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CHAPTER 1

FRIDAY, AUGUST 2nd

 

Cheung Wu peeked from behind the two-and-a-half ton army truck’s green canvass-covered side.  A second later, he mentally kicked himself for doing so.  In the early dawn’s dim light, he could make out the road’s rocky edge and the precipitous drop that the truck’s tires narrowly skirted as they curved around a hairpin switchback.  He could see the winding levels of road weaving back and forth down toward the valley’s floor far below him.  

The convoy had only been on the road for 20 minutes but it had already climbed to a great elevation.  He wasn’t sure how high they were or how high they were going, but it was already far higher than he was comfortable being.

He looked away from the bottom of the valley to the truck following them.  Its front tire kicked a sizeable stone out to the side of the road.  Cheung watched it skitter away from the tire and plunge over the road’s edge, disappearing into the gray of rock and murky morning light far below.  

Pulling his head back inside the truck, he decided it was better not to look outside again until they arrived.  Instead, he watched the faces of his fellow soldiers around him.  Looking among them, he realized that they were indeed a “people’s” army.  These men, his comrades, came from every walk of life imaginable.

A chicken farmer’s son.  A school teacher’s son.  A businessman’s son.  A doctor’s son.  A government official’s son.  A government official.  

Cheung didn’t know why the government official was riding with them today, but he was smart enough to realize that he didn’t need to know and that he certainly shouldn’t ask.

His left arm began to itch.  This drew his attention away from his thoughts.  He tried to scratch it but was blocked by the hard material of the white suit he was wearing.  He set the white protective hood that had replaced his standard army helmet for the day on the rocking floor of the truck’s bed and tried to wriggle his arm back and forth inside the suit to sooth this annoyance.  Unsuccessful, he gritted his teeth in annoyed frustration, picked up his hood, and leaned his head back against the truck’s canvassed side, trying to focus on something other than his tickling skin.

Stupid suit!  He thought to himself.

It made him wonder why.  Why had they been issued these burdensome outfits for this mission?  It seemed peculiar to him, even with the explanation they had been given by their commander.

The explanation itself seemed odd.  Seldom, if ever, were they told more than they needed to know.  Yet this time the commander of his armed police unit had gone into detail explaining that they were going to a remote village to quell unrest among the villagers and that it was pertinent once there that they not remove their protective gear for any reason.  

Still, it seemed strange to Cheung that such suits would be needed for a peasant revolt even if they had gained access to chemical weapons as the commander had said.  Cheung knew farmers; and farmers were not soldiers.  Even if they had laid their hands upon chemical weapons, which he doubted, they would never use them for fear that they would affect their own people, crops and livestock.  Plus, he knew that farmers were simple folk, probably underfed and badly treated by those outside their village, especially the government.  It wouldn’t be the soldiers they were looking to harm.  They were probably just seeking some attention, maybe a little extra food.

Cheung frowned as he looked at the government official sitting across from him.  Well, they were going to get their attention; that was for sure.  He just hoped they wouldn’t fight back.  That would be bad – bad for both sides.  The peasants stood no chance against him and his fellow soldiers, and Cheung had no desire to start this fine day by having to kill civilians, although that was what he would do if the order came.

The truck hit a pothole and bounced to the left, jolting its occupants, jarring teeth, knocking heads, and drawing soft moans and murmurs from those around him.  

Cheung decided to break his rule about looking outside and took a quick glance at the truck behind theirs, watching as it hit the same pothole.  The entire back end of the truck lurched heavily to one side as it bounced over the hole.  Cheung could see the left rear tire rim the edge of the road – an inch, two, then three – rubber rolling out over the side and into nothingness. Nearly half the tire was hanging over the edge now.  

His breath caught.  He waited, watched.  It seemed like forever although it couldn’t have been more than a fraction of a second that the tire hung there, teetering on the edge of the world, waiting for fate to make a decision as to whether it would continue its role on earth carrying troops from one place to another or if it would fall hundreds of feet to be consumed in a ball of fire within the stony crags below. 

The tire leapt back onto the road and Cheung exhaled.

He didn’t like the feel of this morning.  Something wasn’t sitting right with him.

“Where is this place we’re going?” he heard the soldier beside him whisper to another in the dim light of the truck’s interior.

He couldn’t hear the response, but it didn’t matter.  No one but the commander and possibly the government official knew exactly where they were going.  And it would likely stay that way until they arrived at their destination, and even then, Cheung imagined few if any of the men would know exactly where they were after they got there.  This was just idle chatter between soldiers – a meaningless way to pass time.  None of the soldiers really wanted to know any more than they needed to.  Knowledge led to problems.

Cheung focused his attention back on the government official.  The man was fiddling with some sort of instrument that Cheung had never seen before.  But that was no surprise.  Cheung had not seen many things in his brief time on earth.  He was but the son of a simple fisherman.  Just 19 years old.  Joining the army was his way to see and to learn and to discover new things.  

Maybe the official’s device was the reason for the suits.  Maybe the government was testing this new instrument for the army.  Maybe he, Cheung, son of a simple fisherman, would one day get to use this new and interesting looking device and be able to tell his children or his grandchildren about the time he had helped to further their nation’s superiority among all others.

The road had begun to level out and widen as the trucks rumbled ever higher into the mountains.  Then the trucks slowed and rolled to a stop.  Moments later, Cheung’s unit commander appeared behind the truck and lowered its back gate.

“Out!  Out!” he shouted.  “We go on foot from here!  Suits on!  Don’t remove them unless ordered to.  I repeat, do not, for any reason, take them off until my order.”

Cheung and the other eleven men inside jumped out of the truck.  

The terrain here was rugged.  While they had reached a rocky plateau of sorts, the mountain that they were on continued, its peaks reaching far up into the haze of the morning clouds.  

He glanced quickly around at the row of stopped trucks that stretched ahead of his.  He could see that the road they were traveling on continued for about a quarter mile before it rounded a bend and disappeared.  He guessed their destination must lie somewhere around that curve.

Cheung and his fellow soldiers immediately started donning their white protective helmets, assisting one another to ensure that they were properly fitted and secured.  Soldiers from the other trucks were going through similar routines; men checking one another, pulling, tugging, lifting, looking, and double checking that suits were well-fitted and airtight.  

As soon as each man had been inspected by another, he fell into line, one beside the other until all were ready and standing at attention.  Each unit’s commander then went down the line, conducting a final inspection before donning his own suit.  Once each unit commander was satisfied that his men were prepared, weapons were handed out, checked, and re-checked.  

Cheung was used to this routine, all of it except the protective gear part, although this aspect reminded him of a gas-attack drill which they had conducted on numerous occasions.  He hated gas-attack drills.  They were hectic, sweaty, and claustrophobic.  And the results, if the drill was not conducted properly, ended either in his commander berating them for their inefficiency or, if actual gas was being used, a gas-induced bout of vomiting, retching, and dry heaves.  

The thought made him shiver.

The unit commander stepped before his men, his protective suit in place as well.  Only the helmet was still off.  Cheung knew it was time for the commander to make his little speech.  Other unit commanders were doing the same.  His commander loved his little speeches.  He often went on for several minutes, sermon-like, preaching not only the rules of engagement but political convictions to his men as if he were being watched by Chairman Mao himself.  

This time was different though.  This time the commander was direct, concise, and to the point.  This forwardness shook Cheung a little.  He was used to using the commander’s speech to ready himself for the action that was to ensue – a few moments to reflect, calm himself, think of his family back home, and be proud of himself and his nation.  This time though, he actually had to pay attention.  The commander’s voice sounded serious, more serious than usual.

“The villagers that you will encounter today are enemies of the people.  They are not civilians.  They are revolutionaries, dangers to themselves, dangers to those around them, and dangers to our great nation.  They should be dealt with quickly, severely, and without remorse.  Today we take no prisoners.  There is no margin for error.  There is to be no mercy.  I repeat; we take no prisoners.  These people are imminent and direct threats to all they come in contact with.  We have strong reason to believe they have access to chemical weapons.  Should, for any reason, your protective uniform be compromised, even in the slightest way, you must alert me for immediate decontamination.  Again, I say; any compromise of your protective gear must be brought to my attention or the attention of the nearest unit commander immediately in order to conduct decontamination procedures.”  The commander paused and looked around at his men.  “Are there any questions?” 

No one spoke.  No one ever spoke after the commander finished.

The commander moved to the front of the line and Cheung and the other soldiers fell in behind.  Other units were doing the same, closing up upon one another in close ranks.  They marched like this for what Cheung guessed was nearly a half mile, rounding the bend in the road and approaching the slowly curling smoke of a small village.

All units were brought to a halt just within sight of the first few farm buildings where the commanders gave their final instructions.  Cheung’s unit was to search and secure all buildings on the west side of the village, eliminating any threats in the process.

“There is to be no mercy,” were the commander’s exact words.

Cheung had never encountered such a situation.  He had never killed anyone.  He had never even been faced with the prospect of killing anyone.  He had been trained to kill, but that was different.  These people weren’t enemy soldiers, they were just people.  And from all appearances, the village looked peaceful.  But his commander had said it contained dangerous people, so Cheung decided that meant they were just as bad as enemy soldiers.  And if they were willing to kill him, he was certainly willing to kill them.  Still, he wondered what it would be like if it came to that.  

Would killing a person be like killing one of the many fish in his father’s market?  He knew it wouldn’t.  It must be worse.  It had to be worse.  But would it really?  He didn’t know these people any better than he knew the fish in his father’s market, and his country had just as many people as fish in the sea.  And many of these people served a much lesser purpose.  So why should the life of one of them be any different than a fish?  Maybe his fellow soldiers would do all the killing and he could just get lost in the fray.

These were the thoughts Cheung pondered as his unit completed the last several hundred yards of their march and jogged right, away from the other units and toward the west side of the village.  

The place was quiet, and it certainly didn’t appear that any sort of uprising was occurring.  There were maybe thirty buildings of various size, shape and construction surrounded by towering mountains on three sides.  It made for a secluded spot, a perfect spot to ambush his unit should the villagers seize the opportunity.     

A rooster crowed from its perch upon a rickety wooden fence.  Someone coughed from inside a nearby hut.  Dishes rattled inside another.  

Cheung’s unit dispersed into small, pre-determined teams of two; each one breaking toward a separate building.  Cheung and his partner Li, moved toward a small shanty constructed of aluminum sheet metal and old boards.  No smoke rose from the roof, and as he neared, Cheung heard no noises coming from within.  He wasn’t sure whether it was a home for people or animals, but he felt it constituted a potential threat in his sector and should therefore be checked.

As he neared his target, his eyes shot back and forth between the building’s entry door, which hung slight askew, and his unit commander who had his right hand raised in anticipation of ordering a start to the operation.  In turn, the commander was watching his commander.

Cheung was nervous now.  As he and Li edged around the corner of the building to take up a protective position until the command was given, he wondered whether anyone would be inside his building.  Would he be left to make the decision as to whether to pull the trigger of his weapon, thereby ending a life?  Or would he be left staring at livestock and farm equipment?

His thoughts were interrupted as a door to one of the buildings near the center of the village opened.  A man in dirty clothes moved slowly from within.  His eyes stared down at his feet as he shuffled forward, apparently unaware of the soldiers moving around him.  The man coughed, scratched himself, ran a hand through mussed hair and finally looked up.  His forward shuffling stopped at he saw the nearest unit commander.

From Cheung’s position several hundred feet away, it was hard to tell exactly what happened next.  The commander moved toward the man, who at first appeared frightened, his body straightening to a more upright position and his head moving quickly back and forth to take in the scene of other soldiers around him.  Cheung almost thought the man was going to turn and run back inside, but then it appeared the man’s fear turned to relief.  He raised his arms, holding them out before him toward the commander who stood maybe ten feet from him.  It was as though the man wanted to embrace the commander.  

The man spoke several words that Cheung could not make out.  The commander only shook his head in response.  The man seemed confused, arms still outstretched.  Then he turned around began to say something back into the hut from which he’d came.     

The commander moved swiftly, almost before Cheung could comprehend what was happening.  Drawing his sidearm from inside its holster around his waist, the commander aimed it directly at the man’s head and fired.  Bloody chunks of flesh flew from the man’s head, and a second later, he crumpled into a heap on the ground.

Cheung stood mesmerized.  It was the first time he had witnessed an actual death.  It hit him fast and hard.  Death to another human being was indeed a terrible thing.  It wasn’t like killing a fish at all, and it was a task that now he was almost sure he could not undertake himself.  A second later, he felt Li’s arm thunk him hard in the shoulder, jolting him back to reality.  Cheung’s eyes darted to where his own commander stood; his arm down now indicating that it was time for his troops to carry out their mission.  

Cheung took a deep breath and moved around the corner of his building to the front of the door.  He prayed that no one would be inside as he gritted his teeth, took a step back, and kicked hard against the shabby door.  

The tiny shed shook, and for a split second, Cheung thought that the entire structure might come down.  The door gave, bending under the force of his kick, then popped open.  Cheung charged inside, ducking to miss hitting his head on the door’s low frame.  

Inside the hovel, it was dark.  Cheung took but a second to let his eyes adjust.  His instincts told him his life could hang in the balance of that moment.  

The interior of the hut could not have been more than 10 feet by 15 feet – a single room lit only by the dim morning light that filtered through the open doorway.  Cheung made a quick scan of the room – oil stove to his immediate right, pile of plastic milk crates beside that, cardboard boxes beside those, a small table in the center of the room with a lantern atop it and a chair and a small bench set around it.  Against the left wall sat a small cot piled with mounds of disheveled blankets, and at the foot of the cot, a white, five-gallon bucket.  

Cheung saw all of this in a period of time that measured a second, maybe two, just as he had been trained to see it.  Look for immediate threats.  Re-scan for clues to potential threats.  Then make a more measured inspection once the space was secured.  

He re-scanned more thoroughly this time.  Oil stove, milk crates, cardboard boxes, small table with lantern and that was set with dishes – he hadn’t noticed that detail before – chair, bench, small cot with blankets, white bucket, and clothing on the floor next to the bucket.  He had also missed the clothing.

His eyes flashed back to the cot.  The pile of blankets had just moved – or had it?  Maybe his eyes were playing tricks in the dim light.  It was time for the third step in his search procedure, the more measured inspection.

Cheung stepped cautiously toward the cot.  He gave a quick look back to make sure Li was covering his action.  Li was no where to be seen.  Cheung paused, unsure how to proceed.  Li should be there, but he wasn’t.  Cheung turned quickly back to the cot and the blankets.  He thought he had seen the pile move before, but maybe it was just his imagination; a trick of his mind which seemed to be spinning right now.  An image of the villager being shot flashed into his head, but he shoved it aside.  He had to concentrate on this moment.  It could be the difference between life and death – his or someone else’s.

He could hear the sounds of gunfire outside.  Maybe Li had been hit by one of the villagers’ weapons.  Maybe he had been overcome by the chemicals the commander said this village had obtained.  Cheung took another quick look behind him.  Still no Li.  He was on his own.

He stepped toward the bed, never taking his eyes from the mound of blankets.  There was still no movement, and Cheung was beginning to think he had imagined it.  There was a sense of relief that came with the thought.  A bead of sweat trickled down his forehead and he instinctively moved a hand from his weapon to wipe it away, forgetting the protective helmet that made his action impossible.   

A crash behind him made him whirl, weapon ready, his finger finding the trigger.  Several of the stacked milk crates had toppled over and something small and furry charged at him from between them.  Cheung’s finger clenched the trigger reflexively, and then relaxed.

A tiny brown dog shot between his legs and out the open door.  

Cheung exhaled heavily.  But his feeling of relief was short lived.  As he turned around, from the corner of his eye, he caught the shadow of a figure on the cot.  As he focused in the darkness, he could see that the shadow was sitting upright, still covered from the waist down with the bundles of blankets that had been concealing it.  

Cheung raised his gun at the figure, ready to fire if necessary, but he didn’t want to.  He knew what his orders were, but it didn’t matter.  

“Don’t move,” he said in the most commanding voice he could muster.

Where was
Li, damn it?

Cheung took a step toward the figure, his finger still tight on the trigger of his weapon.  He could now see by the long hair that hung down around the figure’s shoulders that it was a woman.  Her hair had the smooth silkiness to it that would have made her appear young, but there was something about her that made her seem older than she should.  Maybe it was the shadows, but her face looked withdrawn, pale, almost withered.  In the brief second or two in which he stared at the woman, Cheung noticed that she clutched something in her arms.  

He felt his finger loosen upon the trigger of his weapon.  His question was answered.  It was indeed more difficult to kill a human than a fish.  He moved closer so that he was now maybe five feet from the woman.  She remained motionless, sitting, silent.  Cheung lowered his weapon slightly but still kept his finger on the trigger.  

The woman moved her arm slightly and Cheung raised his weapon again.  His commander’s words in the back of his mind: “Today we take no prisoners.  These people are imminent and direct threats to all they come in contact with.  We have strong reason to believe they have access to chemical weapons.”

Why should he feel sympathy for this woman he did not know, a person he had never seen before and with whom he had no relationship of any sort?  She could very possibly have a weapon, possibly a chemical weapon, concealed beneath the blankets.

Cheung could not chance it.  

“Remove the blanket and raise your hands where I can see them,” he commanded.

He wanted to check for Li, but he didn’t dare take his eyes from the woman.

She stared at him, her eyes black in the darkness.  She coughed hoarsely but made no effort to move her hands away from whatever it was she was holding.

Cheung moved forward again, menacingly this time, his weapon clamped tightly to his body to help keep his hands from trembling.

“Remove the blanket and raise your hands where I can see them,” he said, louder this time.  His voice sounded strange.  It was high pitched and hoarse with fear.  

The woman just continued to stare, her lifeless eyes burning into Cheung.  They made him uncomfortable; and worse yet, scared.  If this woman didn’t care about what happened to her, she certainly wouldn’t care about harming Cheung with whatever she was hiding.  

Cheung took another step forward, his eyes locked on the woman’s arms.  He was close enough to reach down and touch the woman where she sat, but he didn’t dare make direct contact with her.  Instead, he used his rifle’s muzzle to poke next to her arm, lifting the blankets from her concealed object.

At first Cheung was confused by what she was holding.  In the darkened room, it looked like some sort of squash or maybe a large potato.  He quickly realized though, much to his horror, that the object was not any form of vegetation, but a baby – a shriveled, malformed baby that looked, from its mummified appearance, to have been dead for some time.  It’s wrinkled and contorted features held Cheung in a horrified, trans-like state.  It wore a sickening sort of grimaced smile upon its shriveled beak of a mouth. 

Cheung’s panicked breath was coming in short pants now and began to fog the clear screen of his protective helmet causing him to panic even more.  Pulling his rifle away from the ghastly scene, he accidentally raked the body of the tiny corpse, his rifle’s muzzle tearing into the dry flesh of the child’s miniscule torso.  

The contact elicited a tremendous response from the woman who Cheung believed must be the baby’s mother.  She let out a horrific scream and lunged off the cot toward Cheung.

Surprised by the swiftness of the woman who had barely moved since he first laid eyes upon her, Cheung stumbled backward, dropping his weapon as the woman gripped his forearm in her one free hand while still clutching her shriveled baby to her with the other.  She was on her feet now, using Cheung’s arm to support much of her weight.

Before Cheung could totally regain his balance, three shots exploded from behind him, tearing into the woman and finally breaking her grip upon the mummified child.  

The baby fell, appendages crumbling and flaking off as it fell to the floor, hit, bounced, and rolled under the cot.  The woman sank to her knees, the stare of her black eyes affixed firmly to Cheung’s frightened gaze.  She never said a word as the life left those eyes.  Her grip upon Cheung’s arm tightened suddenly as a death spasm struck and then released slowly as she dropped to the floor.

Cheung turned away from the terrible sight to see Li in the doorway.

“What were you doing letting that woman touch you?  She could have been a threat!” his partner’s muffled shouts came to him through his protective gear.

Cheung was too stunned to speak.  A variety of feelings and emotions were coursing through him.  There was anger at Li who had not been there when he should have.  There was fear from the woman’s rage.  There was sadness at seeing the tiny child, several of its crumbled parts now scattered loosely on the floor beside its dead mother.  There was curiosity at seeing the last ounces of life fade from this woman whom he had never known and would never know.

Cheung just looked at Li, then down at the lifeless form on the floor below him, and then back at Li.  It was only then, as the shock and confusion of the moment began to fade, that Cheung sensed the coolness of fresh morning air upon the inside of his right elbow.  He glanced down at the arm of his protective suit.  He could see a slight tear, maybe only a centimeter or two long, along its right sleeve.  

Fear swept over him again.  He glanced at Li who was looking down at the woman he had shot.  Li walked over and gave her a nudge with his boot, ensuring that she was dead.  He appeared not to have noticed Cheung’s quick inspection of his suit.  Cheung moved his right arm down beside his body to keep the tear out of view and moved to retrieve his rifle.

“I need to see the commander,” was all he said in a sullen voice as he pushed past Li and out of the miserable hovel.  

Outside, the sun had risen high enough to cast dim rays of light through the mountain peaks and across the village.  There was the occasional sound of gunfire.  A scream and a muffled call issued from inside one of the scattered huts; but most of his fellow soldiers had already performed their duties as ordered and were filtering from cleared buildings and forming back up with their respective units.  

Cheung stood frozen, still absorbing the shock of what had just happened.  He closed his eyes and let the sun shine though his helmet and against his face, hoping that it would help burn away some of what he had seen.

When he opened his eyes, he scanned the area, looking for his commander.  Unit commanders were differentiated from other soldiers by a red circle on the shoulder of their protective suits.  From where Cheung stood, he saw no white suits with red patches, so he walked around to the other side of the village, leaving Li to wonder exactly what his partner was doing.  

Cheung moved slowly, his mind muddled by the events of the morning.  Images of the mummified baby, the woman’s black eyes, her strange sickly appearance, they all flashed through his mind.  These visions haunted him.  Not only was he disturbed by the pictures invading his mind, but he was worried.  This tear in his suit might evoke a harsh berating by his unit commander.  The commander didn’t like to be bothered with minor details, and Cheung could imagine his anger at having to deal with a decontamination process.  He would be embarrassed that one of his men had failed in his mission.

Eventually, Cheung found his commander.  His superior was engaged in a conversation with another soldier and took no notice of Cheung’s approach.  The other soldier was animated, gesturing to his protective suit, pointing at a spot on the suit near his waist.

Cheung watched as the commander stooped to inspect the soldier’s suit.  Cheung felt a slight sense of relief.  This soldier must also have a hole in his suit, so Cheung would not be the only one to cause a problem.  Maybe this other soldier would bear the brunt of the commander’s anger so that Cheung would get off with only a slap on the wrist.

Cheung stopped and moved up beside a small house from which he could watch the conversation between the two unnoticed.  Here he could wait until the commander finished with the solider, exhausting his anger on him.  Then he could follow the other solider to the decontamination area without having to deal with the irate commander.

Cheung felt better that he wouldn’t have to endure one of the commander’s verbal tirades.  He was also relieved that it wasn’t him who had shot the woman in the hut.  Li would have to live with that.

He was still watching the commander inspect the other soldier’s suit, touching it with his fingers.  The commander poked at the material near the soldier’s waist.  Suddenly one of his gloved fingers disappeared inside.  The commander’s reaction was immediate.  He jerked his finger from within the suit, rose from his bent position, pulled his sidearm from its holster, leveled it at the soldier’s chest, and pulled the trigger.

Cheung couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  The soldier fell back onto the ground and lay motionless.  The commander stepped over him, lowered his pistol at the soldier’s head, and fired again.  

As the commander stood over the fallen soldier, ensuring that he was indeed dead, Cheung quickly retreated from his position back to where his unit was forming up outside the village near the trucks.  They were being sprayed down with some type of solution and then shedding their protective gear into great piles to be burned along with the rest of the village.  Cheung was only too happy to be rid of his.  The evidence of his error would be disposed of for him.  

What Cheung had just witnessed at the hands of his commander scared him worse than the death of a hundred unknown mothers and their rotted corpse babies.  And he knew now that he must never mention the tear in his suit to anyone.  

He reasoned that had the villagers used any sort of chemical agent against them, he would surely be feeling the effects by now, so everything must be fine.  He certainly wasn’t going to risk being shot just because that woman had caught him off guard.  It wasn’t his fault she was crazy.

As Cheung sat in the back of the army truck as it rumbled back down the mountainous road, he could see smoke from the burning village rising against the clouds behind him.  What an hour earlier had been a serene mountain community, peaceful in its waking hours, was now just smoldering piles of charred remnants, bones, and melted protective gear.

Unfortunately, Cheung wouldn’t live long enough to truly understand the immense ramifications of what to him had seemed but a trivial mistake.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

MONDAY, AUGUST 12th

 

“You know what this means, right?” I dabbed a drop of coffee from the bottom of my mug with a finger and wiped it on my sweatpants.

“Yeah, yeah…I know.  I always know,” Claire mumbled as she stared at herself in the bathroom mirror before slashing a dark slip of eye-liner beneath her right eyelid.

“I’m serious.  I mean, the shit is really going to hit the fan one of these days and you’re going to thank me.”

“Problem is, John, the shit seems like it’s about to hit the fan every week.”

“Well, that’s because it could…or it might.  I mean, I don’t know, it’s just that in this day and age the bottom could drop out at any moment.  You don’t know how close this country – the world in fact – is to the brink of disaster on a regular basis.  You just never hear anything about it because they try to keep a lot of it hush-hush.  Otherwise people would be going ape-shit in the streets all the time.”

“But how are you going to know when the sky actually is falling, Chicken Little?”

I took a deep breath, sighing and shaking my head in despair. 

“Daddy?” came a shrill voice from the living room.

“I’m sorry sweetie,” Claire’s reflection eyeballed me from the mirror as I leaned against the bathroom wall, taking a sip of coffee.  It’s not that I don’t trust your judgment about these things, it’s just…I don’t know.  It’s no fun having to think about this stuff all the time.  I mean it’s depressing, all this end-of-the-world type crap.”

She pressed her lips tight together, then dabbed lipstick from them with a tissue as she tried to restrain herself from pointing out too many of my recent failures when it came to predicting the future demise of the world as we knew it.

“Well, one day when I’m right and we’re ready, then you’ll appreciate me and all of my planning.”

Claire turned away from the mirror, crossed the bathroom and wrapped her arms around my waist, pulling me tight up against her.  I wanted to pull away in frustration, but she had a way of forcing herself back into my good graces even when I tried to resist.

“I appreciate you every day,” she smiled, giving me a kiss, and in the process leaving me with a set of red lipstick-covered lips myself.  “Sometimes I just think that being home all day leaves you with too much time to think about this kind of stuff.”  She went back to her preening.  “So this new virus they’ve discovered in China.  Really think it’s something serious?” she asked, pretending she cared.

“Daddy…Daddy!” the voice in the living room came, louder this time.

“Probably not.  Just another SARS, Swine Flu or Bird Flu.  Just something for the morning news to talk about.  They’re probably just looking for another way to boost television ratings or get people’s minds off the economy.  Get people focused and spending on extra food, face masks, flu shots, and all the doomsday disaster supplies.  Nothing ever really comes of it.  Even I’ll admit that.  You know me though, I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

 Claire fired up her hairdryer.

“I definitely know you.  Always prepared,” she shouted over the hum of the dryer as she brushed out her fine, shoulder-length blonde hair.  “The Third Reich could have held out another month or two with all the supplies you’ve got stashed in that little bunker of yours.”

“I wish you wouldn’t call it a bunker,” I called back.  “You make me sound like some kind of doomsday nut or something.”

She shut off the hairdryer, set it on the vanity and turned around again to face me, an eyebrow raised, a half-smile, half-questioning look on her face, as if to say, “And you aren’t?”

“Oh come on,” I laughed defensively.  “I’m not that bad.”

“Daddy, dada, daddeeeeeee!” the call ended in a high-pitched squeal.

“Better go see what he wants, Mr. Mom,” Claire said, flipping the hairdryer back on.

I took another drink of coffee, sighed, and left the cozy, steam-warmed bathroom.

Jason was sitting on the living room floor, inspecting his foot, which he had pulled up near his waist. 

A fat toe jutted out from the foot of his size-two pajama sleeper.

“Uh oh, looks like we’ve got a blowout here,” I said, bending down to give the little pink piggy a squeeze.

“No grab toe, Daddy,” Jason squealed, pulling his foot away and rolling over onto his back. 

 “Come here you fuzzy little monster,” I said, bending to grab him by the leg and pull him toward me, slopping my coffee in the process.

“Shit!  I mean, crap, darn…something other than what I said.”

“Eeeeee!  Le’ me go.  Le’ me go!  Daddy say bad word, Mommy!”

“Nice,” Claire said as she stood watching from the hallway.  “Hope Daddy gets that blowout fixed and finds the censor for that mouth of his,” she frowned.  “I’ve got to run.”  

She walked over and bent down for a kiss.  “Love you,” she said.  Then she knelt to kiss Jason.  

“Ahhhh,” he writhed away from her.

“Come here you little Rasputin,” she said, pulling him close in a tight embrace and finally getting the requisite kiss.  “Okay you two, play nice and have a good day.”

“You too, Mommy,” I said.  “And remember, if there is even a hint of you know what at you know where, you get the heck out of there and back to where you belong with us.”

“Aye, aye, captain,” she saluted.  Then she turned and walked down the hallway to the kitchen where moments later I heard the back door open and then close behind her.

I turned to Jason.  “Well…guess it’s just you and me now.  So what will it be, dry cereal or cocoa cream of wheat?”

“Wheat! Wheat!” he cried.

“And so it shall be done my little prince,” I bowed.

I scooped Jason up in my arms and carried him out to the kitchen.  Once there, I put him in his high chair so that I could focus on making his morning feast.

Before I got started, I flipped on the small television that sat atop of the refrigerator.

The morning’s local news was on.

It was the typical Chicagoland smattering of local despair – a slain police officer on the south side, gang violence on the rise, more corruption discovered in a near-west suburb, the city considering a downtown casino to increase tax revenue, complaints about rising property taxes, and of course, possible severe storms on the way – the norm.

While waiting for the water to boil on the stove, I grabbed the remote and found the national news.  

Jason was enthralled with a pair of plastic measuring cups I’d set on his highchair’s tray as entertainment while I cooked.

The trio of news anchors was jabbering away about the latest celebrity in drug rehab.

“Holy christ,” I muttered to myself.  “The national news is just as sad as local.”

“Howy cwist,” Jason chimed in mimicry.

“Oops,” I cringed.  “Jason, we don’t say bad words.

He dropped one of the measuring cups he held in his pudgy hand and pointed at me accusingly, “YOU say!”

I sighed, “I know Jay, but you can’t always say what Daddy says.”

He gave me a bewildered stare and then went back to clattering the measuring cups around his tray. 

“Have to watch myself,” I murmured.  “Mommy’s going to have my nuts if I’m not careful.”

Outside the studio, the lead anchor had now assumed the dignified role of interviewing a teen pop idol before he took the stage to perform his latest hit single.  The two were surrounded by throngs of adoring fans who appeared mostly to be looking for their five free seconds of fame by way of holding up brightly-colored neon signs and screaming words of adoration into the camera.

I muted the television.

“What is the world coming to?”

Jason didn’t stop his puttering with the measuring cups to answer.

I heard hissing on the stove behind me.  I spun around to find water burbling over the pot’s edges and onto the stovetop.

“Shit!” I cried, grabbing at the handle of the pot and quickly moving it over to one of the other burners to cool.

“SIT! SIT!” cried Jason.

“Ahhh,” I cringed, smacking my palm against my forehead.  “When will I get this right!”

“Sorry, Jay.  Don’t listen to Daddy.”  

“No lis, no lis, no lis da-da,” he quibbled.

“Nobody else ever does anyway,” I mumbled to myself.

I mixed in some of the chocolate flavored wheat cereal and stirred the concoction.  An occasional bubble blurped to the top of the quickly thickening brown sludge.  The pot of goop reminded me of a miniature prehistoric tar pit.   

I stood thinking as I stirred, mesmerized by the oozy swamp of chocolaty wheat cereal.  It made me mad how Claire never took my reasoning seriously, but half of me couldn’t say I blamed her.  I mean, she was definitely a “glass half full” kind of girl.  And while I did my best to remain positive about things, I couldn’t help but see myself as more of a realist.  And after me nagging her constantly about being prepared for snow storms, power outages, fires, tornados, car accidents, horrific pandemics, and just about every other sort of emergency or terrible event that could befall someone, and not one such situation ever actually coming to fruition, she probably thought she’d married the most neurotic man on earth.  But at least she listened to my ramblings, nodded her head in agreement, said, “Yes honey,” to me at all the right times, and allowed me to create my emergency stockpile of supplies.  So I had to admit, she gave me plenty of leeway.  How could I complain?  Plus, she was letting me live my dream; working as a freelance writer and stay-at-home dad – or vice versa depending upon the day.  Either way the roles went, they still gave me more than enough time to ponder things that most people just didn’t have the time, patience or inclination to think about.

I took Jason’s cereal off the stove and spooned it into a small plastic bowl to cool.

As I waited, I glanced back up at the television.  The screen was no longer focused on the news desk but rather on a female newscaster whose finely-sheened gams cast a white-hot glare strong enough to burn retinas.  She sat on a sofa chair, long legs crossed, wearing red pumps that shoved her calves into tightly rounded form.  I wondered if part of her job interview took place on a step machine.  I had to admit, the producers knew what they were doing.  Even the most impertinent or irrelevant tidbit news seemed somehow more captivating watching her.

I forced my eyes up from staring at the newscaster’s legs to the picture floating on the screen beside her head, carefully positioned so as not to interfere with her finely quaffed dew.  The caption grabbed my attention.  

 Above a picture of an oversized hypodermic needle jammed into a muscled arm was the word: “PANDEMIC?”

“Ha!” I grabbed the remote and mashed the volume button.  “I knew it!”

I had already heard rumblings by way of the internet and a few back-page newspaper articles about several outbreaks of a new flu strain in China.  But as usual, most reports had been suppressed by the Chinese government or pushed aside by larger headlines such as “Dow Rockets to Record Close” or “Yankees Get Cy Young Winner” – important stuff like that.

Jason was laughing at his measuring cups as he wacked them around his tray.  “Scootie-scoot, scootie-scoot,” he jabbered.

“Shhh,” I hissed, putting my hand up. “Quiet, Jay!  I want to hear this.”

“…a new report out this week about a recent flu strain discovered in China,” the newscaster was saying.  “The World Health Organization is requesting access to investigate reports of localized outbreaks in the Gansu
province.  Several villages in the region have reportedly been quarantined by the Chinese government, but WHO officials are meeting resistance from Chinese officials in their requests to enter these villages in order to better determine how the virus is transmitted, what, if any similarities it has to other known flu strains, and what the incubation times and mortality rates are for those who are infected.

Travelers to the area and China as a whole are being told to exercise caution until officials know more about the virus.”

A film clip had been inserted over the newscaster as she finished her report showing air travelers waiting at an airport wearing white surgical face masks and receiving squirts of hand sanitizer at a screening area.  Then the picture cut back to the newscaster.

“Back to you Rob and Allison at the news desk,” she smiled serenely, as if she hadn’t a care in the world.

“Boy, Allison,” the omni-confident male newscaster quipped, “almost seems like every year now we’re seeing some new strain of flu or similar disease rearing its ugly head.  Bird flu, swine flu, mad cow disease, SARS, ebola – doesn’t it seem like we’re always pushing the panic button before we actually know anything about these viruses?”

“Well, you just can’t be sure, Rob,” his female counterpart shook her head.  “That’s why officials are so desperate to get to these villages in an effort to find out how dangerous this new strain really is.”

“Aw, come on Rob,” I hit the mute button.  “When you’re puking your brains out or worse, you’ll see just how important that panic button really is.”  

I turned back to Jason’s bowl of cereal.  “Okay, I think this stuff should be cool enough by now.”  I did a last stir of the portion I’d placed in Jay’s Winnie the Pooh bowl and dug a short plastic spoon from the utensil drawer.  “You ready for cereal, buddy?” 

“Ceweal!  Ceweal!  I lub ceweal!” Jason chanted back, skittering the last remaining measuring cup to one side of his highchair tray and then off onto the floor.

I pulled out a chair from the kitchen table and sat down in front of him.  “Okay, here we go,” I handed him the spoon and set the bowl in front of him.  “Time for you to earn your keep.  You get to try feeding yourself this morning.”

He gave me a huge grin and grasped the spoon awkwardly in his hand.  I guided it down into the cereal and watched with interest as he rubbed it around in the sludgy muck for a while and finally dug out a heaping spoonful.

I then spent the next 15 minutes watching Jason cover the highchair and surrounding area – as well as himself – with gooey brown cereal, actually getting a few bites into his mouth occasionally.  I spent the following 15 minutes cleaning it all up.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

FRIDAY, AUGUST 23rd

 

“Ugh, what a day,” Claire sighed, slumping against the kitchen counter and taking a long sip of red wine.

“Busy?” I asked.

“Super busy.  We had another code brown today.”

“Yuk. You get any on you?”

“No, but the guy had pooped all down his leg and it leaked out onto the floor.  It was that real runny, like diarrhea poop.”

“Eww,” I grimaced.  “At least you didn’t have to clean it up.”

“Yeah, but I had to help.  And I had to smell it!  That was the worst part.”

“Well, that’s why you get paid the big bucks,” I grinned.

“As an occupational
therapist!  Not as part of the poop patrol.”

“Anyway, that gets me thinking.  What do you want for dinner?”

“Ugh,” Claire moaned again.  “I don’t know…whatever’s easy.”

“Take out?”

“Sure.”

“Italian?

“You read my mind.”

“I’ll take care of it.  You go sit down and enjoy your wine.  Jay is having a late-afternoon nap, so hopefully you’ll have a couple minutes reprieve.”

“Oh no, the dreaded late nap,” she said as she left the kitchen and headed for the living room.  “They’re nice breaks, but then he’s up half the night.”

“Sorry,” I called after her.  “But you know how it is when he gets cranky.  And there’s hell to pay if you try to keep him awake.”

“I know, I know,” she said, sounding tired.

“Anything else exciting happen at work today?” I called, sticking my head under the pass-thru that divided kitchen from living room.

“Not really.”  She paused, “Oh, I almost forgot.  We got one of those flu cases they’ve been talking about on the news.”

“Claire!” I exhaled exasperatedly.  “And you didn’t tell me that first?”

“Sorry.  My mind is mush after today.  But the guy is in the isolation unit, so it’s not like I have anything to do with him or am even anywhere near him.  Plus, I knew it would send you into a tailspin the minute I mentioned it.”

“Uh yeah, this is important shit here.  Is this the first reported case in Chicago?”

“Yeah…I think so.  I don’t know.  There may have been a couple down at Rush.  I’m not sure.  John, please, I’m tired.”

“See?” I said, shaking my head.  “It’s that kind of nonchalant attitude that’s going to get us into a world of shit.”

“They’re dealing with it John,” Claire said, slumping down on the couch, one arm laid across its back, the other holding her glass of wine out and away from its side.

“Claire, I’m serious.  If this thing gets any worse, I want you to take some time off.”

“John, it’s one case, and it’s going to be flu season soon, so I’m pretty sure it’s going to get worse.  And you know we’re understaffed at the hospital.  What am I supposed to do, run and hide every time a sick person comes in?  Anyway, officials are saying they think last year’s flu shot will handle this strain, so we’ll probably be fine.”

It was a discussion we’d had more times than both of us would care to admit, but I couldn’t help it.  I cared about her and her health, as well as anything she might bring back to the house with her.  It was bad enough her job risked her own well being, but I just couldn’t look the other way when it threatened Jason’s.  

I sifted through the basket of take out menus we’d collected over the years.

“Where is that stupid menu,” I mumbled.

“Now, now,” Claire soothed.  She had gotten up from her reclined position on the couch and joined me in the kitchen, standing behind me.  She rubbed my back with her wine-free hand.  “Don’t take your frustration out on the poor menu.  I know that you worry, and that’s a good thing; but sometimes I think you worry too much.”

“I’d rather worry too much than not enough,” I shoved the menu basket aside in a huff and turned around to face her.  

I decided that I would leave it at that.  It wouldn’t do any good to continue; at least not now.  I knew when to fight my battles, and now was not the right time.

Claire moved closer, setting her wine down and wrapping her arms around my waist, pulling herself up to me.  I stared straight ahead, trying not to make eye-contact, pretending to be more upset than I was.  She tilted her head up at me and stood on her tip-toes to kiss me softly on the check.  

“Don’t worry so much,” she whispered.  “I’ll be careful.”

I frowned and continued to stare straight ahead.

“You know, we might still have a little time before Jay wakes up.”  She kissed me again, this time on the lips.  “You want to make the most of it?”  Her lips moved down, brushing against my neck as her arms pulled me against her in a waist-to-waist embrace she knew I couldn’t resist.

My interest in menus and food quickly faded.  

After Jason was born, we’d both realized that these short bursts of freedom were few and far between and that we should take advantage when they presented themselves.   I had not however, forgotten Claire’s words regarding the man in the isolation unit at her hospital, and even as my libido took over, my worries remained.

For now though, dinner and the flu would both have to wait. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

TUESDAY, AUGUST 27th

 

“Alright little guy, inventory time…you ready?  The underwear crew is going to take stock of our super-secret stash, okay?”

Jay looked up at me with a questioning frown.  “Weady?” he said, giving the crotch of his cartoon-festooned diaper a tug.

August in Chicago meant it could either be ninety-five degrees with a comparable percent humidity, or a brisk, sixty-degrees with a nighttime low in the fifties.  Today was the former rather than the latter, which meant that Jason and I were in our skivvies and spending the afternoon hours in our home’s finished basement.  At eighty degrees, the basement was about five degrees cooler than the upstairs living space, and about fifteen degrees cooler than our upstairs attic, which while finished, always seemed too hot or too cold to utilize for anything more than storage.

I just couldn’t force myself to put the air conditioning on in a region where it typically felt like winter eight months out of the year.  Plus, according to the forecast, this hot streak was only supposed to last a few days.  So I tried to convince myself that by the time the air conditioning caught up, the temperature would be back to normal anyway.    

I had gotten some work done upstairs in the morning cool, writing an article for a local newspaper on the exciting subject of area commuter routes.  After that, Jason and I ate lunch.  Jay had feasted on shredded ham, bits of cheddar cheese and sliced grapes.  Meanwhile, I indulged in peanut butter on toast, barbeque chips, and leftover morning coffee.  

Enjoying the pleasant sense of accomplishment both as careerist and father, I had given myself and Jay the afternoon off to complete an inventory and stock rotation of our emergency supplies.  These were items I kept in the space beneath the basement stairs that I’d converted into a pantry of sorts.  It was the perfect time to do it since Claire wasn’t home and I wouldn’t have to listen to her give me a hard time about the fastidiousness of my stockpile.

Jay typically spent inventory day picking through boxes and cans, putting his disorganized spin upon my regimented order and building tiny towers of foodstuffs.

“Okay, Jay…” I said, pulling open the doors to the pantry and flipping on the small fluorescent tube light I had affixed to one wall, “…time to work.”

As soon as I said the words, I saw his shock of blonde hair shoot past me into the five-by-ten foot irregular-shaped space and over to the far corner that shrank to a Hobbit-sized hovel where the base of the stairs met with the floor.

“Hidey spot!  Oooh, dark,” he said in all his sweet two-and-a-half-year-old innocence.

I still wasn’t sure which of us Jason looked like more.  I guess neither really when it came to facial features.  He had the blonde hair and striking blue eyes of his mother and the strong jaw-line of his father; but otherwise, he was his own person.  I had to admit, he had his father’s physic though – tall, lengthy, but muscular.  Maybe our second one – should there be a second – would have Claire’s taught, power-packed, gymnast’s physique.  

I was sweating bullets, the relatively cool air of the basement being quickly swept aside by the heavy blanket of humidity that already hovered inside our home.  I ran a backhand across my forehead and then wiped it dry on the side of my boxer-shorts.   

“Whew it’s hot,” I murmured.

I sat down in front of the cabinet that I had positioned against one wall of the space.  It stood about three feet high and had a total of three shelves about four feet across and a foot deep.  I stared at it, reveling in the sense of security my little stockpile provided.  I had to admit, it wasn’t much compared to some of the preppers I’d seen on television, but it was a heck of a lot more than I figured most people probably kept on hand.  

I had always been good at planning and organizing.  The saying, “Hope for the best, but prepare for the worst,” pretty much described me.  It wasn’t that I wanted society to crumble or anything like that, but a part of me dreamed of the day when cell phones weren’t attached to every ear, people once again made eye-contact as they passed on the street rather than busily flicking their fingers texting pointless messages, and paper maps replaced vehicle GPS systems.  Maybe it was just simpler times that I longed for.

As someone who worked from home, I was actually quite tech savvy, but I hadn’t become reliant upon it as so many others had.  I wanted to continue utilizing the kinds of skills that I would need to survive should one day all the technology, services, and amenities that made life so simple for so many for so long, suddenly vanish.  And while I would make use of technology in the meantime, I would by no means allow myself to become dependant upon it or governed by it. 

