the subject. “That’s a Fat Boy, right?” He points at Doug’s ride.

“Yeah, a 1999 Street Stalker.”

Hank, Tim, and I simultaneously start to chuckle which causes Hank to break out in a full-on laugh.

“What’s so funny?” Gus asks with a weird look on his face.

Shaking his head, Doug chuckles as he tells him, “When I was captured by those assholes, I refused to give them my name. They nicknamed me Fat Boy.”

Gus raises his eyebrows and the corner of his mouth, “Huh?”

Hank slaps him on the back. “Look at him, he’s skinny as a rail and everyone called him Fat Boy. It’s funny.”

After the laughter calmed a bit, Michael pulls on Hank’s shirt. “Can we go to Mala’s house now?”

Hank picks him up and swings him around in a circle. “We sure can. Let’s go.”

I’ve never been to Mala’s house or should I say mini-mansion. Just by its size and the well-appointed neighborhood, it’s obvious Mala’s family was wealthy. There are two large U-Haul trucks parked in the circular driveway. I ask Michael in the back seat, “What’s with the trucks?”

“For moving. You know, for the trip.”

The massive double door entry swings open and out runs Adolph making a strange sound, a weird happy mixture of a whine and a bark. He bounds over and almost knocks me to the ground. His whole-body wiggles as he lays kiss after kiss on my face. Covered in dog saliva, I laugh as I try to get him under control. “Well hello, Adolph. Yes, I’m home.”

Then he spots Hank and proceeds to give him his own knockdown kiss-filled doggie welcome.

Leo and Mala are standing on the steps, hand in hand, watching and smiling.

“Hey Leo, can you call off your mutt, please?” Hank pleads.

“He’s not a mutt,” Leo jokingly responds before giving Adolph his come command. Using a stern voice, he calls out, “Hier, Adolph, Hier!” Adolph lowers his ears and trots over to Leo.

“Damn it, I missed out on the romance.” I point at Leo and Mala hands.

Before I get an answer, Gus takes Mala’s other hand and kisses her on the lips. “Did you miss me, Baby?”

I’m sure my eyes are gigantic. I know my mouth is hanging open. The three of them? A triad? That’s something I only read about in books. I manage to speak as I wave a finger back and forth between them. “Wait? The three of you?”

Mala giggles, “What’s a girl to do? I couldn’t make up my mind, so I took both of them.”

Hank, who has been standing behind my back listening, chimes in, “Way to go, guys.”

“We’re happy with the arrangement.” Leo says as he gives me a hug. “Welcome back, our beloved leader.”

Mala claps her hands. “Okay everybody, let’s go inside.”

I grab her hand. “Where’s Cindy?”

“Asleep. Hopefully for the whole night.” She gives off an exaggerated huff. “Please, let her sleep through the night.”

“We can only hope.” I giggle back.

After a round of introductions, Mala serves tea while Hank and I give an abbreviated telling of our capture and escape leaving out the sex details, violence and the deaths because Michael is still sitting with us. Tim, then tells the group his story followed by Doug doing the same thing.

Hank asks, “What’s with the U-Hauls?

“We didn’t sit around while you were off playing hero.” Leo says with a bit of an attitude. “We worked hard preparing for a long-distance move.” He then tries to hand me the official clipboard. “Here you go, Miss LMO.”

Shoving the clipboard back at him, I wave him off. “No way. You earned that clipboard. You planned this move. You run it.”

Everyone nods in agreement even Hank capitulates, “I totally agree.”

“On that note, would anyone mind if I cleaned up and got some sleep?” I ask as I get to my feet.

Hank joins me. “Sounds like a good plan.”

Mala hands out bedding assignments and Leo volunteers for the first guard shift. The last thing he says is, “We’re leaving tomorrow. Everything’s packed and ready.”

“Tomorrow?” I ask as I slip my arm around Hank’s waist.

“Yeah, we need to go before it snows in the mountains.” Leo tells us.

Hank adds, “And before the Car Guys wake up.”

Both Tim and Doug grunt in agreement.

Mala takes us to the upstairs’ guest room. She winks at Hank, “The locks work and everything.”

“Thank God!” Hank answers with his own returning wink. He then nudges my side. “And a nice big bed.”

“Enjoy yourselves.” Mala giggles as she leaves us alone.

Suddenly nervous, I look for something to say. “She thought of everything, didn’t she?” There’s a pile of clean clothes for each of us on top of the dresser, bottles of water on our bedside tables and filled buckets in the attached bathroom.”

Joking, he complains “Not everything, there’s no mints on our pillows.”

He pulls me into his arms and reaches under my shirt. “Damn it, I’ve dreamed about having you back in my arms and now here you are.”