With Jay puttering about in his darkened corner, preoccupied with rolling a can of baked beans back and forth across the floor, it was time to begin.  

I started with the food.  Six 12-packs of Ramen noodles (three chicken, two beef), five 16-ounce assorted boxes of dried pasta, eight boxes of cereal, two jars salted peanuts, one 20-pound bag of rice, four bags of pretzels, four bags of potato chips, one 28-ounce box of instant mashed potatoes, two large jars of green olives, two large jars of dill pickles, five cans of black olives, one jar relish, one jar sweet pickles, four boxes of assorted flavor granola bars, 10 large canned soups, four large cans of corned beef hash, seven cans of corn, seven cans of green beans, seven cans of baked beans, seven cans of sweet peas, eight cans of mandarin oranges, three cans chopped pineapple, two 5-pound bags of flour, one 5-pound bag of sugar, one 16-ounce container of salt, one container of pepper, one 32-ounce container of powdered milk, five cans of condensed milk, 10 jars of baby food (leftovers from Jason’s younger days), two large boxes of salted crackers, two cans of spray cheese, two 16-ounce packets of dried mixed fruit, three packages of beef jerky, two containers of 24 beef bullion cubes, one container of 24 vegetable bullion cubes, two boxes of dried noodle soup packets, two cans of dried meat sticks, and four 16-ounce bags of assorted dried beans.  There were also two 24-packs of 16-ounce bottled waters, two full 5-gallon water jugs, 10 one-gallon milk jugs full of water (set out beside the food), five large bottles of fruit juice (for regulating Claire’s blood sugar levels, since she was a diabetic), two bags of hard candies, and two 12-packs of juice boxes. 

As I sorted through these items, I checked expiration dates and rotated older inventory to the front to be used and then replaced during our next trip or two to the store.  

The good thing about most of this food was that expiration dates typically ranged somewhere between three and twelve months, and many of the items usually lasted much longer than the “use by” dates, so there was no real hurry to consume them.  Plus, the items I had in my stash were things that we tended to use throughout the year in our regular consumption, so there was very little chance of them going to waste.  

Across from my food stuffs was where I had stashed my camping supplies.  

These items consisted of a camp cook stove with six mini-propane tanks, a four-person tent, a queen-sized air mattress with inflatable pillow and battery-powered pump, a battery-powered lantern, and two large coolers.  Inside the coolers, I had stored a large container of waterproof matches, several cigarette lighters, a dozen emergency candles, several hunting knives, a hatchet, a small hacksaw, several sets of silverware, a can opener, some fishing line and hooks, several flashlights and multiple extra sets of batteries, a hand-crank powered flashlight, a hand-crank powered radio, a battery-powered weather radio, a water filtration kit, iodine tablets, protective face masks, two medical kits, two bottles of hand sanitizer, three large cans of disinfectant spray, two cans of bug repellant, some sunscreen, three bottles of grain alcohol, and 1.75 liter bottles of vodka, gin, rum, whisky, and tequila.

Inside a locked metal cabinet next to the camping supplies, I stored a .22 caliber rifle along with 1500 rounds of ammunition, two 30-round magazines and a 10-round magazine, a .44 special handgun with 120 rounds of ammunition, two thousand dollars in cash, 20 ounces of silver in ounce round and bar form, 5 roles of pre-1964, 90 percent silver quarters, and the same number in roles of dimes.  

I had read somewhere that in the event of a real national emergency or if hyper-inflation ever hit, people wouldn’t be able to buy a loaf of bread with cash or credit since cash would likely be worthless and credit useless; however, real commodities such as silver, gold, fuel, food, and – depending upon the severity of the situation – guns and ammunition, would be the currencies of choice.  I didn’t know if it was true or not, but I figured it was best to err on the side of safety and hedge our bets accordingly.  

In a safe deposit box at our local bank – a 15-minute drive from our home – I kept ten more ounces of silver in bar form and another thousand dollars in cash.

All in all, I felt pretty well prepared.  I figured that the worst that could happen would be someone breaking in and stealing the guns, ammo, cash, and silver.  And I guess that the cash was losing out to inflation by just sitting unused.  But otherwise, we were set as long as I rotated the stock of food regularly so that we didn’t waste anything.  And if we ever decided to move to a new home, we wouldn’t have to go to the store for the last couple of months or so before we relocated.  We could just live off of all our supplies.

I’m sure that to most people, the amount of stuff I had socked away would seem excessive, but it didn’t to me.  I mean, most of the things were items we already had on hand for camping or household needs, and just adding a few extras all in one place made it easier to keep track of and readily available in the event of an emergency.  Plus, it only took about 15 minutes or so to go through them every month or two, and the supplies just sat there in their out-of-the-way spot the rest of the time.

Jason had finished with his can rolling.  He had now gathered several more cans from the shelf and was stacking them in tower form until they collapsed, at which point he would squeal and clap his tiny hands in delight.

After we’d finished with our inventory, we spent the rest of the day lolling about the house in our undies.  Our objective: to find ways to keep Jason entertained while at the same time stay cool and get a little housework done.

It was a failed endeavor. 

Claire got home a little after four, probably just about the time when the house peaked in both temperature and humidity.  The air hung heavy in every room in which we tried to hide, and I felt like I had been slathered in petroleum jelly.

We met Claire at the door.

“Uhh,” she moaned, staggering inside.  “I think it’s worse in here than outside!”  She fanned a hand in front of her face.  “At least there’s a little breeze out there,” she gestured behind her to the back door through which she’d entered.  “Why don’t you jokers turn the air on?  I don’t know how you stand it in here all day.”

“You know I hate paying for utilities when we can muddle through a few days of extreme heat,” I tried in defense.

“Well, I’ll pay for the extra utilities.  I don’t care.  This is ridiculous!”

She dropped her purse and lunch bag on the kitchen table and headed for the thermostat.

“Okay…if you must,” I sighed.

“I must,” she called as she closed several windows and then came back into the kitchen where I stood holding Jason.  Seconds later, we heard the central air conditioning kick on and I felt frigid air waft onto my legs from a nearby vent.

Claire learned in for a kiss, then over to smooch Jay.  

“How was your day?” I asked, letting Jay slide down to the floor where he could putter about on his own.

“Busy.  But at least it was cool.  How was yours?”

I shrugged.  “Nothing exciting.  Got a little work done.  Took inventory downstairs and did some flashcards with Jay.  Otherwise we just tried to stay cool.”

“I don’t blame you.  It must be close to 90 today, and the humidity makes it feel like 110.”

We moved into the living room where a ceiling fan provided at least some level of comfort until the AC was able to get a handle on the situation.  Claire slumped down on the couch, kicking off her shoes.  I fell into a cushioned armchair adjacent her while Jay plunked down on the floor and began tracing patterns on the oriental carpet with his finger.     

“Anything new at the hospital?” I asked tentatively.  I could tell Claire knew I was probing, but she didn’t seem fazed.  

She sighed, “A couple new cases of your flu, but otherwise nothing big.”

I hesitated.  “That makes what?  Four?  Five?  Just in the last two days?”

“Something like that,” she shrugged.

“How are they doing?”

“I don’t really know.  They’re all in the isolation unit, and that’s a completely different part of the hospital.

“Well, that’s a plus…I guess.”

Jay had discovered Claire’s tennis shoes and was putting his hands in them and wearing them like gloves.

“Jay!” I said, jumping up.  “Don’t play with those, they’re dirty!”

I hurried over to where Jay sat blinking at me, not understanding why it was okay for Mommy to have them on her feet but not for him to have them on his hands.  I yanked them away and then walked them over to our bedroom and tossed them inside.  

“Come on, Jay.  Let’s go wash your hands.  Mommy works in a place with lots of sick people and we don’t want you getting sick to, do we?

“No sick,” he frowned and shook his head.

When we finished cleaning up, I said to Claire, “You know, I’ve been watching the news and they’re saying cases of this new flu are starting to pop up all over the place even though it isn’t flu season yet.  Is your hospital taking any precautions?”

Again she shrugged, “I don’t know.  Nothing more than usual I guess.”

“Don’t you care?”

“Yes, but what am I supposed to do?  Just not go to work every time there’s a flu outbreak?  That’s what flu shots are for.  We’ve all had ours.  What else can I do?”

We’d gone through this many times before, so I decided to drop it – at least for the time being.  In a way, she was right.  What was she supposed to do?  She worked in a place with sick people.  She couldn’t exactly use that as an excuse not to go to work.

Later that night, while Claire was watching television, I collected several letters I’d written over the weekend.  “I’m going for a short walk,” I called to Claire.  

There was no response.

I looked over at the couch where she sat.  She was already asleep.  Jay was toppled over against her, also asleep.

“Just as well,” I said softly to myself.

A few minutes later, I’d placed the letters in a neighborhood mailbox and was back home and watching a news report on a sudden nationwide influx of cases of the new flu strain the media was terming the “Su Flu.” 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

SATURDAY, AUGUST 31st

9 a.m.

 

“Where are you going so early on a Saturday morning?” Claire called, wandering out from the bedroom in her robe.

I’d been up for nearly two hours and had already showered, dressed, and had half the car loaded.  

“Heading over to the bank and then to get gas.”

“Oh yeah?” she responded warily, eyebrows raised.

“Yep,” I said pleasantly.  “We’re going on an adventure!”

“We are?” the eyebrows remained up.

“Surprise weekend excursion, compliments of yours truly,” I responded casually.  “Pack as if we were leaving for a month.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I’m taking you on a weekend trip, but I want to use this chance to try out my emergency preparations.”

Claire smacked her forehead.  “Oh jeez…really?”  Her shoulders sagged.  “It’s barely nine and I haven’t even had my coffee yet.”

I just shrugged and smiled.  “Clock’s ticking.  I’ll be back in about half an hour.”

I heard her heave a deep sigh behind me, but I wasn’t going to stick around for an argument.  I’d already made up my mind.  During a conversation we’d had last night, Claire had mentioned that she’d heard from one of her friends who worked in the intensive care unit that several of the growing number of patients at their hospital who had come down what the “Su Flu” – short for Gansu, the Chinese province in which the illness was believe to have originated – had died over the past week.  Her friend had told her this in confidence since hospital administrators had asked the attending staff not to talk about the status of these patients.  This friend had also mentioned to Claire that several of the doctors who had treated the patients had suddenly come down with symptoms and weren’t doing well either.

It was enough to raise reds flags for me, but I was beyond the point of discussing the issue with Claire.  She’d just blow me off or chalk it up to more of my neurotic worrying.  I had already become increasingly concerned about the spread of this new disease mainly because I wasn’t hearing enough about it.  Cases were popping up in other cities across America, but it was as though no one in the media wanted to give it any sort of in-depth coverage.  With all the other flu strains or diseases like ebola, it seemed as though the media or the government couldn’t talk about them enough.  They were constantly urging everyone to go out and get flu shots, to use hand sanitizer, or not to go to public places if they were sick.  But with the Su flu, there seemed much less of that this time around.  It was almost as though the powers that be were behind the curve on this strain and really had no idea as to what to do about it.  There was no vaccine to get other than the one based off of last year’s flu strain.  And from what I’d heard, they didn’t even really know what this strain was yet.  But people were starting to come down with it left and right across the country, and I hadn’t been hearing many success stories, if any, regarding treatments or recoveries.  I also hadn’t heard of anyone who had been released from Claire’s hospital, and now that I’d discovered these first few fatalities – which strangely enough hadn’t come by way of the news agencies, but from employees who were actually inside the hospital – I was starting to have some real misgivings.

So under the guise of an emergency practice run, I’d decided to get us out of town, at least for a couple of days.  Once we’d arrived at our destination, then I’d work on Claire about potentially staying longer.  But I knew in a city Chicago’s size, it was best to beat the rush for the exits.  If we didn’t leave now, we might very well be stuck.   

Therefore, last night after Claire had gone to bed, I had called her father.  He was more like me, and sometimes we’d have a few drinks together and talk about my emergency preparations.  He had a friend with some land down in southern Illinois that they used for occasional camping trips.  According to him, it was in the middle of nowhere out by some national forest and you had to cross a creek and drive another mile or so to get to it.  So we made a sort of pact – it was more like a running joke – but I think I tended to take it more seriously than he did.  We agreed that if the shit ever hit the fan, I’d be in charge of the supplies, and he’d provide the bug out location.  He had told me that the property was very secluded and that it would make for a great spot to “hold out” if we ever needed it.  I knew he’d likely never leave Chicago, even if the shit did hit, but I was willing to take him up on his offer to use the property.  

When I called him, it was under the guise of us taking a Labor Day weekend camping trip, but I also noted my concern to him regarding the spreading flu.  He didn’t sound worried about it though, but he told me that he’d contact his friend, who lived in Iowa and rarely used the place anymore, and let him know we’d be down there.  Claire had visited the place as a kid and supposedly knew the layout of the property and how to get there.  

It didn’t take me long to run my Saturday morning errands.  I quickly raided the safe deposit box of its contents of silver and cash, meeting a customer service representative at the bank’s doors as she unlocked them, and then I drove to a nearby gas station.  There, I filled up our SUV, as well as an extra 5-gallon tank which I stuck in the cargo area along with the gear I’d already stowed.  I also picked up a couple bags of ice and a few packs of cigarettes even though I wasn’t a big smoker.

Around me, everyone appeared to be going on with their daily affairs as usual.  It made me – with all my planning and preparations – feel somewhat silly and out of place, but I couldn’t let it get to me.  Something just wasn’t right.  I felt it in my gut.  If I was wrong, then I was wrong.  All it would cost me was gas money and a fun Labor Day weekend camping trip with the family.  But when it came to something like this, I’d rather be ahead of the curve than behind it.  

When I got home, Claire was still in the shower.  Jay was in a diaper sitting in his play yard outside the open bathroom door fiddling with a talking toy calculator.  

I stuck my head in the door.  “Hurry up,” I yelled.  “It’s a long drive!”

There was no answer.  I knew I was pressing my luck with Claire.

Jay looked content, so I decided to continue loading our supplies.  It was a lot more work than I had expected.  As Claire dried and dressed, I worked on packing up as much of the refrigerator’s contents into two coolers as I could fit.  I layered the contents with extra ice and cold packs to help keep it all fresh.

I hadn’t eaten yet, but the adrenaline was pumping and this kept my hunger at bay.

I felt somewhat foolish dragging all the stuff out to the car.  At one point, one of the neighbors stepped out on his back porch, watching.

“Headed out for the holiday?” he called.

“Yeah…just going camping for a week,” I yelled back.

He nodded slowly, watched curiously for a minute, and then went back inside.  

I wondered if he had any inkling of what I was doing or thinking, not that I really cared.

It was hard to know just how far to take my preparations.  I wanted to have enough supplies to be ready just in case we never returned; but at the same time, I really didn’t want to pack up the entire house.  I figured I could keep a lot of the condiments and certain items like hot dogs, hamburger meat, frozen chicken breasts, steaks, lunch meat, and similar items fresh inside the coolers over the weekend, so I threw that stuff in.  Then of course I packed up all the dry goods, water, guns, ammo, and camping supplies from downstairs.  

Our vehicle was filling up fast, so I put the driver’s side portion of the backseat down to open up more space in the cargo area.  I couldn’t do this for the passenger side because of Jay’s car seat.

As I worked, I noticed that Claire had finished her morning preparations and was watching me from the open back door.  I glanced at her as I came back from rummaging around in the back of the SUV.  She didn’t look happy, but I didn’t care.

I walked over and handed her a medium-sized cardboard box, “Grab all your diabetic supplies and as many toiletries as you can fit into this box – contact solution, medicine, toilet paper, whatever you think we might need.”

“John…” she started in one of her more exasperated tones.

“Too busy,” I waved her away as I blew past her and back inside the house.

Next up I headed to the bedroom.  I grabbed some blankets, a couple pillows, and a variety of clothing for myself and Jason, some of which included certain winter items like gloves and hats and a pair of hiking boots for both of us.  I threw the stuff into black plastic garbage bags.

Claire was in the hallway; she looked miserable as she quietly loaded toiletries into the box I had given her.

“Hope you know I’m not going to help you put all this stuff away when we get home,” she said in her best “I’m pissed” tone.

“After you’re done with that,” I said, ignoring her attitude and handing her a trash bag, “pack yourself a bag with clothes – both summer and winter – and some good boots.”

She stayed silent, but I knew she had heard me.

After I’d loaded our bedding and clothes, I finished packing the back cargo area of the SUV with the camping gear and did some rearranging to make sure the 5-gallon gas tank was secure.  The last thing I needed was the tank tipping over and leaving everything soaked and stinking of gas.  Talk about Claire being pissed!  Then I did a re-check of the items I’d strapped atop the vehicle’s luggage rack.  

I was sure I was forgetting things, but I knew that for as hard as I tried, I couldn’t plan for every eventuality.

Claire finally ambled out with her bag of clothes.  Her hiking boots – tied together by their laces – were slung over her shoulder.  She dropped the supplies beside me at the back of the car, turned silently around, and stalked back to the house.

“Just think of it as a fun weekend camping trip,” I called to her, putting her gear into one of the last open spaces I had inside the cargo area.  “I’ll put everything away when we get home, so don’t worry about that.”

“No place I’d rather spend a hot, sticky summer weekend than camping in desolate southern Illinois,” she stopped at the back door, turning around and cocking her head, a deadpan expression on her face.

I gave her a big toothy smile as she whirled back around and walked inside the house.

I finished packing and then headed inside myself.  I found Claire with Jay in his room playing a stacking game with his blocks.

“Does Jay get to bring anything?” she asked.

“Uh…sure,” I said.  I walked over to his closet and took out a small backpack.  “Here,” I handed it to her.  “Help him pick out a few of his favorite toys and books and one small stuffed animal.

She nodded and silently took the backpack from me.

I went back into the kitchen and flipped the television on to the news as I finished up my last few preparations.

Baseball scores were being reviewed along with yesterday’s highlights.  After sports wrapped up, there was a short piece about commuter train holiday schedules for the Labor Day weekend.  This was followed by a brief snippet about hand-washing precautions while on the trains or in public areas accompanied by a brief statement from the commuter rail lines that they would have hand sanitizer dispensers on all trains due to concerns related to the recent flu strain.  

I fished some paper plates and plastic silverware that we kept for picnics and barbeques out of a nearby drawer as an afterthought and set them on the table next to the back door.  The next news piece was about Labor Day weekend events taking place downtown and in the surrounding suburbs.  

It was all routine stuff.  Everything seemed fine.

But for my family, it was time to go.

 

 

2:30 p.m.

 

“We’ll be there soon, Jay,” I said, gritting my teeth while glaring into the rearview mirror.  “Just hold it until then.”

“I don’t see what the big hurry is,” Clare looked at me from the passenger seat.  “We’re far enough outside Chicago that you shouldn’t be worried.  I think I’ve counted seven cars in the last five miles.  No one’s out here.”

“It’s not that I’m in a hurry,” I said.  “I’m just sick of driving.  We’ve stopped enough, and we’re almost there.  Plus, there’s nowhere to stop out here anyway.  We’re in the middle of bumfuck.” 

“Fine,” Claire huffed.  “And watch your mouth,” she added as an afterthought.

“Momeeee…” Jay whined.  “Pee-pee.  Pee-pee now, please!”

“John, I saw a sign for a gas station a few miles back.  We’ve got to be getting close to it by now.  Can’t we just stop?  We’ve been doing so well with potty training, and he’s asking like a big boy.  I don’t want him having an accident when he’s been trying so hard.”

I took a deep breath and nodded.  “Okay, if the place is open, we’ll stop.  If not, we keep going.”

“Deal,” Claire nodded.  “Hear that?” she said, swiveling in her seat to face Jason.  “Just a few more minutes my little big man.”

“Maybe,” I muttered.

It was another two miles of desolate woodland before we found the gas station that Claire had seen the sign for earlier.  I had no idea if it was open.

I slowed, pulling off the state highway and into the parking lot.  We were the only car in sight.

“Is it open?” Claire frowned.

I gave her a shrug.  “Your guess is as good as mine.  I don’t see anyone around, but we can give it a shot.”

Claire shivered.  “Place gives me the creeps.”

“Yeah,” I laughed.  “Reminds me of one of those horror movies we used to watch before Jay was born.  Perfect setting and everything.”

I pulled up to one of the two gas pumps and killed the engine.  “Well, the pumps are working, and it looks like the lights are on inside the station.  I’ll fill up with gas if you want to take Jay to the potty,” I grinned at her.

“No way!” she scoffed.  “You’re crazy if you think I’m going in there alone.”

“Oh come on,” I grinned.  “You’ll be fine.”

“Uh huh, that’s what they always say in those movies,” she retorted, wide-eyed.  “How about, I’ll get the gas, and you take Jay to the potty.”

“Will do,” I shrugged.  “Some hatched-wielding psycho comes charging out of the woods though, and you’re on your own.”

“Thanks,” Claire frowned.

“Come on, Jay man,” I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened the door.  I was hit by a blast of hot, humid air.  It was in sharp contrast to the coolness of our air-conditioned SUV.

“Ugh,” both Claire and I exclaimed at almost the same time as we exited the vehicle. 

Claire tugged at her shirt as a sort of makeshift fan, her tongue wagging out.  “Great weather for a weekend camping trip,” she moaned, rolling her eyes.  “Maybe I’ll just sleep in the car with the air conditioning on.”  

I ignored the comments, and she began pumping fuel as I carried our little man to where I hoped we’d at least find a mildly sanitary bathroom.

 The inside of the gas station actually wasn’t as bad as I expected.  It was relatively cool, the floor looked like it had been mopped fairly recently, and there were all the trappings one would expect to find in such a place – candy racks, travel-sized foods and toiletries, refrigeration units full of sodas, beers, and bottled water, promotional signs for lottery tickets and cigarettes brands.  What I didn’t see was an attendant behind the counter.  There was a 64-ounce soda cup with an unwrapped, half-eaten candy bar sitting beside it, but no one was there to claim ownership of said items.

Finding the station unmanned wasn’t necessarily surprising.  With us being the only ones around, it wasn’t like the joint was exactly hopping.  The attendant was probably taking a smoke break or in the back watching television.  Still, it was a little odd.

I scanned the interior of the gas station for signs of the restroom.  I found what I was looking for in the far back corner where there was a door with an outline on the front of both male and female figures indicating a unisex restroom.

“Come on, Jay.  Potty is over this way.”

Just as we neared the bathroom, the door opened and a saggy-faced young man with about a week’s worth of patchy stubble strewn across his face met us coming out.  He looked pale and was wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Ugh,” he nodded at us as we squeezed past one another in the somewhat cramped quarters.

The smell of vomit hit me as we passed him and the smell inside the bathroom was no better.  There was only one toilet in the tiny space, and upon quick inspection, I noted that the upper portion of the bowl appeared to be spackled with bits of someone’s candy bar and soda lunch.

“Okay Jay, make it quick,” I said, yanking down his shorts and pull-up training underpants and holding him above the toilet at an angle so that his tiny body aligned with the edge of the bowl.

My mind was racing.  What if this guy had the flu?  Maybe he was just sick from eating too much gas station food.  Maybe he’d done too much partying last night.  Were we currently inhaling the exact thing that we were down here to try to escape?

The thought that I might have led my family to their death simply by trying to protect them churned my stomach and made me feel as though I might add to the foul odor the attendant had left behind.

As soon as Jason was finished, I maneuvered him in my arms, setting him on the floor to get his pants back up.  And then we were out of there.  I didn’t even bother to flush or wash hands.  We would be taking a gel sanitizer bath in the car.

As we exited the bathroom, doing our best not to make skin-to-skin contact with anything, I could see Claire at the station’s cash register, face-to-face with the sickly attendant.  I dodged through the aisles, holding Jay tight.  Claire was buying a pack of gum, a dollar bill laid out on the counter beside it.

I didn’t even wait to explain.  I just grabbed her by the arm and pulled her along out the door.

“Come on,” I said.

“Wait, I…” she started.  

But I didn’t wait.  I just kept going.

Outside, Claire resisted a little more.  “John!  What’s the problem?  I left my money in there!”

“You want to trade a dollar for your life?” I said, unlocking the car and opening it for her.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“The attendant.  Didn’t you see him?  Or smell him for that matter?  He was sick.”

Claire climbed in the front seat and I closed the door behind her, moving to the back to load Jay into his car seat.

Claire waited until I got in the car and started the engine.

“What do you mean sick?” she frowned.

“I mean sick.  He’d been barfing in the bathroom right before we got there.”

Claire was silent, and then she said softly, “Do you think he has…” her voice trailed off.

“I don’t know,” I shot back a little harsher than I meant to.  “What I do know is that we’re not stopping for anything else until we get there.  I don’t care what it is.  Now please, get the hand sanitizer out.  I want everyone’s hands scrubbed down.”

I looked in the rear view mirror.  Jay had his hands up to his mouth and was merrily sucking on his fingers.
              “JAY!  NO!” I yelled, swiveling in my seat and knocking his hands away.

He immediately started crying.

“Claire!” I said loudly.

“I’ve got it,” she replied, turning in her seat and getting up onto her knees to attend to Jason behind her.

Suddenly there was a knock at my window.  I jumped and turned to see the station attendant standing there, a half-dazed look on his face and Claire’s dollar in his hand.

“No,” I mouthed through the glass.  “Your tip.  Take it,” I waved him away.

He kept staring then held up the gum.

“No,” I shook my head.  “We don’t want it…thank you.”  I was looking at his unshaven face while fumbling for the SUV’s shifter with my hand.  I thought I caught a peek of some chunks of stuff stuck to one corner of his mouth.

Finally finding the shifter, I plunged it into drive and hit the gas.  I rapidly maneuvered us back onto the state highway and watched as the attendant stood there staring, growing smaller in the rear view mirror until he disappeared completely.

No other cars were on the road.

Claire had Jay cleaned up and was back buckled into her seat.

“Hit me,” I said, holding out a hand to her.

She loaded up my palm with sanitizing gel and then squirted some into her own hand.  I waited until she’d finished cleaning herself and then had her take the wheel while I cleansed my own hands.  I then had her squirt some gel on a tissue for me and I wiped down the steering wheel while I drove.

“How much further?” I asked Claire, who had the directions we’d printed out before leaving the house.

“About another 60 miles.”

I nodded.  “Good” I said, feeling slightly better that we were almost there but also concerned about what else might now be riding with us.

 

4 p.m.

 

“I think that’s it,” Claire pointed.  

To our right, a rutted gravel drive led from the road we’d been traveling for the last half hour after exiting the state highway.  

The nearly hidden drive ran down a short embankment and disappeared into a thick tree line.  We were in the heart of the Shawnee National Forest – about as secluded as we could hope to get in this part of the country.


  

I slowed and pulled off the road.  I could feel the tires start to rumble and crunch over gravel.  A soft afternoon rain began to patter upon the top of the SUV and splatter tiny droplets on the windshield.

“Bouncy, bouncy,” came Jason’s voice from the backseat.

About 10 yards from the road, we came to the tree line.  It got dark as we passed between the first few rows of trees and entered the forest, so dark in fact that I flipped the headlights on to see.  The forest’s canopy enclosed us like a tarp, blocking out the rain completely.

After another 20 yards or so, we came to a big steel horse gate across the road.  A chain was wrapped around one end of the gate and attached to a big wooden post.

I pulled up and stopped.

“Hope it’s not locked,” Claire said.

“Won’t be for long if it is,” I said, putting the SUV in park, unbuckling my seatbelt, and opening the door.  “Be back in a minute.”

The gate wasn’t locked.  The chain was pulled around the wooden post and latched with a pin that was easily removed.  Moments later, we were through and had the gate closed and re-latched behind us.

From the gate on, the road switched from gravel to dirt, and but for a few rutted spots, it was in fairly decent condition.  About a half mile in, we came to a wood plank bridge that spanned a small stream.  We rolled cautiously across the bridge and on for maybe another quarter of a mile.  Eventually, the trees began to thin until they opened completely into a wide meadow.  Here the road came to an end where it met with a sizeable dirt clearing.  There were several rock-ringed areas encircling the charred remnants of previous campfires.  

“Guess this is the end of the line,” I said, pulling up near one of the campfire sites and parking.  The rain stopped as I killed the engine.  “We’ll sleep here tonight and look for better sites to settle down and set up camp in the woods tomorrow.”

“When you say, ‘set up camp,’ what exactly do you mean?” Claire eyed me.

I hadn’t planned on having this conversation with her now, and I really didn’t want to get into it after what had been a nearly seven hour drive.

“Just a better campsite…in case it rains more…that’s all.”

“We’re only staying tonight and tomorrow night,” Claire glared.  “I have to be back at work on Tuesday,” she reminded me.

“Uh, yeah,” I drawled.  “Well, maybe you could call off on Tuesday and we could make it an extra long weekend.”  

Claire just looked at me.  

“But we can talk about that later.  I’m going to get some wood together for our fire tonight.  If you want to get Jay out and grab some of the bags and the tent, I can start getting stuff set up when I’m done.  Just don’t take out too much stuff all at once in case it rains more.”

It was damn hot out, and there was hardly any breeze.  The air was a sticky, stagnant broth.  I’d been out of the car for two minutes and I could already feel the sweat starting to bead on my forehead.  I felt kind of bad about dragging Claire down here for the holiday weekend, but it was for her own good I reasoned.

Even with the heat though, it felt good to have arrived.  It was peaceful and I felt at ease.  I stood still, listening.  A bird chirped somewhere in the distance, but otherwise it was silent.  So different from Chicago.  No car horns.  No sirens.  No trash bins being noisily emptied and then pounded back down onto the pavement.  No sound of beeping trucks backing up.  No commuter trains rumbling past.  No lawn mowers running…nothing…just silence.  

It was nice.

I took a deep breath, inhaling the stale yet poignantly fresh air compared to the city.  Then I walked over to the tree line to begin collecting wood for the night’s campfire.

 

8 p.m.

 

We sat on two large stumps that we’d rolled from one side of the clearing.

It wasn’t even completely dark out, and the first stars had yet to make an appearance, but Jay was already asleep, tired after the long trip down.  The songs of the spring peepers mixed with those of the bush crickets to create a loud but soothing and uninterrupted chorus around us.

My eyes were tired from the drive, and the dancing flames of the campfire did little to help keep them open.

It hit me suddenly and without warning.

“Ahh…my stomach hurts,” I said, cringing and rubbing it.

“No wonder, you haven’t eaten anything today,” Claire said.

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.  I’ve been so busy.  But I’m not sure it’s that.  Maybe it’s…”

Claire didn’t let me finish.  “You’re fine,” she told me.  “I know you’ve been worrying about the gas station.  The guy probably ate one of his own hot dogs or was out late drinking last night.  It’s nothing.”

That was it.  Claire was telling me it would be okay.  The health professional had doled out her advice and it was over.

“Eat something,” she said, calmly, confidently, reassuringly.  “You’ll be fine.”

She was being strong.  She was giving me no choice but to be fine.

My stomach rumbled, then twisted, and I felt pains shoot through it.

“Mmm,” I moaned again.  “I think it’s more than that.”

Claire just shook her head and held a granola bar out to me.  “Here…eat,” she nodded.

“I’m not hungry,” I said.

“I’m not asking,” she replied, shaking the granola bar at me.

I took it from her, unwrapped it, and took a bite.

As soon as I tasted its sweetness, I found myself craving more.  My stomach quivered as I swallowed the first bite, wrapping itself around the food, then releasing in pleasure.  Some of the pains subsided.  I took another bite, then another, and another, and then, when the granola bar was consumed, I ate another.  

Claire watched in silence.  Then she walked to the car, opened the cooler, took out a hot dog and put it on a stick we’d used to cook Jason’s hot-dog dinner.  She cooked the dog for me over the fire, put it in a piece of white bread that she folded around it and squirted a ketchup packet overtop.

I ate it in silence and felt all my pain and fear subside.

Claire was there for me, supporting me, sustaining me.

“I know you want to stay longer,” she said softly, after I’d finished the hot dog.

I nodded my silent agreement.

“If you want me to call in on Tuesday,” she continued, “I’ll do it.  I’m not going to fight you on this.  We’ll see what’s going on from there.”  She paused and took my hand in hers, “Sound good?”

“Sounds good,” I said, thankful to have a wife like Claire.  She’d put up a stink at first, but when it came down to it, she was always by my side.

The humidity of the day had faded and it was actually starting to get a little bit chilly.  The campfire felt good.  I let go of Claire’s hand and stood, moving closer to the fire’s warmth.  A moment later, Claire joined me.  I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her up close to me, kissing her.

“It’s so quiet here,” she said.

“I know,” I agreed.  “It’s nice.”

I looked up at the sky.  The stars had begun making their presence known.

I nudged Claire and nodded upward.  “So much different than Chicago, huh?”

She giggled, “Yeah, you can actually see more than five stars.”  

“We should probably get to sleep.  We’ve got a long day ahead of us,” I said.  I turned and led her over to the tent where Jason lay sleeping.  I stopped just outside its zippered entrance and turned to face Claire.  “I love you,” I said.

“I love you too,” she kissed me.  Then she ducked down, unzipped the tent, and crawled inside.

I took another long look at the sky and breathed deeply of the night air before following her inside.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 1st

6:30 a.m.

 

Between Jason constantly kicking me in the groin as he slept, the glare of the morning sun ripping through the tent, and a mental to-do list that kept running through my head, there was no hope of sleeping in.

I crawled over to the tent’s entrance, quietly put my shoes on, and did my best to noiselessly make my way outside.

I retrieved our portable cook stove from where I’d stashed it in the back of the SUV.  Setting it atop an old picnic table that Claire and I had found at one edge of the clearing and dragged over yesterday afternoon, I attached a portable propane tank, turned on the gas, and clicked the igniter switch to get a flame going on one of the burners.  Then I filled a pot half full of water and began to work on getting coffee going, pouring straight grounds into the water, no filter.  As I waited for the coffee to boil, I started the second burner, put a frying pan on it, cracked five eggs – since I wanted to eat our cold foods first – and dumped in a can of corned beef hash beside the eggs.  I feared that we might need to start conserving food, but now was not the time.  We had brought a lot of stuff that wouldn’t last long in the late-summer heat.

Jay wasn’t too thrilled with the breakfast.  He wanted cereal, but he suffered through an entire scrambled egg and a few bites of hash nonetheless.  Claire and I ate well, each polishing off two eggs over hard and the rest of the hash.  I mixed our coffee with some creamer I’d thought to bring along.  Then I made a small, two-thirds creamer, one-third coffee concoction with a big spoonful of sugar as a sweet treat for Jay, which perked him right up.

After breakfast, I laid out our plan of attack.

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” I said, taking a big gulp of coffee before continuing.  “If,” I looked at Claire, “and this is only a hypothetical here, but if we want to make this camp anything long term, I think we should be closer to the creek as a water source.  That would put us somewhere back in the forest for cover rather than out here in the open.  Therefore, I think I’ll take a walk down to the bridge and then head a couple hundred yards in either direction from that point.  I want to stay close enough to the road that we have relatively quick access if we need to move, but not so close that we could easily be spotted by outsiders or intruders.”

Claire shrugged, “You’re the disaster preparedness expert.  Jay and I will stay here and clean up breakfast.”

“Will do,” I said.  “Be back in a bit.”  The sun was bursting over the treetops as I left.  “Try to stay cool,” I called back.  The elements were yet another reason I wanted the protection of the forest.

I walked back down the property’s entry road until I came to the plank bridge.  The stream level was up compared to where it was yesterday and had neared the edge of its banks – something else to consider when setting up camp.  I didn’t want our stuff getting wet, or worse yet, getting washed away in a flood.

My trip upstream was a bust.  The ground was very flat, which not only made it easily floodable, but it didn’t make for a very protective camp setting.  Therefore, I headed back to the bridge and started my trek downstream.  

This was a much more productive venture.  About 100 yards into my hike, I began to notice that the creek was dropping away into a sort of small valley, while a hill was rising up to my left.

After following the creek maybe another 50 yards or so, I found our spot.  The hill on my left continued to rise in one part, but dropped away in the space closest to the creek after a little rise.  It created a sort of plateau that was hidden from view on two sides – most importantly, the side facing the entry road – due to the hill.  And at the hill’s base, the creek carved a sort of miniature gorge.  The entire area was thinly populated with a variety of oak, maple, poplar and sycamore trees.  They provided a canopy cover, but weren’t so thick that we couldn’t spread out a little bit.

“Perfect,” I nodded to myself.  I stood, listening to the wind rustle the treetops above me.  I could hear the creek gurgle occasionally below.

The plateau would need some clearing of brush and small trees if we wanted to spend any amount of time there, but I liked the layout.  We could even dig into the hillside to create a sort of cool storage spot for food.  The location was a good distance from the road, and it would take some work to haul our supplies back to it, but I figured that if things went bad in the cities, we’d have nothing but time on our hands anyway.

The only thing that bothered me about the location was that I wasn’t sure we were close enough to the entry road to hear incoming vehicles.  But I had a plan for that too.

For right now though, we could pack everything back into the car, drive down to the bridge and only haul up what was absolutely necessary.  I liked the spot and figured that even if we didn’t end up staying long, it would make a nice place for future vacations.  I had a feeling that Claire would like the spot too; and I had to admit, if nothing else, it was a better weekend campsite than the open field as it offered a bit more character and woodland ambiance.  

I walked back up the road and found Claire and Jason finishing their morning cleanup.  We spent the next hour relocating, and the hour after that re-establishing the framework for our camp.  As Jay had his mid-morning snack and Claire ate a granola bar to get her blood sugar levels back up, I worked on hauling stone up from the creek bed and then clearing an area that I could ring with rocks for our campfire.  I took Jay with me later in the afternoon as we scavenged for wood, he being assigned as kindling collector, but ending up instead serving as bug and fungi finder.  Meanwhile, Claire worked on clearing our camp space of smaller debris, building a table of sorts out of the two coolers set side-by-side, and organizing our food supplies.  

The forest was steamy, but the trees blocked the sun, diminishing what would have made for an excessively hot day.  While Jay and I roamed the area collecting wood, we saw two small deer drinking at the nearby creek.  I crouched down next to Jay, holding him steady and pointing.  “See those?” I whispered.

“Yeah,” he whispered back.  

“If we got hungry enough, those could be dinner.”

“We eat?” he said incredulously, his eyes wide, looking at me as if I were crazy.

“Believe me, you’d like it,” I nodded.

“Ugh ugh,” he said loudly, shaking his head vigorously and scaring off the deer in the process.

“Remind me not to bring you hunting with me,” I smiled at him as we watched the deer bound off through the trees.

After collecting what I felt would be enough firewood for the next several days, and ensuring that it was stored in a dry spot and covered by a plastic sheet I had in with the camping equipment, I turned Jay loose to go with Claire and play in the creek.

He set the fruits of his labor – four little sticks he’d managed to accumulate during our wood collecting – in a tiny pile next to my covered wood stack.  “Awwlllll dunnnn…” he drawled merrily as he tottered off toward Momma. 

I was tired, but I felt good.  I felt productive.  I felt free.  I wasn’t worried about work.  I wasn’t worried about bills or income.  I wasn’t worried about identity theft or credit ratings.  I wasn’t worried about retirement planning or what boneheaded moves were being made by the government.  I wasn’t worried about the flu – at least not here.  And I wasn’t worried about all the other trappings that the modern world presented.  All I needed to worry about was making our time here as comfortable as possible and enjoying nature.

While I had planned to wait until later, I decided to do a bit of tidying up of the area in which our camp was situated.  Claire had already cleaned up much of the smaller pieces of dead wood, branches, and brush, adding to my woodpile in the process, so I decided to work on some of the other obstacles in the vicinity.  Larger felled trees, rocks, shrubs, and small sapling were all cleared away in an effort to make more room for the tent, remove tripping hazards, and generally clear the campsite surroundings.  I also moved more of the leaves and other flammable material away from the stone-ringed campfire I’d formed, and I dug its center out to form it into more of a pit to decrease the chances of the wind spreading hot embers or coals into the camp.  Then I used more stones I’d found in the area to build its ringed edges up higher.

After an hour of such work, I stood, hands on hips, inspecting the fruits of my labor and gazing proudly upon our camp.  Things were coming along nicely.  I could hear Claire and Jason splashing and laughing down in the creek bed.  The sounds of them enjoying themselves made me feel good.

I walked over and plunked myself down on the top of one of the closed coolers that sat off to the side of the camp.  This particular area was proving to be the shadiest section of the clearing.  I sat looking around the campsite, pondering what my next move should be.  I realized just by scanning my surroundings that we needed more than just the two coolers as our table.  We needed the picnic table we’d left behind at the clearing.

It would be a bitch to get it to the campsite, and I’d definitely need Claire’s help, but it would make things much easier down the road.  I wasn’t going to press the issue right now though.  I hated the thought of hauling the heavy and awkward thing all the way back here for just a few days and then having to take it back.  Therefore, I decided that first we’d wait to see how things were playing out back home.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 2nd


10:55 a.m.

LABOR DAY

 

“Let’s take the radios up to the top of the hill and see if we can get any reception,” I said, pulling the crank-powered radio and battery-powered weather radio from one of the camping backpacks.

“Good idea,” said Claire.  “I’ll bring the cell phone to see if we get any reception.  I’m not getting anything down here at camp.  Otherwise, we might have to take a drive if you still want me to call in to work tomorrow.”

It was maybe a three-minute hike at a leisurely pace to reach the tree-studded hilltop upon the lower side of which our camp was perched.

Claire and I found a felled tree and took a seat upon it.  Jason immediately discovered a patch of moss on the ground in which he began rooting around with a stick.  The mass of bugs he unearthed and sent scurrying in the process would have been enough to keep him entertained for hours, possibly days.

With Jay occupied, I clicked on the weather radio.  I used the dial to scan through the stations until I heard a monotone electronic-sounding computerized voice reading, “Winds…from the west… at…four…knots.  Humidity…eighty…three…percent.  Current…temperature…eighty…nine…degrees.  Tonight…clear.  Low…seventy …two…degrees.”

  “Well, at least we’ll know how to dress out here in the middle of nowhere,” Claire chimed in.

I clicked off the weather radio, set it on the log beside me and picked up the hand-crank radio.  It had a battery backup system, but I preferred to avoid draining the batteries if possible.  I put the antennae up, stood, pulled the crank out of the side of the radio, gave it a good ten or twelve complete revolutions, and turned it on.  

I scanned the FM frequencies slowly, making it up to 99.0 without success, but I wasn’t giving up.  I kept moving the dial slowly toward the right hand side of the radio; past channel 100…101…102…103…then I hit a blip of something right around 103.9.  I moved the dial back just a hair.  There was a crackle, a few broken words, and then a complete sentence.  It was a commercial for a restaurant in Carbondale.  This was followed by a commercial for a car dealership in Springfield and then one for a cell phone service.

Next we heard, “WPWR…103.9…the power.  Your channel for the best in classic rock.”  Then there was some important sounding music and a voice that said, “News at the top of the hour.  Weather, sports, traffic, and more.”  Then there was some more newsy sounding music before the newscaster began.

“Today’s top story,” he said, sounding unsurprised, “more about the Su flu.  Hospitals in Springfield and Chicago are reporting record numbers of people arriving for treatment.  Hospitals are full to capacity and are even turning some people away after being caught unprepared for the swiftly moving virus.  Reporter Sharron Coven is at Rush University Medical Center in Chicago where there have been reports of fights breaking out in the emergency room.  Sharron?”

A new voice took over the report, “The concern over this new flu strain seems to be increasing as cases are growing exponentially, flooding hospitals with patients they neither have the resources nor ability to treat.  Several fights among the throngs of people seeking treatment here at Rush have already broken out as frustration and fear about the inability of health professionals to get a handle on this new virus seems to be growing by the hour.  While this current flu strain hasn’t been with us long, it appears to be virtually unstoppable, and worse yet, untreatable.”

Jason started jabbering about one of the bugs he’d speared, holding it like a skewered shish kabob on the end of his stick and waving it around in the air while it flailed helplessly.  “Dadda look!  Dadda look!”

“Shhhhhhh…” Claire and I both hissed back.

Jason cringed and shrank back, lowering his bug kabob, but remaining quiet. 

“The White House today reported that the CDC is taking measures to look into the spread of the strain but officials are urging people to take precautions of their own, staying at home or at least out of public places if at all possible.  They are requesting that people remain at home unless they are first responders or are necessary personnel at hospitals, police departments, fire departments, or are involved in similar roles of high importance related largely to the sustaining of critical infrastructure such as nuclear power plants or water treatment facilities.  The flu-related death toll in the Chicago area has jumped to over a 200 in just the past day.  But with the number of new cases coming in, and the inability of hospitals to treat the disease, it appears that number is going to pale in comparison when we’re all said and done here.  The reports we’re getting from doctors is that it seems that once someone is infected with the strain, it goes systemic, completely overtaking the body, rendering its host nearly incapable of supporting any sort of defense.”

I glanced over at Claire who was biting her bottom lip, her head cocked to one side, listening.

“So far, doctors aren’t giving exact statistics on mortality rates, but it appears this flu strain is extremely dangerous, and so far, I’ve yet to encounter someone or even a report of someone who has recovered from it.  It seems that at this point, the only chance to fight the strain is to take the necessary precautions of hand washing and trying to stay out of public places so as not to get it in the first place.  This is Sharron Coven reporting.”

Now it was back to the news guy in the station who had moved on to stories about other major cities – New York, Atlanta, Los Angeles, Seattle – all reporting thousands of cases breaking out in their metro areas as well, also without word on a successful treatment or the ability to contain the spread of the sickness.

“We’re not going back until this thing dies down,” I said.

“But they’re going to need me at the hospital…” Claire started.

“They can eat shit at the hospital,” I came back sharply.  “You’re an occupational therapist.  What, are you going to do, re-teach people how to tie their shoes or put their pants on by themselves while they barf all over you?  You heard them, only first responders and necessary personnel.  And while I respect your job and what you do, you’re not necessary.  Sorry, you can hate me, you can bitch me out and slap me if you lose your job.  I don’t care.  You’re not going back there…at least not yet.”

Now it was me who was trying to be strong for both of us.  And I didn’t like telling Claire what to do, but I wasn’t going to give her a choice when it came to endangering herself and possibly endangering all of us.  It just wasn’t going to happen.

I turned the radio off.  To appease her, I said, “It’s only Monday morning.  We’ll check back later today and see what’s going on later.  How’s the cell reception look?”

She touched her phone’s screen, swiping a finger across it several times.  “Much better than down at camp,” she nodded.  She clicked the phone on and then back off again, ensuring that it worked.  “Should be fine.  I’ll make the call in the morning to tell them I won’t be in.”

“Good,” I nodded.  “Now let’s go back down and have a drink.  I know it’s a little early, but I think we need it.”

 

3 p.m.

 

It was hot – damn hot.  Claire and Jason were having an afternoon nap, and I was left sipping my second warm whiskey of the day.  I would rather have had it on the rocks, but I knew better than to waste our precious ice on such a luxury.  My conservation instincts were starting to kick in.

Not wanting to wake my sleeping campers with work activity around the camp, I decided to take a hike back up the hill again.  I grabbed the hand-crank radio, my drink, a pack of cigarettes and a lighter, and headed topside.

I found the log from our last trip up and took a seat.  I took a long sip of my whiskey, lit my cigarette and inhaled deeply.  The nicotine hit me hard.  I was more of a social smoker, treating myself to the occasional cigarette or cigar.  It’d been nearly a month since my last smoke.  

I exhaled and took a moment just to look around and enjoy the scenery.

I looked at the treetops above me, admiring their leaves and reflecting upon how the sunlight shimmered through and around them.  I closed my eyes and listened to the birds chirping and the leaves rustling in the soft wind.  Then I opened them, cranked the radio, and flipped it on.  It was still tuned to the same channel and the news had already started.  It was pretty much the same as last time.  Hospitals were swamped, morgues were overrun with bodies, no word on a vaccine, and as of yet, still no recoveries from those who had come down with the virus.  This report was followed up by one regarding the low attendance at the Labor Day ballgame at Wrigley Field and relatively light traffic over the holiday weekend.  

“Gee, I can’t imagine why,” I mumbled to myself.

It made me think about the oil company executives and whether they were already starting to gripe about the lost gas revenue from the low holiday weekend travel.  Or were they already on their private jets heading to secure alpine bunkers to wallow in their billions and hold out until the peons succumbed so that they could retake and remake their empires?  

This in turn led me to wonder about the gas station attendant that we had encountered at our last stop on the way down.  Was he okay?  Did he have flu?  If so, why didn’t I get it?  Was I immune, just lucky, or did he not have it to begin with?

They were questions I didn’t have answers to, but I didn’t care.  I wasn’t sick.  Claire wasn’t sick.  Jason wasn’t sick.  That was all that mattered.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 3rd

2 p.m.

 

Claire had made the call letting her hospital know that she wouldn’t be in to work at just after 6 a.m. She also tried her parents several times without success before coming back to bed.  Sometime thereafter, we lost cell service completely.

In our new location, where the sun was blocked not only by the trees but by the hillside as well, we were able to sleep in until almost nine.  Even Jason remained relatively wiggle free until about 8:30, a near record for him.  All the outdoor activity yesterday must have really tuckered him out. 

Now, as the afternoon heat settled upon us, it was time for his nap.  Finishing his ham sandwich and potato chip lunch, Jay crashed out after a busy morning of playing down at the creek and doing battle with an ant hill he’d discovered.  He fell asleep inside the tent, clad only in his undies, as Claire read to him from one of the books he had loaded into his little backpack before we left home.  I thought it was stifling inside the tent, but Jason didn’t seem to mind.  His cheeks were rosy red with warmth and his hair clung to his forehead in spots, damp with sweat.  His breath was heavy and even, and he looked content as he slept.

After Jay was asleep, I noticed Claire rummaging around in the toiletry box we’d brought along and tucked into one corner of the tent.  

“What are you up to?” I whispered.

“I’m going down to the creek to get cleaned up.  Need to do that occasionally you know.”

“Gotcha,” I said.  “I’ll stay here with Jay.”

“Thanks,” she smiled.  “I won’t be too long.  Not like I’ll be lollygagging around in a soothing bath or warm shower or anything.”

“Yeah,” I laughed.  “Guess not.’

She took her bundle of clothes and small toiletry bag with her and I watched as she made her way down toward the creek.  

Claire wasn’t one of those women who were instantly beautiful when you looked at them, but in a way, she was.  It was kind of hard to describe Claire.  You had to look at her for a while to realize that she was a beautiful woman.  Of course with her clothes off, you recognized her physical beauty immediately, but her face was kind of like a map that you had to scan and study in order to learn its intricacies.  It held a natural beauty; one that didn’t need lipstick and makeup to enhance.  There were so many components to the features that made her face interesting and gave it sex appeal.  Her face itself was strong, with high cheek bones and firm yet shapely lips.  Her soft, fair complexion matched her blonde hair and was smattered with light freckles.  Her eyes were blue, but hard and piercing, and in the right light they almost appeared a shade of violet.  Her smile was sweet and unrestricted, but sometimes when her guard was down and she thought no one was looking she’d let her mouth curl up at the edges into a cute, silly little smirk that I found completely adorable.  She’d unwittingly do this occasionally when we were flirting or being playful, with a devilish little upward look from those piercing eyes, and it drove me absolutely nuts.

The thought of that smirk got me a little curious.  I peeked in on Jay who was out like a light.  Secure in the fact that he was zippered securely in the tent, I walked over to the edge of the clearing to look down at the creek.  Claire was nowhere to be seen.  I walked down a little bit further to where the bank leveled out and where I could follow it around a tight bend in the creek’s course that worked to inhibit and slow its flow.

I moved around the edge of this obstacle and stopped to find Claire working on washing some of her clothes.  There was a nice-sized pool just on the other side of the bend and a sandy little shore where the strong flow of the creek appeared to deposit its sediment as it slowed and flowed into the pool.  Claire wore only a white bra and black bikini-cut panties, and she knelt on the little beach, one knee dug into the sand as a kickstand for stability.  

She worked, head down, locks of her blond hair falling down and around her shoulders as she scrubbed a shirt with a bar of soap.  Dropping the soap down beside her in the sand, she rinsed the shirt in the pool of water, sending soap-bubbled rings out in tiny waves across the pool.

I watched quietly, unnoticed by my loving wife as she wrung water from the shirt, stood, shook it out, and hung it on the branch of a small tree nearby.  She turned, and as she did so, revealed a round, supple, but tight rear end.  Claire’s butt was one of my favorite physical features.  It was tight, round, and big enough to be squeezed and appreciated but not so big that it was disproportionate to her body.  She stretched on her tip-toes as she then hung her shorts beside the shirt on the tree limb, exposing her rounded calves and shapely legs.  Her thin but muscular arms glistened and dripped water in the shimmering rays of sun that managed to break their way through the thick forest canopy.  From one side, I could see water running down her arms and dropping onto her chest, leaving water-formed spots at the top of her bra.

She then reached behind her and unhooked the bra, releasing from within two perfectly formed breasts.  They weren’t too big, just big enough to be perfect.  They rose and then fell as she hung her bra next to the shirt and shorts and then bent to remove her underwear.  After hanging them on the tree branch alongside her other clothes, she turned and reached up to brush her hair back behind her shoulders.  Her breasts rose with the action and I could see her rib cage and well-defined abdominal muscles that were only revealed in such a pose, otherwise hid under a thin, yet perfectly feminine layer of fat.  It was another one of those finely feminine features that I loved about Claire.  It was something that women hated and worked so hard to rid themselves of, never realizing that men appreciated it as a characteristic that gave women that soft feminine touch and was just one of those wonderful things that differentiated male from female.

I continued to watch appreciatively as Claire walked knee deep into the pool, then used a washcloth to bathe.  I felt like a schoolboy in the girls’ locker room, half feeling guilty for watching, but at the same time proud that I could call this fine example of a woman my wife.  And while I wanted rip off my clothes and run down to ravish her right then and there, I restrained myself, choosing to appreciate the beauty of the moment.  Plus, I needed to get back to check on Jay.  

And so I left my bathing beauty and made the walk back up the hillside to camp.  

 

5:30 p.m.

 

We feasted on chicken breasts and two sirloin steaks for dinner.  Our ice supply had almost completely melted and our frozen foods were starting to thaw in the watery soup that remained inside our coolers.  Therefore, we were making a push to cook or consume as much of our remaining cold and frozen goods as we could before it went to waste.  Not only would this keep us well fed, but it would take the strain off our other supplies and help us make the best use of the food we had on hand before delving into our longer-lasting items.

I had spent most of the afternoon down by the creek digging out one side of the sand bank near where Claire had bathed.  I dug the space just big enough for one of our coolers to fit inside.  Meanwhile, Claire fashioned a thatched front for the space layered with clay from the creek bed that we could use to cover the opening.  The space would act as our refrigerator.  The sand was cool and moist inside and the back of the space felt a good 20 to 30 degrees colder than the outside air temperature.  It wasn’t a perfect refrigeration unit, but it would be sufficient to keep our cold food supply fresh at least a little while longer.  Items like open condiment containers, cooked meat, what remained of our milk and creamer, and things that were prone to spoil faster in heat or humidity could be stashed inside to prolong their shelf life and protect them from the brutal summer temperatures.

As we ate dinner, Claire and I sipped on small glasses of rum that I had carefully portioned out for us.  I was going into full conservation mode now, and while I still wanted to keep things as normal as possible for my family, I realized that we might all be far from a so-called “normal” world very soon.  Cocktail hour – for the time being though – was still on.

“What should I do about work?” Claire asked, tearing herself away from the barbeque sauce-drenched chicken breast upon which she was working.

“Uh…I don’t think there’s much of a choice…do you?  You don’t want to go back do you?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“Claire, come on,” I said in exasperation.  “You can’t be serious.”

“What should I do, just up and quit?”

“No,” I said.  “Tell them you have the flu,” I smiled at her.

“Ha, ha,” she frowned.  “I’m serious here.”

“So am I.  First off, we lost reception on the cell phone, and who knows where the nearest working phone around here is.  And there’s no way we’re going back to the city until this mess is cleared up.  It might just be a really bad outbreak right now, but I’m not chancing it turning into a full-blown pandemic.  There’s no reason.  You can easily get another job.  You know therapists are in high demand, and the job isn’t going to disappear.  You didn’t even have to go in for an interview to get this position.  They called you.  You get recruiting calls at home all the time.  So what if you lose this one?  I mean, yeah, it’ll suck having to get acclimated to a new workplace, but if that’s the worst that comes of all this, oh well.  It’s better than dying from the flu.  And if they love you that much at the hospital, they’ll let you have the week off.”

She just frowned and went back to her chicken.

I set my empty plate aside.  I’d polished off my steak in minutes flat. “Tell you what, let’s take a walk up the hill and listen to the news.  It’s almost six.  There should be a fairly in-depth report on by now.  Then we can make a more informed decision.”

“Okay,” she nodded.

It took a few more minutes to finish up with dinner, clean up our trash and gather the plates for washing later.  Most of our trash went into the fire, the red hot embers of which we’d kept burning throughout the day under a thick blanket of ash.  Jason loved tossing the trash into the middle of the fire pit and waiting for the paper to magically ignite or the plastic to wither and melt under the unseen heat from beneath the ashes.

We made the hike up to the top of the hill and took positions upon our log where I again tuned in to the classic rock station.  It was indeed their break for the six o’clock news report, and the news wasn’t good.  Reporting was mostly on the situation in Chicago.  Hospitals were turning away those who could still make it to them in droves.  All schools and many public services were closed for the week or had delayed the start of the school year, and many businesses were closed for a longer than expected holiday weekend since owners were either sick or knew their staff likely wouldn’t show up to work anyway.  There were reports of looting and rioting in the south and near west suburbs of Chicago where local police and fire departments were stretched to the limit due both to the number of calls they were receiving and lack of staffing. And now city and county morgues were filled well beyond their capacity and were turning away new arrivals, thus leaving hospitals filled and overfilled with Su flu victims both dead and alive.  The newscasters and even the radio disc jockey – who said he was going to sleep in the sound studio just to make sure he made it in to work tomorrow – sounded worried.

I looked over at Claire, “You want to go back to that?” I said.  “You might as well not even bother calling in tomorrow, they’re not going to care…and that’s if there’s someone there to take your call.”

“Mommy no work!  Yea!” Jay squealed and then went back to his poking at a rotted portion of the log upon which we sat.

Claire took a deep breath as she looked at the ground.  A sad, “Yeah,” was all she mustered.

It was at that moment that it really hit me.  Not everyone was as ready for this as I was.  For me, it had been something I’d been preparing for and thinking about for so long that I just kind of expected it.  While I didn’t know when or how, I always kind of figured it would come – but not Claire.  I loved being in the woods, out with nature, part of nature, roughing it – but not Claire.  Sure, she liked camping and she went along with my disaster planning craziness, but that’s all it really was to her, craziness – a weird habit – just one of those things that spouses learn to live with and put up with as part of marrying another human being.  But now it was real, and her world, the world she loved and thrived in, was on the brink of disaster.  The thought of it not being there was terrifying to her.

I turned the radio off and put my arm around her.  There was a nice breeze on the hilltop that circulated the cooler evening air as the sun began to set.  Jay, sensing all was not right, waddled over and plopped down by our feet, hugging himself up against Claire’s leg.  “Love Mommy,” he soothed, petting her leg.

The only way I could tell Claire was crying was by the soft shudder she gave and by a quick wipe of her eyes and a little sniff.  She wasn’t a crying kind of girl though and she quickly pulled herself together.

“What about our families?  Our friends?” she choked.  “We never even got to say goodbye.”

“There’s nothing we can do now,” I said, as compassionately as I could.  “They’re on their own.  We just have to pray that they do the right thing and remain safe.”

I wasn’t going to explain to Claire what I meant by “the right thing.”  At this point, it didn’t matter.  I just hoped that they were all going to be okay.  

I guess I always kind of expected the shit to hit the fan hard and fast; otherwise, it wouldn’t be the shit hitting the fan, it’d just be a bad week or something.  But I had to admit, it was all kind of surreal, and it sounded like things were going downhill much faster than I’d ever anticipated.  It was kind of like an old Orson Wells skit or something.  Here we were, listening to what could be the end of the world as we knew it coming by way of radio, except that it was a disease rather than a Martian invasion that had arrived to potentially wipe out the human race.

We walked back down to camp in silence where I stoked the fire and poured Claire and myself a stiff drink.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 5th

8:30 a.m.

CHICAGO’S NEAR WEST SUBURBS

 

“Come on, we need to get moving before the crazies start coming out of the woodwork!” Kim called as she threw a duffle bag into the trunk of their car.

“Too late, we’re already up,” Kevin remarked snidely.

“Very funny.  I’m serious,” Kim rolled her eyes.

“So am I.  I think this is crazy…leaving the safety and security of our home when we should just stay put and ride this thing out.  Just because my sister’s nutball husband likes to live like a caveman out in the wilderness, it doesn’t mean that we have to give up all sense of normalcy and follow suit.” 

“Okay, just because John was finally right for once with one of his disaster scenarios doesn’t mean that we can’t agree that he might have known what he was talking about.  I mean, is it worth risking our own safety just to try to prove him wrong?”

“I’m not trying to prove him wrong; I’m trying to keep my own family safe.  If it were three days ago, I wouldn’t be putting up a fight, but I think it’s stupid to try to make it out of Chicago now.  I mean, you’ve heard the news reports.  The highways are jammed, the side streets are no better, stop lights are out all over the place, power is completely out in certain suburbs, there’s looting and rioting, and there are roadblocks in sections of town where they’ll just drag you out of your car, shoot you, and take your vehicle.  You really want to head into those types of situations?  I mean, if not for our sake, at least for Bonnie’s.”

“Shhhhh…she’ll hear you,” Kim said, nodding toward the backseat of the mini-van where their four-year-old daughter sat patiently waiting in her car seat.  “I don’t want to scare her before we go.”

“Shit, I don’t want to scare her either, but that’s the reality!” Kevin said, throwing his hands up in exasperation.

“Okay, I’m tired of talking about it.  We’re packed, we’re ready, and we need to go.  Things aren’t getting better here…in fact, it looks like they’re only going to get worse, and we both agreed last night that this was the right thing to do, so don’t give me grief about it now.”

“I know…I know; I just don’t like leaving our home, especially when we haven’t been able to contact John and Claire to see how they’re set up down there, or even if they are there.  Heck, maybe they didn’t even go.” 

“Well, I know John, and he wouldn’t have mailed us that letter unless he was ready,” said Kim, shutting the trunk and scanning up and down the street nervously.

There was a sole neighbor out, four houses down, screwing plywood into place over his home’s front windows.

“You shut off the water, turned off the circuit breaker, and locked the doors, right?” Kim asked.

Kevin nodded, “Yeah, and I checked all the windows to make sure they were locked.”

“Good,” Kim nodded.  “God I wish we had a gun.”

“Never needed one in the past,” Kevin shrugged.  “I’ve got the ‘ol softball slugger though,” he nodded, gripping and re-gripping an aluminum bat that he slid down beside the driver’s side seat.

“Let’s just hope we don’t have to use it,” said Kim.  “Let’s hit the road.’

 

9:54 a.m.

CHICAGO’S WESTERN SUBURBS

 

“I can’t hear you!” Steve yelled back over the drone of the vacuum cleaner that he was pushing slowly back and forth across their family room carpet. 

“I said, we’re going to have to make a decision soon…real soon…otherwise there won’t be a decision to make,” his wife, Emily called to him down the stairs.  “If you’d shut that stupid thing off and focus on something important for once, maybe we could come to a decision together!”

A rumple-headed teen in his boxers and t-shirt sauntered into the kitchen where his mother stood craning her head down the half-flight of stairs leading to the family room so she could continue to berate his father.  “Good god, how is anybody supposed to sleep around here with you two bickering like an old married couple?” he groaned, scratching his head while slowly walking over to the refrigerator to dig out a jug of orange juice and take a swig directly from the bottle.

“First off young man, count yourself lucky you’re still living at home to hear us bicker.  You should be out finding a job.  Second, we are an old married couple.  Third, it’s ten o’clock, and you should be up by now anyway.  Fourth, don’t drink out of the bottle like that…it’s disgusting!”

The young man gave his mother a zombie-eyed stare, took another drink from the jug just to irk her, and then walked back upstairs, leaving the orange juice container open on the counter.

“Uh, you little shit.  You’ll pay for that,” his mother called after him with half a smile.  She knew he was just messing with her.  “I’ll send your father up there with his vacuum of terror!” she yelled up the stairs as he sauntered back to his bedroom.

“Steven!  Get your…” she started, turning back to yell down to the family room but stopping as she met her husband coming up the stairs.

“Stop yelling, devil woman!  I’m here.  “Now what do you want?”

“I want to talk about this letter you mentioned that we got from John the other day.  I wanted to talk about it when you said you got it, but you keep pushing it off, and now look at things.  It’s getting damn serious out there, and soon we might not have a choice.”

Steve, her husband of nearly 35 years emptied the vacuum’s contents into the kitchen trash can.

She put a hand on his arm.  It was one of those married-couple things that would be almost imperceptible to anyone else but that let him know that this discussion actually meant something to her.  “Please,” she whispered, “I don’t want to die here.”

He stopped and put the vacuum canister down.  “I don’t either, but what do you want me to do, Emily?  Our lives are here, our home is here, and our family and friends are here.”

“Our family isn’t all here,” she said, her eyes showing concern.

“You don’t even know if they made it down there or not.”

“Stop,” she said, her tone serious.  “They made it.”

Steve took a breath, “I know you want to think positively…believe me, I do too, but we don’t know for sure.  You tried them again on the cell phone?”

Emily nodded.  “Service is hit and miss now with the way things are, and if they’re already in southern Illinois, I’m not surprised the call isn’t going through.  We might as well try to make it down there, don’t you think?”

“Emily, we can barely make it to the store, how do you think we’d make it to southern Illinois?”

“Come on,” she urged.  “Haven’t we learned anything from that crazy son-in-law of ours?  The car is full of gas and we have some extra gas in the garage for the lawn mowers.  It wouldn’t take us long to get things packed up and ready to go.  And I’ll bet you that John and Claire are already set up down there.  If we can’t get gas along the way, we can hopefully at least get close enough that maybe John could come get us if we run out.”

She looked at him, staring into his eyes.  “Please,” she urged.  “I don’t think we’ll make it if we stay here.  And I want to see my grandson and my daughter again.”

Steve took a deep breath and then turned to the stairs, “Brian!” he yelled.  “Get your ass down here!  I’m going to need some help!”

He looked back at his wife, “I don’t want to die here either, but I also don’t want to die trying to escape Chicago.”

 

10:23 a.m.

SOUTHERN ILLINIOS 

 

Breakfast had consisted of the few remaining eggs we had, a half pack of bacon, and a few pieces of white bread grilled in the leftover bacon grease in which we’d cooked the eggs.  I was doing my best to cut us back on food consumption as it appeared the stay in our new home might be stretched significantly.

After breakfast, I decided to reorganize our food supplies and try to get a better handle on just how long we could last on what we had.  By my best calculations, it appeared as though we had enough to sustain us easily for a month or two, maybe more if we really pushed it and if I could bolster our supplies with some fresh meat from our forest surroundings.  

My main concern was for Claire.  

As a type 1 diabetic since the age of 13, Claire was insulin dependant.  Regulating her blood sugar levels was critical to her health and happiness.  Thankfully, this was one area in which she had taken my disaster planning seriously.  She had faithfully abided by my requests to stockpile insulin and diabetic supplies.  She had filled extra prescriptions in the years leading up to our current situation and had managed to build up a nice-sized supply.  

The main hurdle to overcome with these supplies was their shelf lives.  

The expiration date on her insulin ran about two years from the production date, and she had managed to build up about a 12-month supply before we left home.  I was pushing for the full two years, but we just hadn’t made it there before the flu struck.

My other concern now that we were living outdoors was keeping the insulin cool.  A good portion of our cooler space in the first sand pit I dug was devoted to storing food, which meant less room for insulin.  Plus, if the creek flooded, I didn’t want Claire’s life-sustaining insulin supply swept away.  Therefore, I dug out a neighboring space higher up the creek side for our second cooler to fit into, and this cooler was devoted largely to insulin storage.

After my inventory and reorganization of supplies, I spent some time digging out a similar hole in the hillside facing our camp to create a storage space for the rest of our food – a root cellar of sorts.  I lined it with plastic sheeting and wrapped much of the food in plastic wrap or placed it in freezer bags as added protection.  This space wasn’t as cool as our creek-side storage, but it didn’t need to be; and it did the trick in keeping our food dry and out of direct sunlight and humidity.

I had just finished up my work when our “doorbell” rang.

Of course the concept of an outdoor doorbell is somewhat relative.  In our case, I was pretty proud of my work and ingenuity when it came to my devised system of alerting us to the arrival of visitors.  

I had thought about this system for a while – a way in which to alert us to someone arriving to the area without them being aware of our presence.  I didn’t figure that we could easily hear an approaching vehicle on the access road from where our camp was now located.  At the same time though, I didn’t want to unwittingly stumble upon a newly arrived party – or have them unwittingly stumble upon us – without us first being aware of their presence and prepared.  I wanted to rig some sort of system to alert us to the approach of any vehicle on the property’s access road.

What I came up with wasn’t anything brilliant and certainly didn’t take an engineering degree from MIT to develop.  Since I had several spools of fishing line with us, I simply tied the end of one spool to a tree down by the entry road near the bridge, pulled it across the road at about a waist-high level, ran the line up to our campsite – keeping the line taught along the way – and tied it to several pots that sat upon our picnic table.  Like I said, it wasn’t anything fancy, but it worked.  Actually, it just about scared the living daylights out of me when it went off as the pans were yanked from the picnic table and clattered noisily onto the ground.  Thankfully, Jay and Claire were down at the creek when it happened; otherwise, I think our efforts with Jay’s potty training might have suffered a severe setback.

 I ran over to the picnic table and grabbed my rifle.  “Claire!” I called as I ran toward the creek.  I could see her turn from what she was doing with Jay and look up at me.  “Someone’s here,” I said as I neared.  Her face suddenly changed from the look of quiet contentment in passing the day casually playing with Jay into one of fear from being informed that unknown parties had suddenly arrived to what otherwise had been our private sanctuary.  “I’m going to check it out,” I said.  “Stay here.”  I pulled the .44 from my belt.  “Here,” I said, handing it to her.  “Just in case.”

We had done enough target practice in the past for us to both feel comfortable with her using the handgun.  She took it and nodded, taking a deep breath and biting her lower lip but saying nothing.

 I quickly turned and tore back up the hillside to find out what was going on and who was invading our happy home.

 

 

11:45 a.m.

CHICAGO’S WESTERN SUBURBS

 

“Did you talk to Kevin and Kim?” Emily asked Steve as he navigated their SUV through the side streets of Oak Brook, heading for the I-294 on-ramp.  The streets were surprisingly quiet for this time of day.  They blew past several gas stations, up the hill past the Ferrari dealership, and breezed easily onto the highway.

“Talked to them right before we left.  They were already on the road but stuck in traffic on 22nd Street just outside Maywood.”

“Uh,” Emily shivered.  “Not a good spot.  Maybe I should call them and check in.”

Steve nodded, “Good idea.  I’d like to try to meet up with them once we’re clear of the Chicago area.”

Steve had never seen the highway this devoid of vehicles.  It was strange, but then again, this whole situation wasn’t exactly what he’d call normal.

He waited as Emily dialed and then held the phone to her ear.

She lowered it moments later, exhaling in a huff.  “No signal,” she sighed.

“Damn cell phones,” Steve said.  “Wait a few minutes and then try again.  Maybe we’ll pick up a new cell tower or something as we go.  Kevin, try to get your brother on your cell phone,” he said to the lifeless lump of teenager slumped half asleep in the back seat.

“Umph,” came the response, then there was the sound of rummaging, and eventually some beeps.  “No service,” he mumbled several seconds later.

 “Damn,” Steve muttered under his breath.  “Keep an eye on that phone,” he said into the rearview mirror.  “Let me know if you get service, okay?”  There was silence in response.  “Okaaay?” Steve said again, frustrated and concerned about his other son and his family.

“Okay…got it,” came the agitated response.

“Thank you, sir sleeps-a-lot.”  Steve took a deep breath and glanced over at Emily, “Sheesh,” he shook his head.  “Wouldn’t want to disturb him just because the world is coming to an end.”

As they neared the exit for I-55, they could see rows of break lights ahead of them.

“Uh oh,” Emily said softly as Steve started to apply the breaks.  “This doesn’t look good.”

 

11:53 a.m.

CHICAGO’S NEAR WEST SUBURBS

 

“I freaking hate Maywood,” Kim muttered as they waited in line at the stoplight that was blinking red.  We’ve been stuck in traffic for hours!”

“Technically, this isn’t Maywood,” Kevin said, clicking their automatic doors into the “locked” position. “It’s North Riverside.”

“Whatever,” Kim huffed, then jumped, startled as a group of teens ran past their vehicle carrying several brand new televisions still in their boxes.

“Must be having a going out of business sale,” Kevin joked nervously.

“Yeah, whatever,” Kim said, “I just want to get out of here.  “Maybe you were right.  Maybe we should have just tried to wait it out at home.”

“Too late now,” Kevin arched his back, pretending to stretch in the seat, but really just feeling for the baseball bat beside his seat.

“What are they doing up there?  I mean, how hard is it to get through a flashing red light?  One side goes, and then the other goes.  It’s not rocket science.”

Kevin laid on the horn, blaring it loudly.

“Kevin!” Kim slapped his arm.

“Daddieeee…” Bonnie wailed from the backseat.

“See, you’re scaring Bonnie and you’re drawing attention to us!” Kim hissed.

“Just trying to get things moving for you, dear,” Kevin shrugged.

Suddenly there was a loud thump on the driver’s side window.  Everyone in the vehicle jumped and Kevin instinctively grabbed hold of the bat.

A police officer wearing riot gear complete with black helmet, white surgical mask, and carrying an assault rifle bent down to peer inside the vehicle, shaking his head sternly.  “We don’t need any of that,” he called. 

Kevin nodded and waved, mouthing “sorry” through the window.

The cop moved up along the row of cars idling in front of them.

“See honey, Chicago’s finest are here making sure everything’s okay,” Kevin said, giving Kim a grin.

Another group of teens ran by carrying loot from a row of nearby stores, oblivious to the police offer who was now focused on rousing the driver of the car in front of Kevin and Kim’s.

Kevin rolled his window down halfway, cocking his head to hear what was going on.

“What’s he saying,” Kim frowned, craning over, trying to sneak a peek.

“He’s asking the driver something about whether he’s been drinking,” he told Kim.  “The officer wants him to step out of the car.”

“Great, we have the epidemic of the century breaking out around us, and this cop is going to start handing out DUIs?  Don’t we have bigger problems?”

“At least he’s here,” Kevin shrugged.  “Don’t you feel better now?”

“I suppose.  I just wish he’d focus more on directing the traffic rather than inhibiting it.  What are they doing up there?”

“Looks like some of the cars are starting to move,” Kevin said.  “Doesn’t help us though since we’re stuck behind this cop now.  Maybe I can back up a little bit and get around this guy,” he said, putting their mini-van in reverse.  

Peering into his driver’s side mirror he started to slide the van back a few feet to give himself some maneuvering room.

Bonnie was in the backseat, enthralled with a cartoon show playing on the van’s entertainment center.  She started giggling uncontrollably at something she’d just seen on the television.  It was one of those incredibly annoying giggles that drive parents nuts and that was definitely coming at the wrong time.

“Bonnie!” Kim said, swiveling in her seat to berate her child.

Suddenly Bonnie’s face switched from happy contentment to fear, her eyes going wide, her smile disappearing.

I’m finally getting this parental discipline thing down, Kim thought as she saw her daughter’s reaction.

It would be her last thought.

Bonnie’s shriek brought Kevin’s foot down hard on the break, jolting the van as he stopped reversing to looking back in front of him.  “What are…” he started, but the first blast and the splatter of blood across the side of his face stopped him short.  

The next few seconds seemed to take place in slow motion.  In front of him, Kevin saw a group of young men.  Somehow he had missed their arrival in the brief time he’d been distracted with trying to back up the van.  They had surrounded the police officer conducting the traffic stop, taking his assault rifle and shoving him up against the car in front of Kevin’s, knocking his helmet off in the process.   

At first, Kevin thought the explosion he’d heard had been the van’s radiator blowing up or something, the blood, hot water from the blast.  Then he realized the passenger side of the windshield was shattered and noticed that Kim was toppled over in her seat, motionless, her seatbelt keeping her body partially suspended, a gaping hole in her forehead.  

Bonnie was screaming.  As Kevin glanced in the rearview mirror, it appeared she was physically unharmed.

More explosions erupted around him and the passenger side of the front windshield thunked and cracked as bullets tore through the glass and impacted with his wife’s lifeless body.

Kevin flashed his eyes back to the group of men in front of him, now seeing that several of them had guns aimed at his vehicle.  He saw the cop try to reach for his sidearm, but he was quickly restrained.  One of the armed men grabbed the officer’s handgun instead, pulled it from the holster, aimed it at the back of the officer’s head, and squeezed the trigger.  In a blast of noise and red spray the officer went down in a heap.  The man with the gun then turned and fired three shots into the driver’s side window of the traffic-stopped vehicle in front of Kevin’s.  Then he yanked the door open and pulled the dead driver from within, letting the man’s body tumble out onto the pavement.  

Kevin didn’t wait any longer.  He threw the mini-van into drive and hit the gas, but he hadn’t given himself enough room.  The front of the mini-van hit the rear of the car in front of them, bringing the van to an abrupt stop even closer to the armed group of men who seemed momentarily stunned by his escape attempt.

Kevin pressed the accelerator to the floor, pushing the car in front of them forward several feet before it slowed and the van’s tires began to spin.

He took his foot off the accelerator and put it on the break.  He heard more gunshots.  Suddenly, hammer-like hits and searing pain in his right arm and shoulder knocked him back in the seat and tore his right hand away from the vehicle’s shifter as he struggled to get the van into reverse.  

Bonnie’s screams suddenly behind him stopped.  

He looked back up into the rearview mirror.  Bonnie was slumped to one side, the white shirt she was wearing soaked in blood.  

Kevin’s right arm was now useless so he used his left hand to reach over and throw the mini-van into reverse.  As he got the van in gear and looked back up to the group of men in front of him, the next wave of bullets struck, ripping into his head and chest, killing him instantly. 

 

HOUR AND A HALF EARLIER

10:26 a.m.

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

I was walking along one side of the access road just out of view from any approaching vehicles should our visitors not be friendly.  I had an idea of what might be going on and who might be here, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

As I neared the open field where we’d first made camp, I began to slow to a more cautious pace.  I paused, slinging my rifle around in front of me from where it hung on my shoulder strap.  I clicked the safety off and checked to make sure I had a round chambered before continuing.

 I stopped again in the forest about 30 yards from the parking area.  I stood perfectly still, listening.  I could hear voices, but I couldn’t distinguish what they were saying, so I crept slowly closer trying to sneak a peak at the vehicle or vehicles that had arrived before I saw people.  The brush was too thick here where the forest met the clearing to see much of anything.

I hunched down, holding my rifle out in front of me, finger on the trigger, ready to fire, and continued in a half crouch.  I wiped away the sweat that was dripping down my forehead and getting into my eyes, stinging them like crazy.  I blinked hard then found a patch in the scrubby growth near the tree line where I could conceal myself and try to refocus.  It took me a moment before I could see what I’d hoped would be there.  

I stood, eavesdropping for a minute.

“I thought they said they’d be here,” I heard a female voice say in a distressed tone.

“That’s what the letter said,” a male voice came back.

I heard a child’s laugh and another young voice whine, “Paul, stop it!”

“Kids, knock it off,” I heard the male voice say sternly. 

I stood and softly started whistling the theme song from The Andy Griffith Show as I began picking my way through the brush to make my way into the clearing.  I knew they’d recognize the tune because it was something I tended to whistle at family functions when cooking or helping to clean up after dinner.

 The voices stopped and I could see the glint of metallic gray as sunlight reflected from my younger brother Will and his wife Sharron’s mini-van moments before I saw them standing beside it.  Their two kids, Sarah who was six, and Paul who was eight, were chasing each other around the vehicle as their parents stood talking.

As I emerged from the forest, Will’s head dropped back in relief.  “Thank god you’re here,” he called to me as I approached.  I thought we’d driven all this way to be stuck out here on our own.”

“Would I do that to my little brother and his wonderful family?” I said, opening my arms wide to embrace Will as I approached.

We exchanged greetings and pleasantries.  As the kids got back to their playing, I asked Will, “So how was the trip down?”

“Not too bad,” he said.  There were some rough patches on the outskirts of Naperville around some of the shopping hubs.  People are going a little bit crazy trying to take what they can since many of the stores have been closed for a few days.”

“A little bit crazy?” Sharron chimed in.  “How about a lotta bit crazy?”

Will nodded, “Yeah, things are starting to break down pretty bad.  Whatever this Su flu is, it’s more than just the damn flu.”

“That’s what it sounded like from the radio reports we’ve been getting down here,” I agreed.  “I’m just glad you made it safely,” I smiled.

“Thanks for setting this up, John,” said Will.  “It’s getting bad up there.  We brought what we could, but it’s not a lot.  We were getting ready to go to the store when all the reports started coming in about people raiding the few places that were still open.  They said that even if you could find an open store, most everything of use would likely be gone anyway.”

“That’s alright,” I said.  “We’re pretty well set up down here if you don’t mind canned food, pasta, and roughing it a bit.”

“Hey, at this point we’ll be happy with anything,” Will smiled.

“And appreciative,” Sharron smiled at me.  “Thank you for the letter.  I’m sure that took some guts to put out there.  Most people would have been too embarrassed or timid or just damn uncaring in this day and age to do something like that, but it was very thoughtful.”

“Sure,” I said, coyly. “No problem.  Just wanted to give you guys an option if you needed it.”

“Well, we did,” Will said.  “And we’re very grateful.”  

“Okay,” I said, getting back to business.  “If you’ll throw a leash on these wild animals you’ve brought along,” I grinned, nodding at the kids, “I’ll show you where we’re set up and we can start getting you settled in.  I’m sure Claire will be ecstatic to have some company.  She doesn’t know about the letters I sent out.”

“You didn’t tell her?” Will said, sounding surprised.

“Ha!” I laughed.  “She would have flipped out.  She was mad enough about us having to come down here, let alone if she’d known I’d pushed this idea off on other family members too.  She’d have been as embarrassed as all get out.”

“So where is your camp?” Sharron questioned, looking around at the empty field.

“Back down the entry road, about hundred yards or so from where you crossed the bridge.”

Will nodded.  “Close to water…makes sense,” he agreed.

I waited while they loaded the kids back into their van, then I rode along with them, directing them to a spot next to the bridge where they could park temporarily while we unpacked.

“Where’s your car?” Sharron asked as we pulled up.

“It’s close.  I found a good spot to camouflage it, just in case we get any…unwelcome visitors.” 

“Good thinking,” she said.

“Will and I will do the same thing with yours after we’re done unloading it,” I told her.

They were right when they said they hadn’t brought much.  There was a cooler of frozen food, but not much ice.  It looked like they’d only dumped in what was left in their ice maker.  There were several packages of frozen ground beef, a package or two of frozen chicken breasts, some ribs, some frozen veggies, and a couple cuts of beef.  There was an assortment of lunch meats, a pack of hot dogs, some cheese slices, and fresh vegetables thrown in on top of the frozen stuff.

There were also some shopping bags in their mini-van’s cargo area.  One bag contained several bags of potato chips, a jar of already opened salted peanuts, and a bag of pretzels.  There was a bag that contained several cans of assorted veggies, soups, and other canned items like pumpkin pie filling and tomato paste.  Then there was a bag with a box of snack cakes, half a loaf of white bread, a quarter loaf of rye bread, a couple deli rolls, two boxes of crackers, and some olive oil.  And the final bag had a container of syrup, two boxes of opened cereal, some peanut butter, two jars of jelly, and salt, pepper, and an assortment of spices, many of which appeared to have opened and spilled inside the bag.  Beside all this, there was a 24-pack of 16-ounce bottled waters, five of which had already been consumed, an open case of soda, an unopened case of beer, and a gallon of spring water.

I’d estimated that they’d brought about enough to feed a family of four for about a week if the supplies were rationed properly.

“Can’t believe you’re my brother,” I said, looking at the pitiful array.

“That’s why I have you,” he grinned, walking around the back of the car to stand beside me and put an arm around my shoulder.

“Did you at least bring your guns?” I asked.

He slid the cooler over to reveal a large crate it was sitting on.  He lifted a latch to open it.  Inside sat a pump-action shotgun, two handguns, a hunting rifle, and an assault rifle.  He turned to flip up the back of his t-shirt, revealing another handgun tucked into his belt.

“Well,” I said, “what you don’t bring to the table in provisions, you certainly make up for in firepower.  How’s the ammo situation?”

He guided me around to the front of the vehicle.  At the foot of the passenger-side seat where Sharron had been sitting, there were several large steel boxes.

“Sharron bitched about the lack of leg room the whole way down, but I knew it was worth it.  100 shotgun shells, 400 rounds for the handguns, 300 rounds for the rifle, and 1200 rounds for the assault rifle.”

“Guess you’re my brother after all,” I grinned.

We sent Sharron and Sarah along ahead of us, each with a couple bags of food, while Paul, Will, and I loaded ourselves down like pack mules and trudged along behind.

“Claire will be glad to see you guys,” I said, loud enough for Sharron to hear.  “I think the effects of my amazing charm and wit have been fading on her,” I joked.

“Yeah, it’s been a while since we’ve seen you guys last.  What was it?  Fourth of July?  It’ll be good to catch up,” Sharron called back to us.

The sound of her voice must have carried because Claire met us at the edge of camp, smiling and open armed.  Jason came toddling up to us, jabbering excitedly.  

We went through the greeting process all over again, both families exchanging pleasantries as we unloaded our supplies on the picnic table it’d taken me and Claire nearly half an hour to lug to camp with Jason riding merrily atop it.

Will was tall and thin like me but had a fuller face from plenty of good downtown Chicago eating where he worked in financial consulting.  Sharron was a school teacher and was just a tad on the plump side which always kind of intrigued me since she was a vegetarian.  I never quite understood how she managed to retain the weight living off twigs and berries.  Paul was looking like he was going to take after his father while Sarah appeared to be following in her mother’s footsteps when it came to physical appearance.  

“Looks like you’re pretty well set up here,” Will said gazing around our camp.

“We’ve had some time to work on it,” I agreed.

“When did you guys get down here?” Will asked.

“This past Saturday.”

“Wow, you really got a jump on this thing,” he said, wide-eyed.

“You know me,” I shrugged.

“Claire’s given up on work?” Will said.

I shrugged, “Didn’t have much choice.”

“Good thing,” Will shook his head sadly.  “The hospitals are houses of horror now.  You couldn’t pay me enough to even get close to one these days.  My office is closed for the rest of the week and I put in for a week’s vacation for next week.  Sharron’s school is off for the foreseeable future.  Same for the kids’ schools too.  I have a feeling it’s going to be some time before things get back to normal.”

His words made me feel a little bit better about our decision to extend our stay in southern Illinois.

I turned to Claire, Sharron, and the kids, “Will and I are going to make another run down to the car,” I said.  “You can come too, Paul.”  

The young man looked defeated by the request.  I’m sure he would rather have stayed, played, and explored the camp with Jason and his sister, but I needed him to learn quickly how to help out and pull his weight.

“Sounds good,” said Claire.  “We’ll start unpacking some of this food.”

I was relying on Claire to help me in getting our new arrivals acclimated to a completely new way of life and living.  It needed to happen quickly, as our supplies and situation – especially now that we were going to be sustaining a group of seven rather than three – left little room for missteps.

On the way back to the car, I said, “So the situation back home doesn’t look too good, huh?”

“The situation everywhere doesn’t look good,” Will shook his head.  “Chicago, Springfield, New York, Miami, LA…Canada, Mexico, Europe, Asia…you name it, they’ve got this thing…whatever it is.”

“Jesus,” I said.  “And they don’t have any idea of how to fight it?  Cures, treatments, anything?” 

Will just shook his head, no.  “Even if they did,” he said, “I’m not sure they’d have a way to get vaccines out to people at this point.  Things are really starting to fall apart.  Hospitals are closed or way understaffed.  The police…the officers who are still working at least, are getting mobbed with calls.  People are afraid to leave their homes, but they’re running out of food.  And the ones who aren’t afraid to leave have taken all the supplies or are waiting for other people to leave their homes so that they can break in and steal whatever’s left.  We snuck out in the middle of the night.  It’s a freakin’ mess.  We’re lucky that we live outside the denser populated suburbs because we’ve been hearing horror stories on the news about people trying to escape.  The closer in to downtown you get, the worse the situation becomes when trying to leave.”  He took a deep breath and stopped walking.

Paul and I stopped walking too.

He looked at me, “Thanks again,” he said.  “You know you’ve pretty much saved our asses here.”

“Yeah,” I shrugged, playing it off.  “No biggy.”

He put a hand on my shoulder, “Yeah, it is a biggy.  I know you don’t like to play the hero, and I know that a lot of people have given you grief about your doom-and-gloom scenarios, me included; but it looks like this time you were right.”

I smiled, “Thanks,” I said.  “But I was never looking to be right, just prepared to stay alive, that’s all.”

“Well, whatever the reason, thanks,” Will said, starting to walk again.

“Thanks for bringing the guns,” I said.  “Those could come in handy down the road.”

“Hey, I’ve got to pull my weight somewhere,” he said.

We grabbed the rest of the food, a tent, and some camping equipment that I’d given Will for his birthday a few years back and that still looked unused, and then we made the return trip to camp.  

While we were gone, Claire and Sharron chatted and unpacked food while Sarah played with and kept an eye on our little Jason.

“I’m glad you’re here, Sharron,” Claire said as she sorted through one of the grocery bags, pulling out assorted items and spreading them on the picnic table.