My mind slips to earlier when I was in Marco’s arms. I push away. “I need to clean Marco off my skin before we … you know.”

Tears escape my eyes. Guilty ones.

“Baby…” He takes my chin. “look at me.”

I raise my eyes to meet his.

“Like I said earlier, I don’t blame you for any of this. You did what you had to do.”

All I do is nod then escape to the bathroom and lock the door. I stare at my reflection in the mirror as I scrub off Eddie’s blood and Marco’s scent. All I see is guilt. Hank wants to make love and as much as I want him, I need to come clean with him first. I need to confess, or I’ll never be able to live with myself.

Wrapped in a towel, I go back in the bedroom.

Hank’s sitting on the end of the bed waiting for me. “Feel better now?” He pulls me into his arms.

“Yeah, it’s nice to be clean again.”

“You’re so soft. I missed touching you.” He nuzzles my neck. “Shell, I missed our private moments.”

I whisper, “I missed you, too.” Then my throat tightens as I continue. “Hank, please don’t hate me, please.”

“What’s the matter, love?” He kisses my ear.

“I, I, need to tell you something.”

“Tell me what?” His lips against my neck, he adds, “You can tell me anything.”

“Good.” I pull out of his arms, take a few steps backward, and lean against the dresser. “Okay then, here goes.” After a sigh, I begin. “I feel dirty and cheap.”

“Why?”

“Because…” My throat tightens around the words. “Because I enjoyed the sex with Marco. I had orgasms and everything. I know I shouldn’t have liked it, but I did.” I hesitate and look at the floor. “I’m sorry.”

He chuckles and pulls me up against my chest and kisses my forehead. “Baby, sex feels good. And a body is a body. It will react to the proper stimulus. Don’t feel guilty.”

Pushing his hands away, I step out of his grasp and turn, putting my back to him. “But, it was more than that.” I hesitate and look at myself in the dresser mirror. If I don’t tell him the rest, it will always hang over me and eventually suffocate me, I can’t stop now. Turning back around, I look him in the eye. “There’s more. Sex with Marco was different. He was dominant. He tied me up, made me crawl to him, spanked me, things like that.” I feel my face heat up. “I should have been appalled or felt debased, but, but, I liked it.”

Hank yoyos me in close again and chuckles against my hair. “So, you found out you like kinky sex?”

“Yeah. Does that make me a slut?”

“Hell no. It makes you my kinky lover. Nothing done consensually is wrong.” He lifts my chin, so I’m looking directly in his eyes. “And, as for kinky bedroom tricks… just you wait.” His voice lowers to a deep baritone. “Kiss me.”

I respond immediately and put my lips on his. The kiss starts out mild, but soon he’s devouring my mouth.

We’re both panting when he pulls away. “Now, undress me.”

“You want me to take your clothes off?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself, Shelley.” The look on his face tells me he’s not kidding. My hands make fast work of his clothes.

“Good girl.” Pulling the towel off me, he looks me over from top to bottom. “Beautiful. I’m a lucky man.”

He lowers my lips to his bare chest. “Lick me.”

Skin against skin, my nipples harden into pebbles as he lays a line of kisses down my neck as I lick his chest and place tiny bites on his neck.

“Very nice.” He gives my ass a quick spank. “Now, I’m taking back what’s mine.” He pushes me down on the bed. His hands and mouth light up my body as he works his way south. Neck. Breasts. Belly. Hips. “I need to taste you.”

Wait he can’t do that! “Hank, stop, please. I don’t know if Marco was clean and I don’t want to give you an STD.”

He groans and lays his head on my stomach. “Shit. You’re right. And, I should use a damn condom. I hate condoms.”

“Just until I get checked out by Mala.”

“I really wanted a taste.”

“And I really wanted to give you one.”

Determined to get an orgasm out of me before we start the main event, he slips his fingers down where he really wanted his tongue.

One finger.

Then two.

When he pushes in a third finger, he wiggles them inside me, rubbing against that special place. He adds a command, “Come for me,” and I explode into a state of bliss.

“That’s it, my good girl.” He holds me as my body settles back to itself, kissing my shoulder over and over.

I fall into a fit of tears.

He leans up and looks down at my face. “Why are you crying? Did I hurt you?”

“No. These are good tears. I just can’t believe I’m back here with you.”

He kisses the end of my nose. “Well, you are and I’m never letting you go again.”

“Hank, please. I need you inside me.”

As he takes back what’s his and I get back what is mine.


Chapter Forty-Two


Three Horseman Camp: Captain Buckley

“Sir, this is Beta Two. Over.”

“Damn it! What now?” I put down my bible and pick up my walkie talkie, “I’m here. Beta Two. Talk to me. Over.”