“You’re telling me,” Sharron said, sounding relieved.  “I have to say, when we first got John’s letter, we thought he’d finally gone off the deep end, but I’m so thankful he sent it now.  Things are falling apart back home.”

“Letter?” Claire questioned her.  “What letter?”

Sharron stopped her unpacking and looked at Claire.  “The letter he mailed to us about a week ago.  The one explaining that you were coming down here and how he had a bad feeling about this whole flu thing.”

Claire frowned and shook her head in confusion, indicating that she had no idea what Sharron was talking about.

“Oh, that’s right.  I forgot, you didn’t know about it.” Sharron said.

Upon our arrival back at camp, I saw Claire standing, waiting for me, tears in her eyes.

“Uh oh, what’s up?” I said, setting my load of supplies on the picnic table and letting a backpack slide from my shoulder and drop heavily to the ground.

Claire was smiling through the tears.  “You didn’t tell me about the letter you sent.  That was so sweet.”

She was holding the opened envelope of one of the letters I had mailed the week before we left home, explaining where we would be, how to get here, and inviting my brother and his family to come down if things got too bad.  She came over and hugged me hard.

“You’re so good at planning ahead and such an amazing man.  Did you mail any others like this?” she asked.

I knew what she was getting at, and I noted the hopefulness in her voice, but I hadn’t told her about the letters for that exact reason.  I didn’t want to raise her expectations of the entire family coming down when I knew it wasn’t likely to happen.  “Yes,” I said, hugging her back tightly.

“How many?” she questioned.

I went through the list of friends and family members on both sides.

Claire stepped back from me, looking up at my face, tears streaming down cheeks.  She just shook her head, smiling.  “Amazing…you’re amazing…amazingly thoughtful,” was all she could manage through the tears.

I bit my lower lip.  Her crying made me want to cry, half because I was so happy she was proud of me, half because I feared that some of the people I had invited would never arrive.

“Claire…just don’t get your hopes up,” I said.

She nodded, “I know…I just…” she broke off, turning and wiping the tears.  “I just hope…”

“I know,” I came over and wrapped my arms around her. “Me too.  But right now, we have to focus on those of us who are here and help get them settled in,” I said.  “Our family here is already growing and we have to make adjustments to ensure we’re able to accommodate everyone, so I need you to focus on that, okay?”

“You’re right,” she agreed, wiping her eyes.  “But thank you,” she paused, breaking away from my hold and looking at me.  “Thank you for trying, if nothing else.”

“You’re welcome,” I said softly, hoping that I wasn’t setting my wife up for a real letdown.
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“Steve, please!” Emily pleaded with her husband.  “Don’t get so close!”

“What am I supposed to do, Emily?  I’m stuck in this lane, and it’s the only one that’s moving.  It’s just a car fire anyway.”

After they’d arrived at the tail end of stopped traffic on the interstate, it wasn’t long before Claire’s parents could spot the cause of the backup and the resulting black smoke billowing into the sky ahead of them.  Gawkers were bottlenecking near a vehicle fire, the apparent result of a car that had overheated on the shoulder of the highway.

While the issue itself wasn’t an uncommon one when it came to a typical traffic incident one might see when traveling the Chicagoland interstate system, the dilemma it currently presented was not a favorable one.  With people itching to flee the city and reports of roving gangs and carjackings prevalent, sitting in bumper-to-bumper traffic on the highway was not where Steve and his family really wanted to be.  And now, due to the press and flow of vehicles around them, they were being forced ever closer to the growing car fire.

Steve had moved to the right lane as they approached the stalled traffic, assuming that left lanes were merging right.  But as the smoke started to rise on their right, he realized his mistake.  Now however, those in the left-hand lanes slowed to a snail’s pace in an effort to see what was going on beside them.  This forced more vehicles over to the right as those on the right fought to move left; and considering the situation, drivers were being less than courteous.

Steve had his left blinker on but no one was giving an inch.  He stopped for a few seconds to try to make some room ahead of them to merge, but horns blared behind him as traffic pressed forward.  After jamming his middle finger out the window and getting a slight nudge in the bumper from the driver behind him in response, he gave up his effort to merge.  They were now only about 100 yards from the burning vehicle, the flames from which were flickering from beneath the hood, threatening to engulf the entire vehicle.

“You really should get over, hon’” Emily urged.

“What the hell do you think I’ve been trying to do?” Steve shot back.

“I’m just saying,” Emily said softly.

“Just let me drive,” Steve answered in frustration.

The vehicle in the lane to their left – a monstrous black SUV much bigger than their own – made a move to cut in front of them, but Steve inched up, blocking its way.  The other driver laid on his horn and the occupants inside started gesticulating wilding.

“Why the hell would you want to get into this lane you fucking idiot?” Steve yelled at them even though they couldn’t hear.  “You want to see the fire first hand?  Fucking assholes!”

Brian had donned headphones and was rocking out in the backseat, oblivious to what was going on around him.

The other SUV continued its attempt to make its way into their lane, but Steve wasn’t giving up.  He crept forward each time the other vehicle made a move.  Soon, the two SUVs were just inches apart, the other vehicle angling ever closer.

“Goddamn it!” Steve yelled, waving a hand at the other driver.  “What…you gonna hit me?”

They were maybe 200 feet away from the growing car fire now.  The blazing vehicle appeared to be a late-90s sedan.  A Hispanic family of five was standing on an embankment set across from a drainage ditch, watching helplessly as their hopes of escape literally went up in smoke.

“I can feel the heat,” said Emily.  “I don’t want to get too close.  It could blow up or something.”

The fire had moved to engulf the entire hood now and flames were shooting up into the air and spreading to the interior of the vehicle.

The driver of the other SUV, still trying to cut over in front of Steve and his family, was now blasting away on his horn in an almost incessant blare.  The vehicle was actually rocking from the angry occupants moving around inside.

“Emily, there’s nothing I can do here.  I’m trying to deal with this asshole,” he gestured with a hand to the SUV beside them.  “I can’t get over because he’s pinning me in, and I’ve got this guy behind me literally up my ass pushing me!”

Emily was shielding her face now.  The heat from the car fire grew in intensity as they crept closer.  The whole car was on fire now and acrid black smoke was billowing toward the sky.

“Please, Steve,” Emily pleaded with him.

Suddenly the hulking SUV beside them bumped the front corner of their vehicle, and began pressing against it, shoving them slowly – a bit at a time – over toward the shoulder.

“They’re going to push us into that car fire,” Steve said incredulously.

“Steve!” Emily said in fear, reaching over to grip his arm.

Steve stomped the breaks, but the other SUV kept pushing, its’ bumper wedged against Steve’s front fender.   

The interior of their car was warming due to the heat from the car fire.

“Is that a gun!?” Emily suddenly shouted, pointing at an occupant inside the other SUV.  “Steve!  Watch out!”

Steve looked to his left, jammed the accelerator down and turned hard right, heading right for the burning vehicle on the highway’s shoulder.  Gunshots rang out.  The SUV beside them that had been pushing them lurched forward as the lane in which Steve’s vehicle had sat now opened.  Emily screamed as Steve grabbed her by the neck and forced her head down toward her lap while holding the steering wheel and trying to drive with the other.  There were loud thudding sounds as bullets impacted with the side of the vehicle.  More gunshots rang out, seemingly right next to Steve’s head and he cringed, raising a shoulder up near his face as his only protection since both hands were occupied trying to control the steering wheel and keep his wife out of harm’s way.

Directly in front of them, the burning vehicle exploded into flames; a fireball billowed up to the sky.  Shrapnel from the explosion shot hard against the windshield, and Steve was sure it would break, but it remained intact.  As he maneuvered their vehicle onto the shoulder, he glanced quickly in his side mirror.  Behind him, he could see the SUV that had been pushing them, its driver slumped over the steering wheel as the vehicle rolled uncontrolled across the shoulder and down into the drainage ditch behind them.

Steve looked back in front of him.  He swerved right, pulling his other hand away from Emily and using it to re-grip the steering wheel as he tried to navigate the impossibly small gap between the vehicle fire and the drainage ditch beside it, but it was too late.  He lost the rear of the vehicle and it fishtailed out of control.  One instant he was headed right for the fire, the next for the drainage ditch as he tried to recover the vehicle.  

He didn’t know which would be worse to hit.  At the last second, he regained enough control of the vehicle to aim it more toward the ditch, making the instantaneous decision to die by blunt force trauma rather than be burned alive.

The right side of the SUV dropped away at a sharp angle as its tires slid into the ditch.  He heard Emily scream and Brian yell “Dad!” as everyone lurched over in their seats.  
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We spent the afternoon following Will and Sharron’s arrival finishing up unloading their van and stashing it out of sight near our SUV.  Then we helped them get their tent set up and begin settling in.

Finally, we took a break.  I poured shots of vodka for the adults, followed by beers compliments of Will and Sharron.  The kids got celebratory sodas.  

After a dinner of hamburgers, hot dogs, and potato chips, Will and I climbed the hill to listen to the radio. 

Tonight however, there was no reception – only static. 

After our failed attempt with the radio, we went back to enjoying our beers by the fire as the kids played when suddenly our “doorbell” rang again.  I was pleasantly buzzed from the booze and had actually just got my little warning device set back in place from Will’s earlier use.

“Goddamn it,” I jumped up, partially surprised by someone else’s arrival, partially angered at the buzz-kill of our post-dinner leisure time being interrupted.

My eyes met with Claire’s.  I could see the hope, the expectations, glimmering in the firelight-tinted corners of her eyes.

I didn’t have to say a word to my brother.  He was on top of it, assault rifle in hand before I even got to my gun.

“Let’s go,” he said, checking to make sure his weapon was locked and loaded while I did the same.

I had to admit, it felt good having him there by my side.

This time we made it to the parking area much faster than I had on my own when Will and his family had arrived.  I think my willingness to move quicker was partially based upon the sense of security I felt with the addition of Will and partially due to the confidence provided by the falling cover of darkness.

A great wave of relief swept over me as we made our way quickly, yet cautiously, into the parking area.

“Mom,” I called, waving as we entered the clearing, “Dad…thank god you made it!”

Will and I shouldered our rifles and closed the last 50 yards between us and our parents at a swift jog, each of us exchanging hugged greetings with an individual parent, and then switching off.

“Why didn’t you call us?” Will asked.

“Couldn’t get through,” Dad said.  “Service is either out or jammed up.  We tried you as well as your brother here a ton of times but never got through.”

“Doesn’t matter now,” I said joyfully.  “You’re here, and that’s all that counts.  Did you have any problems on the way?”

“Nope,” Mom said.  “Pretty clear sailing all the way from Merrillville down.  Nobody really on the roads.  We were a little worried once we got down to these parts.  Thought there might be some issues with roadblocks, but it was surprisingly clear.  No problems at all.”

“Good, I’m glad to hear it.”

“Has anyone else made it?” Mom asked.

“Besides us, nobody yet,” Will said.”

“Come on, we can talk more at camp,” I said.  “I’m sure the girls are worried about us.  We’ll take a few of your things that you’ll need for tonight, then I’ll stash your car and we’ll finish unloading it in the morning.  Did you bring a tent?” I asked.

“No,” Mom said.  “We got rid of most of our camping stuff a long time ago and what we didn’t sell or throw out, you kids did a pretty good number on either losing or destroying.  I did bring some heavy blankets down and a double-sized air mattress though.”

“Great,” I said. “We’ll drive you guys back close to camp, and if you pull out whatever you need for tonight, we’ll carry the stuff back with us.  You can bunk in our tent tonight, and we can work on setting you up with something better tomorrow.  And if you have any food or anything that might not be good to leave in a humid car overnight, we can take that two.  Will and I can make another trip or two if needed.”

“We brought quite a bit of food with us,” Dad said.  Most of it’s in coolers, so I think it’ll be fine in the car.  How far is your camp from here?”

“Not far,” I said.  “Remember where you crossed the bridge on the way in?”

They nodded that he did.  “It’s just downstream from there, out of sight of the road just over a rise in the hill.”

“Sounds like a good spot,” Dad said.

We drove their SUV down to the bridge where we helped them unload some of their bags and other items.  

We got back to camp just as darkness began to fall.  

Will and I were ahead of our parents who navigated the darkened terrain at a slower pace.  Claire met us, holding Jason, at the edge of camp.  Even though it was dark, I could see the anticipation in her movements and in the way she stood.

“It’s my parents,” I said, pre-empting her question.

I could tell by her reaction that she was somewhat disappointed, but it was only something a husband would detect.

“That’s wonderful,” she said, moving down the hill to greet them.  “Frank…Susan…I’m so glad you made it.”

I knew that Claire was honestly glad to see them, but I also knew that she was secretly hoping it was her own parents, or maybe even one of her brothers who had arrived.  It’s exactly why I hadn’t wanted to tell her about the letters.  I knew that as soon as she heard about how easy the drive down had been for my parents, she’d be expecting her own family to arrive soon as well.  But there was a huge difference between leaving the outskirts of Merrillville, Indiana, and escaping the suburbs of Chicago.  Plus, my father had lived in that area forever.  As an antiques dealer who went to garage and estate sales, he knew all the back roads to take in order to travel largely unseen by the masses.  I don’t care how many back roads or side streets you know in Chicago, they aren’t going to do you a bit of good when trying to get out unnoticed, and making use of such travel routes might only lead you into worse situations.  It didn’t take much to block some of those city and suburban side streets.  And it only took a few people looking to snag a new ride or steal provisions to ensnare and make quick work of those lacking street savvy and who had made an unfortunate wrong turn.  

Sharron and the kids weren’t far behind Claire, and welcomed us with a plate of toasted marshmallows she’d had the little ones working on to keep them occupied and unmindful of what the dads might encounter were the visitors unwelcome ones.  

The kids immediately began jabbering away excitedly to their grandparents, telling them about their adventures around camp and the dam they’d been working on building down in the creek.  At this point, the little ones only knew that they weren’t going back to school anytime soon and that they were on some sort of wonderful extended camping trip.

“Can I offer you a drink?” Claire asked my parents, who were still in the process of catching their breath after the brief hike.  

“Sure,” my dad said.  “What you got?”

Claire ran through the list.

“Sounds like you’re pretty well set up here,” Mom said.

“Not too bad…for the moment at least,” I added.

I was starting to get somewhat concerned about the amount of supplies we had on hand for our quickly growing numbers.  I found myself hoping that when Dad said they had brought a lot of food with them that it meant a lot of food for ten people as opposed to just two, which is the number they had been accustomed to shopping for since Will and I had left home years ago.  They’d likely forgotten just how much a family could consume.

Dad came with me back down to the entry road to conceal their vehicle, so I had time to walk alone with him for several minutes and I asked him what kind of situation they had left behind them.

He took a deep breath before answering, “Well, I guess not as bad as some other areas.  It wasn’t terrible…yet.  But the hospitals aren’t able to help any of the sick.  Utilities were starting to get spotty, especially phone and electric service, if they were on at all.  And all the grocery stores were empty and closed by the time we got out, although most of the looting stopped after the food ran out.  When we left, a lot of people were just hunkering down, trying to wait this thing out.  Right now, plenty of people still have food and water, and it seems that neighbors are willing to help out…the ones who aren’t sick at least.  I think that when the supplies start drying up and things get tight though, that sort of kindness will stop, and that’s when things will really start falling apart.  People will be forced to leave their homes to scavenge for food or other supplies.  Many of them will probably either get sick or get into trouble trying to steal stuff.”

He shook his head sadly, “This thing is terrible, John.  I don’t know what it is, but it’s killing everyone in its path.  It sounds like things are coming apart at the seams, especially in the urban areas.  You’re lucky you got out of Chicago when you did.  I’ve been hearing terrible things about what’s happening there.  It sounds awful.  I worry about Claire’s family.”

“Me too,” I nodded.

“People are just going crazy,” he shook his head.  “It’s like the end of the world.”

“Maybe it is,” I said.

 Later, as we sat by the fire, chatting with our new arrivals and enjoying our drinks, I thought about what my father had said and then about what would happen if Claire’s family didn’t make it.  How would I respond?  How would I try to help her deal with the healing process?  I knew it would be tough on her.  She was so close with them.

A car horn tore me away from my thoughts.

“What the hell!” I said.  “Shit!  In all the excitement, I totally forgot to reset the doorbell.”  I looked over to where my pile of pots sat in a heap on the ground from when my parents had arrived.

“Doorbell?” Susan said, confused.

“It’s like Grand Central Station here,” little Paul joked, clapping his hands.

Claire gave my hand a squeeze as I stood.  

“Yeah,” I agreed absently, feeling the hope in her squeeze.  I quickly walked over and grabbed my rifle.

In the process, I moved past my father, slipping him my handgun, “Just in case,” I whispered in his ear.  Dad really wasn’t a gun guy, but after what he’d told me about things starting to break down up north, and not being sure of what the situation in the surrounding area was here, I wasn’t taking any chances.

“Come on, Will,” I said, exhausted from a long day and a little drunk.  “Let’s see who’s here.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 6th

9 a.m.
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The day broke sunny, clear and hot.  

After breakfast, Claire, her mother, Sharron, and my mother decided to spend the morning working with the kids, teaching them how to weave thatched panels of sticks, vines, and whatever other material they could lay their hands on.  Their creations would act as the roof for the lean-to we’d decided to build against the hill that formed one side of our camp.  With the arrival of Claire’s parents – Steve and Emily – and younger brother Brian last night, space in the tents was extremely limited and we needed space to spread out.

We spent the first hour of the day unloading the rest of the supplies from our parents’ respective vehicles.  Dad was right, they had brought quite a bit of food with them, but little else other than clothing.  Claire’s parents on the other hand had brought very little of anything, but at least her brother Brian had brought a few usable things along with him from his scouting days.  

After we finished up with these chores, I talked to Will, Dad, and Steve, and we decided that we should take Brian and get in a little target practice.  I figured that once Will and I had gotten the other men up to speed and comfortable with the various firearms we’d brought along, we’d take the woman, and maybe even the kids – with the exception of Jason of course – out for a shooting session too.  Ammunition was at a premium, and I wasn’t sure how easily replacing it would be down the road, but I still wanted everyone who could hold a gun to at least be comfortable and knowledgeable regarding firearm use and safety.  The last thing we needed was an accident with all these guns around, and I wanted as many people with firearm training as possible in the event we encountered any unsavory elements roaming the countryside.  The safety and security of our little camp came first and foremost.  There would be time for organizing, settling in and relaxing later.

As we loaded magazines and checked our guns, Paul said excitedly, “Tell us again, Brian.  Tell us about the shootout.”

“Paul,” Sharron frowned, giving him a “you know better” type look.

“It’s okay,” Brian said, somewhat abashedly.  “Well, this guy in the SUV next to us on the highway was going bananas trying to get into our lane; and Dad was like ‘screw that…”

“That’s really not what I said,” Steve interjected.

“Yes, what he said can’t be repeated in front of the kids,” Emily glared at him.

Steve gave her a “Who, me?” look in return.

“Anyway,” Brian continued, “the guy was just going nuts and started trying to push our vehicle toward this car that was on fire on the side of the road.  Well, you see, I was kind of watching them from the back seat and I see the dude in the passenger seat of the other SUV pull a gun.  He rolls down his window and starts pointing it at us.  But Dad didn’t see it because he was trying to drive.  Now up to the point where the other car started pushing us, I really hadn’t cared much.  You know, stuff like that…road rage and all…it just happens.  It’s usually no big deal.  Well, when I saw the gun come out though, I was ready.  Mom and Dad didn’t know it, but when shit…” he looked at his parents and then at the rest of the group and the kids. “…sorry, stuff…” he said, embarrassed, “…started going down with this flu thing, I bought a gun from this guy I knew…you know, just in case anything happened.”

“I still can’t believe you did that,” Emily said, giving him a look.

“Yeah, well, it came in handy, didn’t it?” he looked at his Mom.

“No, this way,” Emily said, ignoring her son’s questions and turning her attention back to guiding Sarah’s small hands to intertwine several soft branches they’d cut from a nearby sapling.  

“Anyway, at that point, Dad like lit it up.  When they started shooting, he turned into a racecar driver or something.  I’d never seen anything like it.  I rolled my window down and took some shots at the other car and damn if I didn’t hit the driver.”

“Probably saved our asses in the process,” Steve said.

“And Dad…man, I thought we were screwed.  I was sure pops here was going to lose it.  He was trying to shoot the gap between the burning car and this big drainage ditch beside us.  It only looked like there was maybe ten feet between the two, and Dad started to swerve and lose control right as we got close.  I thought for sure we were going to plow right into that burning car.  Then, the next second, I though we were going to take a nose dive into that ditch.  But somehow Dad held it together.  He’s the hero.  We were so far down the side of that ditch…we were like sideways.  I just knew we were going to roll over.  But somehow, I guess Dad had enough speed going that he got the tires to grip and managed to pull us out of that ditch, and man, he didn’t stop for anything after that.  You should have heard the honking as we used the highway shoulder to tear past all the stopped traffic.  But Dad never lifted, he just kept the pedal to the metal…it was awesome!”

“Not awesome is how I would describe it,” his mother said.  “You don’t care at all that you shot someone?”

“I mean, I do,” Brian shrugged.  “But what was I supposed to do?  They were shooting at us.”

“You did the right thing,” Steve said.  “You made a split-second life or death decision.  We can’t second guess you on that…can we Emily?” he said, looking over at his wife.

She took a deep breath, “No…I guess not.  Thank you…thank both of you.  I just wish it had all never happened in the first place.”

“We’d better get moving before it gets too hot,” I said.  “We have a long day ahead of us.  Everyone got their packs, guns, ammo?”

I waited until everyone confirmed that they were ready.

“When will you be back?” Claire asked.

“Not sure,” I said.  “I want to get some distance between us and the camp before we shoot.  I don’t want our gunfire attracting any outsiders to our location here.”

“Well, we packed you boys plenty of sandwiches and water.  There’s some beef jerky that I split up between all your packs too.”

“Thanks honey,” I said, giving her a kiss on the cheek.  She was so happy now that her parents were here, but I could tell she was still worried about her older brother Kevin and his family.

Other goodbyes were exchanged, and then our target practice party departed.

Our first stop was the hilltop above camp.  We wanted to see if we could get a radio signal to find out what the situation was in the outside world.


  

Once there, I pulled up the antennae, gave the radio a few cranks, flipped it on, and was quickly met with a signal.

A voice said: “This is a broadcast from the Emergency Alert System.  Please stand by for a recorded message from the President of the United States.”

Then there was a pause.  

“That can’t be good,” I looked around at the others, noting signs of concern on their faces.  The same pre-recorded message was repeated several times.  And just I was beginning to wonder if there actually was a message, the President began to speak.

“My fellow Americans, this is the President of the United States.  I join you in this difficult time and share in many of your individual tragedies.  I myself have lost several family members, including my own daughter, to the virus that many are now referring to as the Su flu.  

At this time, it appears that this particular strain of influenza is a subtype of the H9N2 virus, which prior to this outbreak was largely isolated in Asian poultry.  Unfortunately, the strain appears to have mutated significantly from its previous form making it extremely deadly.  In the process, it has also made our vaccines ineffective.  From what scientists now understand, the contagion in its current form has gone airborne and is now transmissible without direct human-to-human contact.

The White House has been working in conjunction with the CDC as well as state and local agencies in an effort to stem the spread of this disease, but due to the swiftness of its proliferation and high contamination rate, we have been unable to contain the outbreak, which we are now labeling a pandemic.  I can assure you though, that local, state and federal emergency services are working together on and are committed to developing an emergency response plan.  At this point in time however, I must urge all non-first responders and other non-essential personnel to remain at home.  Be aware, there is currently no cure to this virus and going to the hospital at this time will only act to endanger others and possibly yourself as well.  

I ask that everyone remain calm during what is a trying and tragic time in our nation’s history.  I have confidence that we will persevere and come out of this challenge a stronger nation.  We will broadcast any further updates or instructions on this frequency.  Thank you, and may God bless America.”

After the president had finished, the station went back to repeating the Emergency Alert System message.  

I shut off the radio.

“Well that was a real pick-me-up,” Will snorted sarcastically.  “Pretty much told us to have a great day and go eat some shit.  We’re on our own.”

“Guess there isn’t much they can do now,” I said.  “Pretty much just have to let the thing play itself out and then try to recover once it’s done.  Doesn’t sound like anyone is safe at this point.”

Claire’s dad Steve, who was more like me regarding disaster scenarios and emergency planning said, “You know, I was watching a video online before this whole thing got out of control and we lost the internet.  I don’t remember the site, but they had this expert on contagious diseases as a guest.  He was talking about stuff the news agencies didn’t want to discuss because they didn’t want to panic everyone.  He was making predictions about what would happen if this flu got out of control if it was really as bad as some were saying it might be at the time.  I remember him saying that the urban areas would likely see a survival rate of somewhere between three and seven percent at best.  The cities would incur more deaths due to proximity of people living together, more looting, rioting, and the general breakdown of services…and humanity in general.  The rural and more sparsely populated areas would fare better, he said, but not much.  He was estimating somewhere between a 10 and 15 percent survival rate, but possibly lower because these types of areas were often tighter-knit communities and residents would be willing to assist one another, thus helping to spread the virus.  He said that while big cities and urban areas would still have people living in them after the virus itself was gone, many smaller towns and communities might be wiped out completely because of their more helpful attitudes.  And he was talking about how many more of the necessary people like those working in hospitals, power plants, and law enforcement would die because they would find themselves going to work, and in turn, putting themselves at higher risk of exposure to other sick people.  Meanwhile the educated people like lawyers, government officials, computer programmers, teachers, professors, and the likes would be virtually wiped out, because while they had book smarts, they wouldn’t know how to survive on the street or without the laws and rules that held together the society they knew and thrived in.  He said that it would largely be the criminal element, who were willing to do whatever it took to get ahead and only looked out for themselves, the ‘anti-socials’ who already lived off the grid, and maybe some farmers and ranchers who lived away from bigger cities and towns who would be left. The problem is that most of these people wouldn’t have the skills, knowledge, abilities or desire to bring society and modern civilization back to where we were, either technologically or as an advanced society, for hundreds of years…maybe ever.”

“Sounds like we’re headed for a utopian society of thugs, criminals, reclusive weirdoes, and farmers, huh?” said Dad. 

“Where do we fit into all that?” Will asked.    

“Guess we’re the weirdoes,” Brian smiled at him.

“Come on,” I said.  “We’d better get moving.  Steve, you know this place pretty well, right?”

“It’s been a while since I’ve been down here,” he shrugged.  “But I think I still know my way around.”

“You know of a good place to shoot, but one that’s not too close to camp?  I don’t want any outsiders getting lured here by our gunfire.”

He nodded.  “Sure, I know of a few spots.”

“Lead on then,” I said, gesturing him on ahead of me.

Claire’s father Steve was a thick man.  I wouldn’t call him heavy set, just solid – maybe 5 foot 10, 210 pounds – with a pelt of thick gray hair upon a large head, and a face with thick lips and patchy stubble.  I could tell that in 40 years, Brian would probably look just like him.  Claire definitely took after her mother…thank god. 

I had heard that women are attracted to men like their father.  It must be our personalities that aligned well for Claire, because it sure wasn’t our body types.  Both Will and I were tall and lanky, but we were strong, and our father fit the same build, he just wasn’t quite as tall as his boys.

Steve led us back down to the access road where we crossed the creek bridge and walked until we met up with the main road.  We stopped at where the gated entrance to the land met the short gravel portion that led to the road’s pavement.  We waited, listening for any signs of traffic.  We stood for almost a minute without hearing any vehicles pass.

“Sounds safe enough,” Steve said.  “Should we try walking the road?” 

I didn’t particularly love the idea.  

“Why don’t we follow the road but hug the tree line for cover just in case?” I offered.

“Sure, make us old folk work for our supper,” Steve said smugly.  “But you’re right.  We should probably slow play it until we know for sure what type of situation we’re dealing with out here.”

“How far we headed?” Will asked.

Steve considered, “If you’re up for a hike, there’s a town…well, I guess I wouldn’t exactly call it a town…more like a small village.  Twenty-five people maybe…just a gas station, diner, and maybe six or seven homes…at least it used to be, it’s been a while.  It’s about three miles from here.  We could check it out.  Place is called Avers as I recall.  There’s a good spot for some target practice near there.”

“I could use the exercise,” Dad said.

I wasn’t hot on the idea of heading back into civilization so soon, even if it was just a few houses, but I didn’t think a little scouting to determine the situation in our vicinity was a bad idea either.  “Fine,” I said.  “Just keep your guard up and be ready for anything.”

It had cooled off compared to when we had first arrived.  While it was still hot, peak temperatures felt more like they were in the mid-80s rather than mid-90s, and it wasn’t so humid.  The mid-morning sun faded in and out from behind hazy clouds that sauntered slowly past.

We walked largely in silence, listening for the sounds of approaching vehicles and ready to duck into the cover of the nearby forest if necessary.  I carried my .22 rifle; Will, his assault rifle.  He’d given Claire’s dad Steve his shotgun, and Brian and our father Frank both carried handguns.  I found myself wishing we all had rifles as they were easier to handle and offered better long-range shooting, but we’d have to play the hand we were dealt.  Each of us had a pack with our food, water, and a waterproof container of ammo inside.

“So what’s the plan here?” Brian asked.  “Are we just going to shoot anybody that comes along or what?”

“No…that’s definitely not the plan,” I said.  “Our main objective here is really to avoid other people, not kill them.  We don’t know what the contamination status of this area is and whether it’s even safe to come in contact with other people whether they’re well-intentioned or not.  Therefore, I’d prefer to observe from a safe distance and remain unnoticed if at all possible.  At this point, and until this pandemic plays itself out, I think the longer we can stay away from other people, the better.  I have to say though, I’m curious to find out what the situation is in Avers.  We just have to be careful.”

As we walked, I slid my own pack off my back.  Unzipping it, I rummaged around for a minute until I found one of the packs of cigarettes I’d bought before we left home.  I pulled it out, opened it, and then dug in my pocket for a lighter.  I wasn’t a true smoker, but I enjoyed a smoke every now and then as a stress reliever.  I thought it’d be a nice way for us to bond as men too.

“I didn’t want Claire giving me grief about smoking these around the kids back at camp, so I’ve been holding off.  Anybody else want one?” I offered the pack around.

Brian was the only one who joined me – so much for my male bonding idea.

We continued our walking in silence.  I found myself enjoying the contradiction of the fresh country air mixed with the nicotine-filled, chemical-laden cigarette smoke.

 After about 40 minutes, Steve said, “We’re getting close.”

“Just be ready,” I said, letting my rifle slide around in front of me.

After several more minutes of walking, we could see the tall sign of a gas station ahead of us.

“Will, why don’t you take Steve and head across to the other side of the road so we’re more spread out?” I said.

“Good thinking,” he agreed.

We stopped and scanned the area and then covered the two men as they made a quick run across to the other side of the road.

I felt comfortable having Will split from the group since, having grown up together as boys, and participating in faux attack scenarios when playing army scouts out in the yard, we had a general idea of how each other thought and would react in these types of situations.

We moved forward at a steady but more cautious pace from this point on, and as we neared the gas station, which was on my side of the road, we continued to hug the protective cover of the forest.

There were still no signs of life on the main road into town and we didn’t detect any at the gas station either.  I could now see the gas station’s attached diner, which also appeared unoccupied.  From what I could tell, there were no vehicles in the parking lot and no lights on inside the structure.

On either side of the road ahead of us, about 100 yards past the gas station and diner, a handful of homes were sprinkled.

  I looked over at Will.  I could see him taking quick glances back and forth between my group and the town as we moved forward.  I waited until he looked back over at me and I raised a hand for him to stop and held up a finger indicating that he should give me a minute.  Then I halted my own group right before we hit the dirt and gravel clearing that comprised the gas station/diner’s parking lot.

We crouched down behind a clump of advertising signs clustered beside the road.  I waited as Will and Steve took up positions from which to cover us.

I turned back to Dad and Brian, “I’m going to check this place out.  It looks abandoned, but I’m going to see if there’s anything inside we could use.”

“I don’t like this, John,” Dad said.  “We have enough supplies.  We don’t need anything right now.  So why chance it?”

“We have a whole camp to support now,” I said.  “And we’ll be running out of stuff fast if we don’t maintain our supply levels.  Who knows how long we’re going to be out here.  We need to take advantage of whatever we can whenever we can.  Don’t argue with me on this, Dad.”

He didn’t say another word, just nodding that he understood.

“I’m coming with you,” Brian said as I prepared to move.

I thought about it for a minute and then said, “Okay, just be careful.”

I didn’t like the idea of Brian coming along since it put him in danger, but after hearing his story about the drive down, it sounded like he could handle himself pretty well in a tight situation, and if this was going to be our new life, he needed to start learning how to survive and pull his weight.  Therefore, after listening for any approaching traffic and making one last scan of the area for potential threats, we made a crouched run across the parking area to the rear of the gas station/diner.

The first thing we did was inspect the back doors of the building, both of which were locked.  We slid our way cautiously around the side of the building, guns at the ready, keeping our eyes on scan mode for anything that looked out of place as we moved.

The large plate-glass windows at the front of both buildings had been smashed and made for easy access.  

We entered the gas station first.  It was dark inside.  Thankfully, I had brought along a flashlight in the slight chance that we got caught out in the dark.  Pulling it from my pack, I clicked it on.  

Scanning the interior of the building, I quickly recognized that others had made quick work of the food and snacks that had once lined the gas station’s shelves.  Some opened, spilled, and smashed containers were the only visible remnants of the treats that had once been sold here.

We moved to the back of the store where the walls were lined with refrigeration units.  At the bottom of one were a few unopened cans of diet iced tea.

I nodded at Brian and then tilted my head toward the bottles.

Taking the hint, he opened the refrigerator door, scooped up the drinks and put them inside his pack.

Meanwhile, I moved to the front of the store.  The cash register sat open, emptied of its contents.  I made a quick search of the surrounding shelves.  In the process, I unearthed a few packages of menthol cigarettes, a couple packs of matches, some unopened breath mints, and two cigarette lighters, all of which went into my pack.  A partially open door marked “Office” led from one side of the counter area.  A quick kick opened the door all the way open and I shined my flashlight inside.  

The space was small, just big enough for a desk, a chair, a computer, and a three-drawer file cabinet.  The desk was littered with papers, open food containers, chip bags, candy bar wrappers, and soda cans.  Cockroaches scurried around the trash under the beam of my flashlight.  I walked over to the small file cabinet and pulled out the first drawer.  It was all file folders and paperwork.  I pulled them out and tossed them on the floor leaving the drawer completely empty.  I closed it and pulled out the second drawer with similar result.  The bottom drawer however, wasn’t as full.  I made quick work of the file folders occupying the front of the drawer, sending them cascading onto the floor.  Then I saw what I’d been hoping for.  In the back of the drawer was a small revolver, a box of ammo beside it, a half-empty bottle of whiskey, and a container of spiced beef jerky sticks – gas station attendant staples.  

I gathered up the contents of the drawer making a quick check of the revolver in the process.  It was loaded.  I dumped the shells inside it out into my hand and tested the trigger.  It was tight, but smooth.  The accompanying box of ammo rattled when I picked it up, informing me that it wasn’t completely full, but I didn’t care.  Something was better than nothing.  I put the shells in my hand inside the box and tossed everything into my pack.

Brian was still rummaging around out in the store area when I came out.

“Find anything?” I asked.

“Huh uh,” he shook his head.

“Let’s check the diner,” I said.

If I thought the gas station’s office was nasty, it paled in comparison to the diner’s kitchen prep area.  Things had been pulled out of the refrigeration units – which were standing open and smelled like death – and lay all over the floor. Huge containers of mayonnaise, ketchup and mustard lay spilled and spoiled and made for treacherous travel as we tried to work our way around the slippery mess.

“Uh…this is terrible,” Brian moaned, waving a hand in front of his nose.  

I made a quick inspection of the kitchen area cabinets, but they’d been picked clean.

Amazingly, the dining area turned out to be a sort of “Purloined Letter” type scenario.  The things out in plain sight like the ketchup bottles, salt and pepper shakers, and small containers of packaged crackers, jams, and jellies still sat on tables.  It took us about a minute to dump them all into our packs.

“See anything else?” I said.

Brian did one last scan around the diner.  He shook his head no, but then said, “Wait!”

The diner’s walls were decorated with vintage 40s and 50s-era memorabilia.  On a little shelf against one wall sat a metal cigarette case.  He tossed it to me.  “Keep your cigs from getting crushed,” he nodded.

“Thanks,” I smiled, sticking the case in my front shirt pocket.  “You’re alright,” I nodded to him.  “We’d better get back.  The others are probably worried.”

We made our way stealthily back to where Dad was still crouched waiting for us behind the advertising signs.  Then we made a quick run across the road to meet up with Will and Steve.

“Find anything good?” Will asked.

“Not much,” I said.  “Just a few things.  I’ll show you when we get back.”  I turned to Steve, “Okay, where’s this shooting site of yours?”

Steve pointed to a road that broke to the right and up a hill, just past where the gas station/diner sat and before the cluster of homes began.  

“Used to be an old bank a few hundred yards up that way.  All that’s left now is the foundation.  Kind of creates a dugout into the hillside that should help muffle the gunfire.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.  “Any movement around town while we were inside?” I asked, turning to Will.

“Nothing,” he shook his head.  “This place looks dead…literally.”

“Alright, let’s go,” I told the group.

We cut our way across the road again and back behind the gas station/diner.  It only took us a couple of minutes to get to the spot Steve had told us about.  It was set back from the road maybe 30 feet and trees had grown up thick around it so that it was almost indiscernible from the road.

We walked to the stone block foundation and set our packs down on its concrete floor that was largely obscured by leaves, twigs, limbs, moss, and other debris.  The foundation’s walls rose gradually as they moved back on either side until they met with the rear wall about 75 feet away.  This wall was also block stone and was bolstered by the hillside.  It reached a height of maybe 20 feet.  Below it were piles of old bottles and jars someone had dumped and that were mixed in with other forest debris and trash.   

I fished around among the trash for a minute and found about 20 unbroken bottles, setting them up in an evenly-spaced row near the back wall.  Will and I spent the next five minutes reviewing proper handling techniques for the various guns in our possession.  We then traded out guns with the more inexperienced and had each of them try their hand with a few rounds a piece.  Then we all swapped and shot a few more rounds, and repeated the process until everyone had experienced all of the guns.  While the others were shooting, I showed Will the handgun I’d found in the gas station.

“Eh,” he gave me an Elvis-lipped sneer.  “Not great, but it’d do the trick in a jam I guess,” he yelled over the gunfire going on around us.

“Hey, the price was right,” I yelled back, loading the gun and firing off a couple rounds. 

Suddenly a bullet zipped into the concrete beside our feet.  “Whoa, whoa, whoa!  Cease fire!” I called to our students.  They were all facing toward the back wall and stopped firing to turn and give us confused looks.

Another bullet smacked in against the back of the foundation, but the gunshot didn’t come from Brian, Steve or Dad; it came from somewhere behind us.  

Will and I both ducked down low and crouched beside the others who were all knelt or lying prone on the foundation’s floor.

“Keep low!” I yelled.  “It’s somebody else!” 

I grabbed my rifle from Brian as Will took his from Dad.

“No shit!” Will said back.  “And we’re stuck in this manmade rat trap with our backs literally to the wall!”

Two more shots rang out and bullets impacted with the wall behind us as we all got down as low as we could on the concrete flooring.

“No cover in here,” I said.  “We need to get out, and fast!  Can you tell where the shots are coming from?” I asked as Will put the butt of the assault rifle to his shoulder and looked through the scope.

“Near the road,” he said.  “Over to the right…by that big tree I think.”

I shouldered my own gun and focused my eye so that I could look through the scope.  Will was right; there was someone by the tree…at least one person.  I quickly made a focused scan of the rest of the area, but couldn’t see anyone else so I scanned back to the big tree.  I saw a flash and then heard the ensuing gunshot.  The bullet went high, hitting the foundation well above us.

“Either he’s a really bad shot, or he’s just trying to warn us away,” Will said.

“Either way, we need to get the hell out of here because he apparently doesn’t want us around.  Should we fire back?” I asked.

“Hell if I know,” Will said.

Suddenly there were shots from behind us.  I looked back.  Brian was up on one knee, his handgun out, returning fire.  “If you’re not going to use those rifles, give them to someone who will,” he said, peeling off three more ear-shattering rounds.

I looked at Will.  He looked at me, raised his gun, and let loose on full automatic.  Dad, Steve, and I all followed suit.  It sounded like a war had erupted.  Bullets were tearing the leaves off trees and tearing hunks off the big tree where our unknown assailant was apparently taking cover.

Will was through his clip in about five seconds.  Everyone else was quickly out of bullets too.  My rifle was a semi-automatic, which meant that once I had it cocked, I could continue squeezing the trigger, peeling off a round at a time until my 30-round clip was emptied.  I therefore conducted a more controlled shoot, slowly squeezing off about ten rounds, each about a second apart.

“You guys reload,” I said.  “Then try to make it out of here heading in the opposite direction of that tree.  Angle your way back to the road.  I’ll cover you, then once you get there, return the favor.”

Everyone scrambled to reload their guns as I continued my regulated fire.  Will finished first, simply exchanging clips.  It took the others about 20 seconds longer, but it seemed like forever.  No more gunfire was coming from behind the big tree, but I wasn’t going to chance it.

“Ready?” I asked.

“Yeah,” came the responses.

“On my mark,” I said.  “Ready…set…go,” I marked the “go” by firing a round, then firing four more in rapid succession, and then two at a time every second until the group had cleared the foundation and was well on its way to the road.  I slowly fired four more rounds and then waited a few seconds.  

As soon as I heard the first shot from near the road, I jumped to my feet.  A bullet zipped into the wall opposite me and then another one hit a rock right in front of me.  A plume of dust went up from the impact, particulates of rock shooting into my left eye, and I felt something heavy pound me in the chest, almost knocking me off balance.  Half blinded, stunned, and choking on rock dust, I somehow started running, tearing my way through the trees for maybe 40 yards until I could see my compatriots ahead of me near the road, covering me with their gunfire.  They were herded like cattle in a drainage ditch, all clustered around Will and firing away like maniacs.  I was rubbing my eye, trying to clear it as I stumbled and threw myself into the ditch beside them.

Thank god whoever was shooting at us didn’t have a grenade.  They could have taken out the whole group right then and there we were so clustered together.

“Steve, can you get us out of here and back to the main road?” I yelled, grabbing him by the shoulder to break him from his firing.  

He stood, “Follow me!” he yelled, jumping up and moving back down the drainage ditch, away from the fire and then ducking into the forest.

I grabbed Dad, pushing him after Steve.  “Follow Steve,” I yelled, and then I did the same with Brian and Will as I brought up the rear.

Once we were maybe a quarter mile away, we stopped to regroup.  My eye was red and itchy but otherwise okay.  My chest ached and I rubbed it with a hand.

“Ah,” I inhaled sharply, pulling my hand away to look at it.  It was bleeding from a cut across my palm.  “What the hell?” I said confused as to how the cut got there.  I reached back to my chest, more carefully this time, and pulled the cigarette case that Brian had given me at the diner out of my shirt pocket.  It was dented, and several shards of jagged metal protruded from where it had been impacted by a bullet.

“So much for my new present,” I said, holding it up for Brian to see.

“No way!” he said in amazement.  “That’s awesome!  Dude, you’ve got a war trophy!”

I passed it around for the others to see.

“Guess those weren’t warning shots after all,” Dad said.

“Well, at least not after we started shooting back,” Will added.

“Who do you think it was?” asked Steve.

“No idea,” I said.  “Whoever it was, they didn’t want us around.  Guess I can’t say I blame them.  Looks like people are taking the ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ approach these days.”

“Probably somebody from the town who heard our gunfire,” said Brian.

“Yeah, well, whoever it was, let’s not bring this up back at camp, okay?” I said.  “I don’t think the women would be too pleased with us.”

Everyone nodded their agreement.

“Speaking of which, we’d better be getting back,” said Steve.  “I think we’ve had enough target practice for today and certainly worn out our welcome in Avers.”

“Nothing like trial by fire…literally,” Will agreed.

“Anyone want a cigarette?” I offered.

This time everyone joined me for a smoke.  

We also passed around the whiskey bottle I’d found in the gas station, finishing it on the way home.

CHAPTER 11

SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 7th

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

It was the one week anniversary of living in our new location, and today was inventory day.

With there being twelve of us in camp now, I was really having to watch our supply consumption and keep an eye on what was going to whom and in what quantities.

It had been determined yesterday that with the exception of Jason, since he was too young to understand, and Claire who needed to regulate her blood sugar levels, everyone would be limited to eating solely at mealtimes.  We hoped that this would keep unsupervised snacking to a minimum and help preserve our supplies.  

Claire was to act as sole distributor of food stuffs and supplies from both the refrigeration units we’d built for our coolers by the creek – and which were now running perilously low – and the root cellar we’d dug into the hillside at our camp to hold the remainder of our provisions.

I had talked to Claire about her diabetic supplies and she told me that she easily had a multi-month supply of everything she needed.  She was stretching her injections over longer periods through the juice and candy we’d brought with us as well as by watching what she ate and limiting her alcohol intake.

The alcohol was running low anyway.  We’d burned through a lot of it during our first week.  The beer was gone, and we were down to two bottles of grain alcohol and about a half gallon of whiskey and a quart of rum.  It sounded like a lot, but for nine adults – since we were considering Brian an adult – it wouldn’t last long.

The coffee was gone, and almost all the meat – with the exception of a few hot dogs, a package of chicken breasts that we’d pre-cooked to keep them from going bad, and dried meats like the beef jerky – was gone too.  This was fine with me because such supplies were difficult to keep fresh anyway, and the sooner we consumed them, the better.

We still had plenty of dried goods, but I estimated they would only last us maybe another two weeks…three if we really stretched them.  We were going to go through the starches and canned goods quicker since they just didn’t fill us up the same way meat did.

Thankfully, since Sharron was a vegetarian, she’d been foraging for all sorts of greens, berries, wild onions, chives, and a variety of roots, nuts, and plants that none of the rest of us even knew were edible.  Meanwhile, Steve knew about an old orchard nearby and took the kids there to pick apples.

Overall, I felt that things were starting to fall into place.

We’d designated Paul as “Water Boy” and it was his daily duty to go down to the creek, bring back water, boil it in a big pot we’d hung over the campfire and then refill any empty containers with drinkable water.  It was actually a pretty important job because we tended to go through quite a bit of water in the summer heat.  We explained how important he was to our health and well-being, and built him up, not only in an effort to make him feel good about what he was doing but to instill the importance of killing any bacteria that might be floating in the creek water.  Our health was in his hands we told him.

Sarah was designated as “Stick Girl” and was in charge of collecting twigs, pieces of dead wood, and small logs around the camp and surrounding area for firewood.  Brian was “Log Man” and was in charge of finding and cutting up larger logs for the fire.

Today, Will, Brian and Dad were working on a sort of lean-to shelter built up against the hillside of our camp.  We were short on tents and needed more room for everyone.  They were cutting poles for supports, chopping logs for walls, and using fresh saplings to drape across the roof, upon which they could lay the thatched roof pieces that the women and kids had created.  They really had no idea what they were doing, but it was a good learning experience, and the thing actually came out looking pretty good.  They ended up mounding leaves overtop the roof and caking the sides of the structure with creek mud and clay to keep the wind and cold out.  The interior was cleared of all growth, rocks, sticks, and debris so that it was just a hard dirt floor.  We laid several of the older blankets that my parents had brought along over the dirt.  Then we divided the space down the middle, using more of the thatching as a sort of privacy blind since both sets of parents would be sharing this area.  Each side got an air mattress, and we left it up to them as to how they’d like to decorate the rest of the interior.  It certainly wasn’t pretty, but it worked.  We nicknamed it, “The Old Folks Home.”

Next up on our to-do list was finding a good bathroom area.  Up until now we’d just kind of been going wherever, but with this many people around, such carelessness could get out of hand and start endangering our water supply and health in a hurry.  Therefore, Will and I spent the afternoon creating an outhouse of sorts around the corner of the hill on the other side of camp.  It was close enough to be easily accessible, but secluded enough to be private and away from the creek.  We dug a decent-sized hole and used several pieces of plywood we’d found at the property’s back field to cover the hole, cutting holes in the plywood’s center.  Then we used a collapsible canvas chair that Mom and Dad had brought along – cutting a hole in its center – as the toilet.   We pounded several sturdy poles in around the space, and the women and kids set to work with more of their thatching, which we then affixed to the poles in an effort to provide a privacy blind.  When the hole became too full or too disgusting to bear, we figured we’d simply pull the thatching down, move the boards, fill in the hole, and haul everything over to a new location.

That night, I made a dinner of pasta and sauce flavored with herbs and onions picked by Sharron earlier in the afternoon.  We had a dessert of boiled apples sprinkled with some brown sugar my mother had brought.  It wasn’t an extravagant meal by any means, but it fed a lot on a little, and I could really stretch one container of pasta sauce, using it more to flavor the noodles rather than as thick gravy.  I used some of the ketchup and a little sugar I’d taken from the diner in Avers to stretch the sauce a bit more for all twelve of us.  Only Jason complained a little, but at his age, kids complained about most any meal.  

I felt our camp was coming together nicely, and I was actually quite proud of our little community.  Everyone was doing something to help, and so far, there’d been little complaining from anyone about our situation or what they’d been asked to do.  It was of course certainly a switch from the lives everyone had been living just a week or so prior, but by keeping everyone occupied, I hoped they’d be too busy during the day and too tired at night to do much thinking about the lives they’d left behind.

I knew it wouldn’t last forever, but for right now, this was home.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 9th

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

Bathing was yet another obstacle we soon found ourselves coming up against.  When it’d just been Claire, Jason and me, it hadn’t been any big deal when I stumbled across my half-naked wife washing herself in the creek.  In fact, it was quite a joy.  However, now that we had multiple parts of the larger family unit all here together, getting some private time down at the ‘ol swimmin’ hole – especially with little Paul trucking back and forth on his water runs at all hours of the day – was becoming somewhat problematic.

Therefore, a couple hours after breakfast, Claire and I left Jason with the grandparents and went on a scouting mission downstream to look for a more secluded bathing area where people could relax for at least a few minutes away from the rest of the group.

It was a lovely morning for a walk.  It had cooled down dramatically during the night and a light mist clung to the forest floor.  Another layer hung high up in the trees.  Sunlight filtered through this second layer creating beautifully smoky rays.  We determined that even if we found a good bathing spot nearby, we’d continue down the creek for a ways just to check it out and enjoy some alone time together.  

I let Claire lead the way.  She looked so cute, tromping along in hiking boots and khaki shorts that hugged her butt snugly and that ended just a few short inches past the curvature of her rounded little bottom.  She wore one of my long-sleeved plaid shirts with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows and a knot binding its extra length up around her midriff so that just an inch or two of smooth white belly prevailed.  Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail to reveal a strong jawbone that met with her thin feminine neck.  

She knew exactly what she was doing.

Maybe a hundred yards downstream from the pool that acted as our current bathing area, we found another nice spot.  This one was a deeper pool sunken into the creek so that the banks rose at least five or six feet on either side.  Just past this was a small waterfall, maybe five feet high but with enough height so that the water poured over it with good force.

“Looks like we’ve found our bath and our shower,” I said, nodding at the little water fall.

“Just make sure you shower first, otherwise you’ll be showering in your own bath water,” Claire smiled.

“Mission complete,” I nodded.  “Now lets find out what else there is to see.”

I moved up beside Claire and took her hand in mine.  We walked hand-in-hand down the creek for maybe another half mile until we came to a point where the creek met with a river.  It wasn’t a big river, maybe 40 feet across at its widest section, but it appeared to run deep.

Across the creek from us, just past where the creek’s mouth met with the river, there was a bend in the river where several sets of large boulders were piled atop one another.  

“Let’s go sit over there,” I pointed to the rocks.  “Looks like a nice spot to watch the water and relax for a few minutes.”

Claire nodded and started to remove her boots.  I followed suit.  We tied our shoestrings together, slung our bound boots over our shoulders, and then I helped guide her safely across the creek’s mouth and over to the first large boulder.  It was a big one, almost as tall as Claire, but there was a step of sorts worn into the rock about halfway up.

Claire put her sweet little bare foot into the divot.  I took quick notice that the last bit of nail polish from the pedicures of our previous existence was almost worn away. 

“Give me a boost?” she said, looking back at me over her shoulder and reaching up to take hold of the top of the boulder.  She arched her back slightly so that her butt was presented to me.

I just smiled, got a good grip, and gave her a good squeeze and then a push as she pulled herself up onto the top of the boulder.

I followed close behind as she made it up onto the next rock on her own and then moved to an area where the top of one massive boulder created a smooth, table-sized flat spot large enough for us both to sit comfortably and look out over the water.

I sat down beside Claire.  The water below us was slowed by the curve of the river’s course. 

“Woo!” she said, waving a hand in front of her face.  “Good morning workout,” she laughed softly, undoing the first few buttons of her shirt, then continuing all the way down until she could shrug out of it completely.  She paused halfway through to look over at me.  “Oh…you don’t mind, do you?” she asked coyly.

I just smiled and shook my head, playing the disinterested party, “Whatever makes you comfortable.” 

There she was, one of the most amazing creatures I’d ever laid eyes upon, sitting beside me, legs drawn up in front of her where they gleamed in the sunlight, taught belly with just a small roll of skin where thorax met abdomen.  Her perfect breasts were squeezed into a bra that was one size too small and that shoved her boobs into bustier-styled pleasure mounds.  I knew she wore it just to get me going.

But I was playing hard to get.  I knew she was in need of my attentions, and I of hers, but as with any good lover, I wasn’t giving in just yet.  I wanted to slow the process, delay our gratification, intensify the experience, and test our limits of endurance by fortifying our desire.

Finally, after another minute or so, I put my hand on her knee and squeezed, running it slowly up her inner thigh.  I looked over at her.  She was looking at me.  Our eyes locked with intensity and we knew it was time.

We did it right there on the rock, our passion displacing any discomfort wrought by our stony bed.

After we finished, we sat side-by-side, naked, rejuvenated, refreshed, exhausted, pleased with ourselves.

“I think I’ll go for a swim,” Claire said, popping up to her feet.

“Okay,” I breathed, still in a sex-induced half-coma of pleasure, not fully comprehending her words but agreeing nonetheless.

She looked down at the river that ran about five feet below, stepped to the edge of the rock, and jumped.

The foolishness of the act immediately wrenched me from my daze.

“Claire!” I exclaimed, reaching out after her.  But she was already gone, splashing into the water and going under before I could stand fully upright.

I couldn’t believe she had done it.  Typically Claire was very sensible about doing silly or dangerous things.  Maybe the uninhibited sex out in the open had momentarily done something to her brain.  But my fears were quelled as she popped up just downriver of the rocks by a small logjam next to the shore.  She was smiling and fresh faced…that is until she noticed her hair.     

I stood horrified.  She looked like Medusa.  Her matted locks were writhing and wriggling as tiny serpents attempted to extract themselves.  Claire’s face went from pure delight to sheer terror in a heartbeat.  I’m sure they heard the screams all the way back at camp.  I’ve never seen Claire move so fast.  She was out of the water and back up on the shore in a matter of seconds, ripping and tearing at her head.

She was shedding snakes and clumps of hair like crazy.  By the time I got there, she was snake-free but was screaming and crying like a child while still pulling at her hair as she continued her frantic serpent search.

“It’s okay,” I grabbed her, wrapping my arms around her tight and pulling her close.  “It’s okay,” I soothed, leading her back to the rocks.

She was trembling and breathing in short bursts, trying to catch her breath.

We stood, naked, clinging to one another.  I did my best to envelop her in my arms to help provide her with some sense of security.

“Come on,” I said, leading her slowly over to a rock upon which she could sit.  She was shaking so hard, I was afraid she’d pass out from shock.  Her face was pale, her eyes still wide with fear.

It was then that I noticed her hand.  “Did one get you?” I asked, taking her hand in mine, already knowing the answer as I looked at the red swollen area with two small puncture wounds.  

I didn’t wait for her to respond.  I shot back up to the top of the rocks, grabbed our clothes, and threw my pants and boots back on.  I came back and put Claire’s shirt around her shoulders, buttoning one button.  Next, I pulled her shorts up around her legs and buttoned them.  Then I hustled back over to where she had climbed from the river to make a quick inspection.  I scanned the area where she had stood freeing herself of the snakes and found what I was looking for writhing nearby.  Intertwined with and still working to free itself from strands of Claire’s hair was a baby water moccasin.  “Fucker!” I spat, stomping its head angrily with a boot.  It’s wiggling slowly ceased.   

I rushed back over to where Claire sat, softly sobbing and holding her injured hand.  I knelt beside her and quickly undid one of the laces from her boot.  “What were you thinking?  Why would you do something like that?” I said, not so much angry at Claire as angry at the fear I was feeling for her.  I used the lace to tie around her wrist as a tourniquet to slow the spread of the venom.  I was no snake-bite expert, but I’d seen similar things done in the movies and on television, so I figured it couldn’t hurt.  She just shook her head, sobbing.

“Let’s go,” I said, not waiting for her to answer.  I helped her to her feet.  I knew it was going to be a long way back to camp, but my adrenaline was flowing and I didn’t hesitate.  I scooped her up in my arms.  “Just hang in there,” I said, shoving all my other feelings aside and giving her my most confident smile.

“John…no, I can walk,” she made an attempt to get free.

“I don’t want the venom spreading through your body any faster than it already is by you exerting yourself,” I said.  “I can do this.”

And I did.  While I had to stop for a minute to catch my breath along the way, I carried Claire all the way back to camp.  I felt like I was going to die.  It was like one of those stories you hear about a mother who lifts a car off her crushed child or similar inhuman feat of strength that is only possible under extreme circumstances.

I did my best to talk to Claire along the way, heaving out a few words between gasps for air to keep her focused on anything but the snake bite.  I’d never been bitten by a snake.  I didn’t know anyone who had been bitten by a snake.  And I had no idea what the effects of this particular bite might be.  By the time we made it back to camp, Claire was almost unconscious.  The parents were all waiting for us, looking panicked, indeed having heard Claire’s distant screams.      

Steve, her father, was there first.  “What happened?” he asked, his concerned eyes betraying his relatively calm demeanor.  

“Bit by a snake,” I said, laying Claire on the ground and dropping exhaustedly beside her.

“What kind?” asked her father.

I shook my head, gasping for breath, then managed, “Water…moccasin.”

“Big one?” he asked, looking at her hand to which I had pointed.

I shook my head “no.”  “Baby,” I gasped.  “Got in her hair…while she was…swimming.”  

He looked relieved, nodding.  “She’ll be alright,” he said.  “Going to be a rough day for her, but I’ve seen this before…been through it before actually.  Got bit when I was a kid down here.  Sucks, and hurts like hell, but she’ll make it.  Going to have a pretty messed up hand for a while though.” 

Claire was still semi-conscious and moving, but she looked very pale.  “I feel sick,” she said suddenly, rolling over on her side and vomiting. 

“She must be in shock, poor thing,” my mother said.

I nodded, finally starting to recover from the trip back, “You would be too.  She jumped in the water and came up right into a nest of the things.  Lucky she only got bit once.  Had them all stuck in her hair.  It was horrible and scared the living daylights out of her.”

Both moms shivered at the thought.

I hiked back to the spot later in the day and retrieved the rest of our clothing and Claire’s boots.  Thankfully, the kids had been out with my father apple hunting, so they missed the entire episode, but it made for a great story around the campfire once Claire had recovered enough to tell it.  I left it to her to tell since she had been the one to suffer through it.  Her hand was bruised and swollen around the bite marks and she had a few muscle spasms and a lot of pain in her hand throughout the night, but we wrapped it up well and dosed her up on some aspirin we’d brought along.  More than anything, she was mad about the bald spot she’d made on her head when trying to remove the snakes.

The next day, she was in good enough shape to help out around the camp, but I now had a feeling that showers for Claire at the little waterfall were going to be as close as she came to getting into the water from here on out.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 10th

9:30 a.m.

AVERS, ILLINOIS

 

His moans had been going on almost continuously for hours and Joanna knew he wasn’t likely to live much longer.  At this point, maybe it was just as well.  He was in agony, and there was no hope of his pulling through.

After the firefight with the outsiders at the old bank in which Robby had been shot, she’d been afraid to leave the house.  There was hardly any reason left to go outside anyway.  Their small town had been virtually wiped out by the sickness.  Janet, Robby, and Shane – her five-year-old son – were the only ones left besides her, and she didn’t expect Robby to see tomorrow.  

She was becoming accustomed to loss, not used to it, just more hardened against its effects.  Her father, mother, and brother had already been taken by the flu, along with more than a dozen others from their tiny town.  

Their food supply was now almost gone.  They’d raided the gas station, the diner, and the kitchens of the surrounding homes.  They were afraid to venture outside their tiny community since all forms of communication were now useless and they had no idea what was happening in the outside world.  And now there appeared to be roving gangs of armed men coming in to shoot up the town.  Robby had been out hunting when he’d discovered them.  He’d made a stupid move in trying to scare off the intruders and had gotten himself shot in the process.

Joanna carefully lifted the blood-soaked gauze covering Robby’s wound, eliciting a scream from him in the process.  She dabbed gingerly at the fluids leaking from the hole in his abdomen, which only made his cries worse.  She wondered why she was even bothering.  The exit wound on the other side was even worse, but she dared not move him to get to it.

She gritted her teeth as he screamed once more, begging her to put him out of his misery.

Janet, the neighbor girl who had celebrated her sweet sixteen party with the rest of the town at their little diner just weeks before this hellish disease had claimed its first victim, sat in an oversized sofa chair nearby holding little Shane tight to her.  They had turned the living room couch into Robby’s bed largely because they’d been unable to move him anywhere else, and this allowed the kids to sleep upstairs, away from his moaning that continued throughout the night.

Joanna looked over at Janet whose young fresh face just weeks earlier had held so much energy and life.  Now it looked tired and haggard.  Dark bags had formed beneath her eyes from lack of sleep and her face had thinned noticeably as food had become scarce.  “Take Shane upstairs,” Joanna told her.

Robby, who had lived across the street from them before this whole thing started and who had worked at the local gas station, passed out again from the pain, but moments later, he continued to moan deliriously in his sleep.

“Don’t come back down until I call for you.  Understand me?” Joanna emphasized to Janet, eyebrows raised.

Janet and Shane nodded that they did and quietly slid off the chair and made their way upstairs.

Joanna waited until she heard the bedroom door close upstairs and then stood, knowing what she had to do.  It would be better for everyone she reasoned.  Letting Robby live would only prolong his discomfort and the inevitable.

She hated having to use a bullet for the job though; then she hated herself for having such a thought.  Robby had dropped his rifle when he’d been wounded several days ago and she was afraid to go out and retrieve it.  The armed men might still be out there for all she knew, and if Robby was no match for them, she certainly wouldn’t stand a chance.

She picked up her ex-husband’s old handgun from where it sat on the dining room table and ejected the clip.  She’d watched him fiddle with it enough times after dinner to know how.  One by one, she used her thumb to eject the rounds from the clip – ten in total, plus one in the chamber.  Another eight rounds sat in a small bowl on the tabletop.  

It was all the ammunition she had for the stupid thing.  She never really expected to have to use it, and had only taken it during the divorce to piss off her ex.

Joanna took a deep breath and then reloaded the clip, slowly, buying time against what she knew was coming, what she knew she had to do.  Even though death had made its presence well known lately, it was still hard to see.  

As a single mother, Joanna had suffered through some rough patches over the years, but this sort of thing had never been in the cards.  Her plan as a 30-year-old, recently divorced mother had been to come back home to Avers, take a breather from life, regroup at Mom and Dad’s house for a little while, get her life back in order, and start looking for work.  She’d been waiting tables at the diner across the street when she’d met Robby who had shown some interest.  He didn’t have much going for him, but he was stable, hard working, had a house of his own; and most importantly, he got along well with her little boy.  Even though she was a single mother, Joanna was still reasonably young, quite attractive, and she thought there might be a future for the relationship.  Thankfully, she hadn’t gotten her hopes up.  Now there would be no future, at least not with Robby. 

He was moaning again.  The sound was almost a constant presence now, and it was driving her crazy.  He let out a long scream, and Joanna let the clip and the few remaining bullets to be loaded clatter onto the tabletop as she covered her ears with her hands.  

Finally, she got the clip reloaded.  She slid it back into the gun, chambered a round, rose from the table, and walked back into the living room.  Robby started convulsing on the couch and she stood watching, waiting.  He suddenly went rigid and then stopped.  She found herself hoping he was dead, but a few seconds later he disappointed her with another teeth-grating scream.  It was the one that pushed her over the edge.  It did something to her brain.  Like hitting an “on” switch, it flipped her into a different Joanna.  She quietly walked over, picked up a pillow from the end of the sofa and put it over Robby’s face.  There she held it firmly in place, pressed the muzzle of the gun hard into the pillow, turned her head away, held her breath, braced herself, and squeezed the trigger.

Nothing happened.

She exhaled remembering the gun’s safety.

She could hear Robby’s moans turning from pain to fear.  She had to release her hold on the pillow to switch the safety off, and in the process the pillow had slid from Robby’s face.  He was aware now and looked scared, his eyes wide.

“Jo, what are you doing?  Jo, please don’t.  I’m scared,” he whined.

His words stung her, and she felt as if she was doing something wrong, but she was trying to do what was right, what Robby himself had asked of her.

“Jo, no, no, no, please,” he shook his head.  “I’m scared,” he began to cry.

She didn’t say a word.  It ripped her heart out, but she knew it was the right thing to do, the right thing for everyone.  As quickly as she could, she clicked the safety off and picked the pillow up from off the floor.  Not even looking back at Robby, she used it to cover his face, moved the gun over it, and squeezed the trigger.

This time she was almost relieved to hear the sound of the shot as it ripped into the pillow, its blast echoing through the house.  Robby’s body went still but Joanna held the pillow in place until she was sure he was dead and then left it there, not wanting to see the results of what she’d done.  She’d have enough guilt to live with without that last image of Robby etched into her mind.

She called for Janet, and the two of them managed to wrap Robby’s body in a blanket and drag it to the garage out back.  It took them nearly 15 minutes, and Shane waited patiently upstairs the whole time.  He was such a good boy.

Joanna wasn’t worried about the stink Robby’s rotting corpse would eventually make come spring.  She’d already made a decision.  It was time to go – time to leave Avers.  When to leave and where to go were the questions that now lingered in her mind.

 

10:30 a.m.

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

There was actually a little frost on the ground when we crawled from our tent earlier in the morning.  How things had changed.  The day we arrived, the heat seemed almost unbearable, and here we were, not even having reached the middle of September, and it had actually gotten chilly.  

Yesterday, we’d headed back to the vehicles to load up with some of the heavier clothing we were still storing inside them.  And this morning, after our breakfast of peanut butter sandwiches and some hot tea, we even went and started all the vehicles just to let the engines run for a while to ensure the batteries remained charged.  We wanted to make sure that everything was ready and running just in case we ever needed to move fast.

After we were done with this, and the others had finished cleaning up from breakfast and getting ready for the day, everyone scattered to work on their chores.  Dad and I decided to try our hand at a little hunting.  Typically, I would have taken Will with me since he was more familiar with firearms, but lately we’d been trying to do a little cross-training among the group, getting others involved in things they might not have much experience with otherwise.  Will was going to give a class on gun safety with the women and kids, so I though it a perfect time to take Dad out for a hunt now that the camp was completely out of fresh meat.  I realized that fall would be upon us soon and that we’d be out of many of the foods we’d brought with us or been able to forage for thus far.  Added to this concern was the worrisome fact that yesterday we’d finally lost the last repeated radio transmission from the Emergency Alert System.  

It appeared as though we’d be fending for ourselves from this point on.

Dad and I walked probably about a half mile along the river that Claire and I had visited yesterday before we discovered a sandy shore littered with hoof prints and other animal tracks.  Nearby we found a spot where the river widened out and was shallow enough that we could wade across.  Once on the other side, we took up positions atop the bank and behind some brush.

“Wonder what happened to your brother-in-law Kevin and his family?” he said softly after we’d settled in downwind of the shore where we’d seen the tracks.  “You sent him one of those letters, right?”

I nodded.  “I don’t know,” I said.  “They’re probably pretty much stuck if they stayed in Chicago.  But I’m afraid most people didn’t start taking this thing seriously until it was too late.  And there wasn’t much time once things started falling apart.  I’m hoping they’re holed up back home just trying to ride things out.  Maybe they’ll make it down eventually.”

He nodded, “Yeah, maybe,” he said, but he didn’t sound very confident in his words.

“I sent letters to cousin Chris and my buddy from college, Ray…you know, the one in the FBI.”

“Oh yeah?” Dad said.

“I thought he’d be down here for sure.  I mean, he was over in Iraq for a while and knows how to take care of himself.  I just had a feeling he would come.”  I shook my head and sighed.

“Unfortunately, with the way things look to be headed, we may never know what became of them,” Dad said sadly.

We sat mostly silent, waiting for the next hour.  In the past, I probably would have found myself impatient in such a situation, but now, what else was there to do?  This was “work” in our new lives.

Eventually, a mid-sized doe wandered from between the trees across from us.  I nudged Dad, “She’s all yours,” I whispered.  “I’d wait until she’s focused on drinking and then take her.”

He nodded nervously.

“Don’t worry,” I said.  “I’ll back you up.  If you wound her, I’ll do my best to finish her quick.”

I watched as he waited for the deer to start drinking, and then he slowly raised his rifle.  I did the same, ready in case he missed.  I could hear Dad’s steady breathing as he aimed, held his breath and then exhaled softly.  The shot exploded through the silence of a wonderfully peaceful day.

Through the scope of my rifle, I could tell it was a great shot and the deer dropped almost instantly and remained motionless.  

I was probably just as proud of my father as he was of himself.  I knew hunting wasn’t his thing, but I wanted him to feel like an integral part of the camp.  Up to this point, he hadn’t been able to offer much other than childcare services for the kids and helping to pick apples, which were certainly contributions, don’t get me wrong.  However, now he was a provider again, and to a man of his age, really of any age, that meant something.

We worked our way back up stream to cross the river and then down again to the beach where our fresh kill lay.  I didn’t really know what I was doing when it came to gutting and cleaning the animal, so Dad and I decided to haul the deer back with us to camp.  Steve used to hunt in his younger days and would be able to guide us in the process.  We found two small trees, which I cut down with my hatchet, and we formed them into poles.  We tied a front and rear leg of the deer to each pole and then used them to lift the carcass on our shoulders and lug it back to camp.  It was a tough hike, especially for my father, who having worked in the antiques business for years really wasn’t used to this type of physical activity.  But he was so proud of his accomplishment that the effort didn’t seem to affect him much.

That night around the campfire, Dad couldn’t hide his pride as he asked everyone how they liked the meat and beamed as we enjoyed our venison and instant mashed potatoes drizzled in greasy gravy that I’d made from the cooked venison drippings.  Shannon of course didn’t partake, choosing to eat the mashed potatoes with some onions and chives she’d collected.  We also portioned out some salted peanuts to serve as her protein.

After dinner, the kids roasted the last of the marshmallows that were growing into one giant humidity-formed clump inside their bag.  Jason, who ended the day covered in a sticky mixture of blackberry stain from a patch they’d stumbled across during their wanderings, and marshmallow goo, was fat and happy.  He crawled silently off into the tent on his own to fall asleep on his full little belly.

Jason loved the tent.  He thought it was the coolest thing in the world to get to sleep with Mommy and Daddy in a tent every night.  Last night, when it was chilly, I had to admit, I didn’t mind his warm little body there acting as a tiny furnace between Claire and me.  We called him “our little lava rock” because he was always so damn warm.

Our camp was becoming a cozy little village.  Claire and I had our tent, and Will and Sharron shared theirs’ with Paul and Sarah, which must have been a tight squeeze, but they seemed to make it work.  We’d made some improvements to the “lean-to for the aged and infirm” as our parents had now jokingly christened it, and they had made the inside as cozy as an Indian teepee.  Emily and my mother had even taken blankets and sewn them together and then stuffed the space between them with pine needles and grasses to add extra cushion and warmth to their air mattress bed.  Brian had built himself a small tent of his own, making it out saplings he cut as supports and an extra tarp we had donated to the cause.  He then layered the tarp with several heavy-duty garbage bags to keep the moisture to a minimum as well as act as insulation.  Atop this he had mounded a thick layer of leaves and then moss to help keep the plastic in place and from being torn by the wind.

All these little homes were formed up around the campfire area, the picnic table wedged in between the old folks’ home and Brian’s tent near where we’d dug our root cellar.   

As the group sat watching the fire after dinner, I asked, “Sharron, do you think you can preserve some of the stuff we’re picking now before winter comes?”

She nodded in the darkness of night, her face illuminated only by the warm glow of the campfire.  We had all changed into pants and long-sleeved shirts for the evening.  

“I think so,” she said.  “I might need some help drying things, you know, laying them all out, covering them, and making sure they aren’t disturbed by animals and insects.  But yeah, I think with the apples and definitely the herbs and roots and stuff, I can start working on that.”

“Good,” I nodded.  “I think that should be one of our top priorities as we move into fall.  Food preservation, hunting, and wood gathering are our top areas of focus for winter prep.”

“I can help Sharron with the food preservation,” Emily piped up.

“Me too,” said my mother.  “Kind of sounds like fun.”

“I’ll do that too,” said Sarah excitedly.

“And I can help Brian out with the wood cutting,” Steve added.

“I’d like to do that too,” said Paul.  “I can do it when I’m not hauling water.”

“Great,” I said, happy that everyone was finding their niches and wanting to help.

“Dad, Will – you guys good with being the hunting party?  I figure we can switch off, me and Dad, Dad and Will, me and Will.  The one who stays behind can be the cleaner and preparer of the meat when the other two get back.  We still have plenty of salt for helping with preservation.”

They both nodded their agreement.

“Claire, can you remain supply clerk, help with meal planning and preparation, as well as assist with the meat we bring back?”

“Sounds perfect,” she said.

“Good,” I nodded.  “I think winter is going to be here before we know it, and we need to be ready.  None of us have ever lived outside during the winter, and I think it’s going to be a shock to the system.  We need to winterize our tents and sleeping areas.  Just from my experience camping, it can be damn cold when you’re sleeping outdoors.  Any extra blankets or clothing still in anyone’s car should be brought to camp for additional warmth at night.  We should also be checking for any tears or holes in our tents or living quarters and patching or repairing them as needed to retain as much heat as possible.  I’d start sleeping in layers now.  If you get too hot, it’s easier to shed a few blankets than have to get up in the middle of the night and find more clothing once you’re half frozen.  We’ll start cleaning and drying the pelts of any of the animals we kill to make blankets or clothing from because I think we’ll be looking for anything to help keep us warm once winter hits.  Maybe in a couple weeks or so, we can make a trip to Avers and check out some of the houses for additional blankets and bedding.  If it gets too bad, we can always sleep in the vehicles, but I hope it won’t come to that.  And that’s another point, we’ll have to make at least a daily trip down to start the cars once winter hits.  I don’t want them dying because they aren’t started regularly.

“Any questions?” I asked.

It was kind of an impromptu meeting, but these were vital items that needed to be covered, and sooner rather than later.

“I don’t have any boots for winter,” Sarah said.

“Hmm,” I said, looking at Will and thinking.  “Could we use some sort of animal pelt or something to wrap around her regular shoes and make them kind of like boots…mukluks of something?”

He shrugged, “Maybe.  I’m not really sure.  If we could get a beaver or muskrat or something, it might work.”

“We’ll put it on the to-do list,” I said.  “Otherwise, we might just have to wrap those little feet up in plastic bags,” I half joked with Sarah.

She laughed, not taking me seriously, even though I kind of was.

“Until then, we’ll just pray for no snow.  Anything else?”

“How much food should I be trying to set aside for winter?” Sharron asked.

“As much as possible.  Everything and anything you can find that’s edible and that will last.  It’ll be a long time until spring, even if we have a mild winter, and I don’t want us starving out here or having to make runs into dangerous areas to scavenge for food.  We still don’t know what the situation is in the bigger towns.”

“Maybe we should make a run into Carbondale or somewhere more populated to see what the situation is,” Brian offered.  “Even the houses in Avers might have some good winter gear in them.”  

I shook my head, “We lost the last radio signal we had yesterday and that’s anything but a good sign for what’s going on in the outside world.  I think it’s still too soon.  In fact, I think this is probably the most dangerous time.  Even those who were somewhat prepared for this kind of thing are probably starting to run out of food and getting desperate.  Sure, I’d like to know what’s going on, but I can’t imagine it’s anything good.  You remember what happened in Avers.  If you want, maybe we can take a walk out to the road in a week and see what the situation is.  We can check to see if there is any traffic or anything.  I think that people out on the roads again would be a good indication of things starting to get back to normal.  Everyone agree?”

There were murmurs of general consensus and even Brian nodded his participation in the plan.  He was kind of a wild-child but seemed like an overall good kid.

“Wait,” Claire said, frowning.  “What did happen in Avers?”

I suddenly realized that I’d blown it.  I’d forgotten that not everyone knew about the firefight that had taken place on our trip in to town.

I took a deep breath, “We got shot at,” I said, skimming over the fact that I’d actually been shot, but Brian took care of that for me.

With the cat out of the bag, he jumped in excitedly, “John got shot, but the cigarette case I gave him stopped the bullet!”

The questions began rapid fire from the wives and mothers and it took me and the other men a good ten minutes to quell all their concerns.

“Everything is fine.  This is exactly why I didn’t want to tell you,” I tried to end the conversation.  “You all make a bigger deal out of things than they need to be.”

“I think your getting shot equates to a pretty big deal,” Claire said.  I could tell she was pissed.

“What’s done is done,” I said.

“How do we know that these people won’t be out looking for us?” Mom asked.

“I think it was only one person,” answered Will.  “We put up a pretty strong show of force, so I think whoever it was knows not to mess with us again.”

“Anything else?” I asked.  This time, there was silence.  “Okay, then I suggest we all get to bed soon in preparation for a busy day tomorrow.”

With that, I stood and headed for the tent.

Claire followed a few minutes later after cleaning up the remnants of the evening’s dinner.  Inside, Jason had rolled completely off the air mattress and lay in his tighty whiteys, bare-chested and bare-legged.  I lay down next to him and slid him back onto the mattress, pulling the blankets over him.  Within minutes, he’d pushed them off again.

“He’ll deal with it when he gets cold,” Claire said, entering the tent.  She zipped the entry flap to the tent up behind her, crawled into bed beside me, and clicked off her flashlight.

“How does he stay so warm?” I pondered aloud.

“He’s a little freak of nature,” Claire smiled.  “Our little freak of nature,” she said, reaching over to put a hand on my arm.  “Why didn’t you tell me about getting shot?” she asked.  “I mean, I understand not telling the others, but I’m your wife.”

“Even more reason not to tell you,” I said.  “You care the most.”

“That’s why it worries me.  Not only are you smoking and getting shot at, but you’re not telling me about what’s going on.  John, I need to be able to trust you.  I have to be able to count on you, especially now…in this world.” 

“How’s you’re hand,” I asked, taking it gently in mine.

“It’s better…but don’t change the subject.”

“Fine, I won’t.  You want to know why I didn’t say anything?  Because I’m trying to build a community here.  These people may not show it, but I’m sure they’re freaking out a little bit.  They’re out here in the wilderness, living a life they know nothing about, in a place most of them know nothing about.  They have no idea what’s going on back in civilization, what’s happened to their homes, their jobs, their friends and other family.  The guys and I decided not to talk about what happened because we have enough to worry about right now and so do you.  I don’t need you girls going bananas every time we have to do something.  This is part of our way of life now.  We’re probably going to have to do some dangerous things, and getting shot at might become more of a regular occurrence than we ever thought it would be or even could be.  So I’m sorry…I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but the last thing I need is for you to be inhibiting my ability to act as a stabilizing force in our group by being overly cautious about where I’m going and what I’m doing. And that’s exactly what you would have done if you’d known about the fire-fight; and that would have translated to worry among the other wives and mothers.”

She was silent as she thought about what I’d said.  Then she said, “You’re right, I would have treated you differently, and I still will now that I know.  I’ll appreciate you more.”  She wrapped her arm around me tight and squeezed.  She sighed, “I take you out of civilization for two weeks Mr. John Stevens and you’re smoking, getting shot at, and generally turning into a wild man who sweeps his wife off her feet and carries her to safety.  What’s next, a whiskey still behind the tent?”

“Not a bad idea,” I shrugged.

She leaned closer to kiss me on the cheek, “I don’t care about the smoking…just stop the getting shot at, will you?”

“I’ll do my best,” I said as I yawned and pulled the blankets up around us, feeling my sweet wife as she snuggled up close to me.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 16th

1 a.m.

CHICAGO’S SOUTH SIDE

 

“Got everything packed?” Pam asked as Ray finished cramming the last few items inside his army pack and then zipped it up.

“About all I can carry and still be able to move,” he said.  “Not much food left to pack anyway…mostly ammo.  Hope John is as set up down state as he said he’d be.”

“Yeah, your idea about holding out up here until things got better didn’t really work out, did it?” Pam frowned at him in the darkness.

“Hey, come on, how was I supposed to know the world was coming to an end?”

 They stood in the kitchen which was lit only by a small battery-powered lantern.  Pam peeked through the kitchen blinds of their third-floor walkup apartment and down at the street.

“Lucky we’ve been able to hold out this long,” Ray added.  “See anything down there?”

The street was illuminated by the light of the moon and a burning car.  “Just the usual…trash, abandoned vehicles, a few bodies, wandering dog, car fire,” Pam said, dejectedly.  Several gunshots echoed in the distance, silencing Pam as she pulled her head back from the window, letting the blinds snap shut.

“Guess somebody’s still alive out there,” Ray said.

“And they don’t sound happy,” Pam added.

Ray snorted, “You think they should be?  This place is a hell hole.  It’s why we have to get out of here.  Fucking death trap.  Between the sickness and the fucking crazy assholes out there shooting people for a loaf of bread, we’ve got no chance if we stay.  It’d just be a matter of time.  Only hope we have is to make it down to John.  I just pray he’s there like he said he’d be.”

 “And if he’s not?” Pam asked, making some final adjustments to her own pack and slipping it onto her back.

Ray just shrugged in the darkness and put his handgun in his FBI-issued shoulder holster.  He picked up a pump-action shotgun.  “You ready?” he asked.

Pam picked up the assault rifle he’d given her.

“Remember, safety off just like I showed you,” he said.  “Then just aim at whatever you want to kill, squeeze the trigger, and hold tight until it’s dead.  Got it?”

She nodded nervously.

“Once we go, we don’t stop for anyone or anything,” Ray said.

“Hummer’s gassed up?” Pam asked. 

“Yeah,” Ray said, hefting his own pack and adjusting it to sit comfortably on his back.  “Siphoned some gas last night from a car down the street and topped it off.  I put some extra gas in the back just in case.  Don’t know if we’ll make it on just one tank.”

They came together in the center of their tiny kitchen, embracing tightly, kissing long and hard.  He looked at her in the darkness wondering how he’d been so lucky to end up with such a lovely woman.  He’d been a lousy Mexican street punk from East Chicago steeling cars and getting into fights.  She was a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, fair-skinned Greek goddess who was a straight-A student.  They’d met their sophomore in high school, a meeting that had changed Ray’s life.  He’d probably be a casualty of gang violence if not for Pam.  Instead, he was – or at least had been until the flu hit – a successful member of the FBI’s Joint Terrorism Task Force.

“Love you, babe,” he said.

“Me too,” she said back.  “Let’s go.”

Together they did their best to quietly remove the barricade that blocked their back door and that led to an enclosed staircase that exited into the apartment building’s parking area.  They hadn’t heard much from their neighbors over the last week and figured that most had either fled or died from the sickness.  

Ray hit the door hinges with a blast of lubricating spray before he unlatched the two locks and the chain that secured the door.  He didn’t want any undue noise giving away their escape.  He went out first and checked the stairwell landing, then let Pam come out.  He closed the door behind them out of habit, but he didn’t lock it.  He didn’t see the need.  He knew they would never be back.

They crept stealthily down the three flights of stairs.  At the bottom landing, they paused one last time to make sure everything was in place and ready…and that they were ready.  Ray opened the steel door leading out to the parking lot just a fraction of an inch and scanned the surrounding area.  Seeing the lot now littered with stripped and burned out vehicles, he found himself thankful that they’d paid the extra $50 a month for a small one-car garage in which to park their Hummer.

He let the door softly close and turned to Pam, “Looks clear.  Give me your bag and thirty seconds.  I’ll go throw our stuff in, start the car, and get the garage door open.  I’ll pull up right here.  As soon as you hear me, be ready to jump inside.  Got it?”

Pam nodded.

“Remember what I told you about the gun?”

She nodded again.

He took a deep breath, double-checked his shotgun, turned the door handle, and pushed his way outside.

Ray made his way across the parking lot in seconds flat.  His keys out and ready, he unlocked the garage’s side door and was quickly inside.  He’d unlocked the vehicle remotely on his way and he quickly tossed their bags into the back seat.  Next, he opened the front door, reached inside to start the engine and then moved around in back of the vehicle to manually open the garage door. 

 He shoved the door upward hard with one hand, holding his shotgun in the other, instantly scanned the parking lot and perimeter while he did so.  There were still no signs of movement.  Moving back to the front of the vehicle, he jumped inside, closed the driver’s side door, wedged the shotgun – barrel up – into the center console, and rolled down the front windows.  Then he pulled his handgun from his waist, laid it in his lap, threw the Hummer into reverse, and gunned it back out into the parking lot.

They had waited several extra days to leave, hoping that the moon’s presence would help them travel at least part of the way without using their headlights.  However, when a cloud passed over the moon – as one had just as Ray exited the garage – it made it very difficult to see.  

The car fire that had been burning out on the street had faded to a light smolder, which didn’t help things.  It was amazing how dark the city was at night with no electricity – like a black forest of brick and steel.  

Ray roared the Hummer back blindly until he didn’t feel it safe to continue, then he made a decision he felt necessary, he flipped on the headlights so that he could see where to pick up Pam.  As he threw the Hummer into drive and punched the gas, heading toward the rear of their building, it was like watching nighttime insects attracted to a light.  As he stopped at their building’s rear entrance, he began to detect movement around the perimeter of the area the Hummer’s headlights illuminated.  Pam jumped in beside him and slammed the door shut, gun in hand.

“Hit it!” she said.

Ray stomped the gas.  The Hummer’s wheels squealed as they searched for traction, then found grip, lurching the vehicle forward.  Suddenly a gunshot rang out and something struck the Hummer.  Ray couldn’t tell exactly where it hit, but he didn’t wait to find out as the shot was followed by multiple others.  Thuds and dings could be heard impacting with his side of the vehicle.  And as they neared where the parking area met the street, Ray could see flashes of light where the gunfire was issuing from a store on a nearby corner.  It was the same corner that they would have to pass again once they hit the street, so Ray grabbed the handgun from his lap and stuck it out the open window with one arm while slowing the Hummer and maneuvering it out onto the street with the other.  He squeezed the trigger fast at first, reeling off four quick shots, and then methodically, another two in quick succession, followed by a brief pause, then another two.

Moments later, they were on the street and Ray increased their speed, hitting the gas to clear the danger point as quickly as possible.  He was nearly even with the spot from which the gunfire had originated, but saw no other flashes.

“Ray!” Pam suddenly screamed, grabbing hold of his arm that still held the steering wheel.

Maybe 50 yards ahead of them, in the middle of the street, there were two cars pushed bumper to bumper as a roadblock.  Boards, trash cans and other debris littered the area around the makeshift obstacle.

Ray didn’t hesitate; he couldn’t hesitate.

“Hold on,” was all he said as he gunned the Hummer even faster, pulling his hand inside and dropping the gun in his lap so that he could better control the vehicle.

He positioned the Hummer in the center of the street so that it would hit the two cars blocking the road near the point at which their bumpers met.

There were some soft bumps, then some bangs, and then harder jolts and crunches as they crushed some of the smaller blocking debris ahead of the two vehicles.  Then they hit the roadblock, jolting them hard in their seats as the impact forced the two vehicles apart, pushing each off toward their respective sides of the street.  The front hood of the Hummer crinkled slightly, rising about an inch or two at the point nearest the fender, and the right headlight went out as they cleared the roadblock.  The sound of automatic gunfire was now erupting around them, and what Ray feared most, happened.  The Hummer suddenly lurched, pulling to one side as bullets struck Pam’s side of the vehicle.  Then the whole chassis sank, angling down and slightly to the right.  The vehicle slowed, continuing to pull toward the passenger side.

“Shit!  They got the tire!” Ray shouted.

The sounds of gunfire faded but they were still too close to stop.  Suddenly the rear passenger side window shattered as did the back windshield.  Pam screamed, ducking in her seat and covering her head.  In the dark, Ray couldn’t see whether she’d been hit.

He struggled to keep the Hummer straight and moving forward as fast as safely possible with a tire down.  The pull and the vehicle’s angle told him it was the right front and that it wouldn’t be long before the tire completely disintegrated.  But he had to keep pushing.

They hooked a right onto a major thoroughfare, getting them off of the side streets and out to an area that was less populated.  Ray slowed, almost imperceptibly, but enough that he hoped he could keep the tire intact for another half mile or so.

“You okay?” he called to Pam over the thunking noise the tire was now making and the rush of the open air coming in through the windows.

“Yeah,” she called back.

Ahead of them, Ray saw the entrance for the emergency stopping point they had planned out in advance just in case they met with this sort of trouble or somehow became separated during their escape.  The spot was a little used forest preserve they used to come to get away from the feel of the city.  The area was seldom visited anymore and largely overgrown during the summer.  It had a long access road with a little parking lot near a stream about a half mile back.  Ray thought it the perfect “safe-spot” should they need it.  