“There’s been activity at the West Hills house, Sir. At 1900, one man and the boy left in the Caddie heading east. I figured they went out scavenging, but at 2030, they returned, accompanied by a Mercedes carrying three people and a motorcycle carrying one. Over.”

“So, their group has grown. Interesting.”

“Sir, one of the new people is a woman. Over.”

I can’t stop the grin that’s growing on my face. “Young or old?”

“Looks young to me, Sir. Over.”

Two young women. Perfect. With the twelve young men we have and the two of them, we can create a diverse enough genetic base to repopulate.

“Beta Two, maintain your position and report in anything new. Over.”

“Yes, Sir. Over.”

With no time to waste, I walk across the hall and knock on my son’s door. “Get up, Wilson, we need to talk.”

“Dad, it’s late. What’s up?” He dressed only in his skivvies, his hair all scruffy from sleep.

“The West Hills group has new members. They now have two women.”

Wilson’s eyes grow big and I swear his cock jumps in his pants. “Really? Two? That’s great.”

“We’re not waiting any longer. I want them.” I tell him sternly. “We’re going tomorrow. Have the men mustered at 0600 and ready to implement the plan we’ve been practicing.”

“Yes, Sir.”

I pat his shoulder. “Son, tomorrow we start to rebuild God’s army.”
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Chapter One


Shelley

Waking up in Hank’s arms again is beyond wonderful. He never let me go all night. Even now, his warm cheek presses against my head and his leg is thrown over mine. Perfect.

Perfect that is, until there’s a series of knocks on the door, and someone rattles the knob. Little fingers appear under the door and a squeaky little voice yells, “Let me in.”

We both groan. Hank checks his watch. “Jesus, it’s only five o’clock.”

“I guess she knows we’re back.”

“Think we can ignore her for a few minutes?” He says as he nuzzles my neck and reaches for my breasts.

The door rattles again. “Open. Open. Open.”

“I don’t think she’s gonna wait and she’ll only get louder and louder.”

“Damn it. I really wanted a morning repeat of last night.” He says with a kiss to my forehead.

“Welcome to parenthood.”

“Shit.” He jumps out of bed, pulls on some boxers, and throws me his t-shirt. “Coming.”

The second he opens the door, Cindy, dressed in pink pajamas, grabs his knees and squeals, “Hank.” Then, seeing me, makes a run for the bed. “Shewey!”

I swing her up, hugging her hard. “Oh Cindy, I missed you so much,” and lay a ton of kisses on both her cheeks.

“Where you go?” Cindy asks with a lower lip pout.

“I was with the Car guys, but Hank came and got me. I’m back now.”

Cindy smiles as Hank joins us on the bed. “Leo told us you were a very good girl while we were gone.”

She proudly shakes her head of curls. “I’m a good girl.”

“Yes, you are.” I tell her then blow raspberries on her stomach until she giggles and kicks her feet.

Hank runs back over and jumps into the fun. “Cindy, windy… we missed you, baby girl.”

Michael, still in pajamas, appears in the doorway with a big smile on his face. “I heard Cindy laughing.”

I wave him in. “Get in here.” When he’s next to the bed, I pull him down on top of us, and yell, “Group hug!”

God I’ve missed our family snuggle time and watching Hank loving on these kids makes me thankful for all my blessings. Weird, I know we’ve lost so much. Lost so many friends and family but listening to Cindy giggle gives me hope for the future.

How can I ever thank this man? Reaching for his hand I lean in close enough to feel his heat. “Thank you for this.”

“For what?” His eyes meet mine over the heads of the children.

“Saving me and getting me back to our family.” I say then break out in a laugh as Cindy grabs his chest hair and pulls on it.

Leo appears in the doorway, his face serious. “Sorry to interrupt, but we’ve got a problem.”

Hank stiffens as he sits up. “Really?”

“Yeah, I need you and Shelley down to the kitchen.” Leo says before turning and knocking on the door across the hall.

Damn. Can’t we have one full day of peace. “Michael, can you take Cindy to her room and get her dressed please. I mean shoes and everything. Then you get dressed, too. I don’t know what the trouble is, but I want us ready to run if we have to.”

Michael realizing it’s not the time to argue, jumps off the bed and grabs Cindy’s hand. “Come on Squirt, let’s get dressed.”

“K.” Cindy says and runs out the door.

Hank closes the door behind them. “Let’s get dressed quick. I didn’t like the look on Leo’s face.”

“Me neither.”

Hank and I are the last ones to the kitchen, even Doug and Tim are already there.

“Good, you’re here.” Leo says.

“What’s going on?” Hank asks as he accepts a mug of coffee from Mala.

“We’re being spied on.” Leo tells us.

Gus growls, “What the fuck!”

Leo waves him quiet. “This morning, I saw a flash of light in the neighbor’s upper window.” He points out the sliding glass door at the brick house to the right of us. “I doubled back to the southside of the house where I could observe the window without being seen. There’s definitely someone up there, watching us through binoculars.”

Doug grunts, “Fucking A.”

“There’s more.” Leo tells us. “He was talking to someone on a walkie talkie.”
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I grew up on the south shore of Long Island in New York but have spent the last forty years in Los Angeles. Yes, I have palm trees in my yard, six of them. I hate the cold weather and could never live in the snow ever, ever again.

I have a wonderful life partner named Margaret who is my soul mate and best friend. We are a blended family. Each of us having a son of our own. The boys are both grown men now… living their own happy lives. Naturally, we are very proud Mamas.

Our house is still full. We have two dogs who rule our lives; Yogi, a mixed breed little lovebug, and, BooBoo, a long-haired, opinionated dachshund. We adore them, and can’t imagine a world without dogs in it.

Besides writing, I am an avid reader and consume at least three books a week. I guess you could say I live for books… it’s true.

Please feel free to contact me on my Facebook page.

facebook.com/kaseyorourke01


Other books by Kathy O’Rourke


Knowing Beth

Beth: A young woman in trouble.

Parker: A man with a sad secret.

Was it just an accident that they met? Or something else?

Can Parker and his crew help Beth handle her past demons? Can Beth help Parker deal with his painful past?

The Nirvana Flats Motorcycle club finds her alone at a gas station in the middle of nowhere, broken and afraid. She begs them to leave her alone but something in her eyes and the way she is acting tells them there is much more to her story.

Parker:

“What is she doing here all alone with nothing? Who hurt her like this? “Her name is Beth and as she kneels at my feet, a small bundle of curly blonde hair with tears running down her face, I know I can’t leave her out here on her own. I just can’t. Picking her up, I deposit her on the back of my bike. “You’re coming with us.”

Beth:

“Where are you taking me?” I can’t believe I’m on his bike with my head resting on his back. Damn it, what am I doing? I just let myself get kidnapped and didn’t even put up a fight. I’m a complete idiot. Then I look out into my beloved desert and a feeling of calmness comes over me. I know if I made it through the last three years, I can make it through this.

Thanking Stars

Riley James, single father, surgical nurse and VP of the Nirvana Flats Motorcycle Club has been single since he left his girlfriend for being a cheating bitch.

Lynne Howell, a struggling single mother, hasn’t had another man in her life since her ex threatened her and her baby’s life.

So what do you get when you mix together these two single parents, two adorable little boys, a manipulative ex and a rich, powerful and doting grandfather?

Oh yeah, I better mention that Riley’s a Dom and Lynne is a sub.

So what do you get? Problems, danger, laughs, red hot sex and maybe even an extraordinary love story. Hold on tight for a rollercoaster ride you will not want to miss.

Soap and Water

Missy Connors is scared, alone, and on the run… not only from her criminal ex-boyfriend but also the sins of her past.

Frantic with worry, the Nirvana Flats family search for her but with no success. Where is she hiding? Why did she run away? Needing answers, they hire private investigator Tony Lago to find and bring her home.

Will he find her?

Can she free herself from her past demons?

Can she believe herself worthy of being loved?

It all depends on one huge stumbling block….forgiveness.

Perfect for Me

This book is about second chances.

Bridie Murphy, lost her husband and Dom to cancer several years ago. She has done her best to keep up with life, but not love; she thought that was all in her past.

“Tuck”, Robert Tucker, is a divorced father, florist shop owner, member of the NFMC and a non-practicing Dom. His love life can best be described as ‘empty’.

Bridie arrives in Salome, Arizona to be by her gravely ill sister’s side. When she visits Tuck’s shop sparks fly but as we all know, life and love are never easy. Between Tuck’s business woes, Bridie’s sister’s illness and a daughter’s abduction, will they even have a chance?

The Real Me

A story about a man, Donald Forrest also known as Master D., who loves his motorcycle, the NFMC (Nirvana Flats Motorcycle Club) and being in control. It is also the story of Kirsa Sorenson, a woman caught between her deep faith and her dark desires.

When her church pickets against Don’s club and the other NFMC businesses, Kirsa shocks everyone when she chooses to help Don and the NFMC fight against their prejudices and corruption.

When sparks fly between Don and Kirsa, can she trust enough to let him in? Can Don let go of his past failures and allow himself to succeed with her?

Can they figure out who is trying to destroy them and save not only their businesses but their way of life?
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