The moon had moved from behind the clouds by this point, but as soon as they hit the forest preserve’s access road, the thickness of the tree cover was too much for it to penetrate.  Ray slowed enough so that he could just use the running lights – which still appeared to be working after their collision – to guide their way.

They drove slowly to the parking area.

“Get a flashlight out of my bag so that we’re ready to go when we get there,” Ray said.

  Pam unbuckled her seatbelt, climbed into the backseat and began to rummage through Ray’s pack.

“I can’t find shit in here,” she said.  “Can I hit the overhead light?”

“Make it quick,” answered Ray.

Pam popped on the map light and started her digging again.  It was then she noticed the blood.  It was on her hand and all over her pants.  She immediately did a quick feel of her body, searching for the wound.  Her fears faded as she realized that she was uninjured, but they immediately flared again as she realized the blood must have come from somewhere within the vehicle.

“Ray…are you…”

“I’m fine…just find the flashlight,” came the response.

“But Ray…”

“Pam, I’m fine,” came his calmly cool voice. “Just do like I say.”

There wasn’t time for arguing, so Pam kept digging until she found a long, steel-handled security-guard style flashlight.

She pulled it from the pack and climbed back into the front seat.

“We’re almost to the parking spot, Pam.  I’ll need you to hold the light and the lug-nuts while I change the tire.”

“Okay,” she said.  “Are you sure you can…”

“I’m sure,” he cut her short.

They pulled into the forest preserve’s small parking lot.  Ray killed the running lights and then the engine and got out.  He moved fast.  He had the back of the Hummer open, the jack and tire iron out, and the spare tire ready almost before Pam was even out of the vehicle.  He was prepared for this.

He met her near the front tire.  As Pam clicked on the flashlight to assist her husband in his work, the sound of two more clicks sounded right beside them.

“Drop the tire iron and turn off the light,” a stern voice commanded.

Ray felt the cold hard press of steel against his temple.  

Both he and Pam did exactly as they were told.

 

1:07 a.m.

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

“John?”

“What?” I murmured, rolling over, still half asleep.

“I have to pee.”

“And?”

“It’s so cold, and it’s windy.”

“Well, I can’t do it for you,” I rolled back over.

“Can I do it in the tent?”

“What?” I said, wondering if I had just dreamed what I’d heard. 

“I don’t want to go out there.  There’s a pot in here I could use.”

“Oh my god, Claire,” I exhaled in nocturnal exasperation.  “Do whatever you have to do.”

I had to agree though, it was cold out there.  And even with our winter preparations, the tent wasn’t doing much to keep out the chill.  I was hoping we’d have an Indian summer coming on shortly, but I was worried about what winter would bring.  It would take some time to rebuild that winter hardiness our ancestors once knew.  Our modern bodies were no longer conditioned for outdoor living.

I lay there thinking about winter.  Food would be hard to come by and even harder for Sharron who couldn’t or wouldn’t eat meat.  Fruits, veggies, grains, and herbs weren’t exactly abundant in Illinois during the winter season, and I wondered if this might be enough to push her back into a carnivorous state.  But that was the least of my concerns.  Staying warm, killing enough to eat, and ensuring that we had enough wood to remain warm and boil fresh drinking water for the group, were the items at the top of my list.  There were already grumblings about the cold and we weren’t anywhere near winter temperatures yet.  

It was going to be a long, cold, tough winter.  A few more scouting missions might not be a bad idea.  A house or some sort of structure to hold out in could be the better route to go; but for right now, we were still roughing it in the great outdoors.

 

1:09 a.m.

CHICAGO’S SOUTH SIDE

 

Ray did as he was told, and Pam followed suit.  “I’m a federal agent,” Ray said, hoping it might do some good, and at the same time, hoping it wouldn’t hurt.

The voice behind him scoffed, “In what world?  Not this one…not anymore.”

He felt hands search him, find his gun, jerk it from his shoulder holster.  More hands probed, searched, pulled his wallet and identification from his back pocket.

A second later, a voice said, “Dad, he’s not lying.  He’s got a real FBI badge.”

“Might be real,” the voice said.  “Might not.  Doesn’t really matter.”

Ray felt the gun move away from his head and then a hand shove him hard on the shoulder, pushing him up against the Hummer.  

“Why you here?” a voice asked.  

Ray’s eyes had yet to adjust to night vision and he couldn’t see who was talking or how many people there were around them.

“Need to change a tire,” Ray said.  He’d learned that in situations like this, it was best to keep answers concise.

A flashlight clicked on next to him and played across the Hummer, highlighting its side, pockmarked with bullet holes.  Then it shined down to the deflated and now shredded tire.  “Looks like you took quite a bit of gunfire.”  The light then moved over to Ray and his injured arm.  “Looks like you took a bit yourself.”

“A little,” Ray said.  “Just skinned me.”

The light turned slightly to the right, “Jesse, go get the medical kit and bring your brother back with you.”

“Yes, sir,” came the response from the darkness.

The light played back over to Ray, the glare blinding him.  “Why don’t you have a seat?  It’s going to be a minute.”  

Ray let himself slide down the side of the Hummer until he came to rest on the pavement.  Pam joined him.

Then the light clicked off.  “We try not to keep the lights on around here unless it’s absolutely necessary.  Light draws outsiders.”

They waited in silence, and then Pam said, “How long have you been here?”

“About a week,” the voice in the darkness came back.  “We were trying to get out of the city and down south to Indiana but we hit trouble a couple miles up the road.  Lost our vehicle; almost lost our lives.  We found this spot and figured it was the best we could do under the circumstances, so we decided to try to ride things out here.

“How many of you here?” Ray asked.

“I don’t know you well enough for that,” came the voice.

They sat again in silence before the voice said, “You hear any news about what’s going on?  Any word on cures?  Help from the outside?  Anything positive?”

Ray shook his head in the darkness, “No…nothing.  We’ve been holed up in our apartment since shit really started falling apart.  Lost all utilities and services about five days ago.  Really haven’t heard anything since then.  Last news we got was that they were trying to figure out how to fight this thing and that the National Guard was supposed to be coming in to restore order, but then things got really bad and never got better.  Never saw hide nor hair of any National Guard troops, that’s for sure.”

There was another break in the conversation, longer this time.

Finally the voice said, “We’ll get you and your vehicle patched up, but then you’ve got to go.  We’re already stretched thin here and we can’t take on any more people.”

“That’s fine,” said Ray.  “We appreciate the help.”

“Where you trying to get,” the voice said.

“Down south.”

“How far?”

“Far enough to get out of this shit.”

“I hear that.”

“What about you?  Staying put?”

“For the moment.  Nowhere else to go right now.  Wouldn’t try anyway.  Still too many crazies out there.”

There was some rustling in the bushes and then another light popped on.

Ray and Pam were back on the road in less than half an hour.  They never got to see the faces of the people who helped them that night, but they would never forget what they did for them.

 

8:12 a.m.

AVERS, ILLINOIS

 

Without heat in the house, it was chilly inside.  Joanna poked her head up from beneath the blankets mounded atop the bed and huffed a cloud of breath out into the air.  She could see the vaporous mist roll away from her and disappear.

She stretched her legs and then arched her back, careful not to elbow Shane beside her in the bed.  Janet was on the other side of him.  The heat from multiple bodies helped on cold nights, and at this point, all three of them needed the comfort and security another warm body provided.  

The far off rumble of vehicles almost didn’t register with her at first.  It had been such a common sound living so close to the road that it was just ingrained in her being.  But having been without that once-familiar sound for several weeks now, the dull noise instantly raised red flags.

Joanna jumped out of bed, shaking Shane awake and rousing Janet with a, “Come on!”

The other two, still fully clothed – minus shoes – rose quickly, freeing themselves from the mummy-like bindings of the sheets and blankets within which, just moments before, they’d snugly been bound.

Janet gave Joanna a confused look.

“Vehicles,” was all Joanna had to say as she grabbed her handgun off the dresser and shoved it in the back waistband of her jeans.

They were all downstairs in a matter of seconds.  Janet helped Joanna shove the couch into place to block the front door while Shane set to work making sure all the blinds were pulled and any signs of inhabitance – dishes, food, clothing, and anything that might invite wandering plunderers – were safely out of sight.

They could hear the sound of multiple engines slowing and drawing up just outside of town.  Joanna crept to a living room window, Janet close behind her.  Shane stayed back as he knew he should.  He was quickly learning the rules of this new life.

There were several pickup trucks and three SUVs parked askew in the middle of the highway at the edge of town.  Joanna could see armed men – not military – piling from the vehicles and spreading out to take up positions around homes on either side of the road.  Some had assault rifles, others just regular hunting rifles and shotguns.

While she couldn’t see what was happening at the houses on their side of the road, she had a pretty good idea by watching what was happening across from them.  Six men formed up around the house.  Two stayed back in covering positions while two others – one with an assault rifle and one with a shotgun – took up positions on either side of the front door.  Two more men moved around to the rear of the house and out of sight.

Moments later, Joanna heard the faint call of a command and the two men at the front – weapons at the ready – kicked open the door and disappeared inside.  She imagined the same thing happening at the back door.  At least that’s what she hoped.

She’d been waiting for this day.  She figured it was coming and though she was ready, it was terrifying to see it unfolding for real.

Thankfully, before he died, Robby had helped her make some preparations.  They’d talked about just this sort of situation.  They both knew that roving gangs would likely come calling if the flu persisted, and with a small child in tow and colder fall temperatures approaching, they understood that they wouldn’t be able to safely make a quick escape from the house.  Therefore, they’d taken time to prepare some defenses.

“Janet, go make sure the back is ready,” Joanna called quietly.

Janet left without a word.

“Shane, go down to the basement.  Be ready when we come.”  

Shane also left without a word; but before he did, he came over and wrapped himself around his mother’s leg, hugging it tightly.  She petted his hair with a hand, ripping her eyes away from what was happening outside for a split second to gaze down at her sweet little man.

But she couldn’t be distracted.  “Go,” she said, prying him away and pushing him on the back toward the basement stairs. “Go.  Be strong for Mommy…and be ready when we come.”  She watched him go.  “Remember one, two and three,” she called after him.

“I know, Mommy,” he said, as if he’d heard it all too many times before, which he had.

She pulled the handgun from her waistband and checked the clip.  It was full.  She touched the right side of her jeans pocket with a palm and felt the lumps of eight more rounds.  They were all she had left to defend herself and her family.

She knew there wasn’t much time now.  The marauding gang of looters would be at her home soon since it wouldn’t take them long to realize the surrounding houses had already been picked clean. 

She made a few last-minute adjustments, pushed a large cabinet up against the window she’d been looking out, and then waited.  It was all or nothing time.  This was the time at which things could go just the way she and Robby had planned, or terribly, terribly wrong.

 

8:21 a.m.

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

There was a steady drizzle falling and it was cold.  I didn’t really want to be away from the warmth of the campfire this morning, but Brian had been nagging me about going out to the road to look for signs of others and I was tired of hearing it.  Therefore, to get him off my back, I told him we’d take a walk and check things out.

He seemed satisfied, but I also let him know that if we came across anything that looked like trouble, we were high-tailing it back to camp.  I didn’t need another shootout like the one we had back in Avers.

“So what if we see somebody?” he asked as we made our way down the camp’s entry road.

I gave him a shrug, “Guess we’ll just have to play it by ear.”

“You mean you don’t have a plan?  I though you were the planner, prepper, ready-for-everything guy.”

“Hey, I’m just a writer turned camp director here,” I laughed.  “Sure, I’m organized, and I was ready for this type of situation when it came to sticking it out for a  week or two, but I never really got into the ‘what happens after that’ type scenario.”

Brian frowned.  “Hmph,” he snorted.

“I think our best bet is to try to stay out of sight from anybody we come across until we’re damn sure what they’re up to and whether or not they’re friendly.”

“I don’t think anybody’s friendly anymore,” Brian said.

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“Well, the Avers thing for one.  And you weren’t in all the craziness back in Chicago.  It was nuts.  People were going berserk.  It was like living with a bunch of Neanderthals.  It was the ‘take what you can get your hands on’ mentality.  Really bad.  I mean, people were civilized at first.  Some people would try to help other people out if they could, but as things got worse…and they got worse fast…people just stopped asking and started taking.  And eventually, if you tried to stop them, they’d just shoot you.  

“I’m actually amazed you made it out of there alive,” I said.

“Barely,” he reminded me.  “I think if we’d waited another day or two, we wouldn’t have made it.  Almost didn’t as it was.  Crazy.  People were just going bananas.  The littlest thing would set them off.  And everyone was rushing for the exits at the same time…like those club fires you hear about where everyone gets jammed up at the door and die because they can’t get out.  It was like the sickness made people realize that the rules of civilized society were going up in smoke and they were free to release their animal instincts and do whatever the hell they wanted.”

“Pretty deep stuff there for a high school kid,” I said, giving him a raised-eyebrow.

“Graduate.”

“Thought you still had a year left?”

He looked at me and smiled, “Nope.  And who the hell would know the difference now if I did, right?”

I shrugged, “Yeah, I guess so.  Hadn’t really thought about it that way.  Guess we’re all kind of starting fresh here, aren’t we?”

He snorted, “Yeah, and I’m gonna be president,” he laughed, shoving me playfully in the shoulder and jumping ahead.  Then he spun around and aimed his gun out into the forest.  “Anybody gets in my way and I’ll just let ‘em have it,” he said, feigning blasts with his gun at the trees lining the road and laughing wildly.  “President of the United States of Shit.  Ain’t gonna be nobody left to rule over.  But who the hell cares?  I’ll just be the president of myself then.”

His attitude concerned me a little, but then I had to think back to my teenage self and how I’d handle being put in a similar situation.  I had to admit, it’d probably be in about the same way…maybe.  I wasn’t sure.

“Alright, Brian.  Time to get your head on straight,” I said.  “We’re almost to the road.”

He nodded and saddled back up alongside me, “Gotcha captain,” he saluted, shouldering his rifle, soldier-like.

We stopped at the edge of the woods, just before the tree cover broke as the entry road met with the short gravel section.  I decided not to give Brian a choice in the decision.  He was lucky I’d brought him out with me, so I was going to call the shots.  “Okay, we went right last time, toward Avers, and we see where that got us,” I said.  “Let’s head left and hope things turn out a little better.  We’ll hug the shoulder of the road.  You hear anything and we both duck for cover first and ask questions later.  Got it?”

I made sure I made direct eye contact with Brian.  I didn’t want any shooting this time.

“Got it,” he nodded, serious now.  

We made our way up to the wet pavement and started walking along the side of the road.

“Not much up this way is there?” he asked after a few minutes.

“Hope not,” I said.

He gave a sigh, “I thought we were coming out here to see what was going on.”

“We are,” I agreed.  “And hopefully nothing is going on.”

His shoulders sagged and his head dropped back in desperation.  “Come on, John,” he pleaded.  “I’m bored as shit.  I want some action, some people my own age.  I can’t stand hanging out with you…you old people all the time.”

I just smiled and kept walking.

“I mean, I’m young.  I have things I want to do.  I don’t want to sit around camp all day with a thumb up my ass.  I need to find some chicks or a place to party and do a little drinking or something.  You’re like, still kinda young.  I mean, I thought you’d understand.  I can’t talk to my parents because they’re all old and stuff.  But I need to get the hell outta that camp for a little while.”

I stopped and turned to face Brian.

“Listen Brian, I know.  Believe it or not, I still kind of remember what it was like to be your age.  And I can understand what you’re feeling right now.  But listen.  I’m not about to put you or anybody else in danger just so you can go out and sow your wild oats.”

He gave me a wondering look.  “Wild oats?” he asked, squinting, confused by the terminology.

“Blow your wad, jack your jimmy, whatever you guys call it now.  I know it probably seems like decades since you’ve last seen a girl or had a beer or whatever, but that’s tough shit.  Right now you just have to find a jackoff mag or close your eyes and imagine you last girlfriend or do whatever you need to do, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to risk anybody – including you and me – just so you can get your rocks off.”

He looked embarrassed, but I didn’t care.  

“Now I’m not figuring that we’re going to go on a scouting mission and happen to stumble across a busload of playmates in need of a helpful hand…or offering one for that matter.  So if this is anything but a trip to find out what else or who else is out here and that might either pose a threat or be of assistance to us, we might as well turn around and go back to camp right now.  Got it?”

I think he was surprised at my forthrightness, but he nodded in agreement.  “Got it, boss,” he mumbled.

“Good,” I said starting to walk again.  

I had to admit that I did feel a little bad for him, but then again, I felt bad for all of us.

 

8:24 a.m.

AVERS, ILLINOIS

 

The armed men were next door now.  They’d steadily been making their way down the short row of houses, and Joanna could hear them breaking in doors and smashing glass just a few yards away.  It was only a matter of time.

She crouched, waiting near the base of the stairway near the front door, leaning against the side of the sofa that she’d slid into place across the door.  She tried to remain calm, taking deep breaths and letting them out a little at a time, but her lungs felt like balloons ready to pop.  So the first sounds outside her front door came almost as a relief.  

She prayed that Janet was ready.

The front door jamming in hard against the sofa followed by the sounds of cracking wood and falling debris outside let her know that Robby’s riggings had worked.

Outside, the intruder’s kick had forced the door open just a few inches before it wedged against the sofa.  The force of this blow triggered a rope that dislodged several carefully placed boards that Robby had perched in the front porch overhang.  Their displacement released an avalanche of heavy rocks and bricks from above.

The screams of pain from the rear of the house let her know that their preparations there had worked as well.  She felt her stomach twist in knots at the thought of what was happening to the pour soul who had encountered the trap there.  But he deserved it, she reasoned.  The shallow pit they’d dug in front of the backdoor and then concealed with some of the timely fall foliage was only a couple feet square in diameter and not very deep, but the knifes, sharpened sticks, and long shards of metal and glass they’d positioned jutting upward from the ground inside the hole had obviously been enough to catch at least one of their would-be invaders off guard.  But this would likely alert the intruders that there were people inside the home, and now they’d be more cautious.

There were deep-throated shouts from the back of the house, more from the front, yells from the road, and then the roar of distant motors.  This was followed by the sounds of squealing tires, then seconds later, the noise of vehicles drawing up outside the house.

Joanna crawled over and lifted a portion of the window curtain just enough to peek outside.  She could see one man dragging another, who was apparently unconscious, down the front steps and out to the street.  Two more carried another man from around back who was writhing in pain with one pant-leg bloodied and torn near the knee.  Outside in the road, six vehicles were drawn up in a line and she counted at least eight men formed up in defensive positions around them.  They carried an array of guns…guns aimed directly at her home.    

She quickly dropped the curtain and hustled back into the protection of the kitchen at the rear of the home where she found Janet.  She knew what was coming.  So did Janet.  Their eyes locked, they each took a deep breath, exhaled, and then waited.  They crouched in protective positions, Johanna behind the refrigerator, Janet behind the door leading down to the basement.

Johanna could see the fear in Janet’s eyes.  She gave her a nod and Janet opened the basement door.

“One, two and three,” Johanna whispered.  

Janet gave her a knowing nod and then disappeared downstairs.

After a minute, the yells outside died down.  And just as Joanna started to hope that maybe the injuries to their comrades were enough to discourage them and force them to move along to easier pickings, it happened.

A single shot rang out from the street.  It was followed a split second later by the eruption of gun fire.  The sound of bullets tearing through wood, crashing through window panes, smashing into furniture, and thudding into walls, stairs, and ceiling frightened her at first, but then she found herself oddly exhilarated.  It was something she had never experienced before.  It was a situation in which she’d never expected to find herself.  She felt alive, ready, and then she thought of Shane and she was immediately terrified again.  She wasn’t scared of dying, but she was scared for him and maybe even more frightened by the prospects of him being left without her in this new and terrible world.

She didn’t have time to dwell on the thought though.  The gunfire continued but at a less intense rate.  This was exactly how Robby had described it.  His time spent in the Middle East had prepared him well.  He’d been on the outside of such situations and he had seen how structures had been readied when his unit had stormed them.  And he’d seen too many of his own brothers in arms injured or worse when trying to enter a combatant’s home.  More often than not, it was the homes of non-combatants that had been the most dangerous…the ones where he and his men weren’t expecting a problem but got one nonetheless.

A pang of guilt shot through Joanna now as she thought about Robby, the decorated veteran, and how he’d met his demise at her hands.  But now was not the time for such thoughts.  The moment of truth had arrived.  This was the point that Robby had said would make or break the whole plan.  He’d been right about things up until now; she just hoped he’d been right about this too.

The second kick against the front door shoved it open about three inches before the couch in front of it again stopped its progress.  The next kick moved it another two until the bottom step of the upstairs stairway stopped its progress for good.  Joanna moved from behind the security of the refrigerator and out into the hall that led from the kitchen to the front of the house.  From there she had a line of sight to the front door.  She took careful aim with the handgun and fired three times at the door just above where the handle was located and where Robby said the assailant would be standing to place a well-aimed kick.  The wood door splintered as the bullets struck and she could hear someone outside scream in pain.  

She ducked back to the shelter of the refrigerator and waited again.

Robby said the windows would be next, and again he was right.  Joanna heard the shattering of what little glass remained in the bullet-hole ridden panes.  This was her signal.  But Robby had said not to aim at the window itself, he had said to aim to either side.  They had practiced this, and they had even fired several test shots to help her prepare for such a situation and to test the results.  Again she ducked out from her cover, aimed the gun, squeezed the trigger just to the right of the window, and fired three rounds.  Then – almost instantly – she moved her already straightened arms slightly to the left, still holding the handgun out in front of her, re-aimed at the other side of the window and squeezed the trigger three more times, just where Robby had said the assailants would likely be taking shelter.  

“They won’t stand directly in front of the window when they’re breaking out the rest of the glass,” Robby had said.  “They’ll stand beside it and use the butts of their rifles to smash it out.  Shooting through the window will only waste your bullets and give them a better read on your position.  Put a couple rounds through the wall to either side and you’ve got a better chance of hitting them.    

She wished she could take a few more shots but she didn’t have the ammunition to spare.  Bullets were precious.  And now she was down to two left in the gun and eight in her pocket.

She didn’t need the extra bullets though as her shots to the left side of the window seemed to have done the trick.  They resulted in another brief scream of surprise and pain and then a thud as whoever was out there fell against the side of the house.

“Another one down,” Joanna said to herself, digging bullets from her pocket and reloading the gun’s clip with the remaining eight rounds.

“But then will come the most dangerous time,” Robby had said.  “This is when it will be almost impossible to defend the house.  They’ll realize they’re being stupid and losing people and they’ll regroup to send a bunch of guys from both sides of the house at the same time.  Or they’ll pop something strong on you like grenades and you’ll really be fucked.  You won’t be able to defend quickly enough or you’ll be dead or so dazed that you might as well not even try.  Trying will only get you killed faster.”


  

Joanna knew it was time to go, but she was getting greedy.  It was almost too easy.  But then she thought about Shane and decided it was time to follow through with the rest of the plan as Robby had laid it out for her.  Robby had been right so far, so why chance it?

Heavy gunfire was starting to erupt again outside, peppering the front of the house with bullets.  They were giving covering fire while flanking the house, just like Robby had said.  He was right.  They’d started stupid, now they were brightening up and using a little strategy.  Their losses were mounting, and it appeared that – whoever these people were – they were ready to finish this thing.

Joanna could see two armed men dart past the kitchen window and take up positions behind a tree in the backyard.  The groundwork was laid – any minute they would be inside the house.

It was time.

She slid from behind the refrigerator and army-crawled under the whizzing bullets to the dining room near the front of the house.  She paused and fished a cigarette lighter from her pocket.  The gunfire had diminished slightly now, but bullets were still ripping through the wall above her.  She got to within reach of a bundle of oil and kerosene soaked rags and old clothing beside the couch and beneath the window curtains.  There, she snapped open the lighter – given to her by Robbie and that had been given to him by a fellow soldier and friend of his who had died in Iraq – and flicked it, expecting to see the flame.  

Nothing happened.

She flicked it again with similar results.

“Shit!” She tried again.  “Shit, shit, shit,” she said as she continued to flick the lighter.

The gunfire was starting to intensify again.  She knew she didn’t have long.

She shook the lighter, turned it upside down, righted it, and flicked it again.

It sparked.  She shook it and tried again.  This time it lit, and a quick touch, she set the rag pile next to couch ablaze with a “whump.”

The smell of kerosene stung her nose and she quickly crawled back to the relative protection of the kitchen.  She took a quick look over her shoulder just as the window sheers started to disintegrate into black smoke and light the curtain aflame in the process.  The outer fabric on the arm of the couch in front of the door was already starting to peel away in a fine, wispy-white smoke, and the foam beneath it was starting to sizzle and melt.

She made her way over to the kitchen sink, opened the cabinet beneath it and took several seconds to turn the handle atop a propane tank housed within.  She then moved over near the back door where a kerosene-soaked rag pile similar to the one in the dining room sat.  It took her just a few seconds to ignite the pile this time.

She pocketed the lighter and rose from her prone position upon the floor to kneel just behind the dishwasher beside the back door.  The smell of smoke was strong now and she could feel the heat from the flames near the back door.  As they rose, they climbed up the side of the cabinet that housed the dishwasher, creeping slowly higher until they reached the countertop.  Here they ignited a thin trail of lighter fluid that Joanna had kept fresh daily.  The trail lengthened as it flickered across the countertop, moved past the dishwasher, and flickered along the open counter toward the sink.  

Joanna dove across the hallway back into the living room and behind the cover of a nearby sofa chair, covering her head and waiting.  Several seconds later, a huge explosion rocked the house, blowing out the kitchen window above the sink and taking part of the wall with it.  She heard a cry and then the back door smash inward.

It was the final assault.  She had timed it perfectly and must have caught one of the attackers as he approached the rear of the house.  But now another assailant was in through the backdoor and she could see him, his assault rifle out in front of him.  He quickly scanned the kitchen.  Seeing the flames, he hesitated.  It was all Joanna needed.  She emptied three more rounds from her handgun into him, dropping him to the floor where he lay motionless just in front of the basement door.

She jumped up, sliding the gun into her waistband as she moved to the basement door, sidestepping the motionless form on the floor along the way.  Once there, she grabbed the basement door handle and yanked it open, but after opening it only several inches, the door wedged against the side of the dead man.  Joanna yanked on the handle several more times, but this only resulted in sliding his body another inch, maybe two – not enough for her to get through – before it jammed again.  

“Damn it!” she said, ramming the door against the man’s body again but without result.

The fire in the kitchen was growing around her, flames lapping at the ceiling from where the propane tank had exploded.  The flames near the backdoor had spread across the wall and over the living room carpet to alight a loveseat and hutch.

Joanna bent to get a grip on the body in front of the basement door.  The man was bulky and probably weighed well over 200 pounds.  Joanna therefore looked for a way to slide or push him.  She finally settled on using his belt to half slide, half drag him on the linoleum tile just far enough to get him out from in front of the basement door.  This done, she moved back across the kitchen to the door, using a forearm to shield herself from the heat.  She could hear the fire starting to roar around her as it ate its way through the ceiling and became hot enough to begin consuming almost anything it came in contact with.

She pulled the basement door all the way open.  Cool air wafted up from below and it felt good against her face.  She took a deep breath and carefully stepped forward, but something stopped her.  It yanked her head backward awkwardly.

“Where you goin’?” came a gravelly voice.

Joanna tried to spin around, but a hand held her tight by the hair.

“Just you causin’ all this trouble ‘lil miss?” the voice said, spinning her around so that she faced a leather-vested, bearded bruiser that was sneering evilly as though he’d just woke up on the wrong side of a Tijuana brothel bed.              

The smell of his breath almost made her gag.

“Oh…” he said, giving her a casual once over, as though the flames were but a slight annoyance, “…you a fine ‘lil thing.  I think I’m gonna have fun with you.  Come on,” he said, cinching her up close against him so that the stink of his breath hit her full on.

She used the combination of his stupidity and obvious sexual depravity against him, locking eyes with the scumbag and giving him the slightest of smirks.

It was just enough to catch his male ego, confusing that link between brain and balls, and leave him thinking that he might somehow have a chance with this beautiful woman.  That almost instantaneous waver of thought when his brain was saying, “Uh, no way she’s into you, moron,” and his balls saying, “Oh yeah, she’s a kinky one who might actually be into this sort of thing.”

Before his brain could respond with, “Come on, dipshit, get the fuck out of here first, then figure it out,” Joanna rocked the unknown loser in the nuts as hard as she could with her knee.

The guy let out a high-pitched wail unbefitting his badass persona and keeled over onto the floor.  In the process, he dropped the assault rifle he’d been holding in the other hand.  But Joanna didn’t waste the time to pick up the weapon and shoot the now crumpled man.  He didn’t deserve an ending that humane.  Instead, she used the delay to duck back around the basement door and disappear downstairs.

In the basement, she crouched at the base of the steps behind an empty oil tank.  It wasn’t long before she saw the man again, framed at the top of the basement stairs.  She waited to watch his final moments, wondering why men were so stupid.

Just leave me to burn down here you idiot, she thought to herself, watching him step forward. 

But no, even with the house burning down around him, this guy wanted his revenge.

The sound of splintering wood was the last thing this fool would hear.  As his weight came down upon the first stair, he crashed through the weakened first three steps of the stairway – thus Joanna’s reminders of “one, two and three” to Janet and Shane as they came to the basement – and plummeted into darkness below.

He made no sound as he was impaled upon the assortment of jagged instruments Joanna and Robby had affixed beneath the stairway.

Upstairs she could see flames licking at the basement doorframe and smoke curling around its edges, giving it a sort of mystical look.  Joanna could feel the heat as it began to find its way into the cool blackness of their final retreat.

Now it was time to wait…to wait, to hope, and to pray.

 

9:03 a.m.

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

“So what’s the plan then?” Brian kicked a smashed half turtle shell off the road’s shoulder and down into the gulley.  

We were almost back to the entry road leading to camp.

“What?  For when we get back to camp you mean?” I said, confused by the question.

“No…long term.  I mean, we’ve walked for at least a couple miles and haven’t seen shit…not one car on the road…nothing.  Obviously we’re out here alone.  Are you planning to stay in this camp forever or are we going to move on?  You know, try to find others.  They’ve got to be around.  We can’t be the only ones left.”

I shrugged, “Don’t know yet.  Of course I’m not expecting to spend the rest of our lives here; but for now, I think it’s better just to wait things out and play it safe.  Winter will be coming on strong soon and I really don’t think it’s the right time to be packing up camp and starting to move.  Plus, I think the situation in urban areas might still pretty touch and go.  If we wait until next spring to relocate, hopefully things will have settled down.  We’ll have a better grasp upon how to fend for ourselves, and people like us, those who are still left I mean, will hopefully have a better handle on things too.  They won’t be so quick to pull a gun and try to take what we have since they’ll be better established themselves…at least I hope.”

“You’ve put some time into thinking about this, huh?” Brian looked over at me.

I shrugged.  “Not a lot else to think about out here.”

A noise on the road interrupted us.  We both turned to look behind us.  It was coming from the opposite direction from which we’d walked.

“A car?” Brian frowned.

“Sounds like it,” I said, pulling him along with me down into the gully where we knelt in the cover of a patch of cattails.

The noise drew closer.  “Sounds like multiple vehicles,” I said.  “Must be coming from Avers.”

“Yeah,” Brian nodded.  “Wonder where they’re going?”

It was definitely multiple vehicle engines we could hear.  From our vantage point, I could see the turnoff for our camp and used it as a reference point as tiny specks appeared on the road in the distance and grew larger as they approached.

“Sounds like they’re coming fast,” Brian said.

I noted the hope and excitement in his voice.

“Wonder if they ran into trouble up that way like we did?” he said.  

“Wouldn’t be bad if they did,” I considered.  “It’ll keep them on the move.  I don’t think we need anymore company around here.  Hopefully, they’ll just keep going.”

“You’re so negative,” Brian grinned at me.  “Gotta keep your head up once in a while.  They could be good folks, like us.”

I gave him a not-so-sure look.

“Well, you never know,” he shrugged.

As the vehicles drew nearer, I pulled Brian back further among the reeds and cattails lining the road.  The vehicles closed quickly, engines roaring, and then slowed.

“What are they doing?” I hissed to Brian.  

I don’t know why I was whispering, it’s not like they had a chance of hearing me over the engine noise.

We watched as six vehicles – a combination of pickup trucks and SUVs – came to a stop just before our camp entrance.  My stomach churned.  Why were they stopping?  Were they looking for a good place to hide out?  Would they find our camp?  If so, would they be friendly and helpful or would they want to take it for themselves?  My mind was racing, bouncing between thoughts of hope and fear.

The first vehicle, an SUV, started to roll forward slowly while the others sat waiting behind it.  Then its engine roared as it covered the last bit of ground between it and the camp entrance, made a hard left turn, and tore down the camp entrance.  The vehicles behind it followed suit.

“Shit!” I yelled, scrambling up the embankment and back out onto the road as the convoy disappeared behind the trees that enclosed the camp entry road.

“Come on!” I yelled, looking to the ditch behind me for Brian, but Brian was nowhere to be seen.

 

9:08 a.m.

 

A light but steady rain was falling.  Claire, like most of the camp, sat warm within her shelter.  Some people were eating cold finger sandwiches – a small bite or two of meat on stale crackers – the standard breakfast fare now.  Claire was sewing a pair of socks that would previously have met their demise in the garbage can back at home, at which point she would have promptly purchased new pairs on her next trip to the store.  Not here.  Not now.  Here there were no replacements, no quick trips to pick something up at the store.  She’d never realized how easy it was to take for granted something so simple like a pair of socks. 

Her insulin pump beeped.  She swiveled in her sitting position to ready the “Low Battery” indicator flashing from the pager-like device affixed to her belt.

“Damn,” she said softly.

She still had plenty of AAA batteries, but this device was finicky.  It would only take brand new, non-rechargeable batteries.  At least half the camp’s battery supply was only partially-charged used options that had been pulled from among a variety of Jason’s baby toys before leaving home.  More of the batteries were rechargeable.  This left Claire with few fresh batteries with which to keep this life-sustaining device operating.

She went back to her sewing.  She’d deal with the pump later.  She had to get every ounce of energy out of each set of batteries.  And there was certainly no hurry today.  It was going to be one of those days; she could just feel it.  Hours spent sitting out of the rain inside the tent, looking for something, anything to keep her busy.  She took a deep breath, inhaling the smell of moist dirt, decaying leaves, and the stale air inside their nylon and polyester tent.                 

Jason was next to her, enjoying his morning nap.  He had woken when John got up, excited and wanting to go with daddy, then he’d fallen into a sulking fit when he realized that he was to going to be left behind.  He’d rallied forth after daddy left though to play with his army of pinecone soldiers and the twigs he used to build small structures in which to house them.  John had whittled the bark and any sharp points off most of the wood to make it as child safe as possible.

The pitter-pat of the raindrops against the tent fabric was soothing.  It also meant that no one heard the alarm system that John had rigged go off, indicating new arrivals to the camp.

It was by chance that Steve, out for a bathroom break, noticed the pots and pans toppled from their regular position.

He ran to the nearest tent and found Will inside finishing up untangling a spool of fishing line.

“Someone’s here,” Steve said, ruffling the tent canvas as his polite way of knocking before sticking his head inside.

“What do you mean?”

“The alarm is triggered.  Come see for yourself.”

Will grabbed a parka and shrugged it on over him as he exited the tent.  

“Stuff probably got wet in the rain and fell over by itself,” he said.  “Or maybe John and Brian accidently knocked them over when they went out this morning.  Did you hear them fall or just notice them?”

“Just noticed them,” Steve nodded.  “Maybe it’s Kevin or Chris,” he added hopefully.  “I know that John sent them each a letter.  Maybe they finally made it.”

Will stood, his head cocked, listening.  He held up a hand for Steve to stop talking.  “You hear that?”

Steve stood still and strained to hear through the sound of the falling rain.  “Engines?” he frowned.

Will nodded, “Sounds like a few of them…and close.”

“Maybe it is them!  Let’s go see,” Steve said eagerly, starting off in the direction of the entry road.

Will stopped him with a hand on his arm though.  “Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait a minute.”  The rain continued in a soft drizzle.  “Listen, I know you’re excited that it might be your son, but it could be anybody.  Could just be somebody checking this place out, seeing where the road leads.  If it is Kevin or Chris, they’ll stick around.  They’ve got nowhere else to go.  But if it’s somebody we don’t know, they’ll probably just drive to the end of the road, see that there’s nothing there, and take off without any trouble.”

Steve nodded, taking this in.  “Yeah, but if…” he started.

Will cut him short.  “Let’s grab our guns and get Frank to go with us just in case.  We’ll check it out, but we still have to be careful.”

Steve started back to his hovel to retrieve his old duck-hunting shotgun he’d brought down with him.

Will walked over and peeked his head inside his tent where Sharron was on the fourth flip-through of a home design magazine she’d found under the front seat of their mini-van.  Sarah was playing with a doll her mother had allowed her to bring along, and Paul was trying his best to annoy his sister by pelting the doll with acorns as Sarah attempted to brush its hair.  He whistled little incoming artillery shell sounds as he conducted his bombardment and then mouthed rumbling explosions.  

Will ducked inside then tent and grabbed his assault rifle from beneath a pile of folded clothing that sat atop the plastic storage bin that served as their dresser.  Sharron had given him a hard time about keeping the weapon there, but Will had assured her the loaded clips would be kept in a separate secured location to placate her concerns.  

“Where you off to on this fine day?” Sharron asked him, still staring at the luxurious arts and crafts redesign of a classic Cape Cod living room in a home near Nantucket.                  

“Just going to do some recon out on the entry road.  No big deal,” Will answered nonchalantly.

“Ooh, can I come, Dad?” Paul perked up.  “I’m sooo bored,” he moaned.

“Yeah, can he go, Daddy?” Sarah chimed in hopefully, ready to be rid of her bothersome brother and his bombing for a while.

“Sorry guys, this is a grown up trip.  Weather’s too bad for you to be outside anyway,” he added, noting Sharron’s eyes lift from the magazine upon his mention of it being a “grown up trip.”  He detected a hint of worry in them as they glanced down to his weapon, but he ignored it.

“Don’t want anyone getting sick.  I’ll be back soon,” he said confidently to quell any other concerns his departure might raise as he dug several full magazines of ammo from a locked box they kept near the entrance of the tent.  “Love you guys,” he added, blowing kisses to all.

“You too,” Sharron and Sarah, said back.

Paul just rolled over in a huff, recovering and reforming his pile of acorns in preparation for a renewed attack on his sister’s doll.

 

***

 

Jake Stines was a big-time loser…at least until the flu hit.  That’s when Jake’s tendency to act first and ask questions later – a trait that had landed him in Cook County lockup more times than he’d like to remember – started serving him well.  

As the rules of normal society began to crumble, Jake began to thrive.  In fact, it was the first time in his 35-year existence that he’d actually felt himself somewhat successful.  As Jake had utilized the faltering of local law enforcement during the flu’s outbreak to stockpile guns, ammunition, and whatever else he could lay his hands on and that he might find useful, he had also begun to realize that this was quickly becoming his kind of world…a world for the taking.

Along his path of destruction and debauchery, he quickly began rounding up a group of like-minded individuals, those similar to him but not as strong-willed…in short, people he could control and who were happy being controlled.  Maybe more importantly, they were people who were willing to do whatever he told them without question and all in the quest for short-term gain and immediate gratification.  Guns, booze, bullets, and sex were the currencies in Jake’s new world.

And Jake was becoming quite the businessman in the small section he controlled within the south side of Chicago.  But Jake was savvy enough to realize that while he was currently a small fish in a big ocean, outside of Chicago, he could be a shark in a lagoon, picking off smaller fish at his leisure with little or no competition.  So when one of his group brought him a letter that he’d found on a family they’d carjacked and killed on the west side of town, a letter about a secluded spot supposedly with plenty of supplies in southern Illinois, it started Jake’s wheels turning.  He figured he could move outside Chicago and begin building his new empire, an empire that would allow him to live safely secluded from the competition of the big city.  He could make tactical strikes, consuming surrounding resources until they were gone and then move on to better pickings.  In the process, he could run things the way he wanted with little or no competition or interference.

He admitted that it wasn’t the best plan, nor was he the best planner, but it was a plan nonetheless. 

Jake wasn’t a big guy, nor was he an intelligent guy, but he made up for his shortcomings in size and brains with plenty of tenacity and strength in other areas.  He wasn’t particularly smart in the way that most people are smart, knowing how to use technology or being able to manage and run a successful business, but when it came to street sense and the ability to manipulate people, he was above average.  He hadn’t just survived a pandemic that wiped out huge swaths of people – including some of the finest minds in science and industry – but thrived.  He’d gathered a force of nearly 20 men into his company, but the first bad decision he’d made so far in their campaign of pillaging and destruction had cost him two fine soldiers dead and five more wounded.  

Stopping at those houses in the road-side shithole of Avers, was stupid.  He should have known a spot like that would be picked clean by now.  The place looked of shit, and it was shit.  They should have just passed through and kept on going to the camp he had the letter about.  But Jake found it hard to back away from temptation.  Backing away made him look weak, and weakness was one thing Jake couldn’t and wouldn’t stand for in his organization.  Now he had seven casualties on his hands.  Chad was out with a bad concussion at best, a possible brain injury at worst from that load of debris that had fallen on him from above the last home’s front door.  Spatz’s left foot and lower leg was torn to hell after he stepped into that hole full of knives.  Bob had a rough looking bullet wound to his thigh, and Eight Ball took a bullet in the right shoulder and another to the hand.  Links had some burns to his face and neck when an explosion had rocked him as he was preparing to enter the rear of the house.  And he had no idea what had happened to Stomp and Zinger, the brothers he’d picked up outside Calumet City on the way out of town.  All he knew was that they’d gone in the back entrance of the house and had never come out.  Probably burned like rats along with whoever else had been holed up inside.  

It was a bad decision to try to take the house; a stupid one, but one he’d learned from.  At least they’d come out on top, and most importantly, he’d saved face.  Whoever was inside that house had burned along with it.  He’d made sure of that.  He’d watched until the roof collapsed, taking the second floor with it and pounding it down through the first and into the basement in a pile of smoky rubble.  

No one came out.

So even down on numbers, Jake was optimistic about their next move.  He still had a sizeable force, including several women, who in his opinion were just as accurate, if not more so with an assault rifle than most of his men.  He’d found that he like to have some “badass broads” as he called them, tossed into the mix occasionally.  They gave him an advantage in several ways.  Not only did guys often find it harder to kill a woman than a man, but he’d found that women were much more selective with their firepower.  While a guy would spray bullets wildly until his weapon was empty and then curse it angrily, women would gauge their ammo use, ensuring that they made their shots count.  With a woman, it wasn’t about the amount of ammunition they used but how they used it.  Plus, the women who’d joined him knew how to keep up moral after the fight, and Jake realized how important that sort of incentive was to a group of mercenaries like his.  

But they all knew that Ava was his and his alone.  Nobody but Jake touched Ava…unless of course Jake wanted them to.  

Ava was a lanky, yet shapely Latina, with legs that would stop a freight train.  Meanwhile, Jake was a pale, scruffy white boy, but with a sex drive and temper strong enough to tame Ava.  She’d met few others who could come close.  

Jake used Ava as a sort of prize for his men; a bonus for a job well done.  She was a reward for only the most heroic – or in their group of marauders – horrific actions.  Ava was the Silver Star of commendations, a highly valued and rare award presented to a soldier on a one-night basis for going above and beyond the call of duty.  

Ava would be returned to Jake each morning at which point she would recount the night’s activities to him.  After this, Jake would ensure that he one-upped whatever the soldier had done with Ava, and Ava would let him, reveling in his efforts to do it bigger and better every time.  And he rarely failed her.              

Jake didn’t like taking Ava into the heat of battle with him, but he often did so for several reasons.  First off, she was damn good.  She could handle herself better and shoot straighter than any man.  Secondly, he realized that his men fought better with her around, trying to impress her with their boldness and ferocity, hoping to gain a night – maybe even just an hour – with this prized possession.  Like a sumptuous carrot dangled before a heard of jackasses, Ava was the one reward coveted above all others.  No bottle of booze, no vehicle, no weapon, not even another woman could replace Ava as an incentive to get his men to do his bidding.  And Ava was willing to go along with it all, rarely finding her lust-filled sexual appetite satisfied. 

Ava was the choker Jake used to harness even his maddest of dogs…and he had to admit, he had more than a few on some mighty short leashes.  Jake’s own leash might have been shortest of all, but somehow Ava always managed to sooth the savage beast inside him.

 

***

 

It had taken Will and Steve several minutes to make their way from camp down to the entry road and follow it to the open clearing at the road’s end.  They had skirted the road itself, using it as a guide but staying under the cover of the forest’s edge.  They’d left Will’s father, Frank, back near the bridge on the entry road as a lookout and in hopes of catching John and Brian as they returned from their scouting expedition.  

The damp leaves and continued rainfall helped to conceal the sound of their footsteps as they crept close to the clearing.  Steve was right behind Will, shotgun in hand, a bulging pocket full of extra shells.  They stopped at the foliage just at the clearing’s edge.  Will held up a hand to ensure Steve stopped behind him.

Will slowly scanned the area with a pair of binoculars.  Through them he saw a group of vehicles comprised of SUVs and pickup trucks parked in the center of the open field.  A group of about a dozen people milled about the area while a smaller cluster of four formed up in the center.  They seemed to be discussing something.

The sound of a zipper being zipped just behind and to the right of them caused Will to drop the binoculars as both he and Steve spun to see a haggard looking, long-haired man in a black leather jacket staring down and tugging at the crotch of his pants as he emerged from behind a nearby tree.  

He looked up at them in surprise, then down at their weapons.

Almost instinctually, he pulled one side of his leather jacket aside to reveal a handgun tucked into his belt.  His free hand went to the piece, pulling it out and raising it at Will and Steve.  Before he could squeeze the trigger, Steve let loose with both barrels of his shotgun sending the man – or what was left of him after the shotgun blast tore through his chest and abdomen – back hard against the tree behind him where his lifeless body landed slumped at its base.  

The echo of the blast reverberated through the forest and out across the field.

Will and Steve stood in stunned silence, smoke still oozing from the barrels of Steve’s shotgun.  Steve’s mouth was open, his eyes wide in shock.  

Will grabbed Steve by the arm.  “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here!”

They could hear shouts coming from the vehicles behind them, and seconds later the sound of engines starting.

Will and Steve broke back toward the camp road, but by the time they reached it, the roar of engines was close behind them.  They were being trapped on the wrong side of the access road.  As they skirted the road’s edge, slipping in the wet leaves and getting smacked by tree branches, they saw the shiny slick metal of an SUV’s front fender skidding on the muddy road, blocking their way back to camp.

Will stopped short, and Steve bumped into the back of him, nearly knocking him over.

“Come on…back this way,” Will said, turning to lead them deeper into the woods behind them.  He heard Steve breathing hard and knew the old guy wouldn’t be able to keep up much longer.

Now they could hear shouts in the woods off to their right, and Will assumed that some of the group of newcomers had probably found their fallen comrade.  With Steve falling behind, it wouldn’t be long before these people caught up with them.  They needed to find a defensive spot to hide or at least hold out until help arrived.  

Will paused, scanning the area around him and giving Steve a chance to catch his breath.  Now there were yells coming from the road behind them too.  They were being boxed in, and Will knew they would never be able to stay ahead of their pursuers.

Steve was gasping for breath while Will conducted a survey of the area.  “Reload,” Will told him, knowing it’d give them both a few more crucial seconds.

As Steve rummaged in his pocket for shells, Will found their spot, a small sinkhole – a sort of divot in the earth – about five feet deep by maybe ten feet in circumference.  A huge rotted tree trunk lay askew across one side of the hole.      

“All set,” Steve huffed, done reloading his shotgun.  

The rain had started falling steadily.

“Let’s take cover in that sinkhole,” Will said.  Leading the way, he pulled a fallen tree limb over in front of the rotted tree trunk that lay across the hole for additional cover.

They quickly slipped and slid their way down into the sinkhole, each taking up a position that angled toward the sounds of their approaching pursuers.

“Let me do the shooting,” said Will.  “You don’t have the range or the ammo…not that I have much.”  He set the three extra clips he’d brought along down on a small rock ledge beside him.  “Just have your ammo out and ready.  I need you to take care of anybody who gets in close and provide cover when I ask for it.”  He looked over at Steve.  “Got it?”

Steve just nodded.  He was covered in sweat and rain, mouth open, still gasping for breath and looking pale in the day’s gray light.

Will checked his rifle.  He let the clip slip from his weapon, inspected it, and then jammed it back into place.  “We’ll make it through this.  Just sit tight and listen for my instructions; things are about to get loud.”  He tried to sound confident, but he felt as though the attempt was more for him than Steve.  

He looked over at Steve who remained silent.  He was gripping his shotgun, which was shaking violently in his hands.

Poor guy, Will thought.  Probably in shock from letting that guy have it with both barrels.

He reached over and put his hand on Steve’s shoulder.

Steve turned to look at him.

Their eyes met.  Will just nodded; then they both looked back to where they expected the trespassers to arrive.

Will lifted his rifle and aimed, his eye watching through the rifle’s scope, waiting for the first sign of movement.  It wasn’t long before he got it.

Through the trees, about 50 yards from their position, Will could see a small tree dip down as someone pushed it aside, and a second later he saw a person move slowly from a tangle of brambles beside it.

He sensed Steve tense next to him.  “Just wait…stay calm,” Will breathed.

The figure crept forward.  Will could see it was a man.  He wore a blue bandana – not good camouflage in the forest – a rifle held waist-high in front of him.

A droplet of rain dribbled down over the lens of Will’s scope, obscuring his view.

“Shit!” he hissed, pulling his rifle back and making a quick dab at the scope lens with the driest part of his shirt sleeve that he could expose from under his parka.

He moved his rifle back into position, but his efforts had only smeared the water across the lens.  Worse yet, he couldn’t re-locate the man he’d just been watching.

It started to rain even harder, and more water droplets hit his scope as they bounced and splattered off the barrel of his rifle.  He pulled his head back from it and scanned the area.  With the rain pounding around them it was hard to hear the shouts and noises that had previously guided them in pinpointing movement and progress before.  Will hoped that maybe the group had given up the search, driven back by the rain.

He looked back and forth, slowly scanning the forest around them.  It was really pouring now.  Water trickled off the hood of his parka in rivulets when he bent forward.  Some ran down into his face; some splashed from the tree trunk they were using as cover and got into his eyes.  

His line of sight was now maybe 50 feet at best.  He waited, watching, straining to listen.  His heart was pounding violently.

There were no further signs of their pursuers, but Will didn’t want to move just yet.

Steve wiggled nervously next to him.

Will glanced quickly over at him and from the corner of his eye saw a flash of color in the distance followed immediately by an explosion of sound and wood shrapnel as bullets tore into the tree trunk behind which they crouched.

In the cover of the rain, they’d been flanked and were now exposed on their right.

Will instinctually raised his rifle and returned fire, ripping off five shots in quick succession followed by three more rounds a few seconds apart.

Gunfire from what sounded like several different locations erupted and bullets thumped into the tree trunk and ripped through the air and leaves around them.

Will pushed Steve down deeper into the sinkhole beside him and almost sprawled across him as he lay prone to take up a better position to cover their vulnerable flank.

“Watch our front,” Will yelled, as Steve squirmed around him.  “If anybody gets close, blast ‘em.”

Will squeezed off two more rounds, and then decided it was best to try to conserve ammo and wait for their attackers to try something in closer proximity.  He was afraid that by waiting, it wouldn’t be long before they were completely encircled, but he didn’t have much of a choice. 

He saw two figures dart between trees about 50 feet from them, but he couldn’t get a fix on them quickly enough.  Rounds were starting to continuously thud into their little fox hole, and from the number of shots being fired, it sounded like more people were now taking up positions around their perimeter.

Suddenly there was gunfire from behind their position.  

Whoever these people were, they’d managed to get around behind them, and there was no way Will and Steve would able to defend in all directions at once.  

It was only a matter of time now.

 

***

 

Little Paul had finally tired of bombing sister’s dolly and had relentlessly badgered his mother into letting him don a parka and go outside the tent to wander a bit.  Sharron felt bad for him.  An eight-year-old could only be cooped up in a four-person tent for so long.

He was outside fiddling with the smoldering embers of the camp’s fire when Brian came bursting onto the scene, panting, sweaty, and out of breath.

As most eight-year-olds would with someone ten years their elder, Paul looked up to Brian almost as a personal deity.  Brian was still a kid, but yet a man.  He still held many of those childlike interests and mannerisms, and he could connect with Paul in ways the adults couldn’t, yet Brian was allowed to do all the things Paul wasn’t.

Brain saw Paul and immediately motioned him over, putting a finger to his lips for Paul to remain quiet.  Paul was quick to obey, hurrying over silently.

It was starting to rain harder now.  Everyone else at the camp was still hunkering inside their tents.

Paul was as close as Brian could come to someone to privately confide in.

“Dude…” Brian whispered excitedly, “…other people are here!”

“Really?” Paul responded, wide-eyed and not really understanding why Brian was whispering.

“Yeah.  You know what that means?”

Paul nodded; then realized he didn’t.  It didn’t slow Brian.

“There might be girls!”

Paul grinned and nodded, still not seeing what the big deal was.

“Want to go check it out?” Brian asked.

“Sure,” Paul agreed, willing to follow his brave uncle just about anywhere.

Turning, Paul said, “Just let me tell my Mom where I’m…”

But Brian stopped him.  “No!” he hissed.  “You can’t tell her.  Then everybody will want to come and they’ll ruin everything.  That’s why I ditched John back at the road.  They think everybody’s out to get them so they’ll act all shitty toward new people.  If we’re cool, then maybe these people will be cool, and we can hang out.  But if we go down there with all these adults, they’ll just start fighting and ruin everything.”

Paul nodded in silent agreement.

“Come on,” Brian said, starting off in the direction of the camp road.

“Wait!” Paul said.  “You have a gun.”

“Yeah…so?”

“If I get there without a gun, they’ll just think I’m a little kid.  They’ll laugh at me.”

Brian nodded, understanding the little guy’s concern.

“Here,” he said, pulling a handgun from his waistband.  “Take this.  Then nobody will give you any shit.”

“Wow,” Paul breathed, taking the firearm gingerly in his hand.

“Safety’s on,” Brian said.  “Now let’s go.”

 

***

 

Suddenly, Will saw one of the attackers to his right dart out from behind a tree and then pause exposed, as though confused.  The attacker raised his weapon and fired several shots in the opposite direction of Will and Steve.  Will took the opportunity to raise his own rifle and squeeze off a short burst of four rounds.  He saw the attacker shudder briefly and then hit the ground.  Will wondered who the guy was shooting at.

Will watched as another attacker near the same location left his cover, firing behind him, and then retreated back and away from his covered position.  Will fired several shots at him as he disappeared behind a clump of foliage.  Then he could hear more shouts from behind him and suddenly sensed movement.  He swiveled in his position, pulling Steve over with him.  Bullets were still zipping in around them, but now the fire coming from behind seemed to be suppressed.

Then he heard a familiar voice shouting, “Will?  Will!?” 

It was Frank.

“Over here!” he called to his father.

A second later, Will could make out two more people approaching with his father, shooting as they dodged their way through the trees.

“Give them covering fire,” he called to Steve, turning and firing off several rounds from their tree trunk-bunkered bastion.

Steve raised his shotgun and fired once, paused a second, then fired again as Will let loose, finishing off his first magazine, then quickly reloading.  Steve ducked back down to reload too and a few seconds later they were joined by Frank, Brian, and Will’s young son, Paul, who all jumped down into the sinkhole with them.

“Why the fuck did you bring them?!” Will cried, incredulous at the stupidity of his father.

“Didn’t,” Frank said, ripping off a few shots. “Found them already out here.”

“Goddamn it!” Will yelled angrily.  But there wasn’t time to argue about it now.  Paul looked terrified and had sunk belly down into the lowest part of the sinkhole.

Brian stood up and fired a few shots before Will pulled him back down.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Will screamed.  “Don’t EVER stand up like that!”

Brian just grinned, pulled away from him, and fired off a few more rounds.

“I took one of these guys out on the way in,” Frank yelled over the noise.  

“Steve and I got two,” Will called back.

“How many are out there?” Frank called.

“12…maybe 15…I’m not sure,” Will said, taking another few shots as a figure darted between the trees about 40 feet in front of them.

Paul was checking his firearm while laying in his prone position, but Will quickly put a stop to it.  “You stay put!” he spat, gritting his teeth in anger and frustration.  “And you,” he turned to Brian.  “I’ll deal with you later!”

“You guys bring any extra ammo?” Steve yelled after a blast from his shotgun ripped into a tree behind which one of their attackers was hiding.

“No,” Brian called back, firing a couple more rounds.  “Didn’t realize it was going to be a firefight.  I’ve only got this one magazine.”

“Here,” Will said, grabbing the handgun from Paul and handing it to Steve, “use this…sparingly.”

“We need to get out of here or we’re done for,” Frank yelled, squeezing off a round.

Will ejected another empty clip from his rifle and replaced it.  “And soon!” he called back.

 

***

 

Jake and Ava had followed their minions in the forest from afar.  They liked to come to the fight late, choosing to bring their firepower to bear only when necessary.  They’d discovered that allowing their opponents to take out a few of their men before they arrived was a good way to reduce their group’s numbers and keep fresh blood from ever becoming too old.  Old blood meant familiarity, and familiarity bred contempt, and both were things Jake didn’t need in his crew.  Keep them fresh, stupid, violent, and dead quick, and things worked out just fine.  As Jake recognized, casualties in his crew weren’t just a common occurrence but an integral component to the hierarchy of his organization.  But he was still trying to find the right balance between necessary casualties and bleeding his crew completely dry.  He had to keep enough muscle on hand to draft – whether through coercion or force – more hired guns when he needed them.

Both he and Ava viewed their small organization as a work in progress.  And Jake saw something in Ava.  She had a way about her; a certain ability to plan and prepare that he had been able to harness and utilize to help him develop some of his small jobs back in Chicago.  It was as almost as though she knew what would happen before it happened.  She could work through a plan from beginning to end, seeing all the possible sticking points before they ever occurred.  Ava wasn’t just a beauty; she had a brain somewhere underneath those looks of hers.  This efficient and effective aspect of his lover and partner both intrigued and frightened Jake.  

They’d already lost a few long-termers today, and by the sounds of things, they’d be losing a couple more in this, the second fight of the day.  Numbers were starting to dwindle, and Jake had to admit, pickings were getting a little slim, especially down here in bumfuck Illinois.  He needed to get back to a city to bolster his ranks.

So it was time for him and Ava to step in and end this thing.

Jake looked over at his prized possession where she sat beside him in the passenger seat of their SUV.  His eyes moved down over her form-fitted long-sleeved shirt that accentuated her supple breasts and finely toned abdomen, then he continued down to the skin-tight jeans that tried to straighten every curve but failed miserably.  His eyes absorbed her essence, which left him soaked in sexual tension.  She looked so hot as she sat there unfazed by the violence erupting around them.  She worked with a nail file on her purple-painted right pinky finger.  This was all just a part of life to her now.  She was getting used to it.

“Ready?” Jake said.

She nodded, tipping slightly in her seat to slide the file into her right rear pocket.  Then she swiveled to dig an assault rifle from the backseat.

“Ready when you are,” she nodded, jamming a clip into the weapon and ensuring it was locked and loaded.

Jake followed suit.

“Alright, let’s go finish this thing.”

Outside, they found their crew spread out in a horseshoe-shaped perimeter around what appeared to be four, maybe five guys crammed into a small dip in the earth with a felled tree across the front of it.

Jake found his most trusted man, Roger, knelt behind a large stump, firing away like crazy.

“What you fucks doing?” Jake yelled, smacking Roger in the back of the head.  “You telling me you can’t handle that burrow full of bunnies over there?”

“They got some firepower, boss,” Roger paused in his shooting spree to respond.

“All you’re fucking doing is wasting ammo.  Why don’t you get around in back of them?”

“Tried, but more of ‘em showed up.  Shot Mac dead and wounded Winston.”

Jake made a mental note.  Mac was a long-termer who needed to go anyway.  Winston had joined up just before they left Chicago and would be missed…but not much.

“Get organized goddamn it!” Jake yelled at Roger.  “Grab a few guys and lay down some suppressing fire.  Ava and I will work around back.  And Roger…” he made sure he made eye-contact with the man, “…no more fuckups.”

Roger nodded, staring, understanding the unspoken consequences. Suddenly Ava gave him a hard kick in the ass.  “Well, get the fuck moving,” she glared at him.

He just nodded sullenly and scurried off.

Jake smiled, watching Ava.  “God, you’re amazing,” he said.  

The rain had soaked through her shirt, making it cling tighter to her, if that was even possible.  Her erect nipples poked hard against the drenched, nylon fabric.  Jake grabbed her and pulled her close amidst the chaos swirling around them, kissing her hard while grabbing an ass cheek in hand.  Then he released her to round up a couple guys to take with them to finish this ridiculousness.  

After the house burning in Avers, he was getting bored with rural Illinois.  He’d had high hopes, but he was ready to be out of this shitbubble.  Memphis sounded like a good spot.  Maybe they’d head in that direction next.  Redneckland wasn’t panning out the way he’d planned.  He figured it’d be easy pickings, but it wasn’t turning out that way.  The woods weren’t his natural habitat; he felt more comfortable in the steel and concrete of the city.

 

***

 

The gunfire was growing even heavier now.  It was so bad that the occupants of the tiny sinkhole could barely raise their weapons to return fire.  Little Paul was crying, his hands over his head and ears.  Ammo was running perilously low.

“Okay, here’s the plan!” Will almost screamed.  “Dad and I will stay and give covering fire.  Steve, you and Brian take Paul and get the hell out of here.  Get back to camp and tell the others what’s going on.  Arm everyone, but then get them away from camp to somewhere safe and wait for John.  Got it?”

“What about you and grandpa?” Paul cried.

“Don’t worry about us; just do as I say.  We’ll be right behind you as soon as you’re out of danger.”

Will peeked his head up quickly above the tree trunk, scanning the area in front of them and then ducking it back down as several rounds tore into the wood near where his head had just been.  He raised his rifle and fired off several rounds in return. 

“Ready?” he called.

“Ready!” Steve and Brian responded as Steve took one of Paul’s hands in his, cradling his shotgun in the other.

“You ready, Dad?” Will said, glancing over at Frank.

“Yeah,” his Dad nodded.

“GO!” Will shouted, turning and firing round after steady round over the tree trunk in front of them, pacing his fire.  Frank did the same. 

Brian jumped out of the sinkhole with agility, then paused and turned, aiming his rifle like some kind of Hollywood hero and letting loose with a volley of his own.

Steve started out of the hole behind him but slipped as he tried to pull Paul along with him.  He went down on his knees and it took him several seconds to regain momentum and heft himself from the sinkhole in the mud and slippery leaves.  Once out, he lifted Paul out with him as Brian continued laying down covering fire of his own.

“Go!” Brian pushed him ahead.

Suddenly a bullet tore into Brian’s left arm, causing him to drop his rifle.  He cried out in pain but recovered his weapon with his right arm and continued to fire as Steve and Paul ran from the sinkhole.  He turned to follow, but as he did, he noticed Steve – Paul sheltered behind him – lift his shotgun and squeeze off a round.  As the smoke from the blast cleared, Brian could see two figures, one in a black leather jacket, and another who appeared to be a woman…and a good looking woman at that.  Both had guns – guns aimed at Steve and Paul.

“LOOK OUT!” Brian yelled, aiming his rifle at the two unknown attackers, but it was too late.

The woman took aim at Steve and fired several rounds, one of which struck him in the shoulder as he pushed Paul behind the cover of a nearby tree.  Brian tried to use his injured left arm to steady his gun but it wasn’t working; his hand wouldn’t grip the underside of the weapon.  He had just got his finger on the trigger, ready to fire, when he felt a hard thump and then searing pain in his side.  He glanced down to see the side of his shirt torn away revealing a gaping wound just above his waist.  It was strange though.  Even with the hammer-like impact, it didn’t really hurt, it just stunned him and made him angry. 

In front of him, Steve stumbled and went down, managing to pull himself behind the tree with Paul.  

“Arrahhh,” Brian screamed, charging at the man and woman, and squeezing the trigger of his rifle as he ran toward them.

The man in the black leather jacket shoved the woman aside and she stumbled, falling to the ground.  

Brian was sure he had hit the man at least once.  But then the man in the jacket slowly took aim at Brian and squeezed off a single round.  It hit Brian square in the chest, knocking him backward and to the ground, dead.

While Brian’s efforts had accomplished little, they were enough of a distraction to allow Steve and Paul time to limp back to the sinkhole where they fell in a wet, bloody heap alongside Will and Frank.

Will looked at them in shocked surprise upon their return.  “What happened?” he said, seeing Steve’s injury.

“They’ve got us surrounded,” Steve gasped.

“Where’s Brian?”

Steve just shook his head, crying, “They got him.”

Behind them, Jake checked his bulletproof vest where several rounds had hit him in the midsection.  The impacts had knocked the wind out of him, but it appeared the vest had done its job.  As he pulled Ava to her feet, he saw that her arm had been speckled with buckshot, but she otherwise appeared uninjured.

As they made this quick inspection, they saw someone shoot past them in the rain.  They couldn’t tell if it was one of their own or not.

“Come on,” Jake said.  “We’ve got them now.”

 

***

 

Without Brian, I headed straight back to camp from the entry road, but halfway there, I fell awkwardly as I was jumping a tangle of vines.  It was one of those unexpected falls that happens so fast you have little time to brace for impact.  Landing hard on the ground knocked the wind out of me and it took a minute to recover.  It was a horrible feeling, one that thinking back on it, I’d last experienced as a child.  Gasping for those oxygen molecules I needed so badly after running nearly half a mile through the woods was something I certainly hadn’t missed over the past few decades.

Therefore, I was a couple minutes behind Brian, and just as I made it back to camp, I began hearing the sounds of gunfire in the distance.  Seeing as how only the women and kids were left behind, I figured that whatever was happening involved the remainder of our camp.

Since I already had my rifle and .44 with me, I quickly grabbed an extra box of ammo for my .22 from the tent and a few additional magazines for Will’s assault rifle.  

Claire was there.  She gave me a worried look.  

I gave her a rushed kiss and a “Love ya,” and I was off.

It took me a few minutes to get close to the action.  I stayed off the camp road and skirted the edge of the forest.  Whatever was going on, there was a pretty good firefight involved.

I slowed my pace, moving from tree to tree as cover.  The rain and gunfire blanketed the sound of my footsteps so I felt secure in moving a little quicker than I might have otherwise.  As the sound of the gunfire intensified ahead of me, I could see muzzle flashes and a haze of smoke and steam starting to envelop what I took to be the battlefield.  The darkened day from the rain-filled sky helped me decipher the perimeter of fire that was ringing a single point where I guessed my family members were likely pinned down.  

It was as I made up my mind regarding this positioning that I noticed movement around me.  As I took up cover behind a large maple tree, I noticed several people moving to my right.  It appeared there were at least four of them, and they were carrying assault rifles.  There were too many to try to handle at once, so I made a tactical retreat deeper into the forest and away from them.  I thought that if I acted fast, I might be able to extract my family members before they were entirely encircled.

As I moved away though, I noticed several forms emerge from their position in the center of fire in which it appeared our camp members were holding out.  As a firefight erupted between our guys and several of the flanking attackers, I raised my rifle to fire but it jammed.  I pulled my .44 and fired until it was empty.  As I did, it appeared as though I hit one, but because of the rain and fog of war around me, I couldn’t be sure.  All I could see was several forms that I took to be from our side, retreating back to their holdout inside the ring of fire.

It was then that I made my move, hoping that the attacking forces would be so fixated on the others attempting to make their escape that they wouldn’t expect someone to try to enter the fight from behind.  I sprinted toward our position, praying that I wouldn’t be shot by my own family members in the process.

As I neared, I could see Will in the haze that surrounded the tiny hole in which they were making their stand.

“WILL!” I screamed, waving my free arm in the air as bullets hissed and cracked around me.  “WILL…DON’T SHOOT!  IT’S ME…JOHN!  DON’T SHOOT!”

I must have looked like a track star as I covered the last few yards unscathed by bullets from either side, hurdled a few felled trees and small bushes, and threw myself feet first down into the pit in which Will, Steve, Frank, and Paul crouched.

“Man, am I glad to see you,” Will said.

The side of his head was bleeding, apparently from some shrapnel he’d taken.

“Bad news,” I said.  “You’re being surrounded.”

“I know,” Will said.

“Where’s Brian?  Is he okay?” I asked.

Will shook his head, “No.”

“You bring any extra ammo?” he asked.

“Here,” I said, handing him two extra magazines.  “Make them last.”

As Will reloaded, I looked over at Steve.  He was bleeding profusely from a wound just below his right shoulder.  His eyes looked into mine knowingly.

I shrugged quickly out of my jacket and used my hunting knife to cut off the sleeve.  “Paul, I need your help,” I said to the poor shivering child.  “You’ve got to be a big boy now.  I need you to hold this on Steve’s chest.  Can you do that for me?”

He looked at me wide-eyed and wordless but moved to do as I asked.

There was movement behind us and the injured Steve pushed Paul hard out of the way, lifting his shotgun and letting loose right next to me.  A man collapsed into our pit and Paul started screaming as he gazed into the half blown off face of one of our attackers.  

My ears still ringing, I worked to push the body up and out of our hole.  Bullets thudded into the corpse as Will helped me shove it topside to provide us with some additional cover.  “It’s getting bad here, Will.”

“It’s been bad here!” he yelled back.

“I’m out!” Dad called over to us.

I handed him my .44 and the extra rounds I had with me.  “Only got about eight extra rounds with me, so make them count,” I told him  

“What you got left, Steve?” Will called.

“Two in my pocket, one in the chamber,” the wounded man called back.  His face was pale.  Blood had saturated his shirt as well as the coat sleeve that Paul was holding in place to help stem the bleeding. 

“All they have to do is wait us out a little bit longer,” I said.

“We stay, we’re goners…we go, we’re goners,” Will said.  “What’s the play, big brother?”  

I glanced down at Steve.  His lifeless eyes now stared unblinkingly up into the pouring rain.

I pulled Paul away from the big man and hugged the boy up next to me, thinking of Claire and Jason back at camp.  I wondered if they would meet a similar fate.  They surely wouldn’t be able to hold out as long.  But maybe we’d be able to inflict enough casualties on these assholes before they killed us that it would take the fight out of them.  It was our only hope for protecting the rest of the camp.  I just wished Paul wasn’t here; but there was nothing I could do about that now.

“We stay…” I said to Will, reloading, “…and we fight.”
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CHAPTER 1

TIPTON, TENNESSEE 

 

The mountains of scenic eastern Tennessee were beautiful in the fall.  The trees and their bursts of foliage glistened in the morning sunlight.  A thin vale of fog swirled around their dew-laden leaves.  But it wasn’t this view from his vast mountain-top estate that had Aaron Coughlin emotional.  Rather, it was the overwhelming grief from the thoughts and memories of having to first lay his daughter and then his wife to rest here, and the knowledge that he would never again share this awe-inspiring sight with them.

It was these same mountains that had brought him – the fresh-faced medical intern – and his new bride – the hungry and hustling attorney – to the area nearly two decades ago.  Over the ensuing years, he’d successfully risen through the ranks of the medical profession, building not only a lucrative career for himself, but enjoying watching his wife, Jolene, become the first female partner at one of the largest firms in Knoxville.  

The birth of their daughter, Sarah, four years ago, had coincided with their move from the city to the mountains.  Reaching the point at which they were both successful enough to determine their own career paths, Aaron began consulting part-time while simultaneously freeing up enough time to author several books on cardiology.  Meanwhile, Jolene enjoyed tackling the stay-at-home mom role while still working from home for the firm.

They had decided to buy 100 acres on Frost Mountain and build their own 10,000 square foot stone castle set far from the hustle and bustle of city life.  At the time, it had been their crowning achievement, besides Sarah of course.  They wanted something more than luxury automobiles and expensive watches and clothing to commemorate their career achievements.  Aaron especially wanted something tangible and lasting that he could eventually pass along to his heirs; and the massive structure formed from rock pulled from a mountain stream running through the property was what he and Jolene had envisioned.  

They had just been contemplating their second child when disaster struck.

Being a physician, Aaron had on occasion contemplated the chances of a pandemic.  However, living in rural Tennessee, it was something he felt comfortable leaving to the Washington bureaucrats and the CDC to handle.  It wasn’t something that could touch them out in the nether regions of where the Great Smokey Mountains met the Appalachians. 

But somehow it had.

In Aaron’s occasional pondering of a potential pandemic, he had largely pondered the effects of the sickness on people and how it might be combated, but he had never taken it that additional step or two further.  A worldwide pandemic was something in his mind that would come on gradually and for which there would be time to prepare.  There would be time to work on developing a cure.  People would be moved to hospital isolation units where they could be treated, safely removed from the population.  Some would of course unfortunately succumb to the illness, but in time, things would work themselves out and mankind would persevere.  It would be like all the other diseases that had come and eventually gone or been treated – bird flu, ebola, tuberculosis, measles, diphtheria, malaria, swine flu.  Even if it was like the Plague or the Spanish Influenza, people would most likely prevail…eventually.  It would just take some time.  It certainly wouldn’t be something so severe as to cause the collapse of society.  

But the Su flu had swept through in a matter of weeks – in some instances, days – wiping out whole communities, towns, cities.  With it, it had taken all the services and amenities that society had come to rely upon.  Even simple things like turning lights on and off, making phone calls, filling up the family gas-guzzler with fuel, or stopping in to pick up steaks for dinner at the local grocery store suddenly and irreversibly become impossibilities.  Overnight, such conveniences that had been taken for granted for so long suddenly became the luxuries of a bygone era.  Grocery store shelves and gas station pumps were emptied in less than 48 hours, never to be refilled again.  After a week, utilities became spotty and then were gone completely…no water, no electricity, no phone service, no cable, no internet, eventually no radio, and then…nothing.  There was no communication at all with the outside world from the lonely existence atop their mountain retreat.   

At first they had felt safe enough on their isolated mountaintop, but that quickly turned to an overwhelming feeling of isolation.  After several days without power, Aaron had made a trip in to town.  The trip was made largely out of curiosity and a desire to find out what news there was on the situation in the outside world.  But it had been a more than useless endeavor.

The tiny town of Tipton, Tennessee lay about ten miles from their home, and it was the closest thing to civilization they had in this remote region.  It was a small village of just a few hundred people.  There were two gas stations, a tiny grocery store, a pizza joint, and several other small businesses.  It was also the home of the medical clinic that Aaron had founded in an effort to offer the low-income rural residents of the county some basic health and medical services.  It was there at his office that he’d hoped to find out something about what was going on.  He held out hope that maybe one of the clinic’s employees would still be there and might know whether a cure had been found for this disease that was ravaging the country and abruptly bringing the world to its knees. 

Instead, he’d found armed marauders barricading Main Street.  They promptly commandeered his vehicle and sent him packing, leaving him to make the long journey home on foot.  However, he hadn’t come away from the trip completely empty-handed.  After losing his vehicle and starting back up the road from which he’d arrived, Aaron took a chance and backtracked, doubling around behind the roadblocks to the rear of his clinic.  There he’d found his office empty but not yet looted, and he’d managed to fill up a bag full of supplies.  Among those supplies were the antibiotics that he hoped would eventually be crucial – whether to use for his own family or potentially to barter for food – later on.  Unfortunately, looking back on it now, those supplies had done little good helping his family survive when it actually counted.  

They had actually stretched their food supplies quite well.  It was their fresh drinking water that had given out quickly.  They consumed the case and a half of bottled water they had in their vast mansion within two days.  Aaron had never realized just how much water people consumed until the taps stopped running.  It was something he had definitely taken for granted.  

It was Jolene who had the bright idea of emptying the massive home’s several hot water heaters of their contents to bolster their supply.  They rationed this water better and it had lasted them nearly two weeks.  But then they were again left with a dwindling drinkable water supply.

This was when, without his knowledge and while on a trip to hunt for berries, Jolene and Sarah had drank from the mountain stream, assuming it pure and relatively safe.  

As he thought about it now, it made him so angry.  If they had just asked him, everything would have been fine.  In the supplies that he had taken from the clinic, he even had iodine that he could have used to help purify the water.  But they hadn’t asked.  They assumed.  And in a world without modern conveniences and the physical fortitude of their not so distant ancestors to combat the bacteria swimming in that water, even all the medical supplies that Aaron had been able to carry home with him were not enough to save his beloved girls.

They fell sick at nearly the same time, and their fevers had caused swelling in their brains that Aaron had been unable to relive.

Aaron stared down before him at the two freshly-covered graves that he had just finished in one corner of their flower garden.  He was glad he was having these memories.  They tortured him.  As he moved his eyes up and out over the range of distant mountains that peeked through the morning mist, he realized that they made what he was about to do much easier.  

Having found the generator – which could have powered their well pump for clean drinking water – in the garage earlier that morning when searching for a shovel with which to dig the graves, was the final straw.  He could have easily saved his family with it, but hadn’t.  He had forgotten he even owned the stupid thing.  His memory had failed when it counted most…and he had failed as a father and husband.  

He stood staring out across the mountains in the early morning silence.  The silence was why they had initially moved here – a chance to escape the noise of the outside world.  But now the entire world was silent.  Today, the silence on Frost Mountain would only be broken by the sound of chirping birds, the gurgle of the mountain stream far below their stone mansion, and a lone gunshot by a man who thought he had the world in the palm of his hand but quickly realized that the world still very much had him.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 16th

9:17 a.m.

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

We were all down to our last few rounds of ammunition.  Whoever these guys were, they weren’t going away just because we were putting up one hell of a fight.  They were here to win, and if that meant killing us to do so, than so be it.  

I just couldn’t bring myself to believe that we’d escaped Chicago, escaped the Su flu – the deadliest pandemic the world had ever seen – and escaped the death and destruction it had wrought, only to be killed by these unknown invaders of our safe-haven camp in the vast forests of southern Illinois.  This wasn’t how it was supposed to be.  I had been prepared.  I had stockpiled in readiness for just such a situation.  I had mapped out where we’d go, how we’d get there, and who would come with us.  I’d even thought about how we’d build and develop our camp and how we’d live our new lives.  I just hadn’t planned for this.

Brian, my wife Claire’s teenage brother lay dead just a few yards away.  Steve, her father, lay dead beside us in the same small sinkhole in which we were making our last stand.  My only hope was for me, Dad, my brother Will, and his young son Paul, to hold out long enough and inflict enough casualties so that the rest of our family back at camp could escape meeting a similar fate.  But things were looking pretty bleak.  Eight-year-old Paul was here by mistake, unfortunately led here by Brian due to the idolization he held for the older teen who seemed to have thought this whole situation more a summer camp adventure than a life or death situation.

Brian had learned the hard way that people were no longer people, at least not how we used to know them when the vast majority still conformed to the standards of civilized society.  His education had cost him his life; and in the process, he’d brought poor little Paul along for the ride.

Now we were completely encircled by whoever these people were.  There had to be at least a dozen of them, probably more, and there seemed to be no limit to their ammunition.

“I’m out,” Will called to me over the hail of gunfire we were taking.  Rain poured down upon us and was filling the tiny divot in the earth in which we hunkered with muddy and now bloody water.

“I’m out too,” Frank, our father, called.

I was down to my last clip as well, and I was trying to conserve as much ammo as possible while still maintaining some semblance of a defense to keep our attackers at bay.

Suddenly I was overcome by a wave of anger.  I was mad – mad that I’d made it all this way, managed to get not just my own family here but most of my extended family down here with me, form our camp, and begin to build our new way of life safe from the reach of the flu’s horrific effects only to be tracked down by these unknown assholes.  And for what?  Because they wanted our land?  Because they wanted our supplies?  Because they wanted our pitiful little camp?  For as much as this place meant to us, I had to admit, it wasn’t much…certainly not enough to die for.  I wondered if this was how the American Indians had felt as the Europeans encroached on their way of life.  Wasn’t there enough for everyone?  Couldn’t we just live in peace with one another?  Hadn’t this horrific pandemic reaped enough death and destruction?  Did we as humans now find it necessary to finish off the few remaining souls who had managed to survive this catastrophe?

I guess it didn’t matter.  It was what it was, and this was the end.  If I was going out, I was going to take a few of these bastards with me.

I fired off a few more precious rounds.  I knew I had to be down to my last few bullets.  Will, Dad and Paul crouched behind me.  As the rain began to break, I could see several of the attackers moving even closer to our position as their cohorts covered them.  There were at least two in a nearby cluster of trees about 40 feet from us and another one just to our left behind a fallen oak tree maybe 30 feet away.  

I saw the two in the cluster of tress as my best opportunity for a kill and maybe even for Will, Dad, and Paul to escape.  The two were close enough to present good targets with my limited ammo, far enough away that I wouldn’t immediately present too easy a target; and I hoped that with two of them, a little confusion might help with my last stand.

From behind the protective cover of our nature-made foxhole, I watched as one man would cover the other as he ducked out from behind the tree, took aim, and fired off a few rounds toward our position.  They seemed to have perfected this action in previous firefights and appeared almost to conduct it automatically in a sort of orchestrated rhythm.  I counted.  There was a five second gap between each of their appearances.  I watched as one appeared in a knelt crouch from around the tree.  Then I’d see the flashes from his rifle’s muzzle as he fired a few rounds.  Then the counterpart would appear, standing over him, exposing himself almost fully.  As his friend continued to fire, he would take aim and unleash several – more effectively placed rounds.  Then they’d both disappear again.

“One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi, four Mississippi, five…” and then I saw the gun barrel, followed by the kneeling guy, followed moments later by his standing buddy.  I watched it happen again with similar results as I formed my plan.  I noted that they acted from behind the same side of a cluster of trees each time.

I knew I could cover the 40 feet or so easily enough in five seconds.  I hoped that by the time I reached the trees, the two would have entered their routine.  I could catch them just as they were focused on shooting and unprepared for someone rounding the other side of the trees, flanking them in a surprise attack.

I recognized that I had little chance of success with so much fire pouring down upon us from other directions too, but I hoped that even if I got one of them or could draw fire away from our sinkhole for just several seconds, it might buy us enough time for the others to get out.

It was a long shot, but it was our only shot.

“Okay,” I yelled.  “Will, get Steve’s shotgun.  You should have a few rounds left, so make them count.  Give me ten seconds once I leave the sinkhole and then make a break for it right behind me.”

Will frowned, shaking his head.

“Don’t argue with me now little brother.  It’s our only chance.  Just be ready to go…all of you.”

I looked over at little Paul and tried to smile.  “Time for you to be brave, little big man.  Just stick with your dad here and you’ll be alright.”

I felt Will’s hand on my arm.  I looked over at him and our eyes met.  I nodded.  “Trust me,” I said.

He swallowed hard but didn’t say a word, moving to gather Steve’s shotgun as I’d told him.

I gave him a minute to check and reload it, and then said, “On my mark.”

I paused for a second, took a deep breath, held it, and then maneuvered into a crouched position.  I made sure I had good footing for my break from the hole and braced myself against the ground with one hand while cradling my rifle in the other. I waited as the pair of attackers went through their firing routine.  As soon as they stopped shooting and ducked back behind the tree, I made my move, bursting from the sinkhole.

The other attackers must not have expected anyone to emerge from the pit because it seemed their fire remained concentrated on the sinkhole rather than following me.  A couple bullets whizzed past, and a few pounded into the wet earth around me, but otherwise the fire remained focused on the muddy, leaf-filled pit.  

I ran like a man possessed, tearing across the open space with speed I hadn’t known since high school.  One Mississippi…two Mississippi…three Mississippi…four Mississippi…I made it across the gap between our sinkhole and the trees just as the two armed men were moving back around to fire off their rhythmic rounds.  They might as well have been automatons with the way they were mechanically set into their firing groove.  They didn’t seem to have any real desire to fight their way into the mix and were just biding their time until someone else in their group took the initiative and finished us off.

I grabbed hold of a mid-sized branch that jutted toward me from the side of one tree with my free hand to slow my progress, using it at the same time to pivot me around toward the two men who’d yet to spot me.  

My timing was perfect.

I was behind the cluster of trees and facing their backsides just as they were in the process of shooting again, my approach masked by the sound of gunfire.  My plan had been executed perfectly to this point.  I just hoped the others would make it from the sinkhole as quickly and as safely as I had, but with a small child and a senior citizen in tow, my expectations remained realistic. 

I lowered my rifle, took aim, and squeezed the trigger.

Nothing happened.

The whole of my hopes for Will, Dad, and Paul’s escape hinged upon my neutralizing these two gunmen.  Without doing so, in seconds, my family members would be dashing directly into these two jokers’ methodical, yet deadly line of fire; and at my direction no less.  I had to do something; otherwise, I would just have ordered the death of my brother, father and nephew, and likely myself as well.

I frantically squeezed the trigger again, and again, but nothing happened.  Just as I began to raise my rifle butt to strike the guy closest to me, the two men must have sensed the movement and turned.  The one nearest me grabbed my rifle stock, rendering it useless as any sort of weapon, and as I struggled to free his grasp, the other pulled a handgun from his waistband and leveled it at my chest.

Time seemed to stop as I waited for the inevitable impact from his shot while at the same time continuing to play tug-of-war over my rifle with the other guy.  I thought of my loving wife Claire.  I thought of Jason, my sweet little boy.  And I thought about the safety and security of our happy camp just half a mile away in which our family had grown over the past few weeks, and how it would now be torn asunder. 

Suddenly, I was falling backwards, not from the force of the bullet that I was expecting, but because the man who was gripping my weapon had released his grasp and shifted his attention to something behind me and to my right.  His partner did the same, moving the aim of his handgun away from me as I fell and hit the ground just milliseconds before seeing the two men riddled with bullets through the chatter of automatic gunfire.

There were flashes of light around me and loud bangs as I grabbed my rifle and scrambled back to my feet on the forest floor’s wet leaves.

CHAPTER 3

MONDAY,  SEPTEMBER 16th

8:40 a.m.

AVERS, ILLINOIS

 

Joanna was surprised at how quickly the fire spread through the house.  She moved from her spot at the bottom of the basement stairs and over to an area near the rear of the home.  There, she slid a large slab of thick steel out and away from the wall so that she could climb into the small cave that they had carved through the side of the home’s foundation and into the soft soil of the backyard.  

They had taken several days the week before Robby – an ex-army veteran and Joanna’s boyfriend of the past few months – had died in order to create this bug-out hole.  Robbie had knocked the hole in the concrete foundation and then Joanna and Janet had worked to carve out a bunker of sorts that was big enough for them to easily move back from the expanse of the basement a good seven feet.

The bug-out hole was their escape of last resort, enabling them to hide and even exit the house unnoticed by intruders.  Robby had described similar dugouts his unit had discovered in Iraq and how useful they’d been to insurgents in evading enemy capture.

Joanna used a rope to slide the slab of steel back into place up against the basement wall, concealing them and protecting them from the raging fire that was rapidly consuming their home.

She found Shane, her five-year-old son, and Janet, the 16-year-old they’d taken in after the flu had killed the rest of her family, already there.  They were pressed up against the tiny chamber’s cool dirt walls that Joanna had helped shore up with pieces of plywood and two-by-fours.  They hadn’t wanted to use too many materials, preferring to utilize them to support the smaller tunnel section that ran another 10 feet from the bunker out and up into the backyard, its entrance masked by leaves, pieces of sod, and Shane’s sandbox.

“You okay?” Joanna asked, as she settled in beside the two.

“Yes,” came their quiet responses.

Joanna pressed herself in between the two huddled figures, wrapping an arm around each of their shoulders and hugging them up close.

“We’ll be alright,” she tried to convince them.

She had no idea just how hot the fire would get or whether they’d be cooked alive, suffocate, or die from smoke inhalation.  This was a plan she’d never hoped they’d have to execute and one in which the final outcome was largely unknown.

There was a muffled crash somewhere outside as portions of the basement ceiling gave way and heavier objects like the stove or refrigerator forced their way down though the weakened support timbers.  About ten minutes after this, there was a rumbling and huge crash that seemed almost on top of them and that jostled the protective steel plate so hard that Joanna though it might come loose – but it held.

Joanna could feel Shane press closer up against her, hugging her knee in his tiny arms.  

“I’m scared,” his voice trembled through the darkness.

“I know,” Joanna replied.  “It’ll be okay,” she said.

It was hot and stuffy inside their little self-made cave.  Joanna could feel the sweat starting to bead on her forehead.  A drop trickled down her nose, hanging for a moment at the tip before plummeting into darkness.

They could hear more crashes outside in the basement and smell smoke as it seeped through almost imperceptible cracks around their steel door.  Small pinpricks of light began to push their way inside their holdout as the fire spread throughout the basement.

Joanna felt around blindly in the darkness.

“Where’s the bucket?” she asked.

“Here,” Janet whispered.

Joanna felt something bump against her foot as Janet pushed a sealed two-gallon bucket over to her.

Blindly, Joanna felt for the top edges of the bucket before finding grip on the lip of its lid and pulling it open.  She fished around in the cool water inside and then pulled several wet hand towels from within.  She wrung them out over the bucket and passed one to Joanna, then one Shane before taking one herself and wiping her face and then draping the towel around the back of her neck.  She helped Shane to do the same.  

Joanna wanted to move.  She wanted to get the kids through the tunnel and out to the cool of the outside.  She wanted to breathe fresh air, but she knew it was too soon.  The gunmen were probably still outside, waiting to see if anyone emerged from the burning house.  She couldn’t risk it…not yet.

Shane started coughing as more smoke drifted in around the edges of the steel plate.  Joanna fished several more wet rags from the bucket and did her best to stuff them around the cracks in the plating, temporarily stemming the smoke’s infiltration.

Suddenly there was a rumble and then a tremendous, bone-rattling crash outside.  The protective steel plate buckled inward and Joanna was sure it was going to give way.  She could hear more debris falling against it as dirt crumbled in on top of them from around the bunker’s wooden support beams.  A collapse of their tiny bunker hadn’t been on the top of her list of concerns, but it suddenly flashed to mind as a distinct possibility.  Joanna quickly pushed the thought aside, choosing instead to focus on the still buckled steel plate – now sitting slightly askew – that served as the only protection between them and being cooked alive.

Another thunderous sound above them followed seconds later by a vicious impact in the basement outside, and it seemed the steel plate would let go any second.  Joanna released her hold upon the kids and swung herself around to press her feet up against the barrier in an effort to help hold it in place.  She felt it pressing hard in against her and she used her elbows to dig into the soft dirt floor behind and beneath her to give herself leverage against the pressure.

After a moment, she felt some of the weight pressing against the plate subside, but as she tried to remove her feet from the plate, they wouldn’t release.  She realized that the soles of her tennis shoes had melted onto the hot steel.  In the darkness, she bent forward in a half sit-up to untie her shoes, freeing herself from the scalding steel.

The smoke was getting thick inside their tiny holdout.  Janet hoped that the most recent explosion of noise had been the house collapsing in upon itself.  It would likely be the occurrence they needed for the armed men outside to give up hope of anyone emerging from the home and leave.  

She paused to re-soak their towels so they could cover their faces and mouths in order to make breathing easier.  The unseen smoke stung their eyes and the heat was now almost unbearable.   

After about a minute, Joanna felt the towel that was helping her breath starting to grow warm and dry out.  She used a hand to find the bucket of water-soaked rags.  The water level inside was decreasing by the minute as they consumed the precious contents to help protect themselves.  She knew that time was growing short, but they had to hold out just a little bit longer.

She could feel Shane shaking beside her, his sobs nearly muffled by the sound of the fire as it cracked, popped, hissed, and whooshed outside, sucking more precious air from their hole.  It almost sounded like a living, breathing thing, its fiery fingers trying to reach their way inside the confines of their tiny holdout.

“Okay, everybody dip their towel one last time” Joanna said when the heat was just too much to bear any longer.  “We’re going into the tunnel.  We’ll stop part way and wait for another minute or so.  I’ll lead.  Shane, you follow me, and Janet, you bring up the rear.  Everybody allow some space between them and the person in front of them just in case there’s a collapse.”

She squeezed around the other two on her hands and knees, got onto her elbows and pushed her way inside the start of the small tunnel, lowering herself onto her stomach as she entered.  Just inside, she groped blindly until her hand touched a plastic shopping bag.  Inside, she found a flashlight that she clicked on.  She kept it in her right hand while using her forearms and elbows to drag herself through the nearly impassible crawlspace. 

About six feet into the tunnel, she paused, listening.  Behind her she could hear the other two begin to move behind her.  She kept going, wanting to make room for them.  It seemed like she’d been crawling forever, but knew that at the pace of just a few inches with every squeeze forward, progress would be agonizingly slow.  She prayed that the small support beams around her would hold the weight of the earth above as she crawled, cringing and holding her breath each time she bumped against one.

Joanna wasn’t claustrophobic in most instances, but this wasn’t most instances.  Robby had done most of the digging on this part of their escape route.  She and the kids had worked largely on the entry and exit chambers that could be constructed without much danger of being entombed.  In hindsight, she wished they’d made the exit chamber in the backyard big enough for all to fit.  But by the time Robby had reached this portion of the dig, they’d been almost out of food and had decided that they shouldn’t expend much energy on digging.  She found that now, as she considered what being buried alive would truly be like, she regretted the decision.

A vision of the supports cracking and then breaking and releasing the tons of earth above her didn’t bother her at first.  Then, as her shoulders pressed against the sides of the tunnel and stuck, she imagined them being wedged in place, unable to move them, unable to move anything.  Dirt would force her head down, cover her eyes, her ears, and get into her mouth and nose.  The weight would slowly force the breath from her lungs.  Each time she exhaled, like an enormous boa constrictor, the earth would press tighter, keeping her from refilling her lungs with precious oxygen.

She felt herself start to breathe in short panicky pants and forced the thoughts aside.  She wanted to turn around and go back.  All she could think about was being trapped, powerless in the dark.  A pressure upon her right foot told her that Shane was behind her.  His was a soothing presence, a presence that was enough to force her to mentally tough it out and urge her onward.

Finally, she made it to the end of the tunnel where it exited into a wider space that turned upward.  She wriggled herself wormlike until she could sit up, her torso pointing up toward the tunnel’s exit above her while her legs remained inside the shaft itself.  A blast of hot air whooshed up around her and she guessed the steel door had finally given way.  It wouldn’t be long now before they were baked inside what was fast becoming a chimney for their house fire.

She could feel Shane pushing at her foot again and his muffled voice whining, “Mommy…Mommy, I’m scared.”

She knew they couldn’t wait any longer.  It felt like they were being roasted alive.  She pulled herself the rest of the way into the escape chamber so that she was nearly standing upright.  She set the flashlight down and used her hands and the back of her neck to push up upon a piece of plywood that covered the exit hole.  Above that was Shane’s sandbox, largely devoid of sand to relieve the pressure it would put upon the hole and make it easier to shove aside.  She raised the covering several inches and peeked outside.  In front of her, she could see the remnants of their home.  The brick chimney was still standing, the back door and a portion of the back porch remained, and part of the staircase still rose to a missing second floor, but everything else now lay in a smoldering and still-flaming pile, blackened portions of which jutted from where the basement had once been.  There was no sign of the marauding gang who had destroyed their home.  Just as Robby had predicted, and just as he had prayed, they must have assumed that whoever was inside the home had been killed in the fire and therefore departed.  

Joanna cautiously moved the sandbox aside and crawled out.  She did another quick scan of the area around her and then lifted out Shane.

“Go to the garage and wait there,” she hustled him off in the right direction.  Then she helped Janet out, re-covered the hole, and headed for the garage herself.

Once there, she found the emergency packs they’d stashed inside several plastic trash receptacles.  These packs were concealed in large garbage bags and each contained a parka, two extra pairs of socks, an extra pair of shoes – which Joanna promptly made use of – two extra shirts, and a pair of pants.  There was also Robby’s army knife, several cans of corned beef hash, four canteens of water, some water purification tablets, a small medical kit, several pairs of gloves and winter hats, a few hard candies and throat lozenges, a flashlight with extra batteries, several cigarette lighters, a portable propane-fed single burner for cooking, one small tank of propane fuel, a Swiss army knife, and several forks and spoons.

On top of the packs and inside another bag were winter coats, an extra blanket, and their old camping tent.

Besides each other, it was now all they had in the world.        

 

 

 

 


  

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

MONDAY,  SEPTEMBER 16th

9:24 a.m.

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

There was a flash of light, an explosion, a cloud of smoke, and the chatter of automatic rifle fire.  I was disoriented as I made it to my feet from where I’d fallen on the wet forest floor.  And as I regained my composure and looked around me, I realized that the two men who I had been preparing to assault now lay dead on the ground before me.

I was confused as smoke swirled around me, unsure of what to do or who had killed them.

Suddenly a hand on my shoulder clarified everything.  I swung my rifle around, finger on the trigger, but a familiar voice stopped me.

“Don’t you shoot me, punkass,” it said.

I knew instantly by the “punkass” that it was Ray, my college buddy.  He was the only person I knew who used the term.

It now also made sense as to where the smoke grenades had come from since Ray had previously had access to such items through his work with the FBI.  

All I could do was smile in relief as a return greeting and say, “My gun jammed.”

He grabbed me and pushed me up behind the nearby trees for cover.

“Here,” he said, handing me his sidearm.  “What’s the situation?”

“Not sure,” I said.  “I got three people in the sinkhole over there,” I nodded.  “They were supposed to be behind me, but they didn’t make it.”

“How many bad guys?” Ray asked, pushing a fresh clip into his assault rifle.

“Not sure…ten left maybe.”

Smoke now swirled thick around us.  I could hear more gunfire over by the road.

He nodded.  “Alright, let’s go get your people.  Ready?”

I nodded, taking a quick second to clear the jam in my rifle.

“Let’s go,” he said, ducking around the right side of the tree and unleashing a spray of fire in the direction of the nearest attackers while advancing toward the sinkhole.  I followed, finishing off what ammo was left in my rifle and then firing the handgun Ray had given me.

I saw Ray get at least one other attacker and saw two more retreat from the general vicinity in which he was firing, running back toward the clearing where they had parked their vehicles.

Suddenly, from Ray’s right, a young Hispanic woman appeared about 20 yards away.  He turned as she leveled her weapon at him.  They fired almost instantaneously and both fell at almost the same time just as I reached the sinkhole.

There I found Will and the others.  Will was tying a bandana around his right thigh.  The leg of his blue jeans was soaked in blood.

“Got hit as soon as we tried to make a move,” he said as soon as he saw me.

I nodded, gathering him up.  “Come on,” I said.  “We’ve got to go.”

I threw his arm around my neck and lifted.  “Paul!  Dad!  Come on!” I yelled, pulling Will up and out of the hole with me.

I could see Ray getting to his feet, looking down at the shredded bulletproof vest that had saved his life.  The Hispanic woman was nowhere to be seen.

“You alright, man?” I asked as we approached.

“Yeah…let’s go,” he winced, rubbing his chest, and then getting under Will’s left shoulder to help me with the load.  “I’ve got to get back to Pam.”

“Where is she?” I said.

“On the entry road.  I told her to stay with the vehicle.”

“Go on ahead,” I said.  “We’ll be okay.  Just make sure Pam’s safe.”

Ray left me with Will and ran on ahead of us through the woods, disappearing behind a thick row of trees that separated the road from the forest about 100 yards ahead.

I could hear more firing in front of us and then silence.

I prayed that Ray and Pam were okay.

 

* * *

 

Jake was sure that it was just a matter of time before the few remaining guys that were held up in the little sinkhole would run out of ammo.  He knew his crew had enough ammo and enough people to outlast whatever these guys had brought along with them.  He and his men were ready for a fight.  These weekend-camper suburbanites weren’t.

He and Ava had almost gotten around to the one spot in the forest where escape for the people in the pit might still be possible.  The two of them had split off from their two accompanying soldiers to finish the encirclement.  These rats in their hole were putting up one hell of a fight, and he’d lost a few decent men in trying to finish them, but he was confident now that he and Ava were on the scene.

It was at that moment that he saw one of the rats scurry from its hole.  Jake wondered just what in the hell the man was thinking as he headed straight for the trees where two of his soldiers were taking cover.  He was surprised by the man’s speed and bravery, and he watched as he got the drop on Jack and Lewis who were dicking around behind the trees, taking little potshots at the men in the sinkhole.  But then he smiled, watching.  He knew the guy was fucked when his gun appeared to jam and Lewis got a hold of it, grappling with him while Jack realized what was going on and aimed his weapon at the man.

Jake was sure the guy was done for.  Then everything went to shit.

Suddenly something hit Jake hard in the gut, stunning him and knocking the wind out of him.  He doubled over in pain and was then knocked backward and onto the ground as there was an explosion of smoke around him.  The chatter of automatic gunfire erupted nearby as he lay dazed.  

By the time he recovered, the rat hole was empty and his men were on the retreat.

He had no idea what had happened, where Ava was, or if she was even still alive.  It made him wonder if they made it all this way just to be killed by a pack of rats out here in the middle of nowhere.  Had he built his army and traveled from Chicago down here to the boondocks in hopes of waltzing in and taking whatever he wanted, only to lose it all to some band of white-bread yuppie scum from the suburbs? 

The thought made him angry.  He wanted to go after these people; he wanted to find Ava, but then his sense of self-preservation kicked in.

He could always get revenge.  He could always find a new sex toy.  But there was only one Jake Stines; and right now, he needed to do all he could to preserve Jake Stines.

It was time to cut his losses, get out, and get out now.

 

* * *

 

By the time we made it out to the entry road, I could see Ray knelling over a body lying on the ground beside his Hummer.  I quickened my pace as much as I could while still being careful not to over-exert Will.  Dad and Paul followed quietly behind.  I wanted to help Ray with Pam if I could; but as I neared, Pam moved out from around the other side of the vehicle.

“I got one of them,” she said, still clutching a shotgun.  She looked a bit shaky and leaned up against the side of the Hummer for support.

Ray turned to look at us, pocketing some ammo he’d removed from the dead guy that Pam had killed and whose body lay on the ground beside the Hummer.

“She done good,” he nodded at me.  “Got this one as he was high-tailing it back down the road.”

I helped Will into the back seat of the Hummer and laid him down to inspect his wound.

Meanwhile, Ray continued checking the dead man for anything of use, pulling several pieces of paper from inside the man’s jacket pocket.  Ray paused, opening an envelope and scanning the letter he pulled from inside. 

“John…look at this,” he said.

I turned away from Will to see Ray holding the letter and envelope out to me.  Dad and Paul attended to Will while I took the papers from Ray.  I noticed immediately that the writing on the outside looked familiar.  Then it struck me.  The writing was mine.

“What the heck?” I murmured.

It hit me then that this was one of the letters I’d mailed before we’d driven down to southern Illinois.  It was addressed to Claire’s brother Kevin and his wife Kim.  Somehow these guys had gotten a hold of it.  In turn, I had to assume that this likely meant the worst for Kevin and his family.  As sad as the thought was though, I couldn’t dwell on it now.      

“Shit!” I hissed.  “If these guys had this then who knows…”

“…who else they might have told and who might be coming.” Ray finished my thought, reaching to take the dead man’s assault rifle.

“We’d better get back to camp,” I said.

Almost as I finished the words, we heard engines approaching on the entry road.

“Everyone to the woods!” I yelled.

Ray grabbed Pam.  Meanwhile, Dad and Paul pulled Will up and out of the backseat.  Will let out a cry of pain and I rushed to assist them.

Getting hold of him, we hustled – half dragging, half shoving – him into the cover of the thick brush near the road’s edge.

We’d just got everyone into the woods and out of sight as four vehicles came tearing up the road from the clearing heading back toward the main road.  They blasted passed the Hummer, the lead vehicle swerving at the last minute, barely avoiding a collision with the large SUV.

The vehicles kept going, and I crept to the roadside to watch their taillights disappear as they cleared the creek bridge and rounded the bend.

I saw Ray emerge beside me.

“Looks like they’re gone for now,” he said.

“Yeah…for now,” I agreed.  “But who knows for how long.”

He nodded.  “Better get Will back and patched up and then start packing.”

“Welcome to southern Illinois,” I stuck out my hand to him in greeting.  “Thanks for the help.  Doesn’t look like you’ll have much time to catch your breath.”

“Yeah,” he nodded, “sure glad we left the dangers of Chicago so we could come be safe down here with you,” he offered sarcastically.

 

* * *

 

“SLOW DOWN, YOU FUCK!” Ava screamed in the passenger seat as Jake swerved at the last second to avoid hitting the Hummer that sat in the middle of the narrow access road.

Her anger surprised him.  She’d rarely raised her voice to him, and never called him names.  She’d always been submissive, but it seemed that something had suddenly and dramatically changed in her demeanor.  

Jake knew what it was.  

This was the first time he had ever lost a fight in front of Ava.  And while it was difficult for him to accept the defeat, it appeared that it was even harder for Ava.

Jake didn’t say a word.  He just gritted his teeth and kept the gas pedal shoved to the floor.  He still had part of his army left.  He still had guns and ammo.  He still had Ava…at least for the moment.  

He shrugged out of his flak jacket as he drove and threw it into the backseat behind him, rubbing his chest where bullets had impacted with the body armor.  He could tell by the distaste with which Ava was looking at him as she did the same that this wasn’t something she was taking lightly.  He knew he’d have a lot of work to do to make this right and once again prove himself to her.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

MONDAY,  SEPTEMBER 16th

SOUTHERN ILLINOIS 

 

The rest of the day felt almost as though I was floating through some sort of bizarre dream.  The whole shootout had been surreal, and if it hadn’t been for the dead and injured family members, I’d almost think it hadn’t happened.  As soon as we got back to camp, I had Pam and Sharron look after Will, tending to his leg.  The wound appeared to be largely superficial, having come from a bit of shrapnel that had struck the meaty part of my brother’s upper thigh.  

“Lucky it wasn’t a few inches higher,” I said with eyebrows raised.

“No shit,” he snorted, and then gritted his teeth in pain as Sharron dabbed the injured area with a warm wet cloth to clean the blood away.

I put Dad and Paul, who were in a sort of shell-shocked daze, inside a tent with Sarah and Jason so they could get some rest, telling Sarah that she needed to be a big girl now and help take care of the boys.  I found Mom, and asked her to help out with watching them as well.  

Claire and her mother Emily came to find me as I stood with discussing our next move with Ray, already knowing something was wrong when we returned without Steve and Brian.  I didn’t have to say much.  They could tell by the look on my face, and they’d heard the intense amount of shooting that had occurred in our firefight with the intruders.

When Claire stepped close and mouthed softly, “Dad…and Brian?” I just shook my head.

“They didn’t make it,” was all I could muster.

She put a hand over her mouth and turned away, placing an arm around her mother who stood close behind her.  Claire led her over to the camp’s picnic table where they could console one another.

“Give me a minute, would you Ray?” I ask him.

“Sure,” he nodded.”

But I wasn’t going to console Claire and her mother.  I knew there was nothing I could say or do right now to help.  They needed time.  There would be opportunity for talking later, and I’d have to break the news to them about Kevin and his family as well, which I wasn’t looking forward.  But right now, we had to focus upon the immediacy of the situation at hand.

Instead, I found Pam and Sharron who were inside a tent, putting the finishing touches on Will’s now cleansed and bandaged leg wound.  Will was lying on his back, his eyes closed.

“When you guys are finished up here, I need you to start breaking down camp,” I said.  

“We’re leaving?” Sharron looked at me.

I nodded.  “I don’t know who else might be coming here or if those guys are coming back.  There could be more of them.  I don’t have any idea.  We need to get out of here fast.  Pack up anything of use – food, the tents, bedding, clothing, cooking utensils, whatever – as quickly as possible.  I want to be ready to go by tonight at latest.”

Sharron and Pam nodded.

“I’ll help you,” Will said, struggling to sit up.

“You rest,” I said sternly.  “I might need you ready for later.”

He nodded his agreement and lay back down.

Next, I went back to the tent where Mom and Dad were in with the kids.  “You okay?” I asked Dad.  

“Yeah…I guess,” he shrugged.

I knew he wasn’t.  Who would be after what we’d just gone through?  But at least he was putting on a brave face.

Poor little Paul was curled up in the fetal position, his head buried in a mound of blankets, crying.  Mom was rubbing his back in an attempt to comfort him.

“Think you can keep watch here at camp for a little while?” I asked Dad.  “Ray and I need to head back and see what we can salvage from the fire-fight.”

“Okay,” Dad said.  He turned to Sarah, putting a meaty paw on her tiny shoulder.  She stared at him wide-eyed but full of youthful confidence and eager to help.  “Can you help your grandmother watch you’re brother and Jason while I go outside?” he asked her.

She nodded her head, “Yes,” she said proudly.

“Good girl,” he smiled at her.

“Mom, can you start helping pack some stuff up while keeping an eye on the kids?” I asked.  “We’re leaving tonight.”

“Yes,” she said.  “Whatever I can do to help.”

“Thanks,” I tried to smile at her.  “Come on Dad,” I said, helping him to his feet from where he sat beside the kids.

Outside the tent I stopped.  In a whispered tone I asked, “Dad, what should we do about Brain and Steve?”

He thought for a moment.  “We have to bury them…if nothing else but for Claire and Emily’s sake.”

“But we don’t have time.  Those guys could be back any minute,” I argued.  “I mean, Brian and Steve are dead.  It’s too late to do anything about it now.  We have to focus on protecting the rest of the camp.”

“I understand what you’re saying,” he agreed.  “But you have to think about Claire and Emily.”

“I am thinking about them, and everyone else for that matter, that’s why I want to get the hell out of here.”

“I don’t think those guys will be back soon, if they’re back at all,” Dad replied.  “They took some pretty substantial losses and now we’re ready for them.  But you have to bury our people.  You owe it to the wives, the kids, the grandkids.  It’s not just about who was lost today.  It’s about who could be lost tomorrow.  You just leave those bodies out there to rot and you’re sending a message to everyone.  I know it’s hard now that society appears to have crumbled, but that doesn’t mean that we as civilized people have to crumble with it.  People still need closure.  People still need to mourn.  And if you leave Brian and Steve out there, while Claire and Emily might forgive you for it now, they could grow to resent you and how you handled the death of their loved ones later.  We need, if not a funeral, at least a burial.  And it needs to be done right.”

I bit my lower lip, thinking about what he said, torn between the safety of the group and doing what was right.  “I guess you have a point, Dad.  I hadn’t thought about it that way.  Ray and I will go down and clean up the bodies as best we can while we’re out.  Where do you think we should bury them?”

He thought about it for a minute, and then said, “Right here, I guess.  It’s a beautiful spot, and it’s a place where we all lived happily as a family…at least for a little while.”  He looked at me.  “How about I start on the holes?”  He paused.  “I’ll keep my gun close by, just in case.”

“Thanks,” I said.

It turned out that Dad had an even better burial plot in mind for Brian and Steve.  He picked the very top of the hill above where our camp was situated and where we had sat just weeks before listening to the final broadcasts from the world we once knew before the radio signal eventually faded into oblivion.

As evening began to fall that rainy September day, we laid one young man – a son, brother, and uncle – and one gentleman – a father, husband, and grandfather – to rest overlooking what just hours earlier had been our happy home, untouched by the troubles of the outside world.  Now that curtain of innocence had been ripped aside by the evils of man and his selfish desire to have and to take.  

At the funeral, the rain finally stopped and tiny droplets dripped slowly from tree branches, commingling with our tears as a cool breeze began to whip around us.  I hugged Claire close to me as Dad read a passage from his bible.  Then I said a few words.  I don’t even remember exactly what I said.  My thoughts were all a jumble of emotions – anger, frustration, sadness, confusion.  It was something regarding the passing of loved ones too soon and how we’d all miss both Brian and Steve, each in our own ways, and how I’d always treasure the past week in which I’d grown to know and love each of these exceptional men in their own unique way.

After the service, as we readied ourselves to depart, the camp went about their duties largely in silence.  We moved zombie-like, finishing up collecting possessions from supply piles that used to be our tents, our camp, our home.  We worked like a fire brigade making trips back and forth between vehicles parked down on the access road.  Earlier, we’d siphoned fuel from the two vehicles that the armed band had left behind.  There wasn’t much left in them, but every little bit counted.  We found a few containers of food in the back of one abandoned truck, a few candy bars and an open pack of cigarettes in the other, but that was about it.  We consumed most of these items before the day was out.

We decided that to conserve fuel for our other vehicles, we’d take three of the five that had made the trip down.  We decided that since Claire’s parents’ SUV had taken a pretty bad beating on the way down, we would siphon the fuel out of it to help fill the others, giving everyone else nearly full tanks.  Claire’s mother Emily would ride with Will and his family, which would comprise the occupants in their mini-van.  My parents would drive their SUV along with Ray and Pam since the Hummer had also been damaged pretty severely on the trip down and was almost out of fuel.  Will decided to ride shotgun and nurse his wound while Sharron drove.  

I would lead the convoy in our SUV with Claire and Jason.  My parents would follow, and Will’s mini-van would bring up the rear.  We spread out guns and ammo before we left, ensuring that all the vehicles were armed.  

We agreed that we’d all use headlights on bright once it got dark.  We felt that this might decrease the chance of collisions with wildlife in this heavily wooded part of Illinois and hoped that brighter headlights would make us appear a larger convoy, which in turn might deter any potential attackers.  However, while the sun had set during our departure preparations, there was still a little daylight left, so we decided that until it became too dark to see, we’d keep them off to avoid attracting attention as we left.  The last thing we wanted was to run into the same people we were trying to avoid by leaving.

And since we had nowhere in particular to get to, we agreed to keep speeds to around 30 to 40 miles an hour to give us better reaction time during night driving and help conserve fuel.  We had no idea what we were getting into or what sorts of obstacles we might encounter on the roads.

I pulled Will – who was walking with a homemade crutch Sharron had cut for him from a small tree – Dad, Ray, and Sharron aside as the others finished making the last few trips back and forth between camp and our vehicles.  I laid out a map on the hood of our SUV.

“Here’s what I’m thinking,” I said.  “We should probably head south to stay ahead of the winter weather that’s sure to come.  I’m not sure what’s better though, sticking to the state roads or using the highways.”

“I’m thinking highways, and I’ll tell you why,” Will said.  “These little towns could be infested with crazies like the kind we just encountered.  Plus, smaller towns are more likely to have banded together to keep out intruders.  Anyone still alive in these tighter-knit communities may have gotten organized by now and they probably won’t want anyone else coming into their territory.  I can see issues with barricaded roads, militia-style units, and other traps and obstacles laid out for travelers.  If we get on the highway, I think we’re more likely to bypass those types of situations.  Plus, we have more room to spread out and maneuver around potential obstacles.  A two-lane highway is easier to barricade, and it doesn’t give you much turning radius if you have to make a 180 and high-tail it out of there.  On a highway, you’ve got more wiggle room.”

“I agree,” said Dad.  “And I also think that we should find places to camp during the day.  Traveling in the daylight could expose us to even more dangers.”

“Okay,” I nodded.  “I tend to agree.  So I’ll lead us back to the interstate and we’ll cut through the corner of Kentucky and keep heading south.  I’m thinking somewhere like Georgia or South Carolina for the winter.  That sound good to everyone else?”

“As good as anywhere, I guess,” Dad shrugged.

“As long as it’s warm and safe,” Will agreed.  “Guess it doesn’t really matter at this point.  I ain’t going for the scenery.”

“Sounds like a plan then,” I said.  “Remember, the signal to stop is a flash of the headlights if you’re behind, the hazard lights on if you’re ahead.  Everybody okay to drive?”

There were tired mumbles of confirmation.

“I know it sucks to have to drive at night after the day we just had, but I think we need to put some miles between us and here.  Hopefully we won’t run into our friends from earlier today.”  I glanced around us and up through the treetops at the sky.  “It looks like we barely have a little daylight left, so I suggest we keep the headlights off for as long as we can just in case.  We’ll keep it slow and steady until we get out of the general vicinity, then we can put the headlights on and maybe pick up speed a little bit.  We all have food, weapons, and ammo, so if by chance anyone gets separated they’ll be self-sufficient.  We’ll make the meet up point, uh…” I scanned the map, “…exit 31, off I-24 in Kentucky near Grand Rivers.  If we get split up, we do our best to meet up again there.  It looks like a relatively out of the way spot.”

“How long do we wait if we do get separated?” Will asked.

I shrugged, looking around at the group.  “Any suggestions?” I asked.

Everyone was silent.

“As long as we can, I guess.  Let’s just hope it doesn’t happen and leave it at that.”

 

* * *

 

“Mommy, I’m tired,” Shane whined.  

Joanna, Janet, and Shane had been walking for several miles, slowly making their way out of Avers and down the empty road leading from town.  After the events of the day, they were tired before they’d even begun their travels, and now they were near exhaustion.  Still, Janet – her teenage energy kicking in – had enough gas left in her tank to pause and let Shane climb up onto her back.

“Just for a little while,” she said.  “Then you have to walk again,” she told him.

“Okay,” he sighed softly as she felt his head rest heavily against her neck.

“How much farther?” Janet asked quietly.

“Until what?” Joanna replied, tired, hungry and aggravated.

“What do you think?” Janet answered in a sarcasm-soaked response.

Joanna stopped and whirled on her angrily.

“Listen, I know we’ve all had a rough day, and I’m trying to keep it together here, but you giving me lip isn’t going to help things.  We’ll find a place to camp soon.”

“Well, I’ll tell you; I’m not carrying Shane all night,” Janet shot back.  “It’s almost dark.  What’s the plan here anyway?  I mean, where are we going?  Are we just wandering down the road?  Do you even have a plan?” her voiced quivered.

Joanna took a deep breath.  “I don’t know,” she said, her anger fading and despair setting in.  

As dusk settled upon them, she understood that they needed to find a safe place to settle down.  It was getting chilly and Joanna knew it was going to be a long night.  

It was then she noticed the sound of approaching vehicles.  She frantically scanned the road in both directions, but she saw no approaching lights.

“Where are…” Janet began, but Joanna silenced her, holding up a hand.

“Shhh…listen.”

The sound of engines was growing nearer, but she couldn’t tell exactly from which direction they were approaching.  It sounded like they were coming from the woods, but everywhere she looked she saw no indication of vehicle headlights.

“Come on,” Joanna said, grabbing Janet by the arm and pull her and Shane off the road and toward the sheltered safety of the woods.  But as she did so, her pull became a push as a vehicle suddenly burst from the nearby tree line, its headlights off as it barreled down an access road that Joanna hadn’t even realized was there.

Janet – still holding Shane on her back – stumbled from the force of Joanna’s shove, collapsing in a heap in a nearby pile of bushes.  Meanwhile, Joanna moved to follow, but it was too late as she felt the massive force of the vehicle as it impacted with her body.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

“Watch out!” screamed Claire, grabbing my arm on the steering wheel.

I slammed on the breaks, locking them up into a slide, but it was too late as we heard the sickening thud of the woman’s body collide with the front of our SUV as we prepared to exit the camp access onto the main road.

There was the sound of tires skidding on gravel behind us as Dad narrowly avoided ramming into the back of our SUV.  

“Fuck!” I pounded the steering wheel with both hands as I sat, our SUV idling, absorbing what had just happened.  “What the hell was she doing?” I said, stunned and confused as to why this woman was standing in the middle of the access road entrance.

Jason was crying in the back seat and Claire was just staring ahead, wide-eyed.

I pulled myself together and opened the driver’s side door, pulling my .44 from the center console just in case this was some sort of trick.

“Be careful,” Claire said.

Dad was out of his vehicle too, but I motioned him with a hand to stay back where he was.  “Give me a second, Dad…but be ready for anything.”

I reached back inside the car and flipped on our SUV’s headlights.

In front of me, I could see a young woman lying on her back about ten feet in front of where we’d come to a stop.  She wasn’t moving.

Suddenly I sensed movement near the edge of the road.  I spun, raising my gun, my finger on the trigger, squeezing.

From the perimeter of light that shown from our vehicle’s headlights, I could see a young boy standing, crying, and someone crouched beside him in the shadows.

“Come out,” I yelled.  

My arms were shaking from a mixture of adrenaline and shock as I moved my gun’s aim to the person beside the boy.

A young girl rose to stand beside him, her hands up.

“Anyone else with you?” I called, doing my best to scan the darkness around them.

“No,” she answered.

Suddenly the little boy darted out to the woman lying in the road.  “Momma!” he screamed.

I lowered my weapon.

“Oh my god,” the girl said, lowering her raised hands and putting one over her mouth.  “Is she…?”

I slipped the gun into my waistband and moved over to where the woman lay on the pavement.  The little boy was now crouched, sobbing beside her, holding one of her hands.

I knelt beside her as well, taking her other hand in mine.  I felt for a pulse.  There was one.

I scanned the area of pavement around her, searching for traces of blood.  I didn’t see any, but in the near darkness, it was hard to be sure.  

Claire, Dad and the young girl had joined me now.

I continued to inspect the woman.  There didn’t seem to be any outwardly visible injuries.

“Can you hear me?” I asked the woman, squeezing her hand softly in mine.  Her hair was over her face and I used my other hand to carefully brush it aside.  “Can you hear me?” I asked again.  “Are you okay?”

Even in the glare of the headlights, unconscious, and having been hit by a car, I realized the woman was extremely attractive.  She had long, straight black hair, full shapely lips, and a strong jaw that curved around to connect with delicate ears and a thin, yet strong neck.  But I didn’t have time to ogle her beauty.  I could sense movement behind the woman’s eyelids, and her head moved slightly, as her eyes fluttered.

“Don’t try to move,” I said.  “You’re with friends here,” I told her, hoping that my reassuring words would keep her from any frightened movements upon her regaining consciousness to look into a stranger’s face.  I was afraid that such a reaction could exacerbate any unseen injuries she might have suffered.  I knew internal damage was a distinct possibility, but if that was the case, there wasn’t anything any of us were going to be able to do about it.

The woman’s eyes flickered open.  She blinked them several times and then looked directly into mine with an intense, piercing gaze that almost frightened me.  

“What happened?” she asked.

“You were hit by a car,” I said, not really wanting to tell her that I was the one that did the hitting

“Shane and Janet…are they okay?” she breathed softly.

“They’re right here,” I said, assuming that Shane was the little boy and Janet the young girl.  “They’re fine.”

Her eyes gazed up into mine.  “Thank you,” she said.

“Uh…you’re welcome,” I frowned, unsure as to exactly how I should respond after her thanking me for having run her over.  At this point, I realized that I was still holding her hand in mine and I gently released it.  

“Mommy,” Shane cried next to her, moving in closer. 

Her eyes flickered over to the little boy.  “Hi sweetie,” she smiled.  “Mommy will be okay.  Go sit with Janet now.”

He released his mother’s hand, stood, and moved quickly back over to the girl who remained standing nearby.  I was impressed with how quickly and automatically he responded to his wounded mother’s command.

“How do you feel?” I asked, probably sounding like a complete moron.  “Does anything hurt?”

I scanned her body, looking for signs of serious injury.  I was afraid to try to move her, but I was also afraid of sitting with her out here in the open for too long.

“Claire, bring some water,” I called behind me. 

Claire hurried back to the car.  

“And the flask from my pack!” I called after her.

The injured woman moved her hand slowly up to her face and then slowly over to the side and back of her head.

“How’s your head feel?” I asked.  

“Hurts,” she said, slowly feeling around in back of it.  “I must have hit it on the pavement when I landed.”

“Where did the car hit you?” I asked.

“I…I’m not sure.  It happened so fast.  The front and the side…near my waist I think?”

I unzipped her jacket and un-tucked her shirt slowly, pulling it up to reveal her lower abdomen.  From what I could tell, it appeared red and slightly swollen, and there were some scrapes near the right of her stomach.  I touched the area softly, “Does that hurt?”

“A little…not really,” she said.

“That’s good…I guess,” I nodded, smiling down at her.  

Claire was back with the supplies.  I took the flask from her and unscrewed it.  “You feel like you can sit up?” I asked.

“I think so,” the woman said.

Claire moved around to the other side of her and we helped her slowly up and into a sitting position.  “Here,” I said, putting the flask to her lips.  “Have some.”  It was the last of our alcohol, a little whiskey I’d set aside for a special occasion.  I’d been tempted to drink it after the funerals earlier, but I’d held off, wanting to keep my wits about me for the night’s drive.  Now I was glad that I had.

She took a drink, coughed, then drank more and handed back the flask.  “Thanks,” she said.  

“Sure,” I nodded.  “Now have some water.”  I exchanged the flask for a plastic water bottle.

She took a long drink.  “Liked the first option better,” she smiled at me, our eyes meeting again, locking this time, but only for a second.

“Do you live around here?” I asked, handing her back the flask.

“Used to.  We’re on the move as of tonight.”

“Where to?”

She shrugged, “Anywhere safe.”

 “No one sick where you came from?” I eyed her tentatively.

“No,” she said.  “Well…used to be, but they’re all gone now.” 

“Haven’t been in direct contact with anyone you don’t know lately?”

“No,” she answered.

I looked at Claire, then back at Dad and Will who were watching nervously.  

“What about your boy and girl?”

“No,” she shook her head and took another sip of the whiskey.

I was watching her closely.  It seemed like she was answering honestly.  I didn’t want to take the chance of her infecting our group, but I hated to think about leaving her and the kids out here on their own, especially after I’d nearly killed this poor woman with our vehicle.  

I decided to make the call.  “We’re heading south.  I’d be willing to give you all a lift if you’d like.  If you think you can move, we’d better get back to the car and be on our way though, there are some bad characters around here.”

She nodded, struggling to get to her feet, “Yeah…I know.”

Claire and I helped her stand, supporting her as she swayed unsteadily.  I bent to pick up the pack she’d been carrying that lay on the ground beside where she’d fallen.  I shouldered it, and she handed me back my flask, swaying backward, then forward as she did so.  I quickly took her by the shoulders, steadying her, then I caught her as her knees buckled and she collapsed into my arms.

“Dad!” I called behind me.  “Help me get her to the car.”

Dad rushed up, grabbing the woman’s legs while I held up her torso.

“She…” the young girl started, then stopped, “…we haven’t eaten in almost a day.”

“Will,” I said, get some food from our cargo area and help get Shane and…” I looked at the girl.

“Janet,” she refreshed my memory.

“…and Janet into the back of your van…if you can squeeze them in.”

“We’ll make room,” he said.

“Yea, more kids.” Sharron remarked sarcastically, giving me the evil eye.

I ignored her.  “Emily, can ride with my parents, and we’ll put…”

Again I looked at Janet questioningly.

“Joanna,” she said.

“…Joanna in our car.  Claire can work on her while we drive.”

I wasn’t sure if it was shock from being hit by a car, internal injuries, the knock on the head, the lack of food, the whiskey, or some combination thereof that had put Joanna out of action; but whatever the case, it wasn’t doing us any good standing around out in the open waiting to find out.  I decided that we might as well get on the move again and hopefully somewhere safer while we figured it out.  And if she didn’t survive the night, we at least owed her watching over Janet and Shane.

Claire put one half of our SUV’s backseat down so that it opened up more room in the cargo area and then rearranged some of our supplies.  This allowed us to lay Joanna down straight and gave Claire room to tend to her while we drove.

As we started on our way again, I left the headlights on.  I didn’t want to run over anyone else.  We didn’t have the room or the supplies to pick up more strays.

As we traveled, I’d occasionally make a quick rear-view mirror inspection of the work going on behind me.  I could see Claire hunched over Joanna, talking to her in hushed tones.  Eventually, I heard a soft response to Claire’s questions informing me that Joanna was at least awake and alert.  

Jason had fallen asleep in his car seat, his head kinked over awkwardly to one side, a shock of blonde hair that was several weeks overdue for a cut, obscured one eye.

“How’s it going back there?” I asked softly.

“Fine,” Claire responded.  “I think she’s just exhausted and in shock.”

“I don’t blame her,” I said.  “It’s not every day you get hit by a car.”

“I think we just need to let her rest,” Claire said.

“Good idea,” I agreed.  “You guys try to get a little sleep.  I’ll be fine driving.

“You need anything first?” Claire asked.

“Just get me the road atlas,” I said.  

I knew our planned route fairly well as I had studied it before we left, but I wanted to be ready to quickly adjust our course in the event that we came up against any unexpected detours.

Claire leaned forward, her torso pushing awkwardly over and into the front passenger seat as she rummaged around among a pile of supplies she had spread out on the floor.  Finally she found the atlas.

“I’ll just put it here,” she said, laying the book in the front passenger seat.  Then she leaned over to give me a kiss.  “Wake me up if you need something else or want me to drive,” she said.

“Will do,” I agreed.  

Minutes later, all was quite inside the vehicle and I was left alone with my thoughts.

 It took about 45 minutes to reach the highway, and as I drove, my eyes kept flashing to the digital clock in the center console.  It looked strange to me as I stared at the time.  Time was something that I realized really didn’t even really matter now.  It suddenly hit me that I didn’t even know what today’s date was or even what day of the week it was.  The digital clock just seemed so out of place in our strange new world.  Time didn’t matter now.  All that mattered was life.  There were no work schedules, no deadlines, no bedtimes, no doctor appointments, no “don’t miss” television shows to catch, no ballgames to see.  Life was simply the act of living and figuring out what the next step in surviving was.   

My mind eased just a bit as we found the entrance to the highway unobstructed and we glided slowly up the on-ramp and onto Interstate 57.  There were no other vehicles in sight.

As I began to settle into a groove as we drove along the darkened lanes, I started to think.  There were so many thoughts, ideas, questions, worries, and unknowns all mixed together in my mind.  I thought about what we had: guns, ammo, supplies, family members, new members added to our group like Ray, Pam, Joanna, Janet, and Shane, and most importantly, our lives.  Then I thought about the horrific events of the day and the last few weeks and who and what we had lost: our homes, our jobs, our friends, the safety and security of our little camp, Steve, Brian, and likely Kevin and his family and possibly cousin Chris and his family as well.   

Then I thought about what was next.  I didn’t spend much time on this though because I really had no idea what was coming.  My mind was a whirlwind of questions.  Where should we go?  What routes should we take to get there?  What should we do once we arrived?  Was there anywhere safe?  Was there anyone working on a cure for this terrible disease?  If so, how much longer would it take?  Was there anyone even left to work on a cure or anyone left to cure for that matter?  Was the disease even still a threat?  Would it mutate to affect animals?  Should we try going to a town or city further south to see if things were different there or should we continue to do our best to stay away from humans altogether?  Where would our food come from?  Where would we get more fuel?  How would we get more diabetic supplies for Claire?  Was the woman in our backseat going to survive the night or would we be having another funeral in the morning?  Would I have to adopt her children since I was the cause of her death?  Where would we stop to camp?  Should we stop before or after daylight?  

One thing I did know was that we needed to find a safe place to hold out for the winter, preferably in a warmer location; but that type of longer-term planning just wasn’t realistic right now.  Things were happening so quickly that it was hard to plan for the next six hours let alone the next six months. 

My main concern at the moment was gas.  We had nearly a full tank when we left camp, but what would happen when that ran out?  Where would we get more?  Gas stations were likely all closed or out of gas.  

Then it was back to thinking again.  What if one of the vehicles broke down?  What if someone got sick?   What if we were attacked again?  What if we went south and the situation was just as bad there or worse?  What if?  What if?  What if?

I shook my head to clear the thoughts rampaging through my mind.  Right now, we just needed to take things one step at a time.   

The rest of the drive through the southern tip of Illinois and into Kentucky was actually kind of a nice detox period, releasing some of the stress from the events of the day, events that never in my wildest dreams did I ever think I’d experience.  It wasn’t like those zombie-apocalypse movies where wrecked vehicles and luggage were scattered all over the highway.  Actually, the roads were surprisingly clear.  No flaming cars.  No roadblocks.  No debris.  I guess it made sense in a way.  I mean, who suffering from the effects of a deadly disease was going to head out for a joy ride.  Those who were still healthy were hunkering down in their homes.  Those who were sick were too sick to drive, leaving the roadways devoid of vehicles.  So it was an amazingly uneventful drive.  But as we neared the Kentucky/Tennessee border, the tension again built inside me, and as dawn began to break, I began searching for a spot at which to pull off to make camp.

After the calm of the drive, I was almost fearful of leaving the serenity of the highway’s concrete confines, but I knew that traffic might pick up during the day; plus, I needed some rest.  I was exhausted both mentally and physically, and I wanted to shut my eyes and let the events of the previous day fade into oblivion for a few hours.  

It was then that it hit me – we were killers now. 

While I reasoned that what we had done was for the safety and protection of our family, and largely in self-defense, my reasoning did nothing to wipe clean some of the images I saw in my mind of the men we had killed yesterday.  It was something I was going to have to learn to live with, and I now recognized that it could very well be something we would have to do again. 

Just as dawn began to break, I saw an empty-looking exit that appeared to be a promising camp site.  From the highway, I could see no buildings or homes in the area, and that sort of spot was exactly what I’d been searching for as a stopping point.  

I’d had the driver side window down for the past hour to help keep me awake, and the fresh morning air felt good, whipping a cool breeze across my face as I drove.  I slowed, putting my blinker on both out of habit and to inform the family members traveling behind me that we were exiting soon, and then moved into the right-hand lane.  I could sense movement in the backseat.  A second later, Claire was climbing into the front seat beside me.

“You find a good place to stop?” she asked rubbing her eyes and yawning.

“Think so,” I nodded at the exit ramp we were approaching.  “No fast food signs or advertisements for hotels or gas stations…just an exit with a town a couple miles away.  I think it’s our best bet.”

I could see Sharron maneuver their mini-van up and around beside me in the left lane, passenger window down.

“This our stop?” Will called from the vehicle’s passenger seat.

“Yeah,” I called back.

He nodded and their vehicle slowed, falling back in behind ours.

I slowed to about 15 miles per hour, giving us a more gradual approach and time to inspect the area and look for signs of potential danger.  I wanted to give everyone plenty of time to scan the new site and catch anything that might look out of place.

As we moved down the exit ramp and stopped at where it intersected with a crossroad, I did another scan.  To our left was the highway overpass and a sign indicating three miles to the nearest town.  To our right, about a hundred yards away, was a small clearing set off from the road by a thin line of trees.  I slowly pulled out onto the crossroad, turning right and leading us to the nearby pull-off site.  

The area was just a dirt lot and was rutted with murky water-filled potholes.  It appeared as though it had once served a spot for tired truckers to catch a few winks or disenchanted motorists to change blown tires, blown diapers, or just let the kids pee, play, or be car sick.  The area’s perimeter was lined with trash – fast food bags, soda bottles, beer cans, plastic garbage bags, old tires, and even a ratty looking mattress – but no people, and that was exactly what I wanted.

I led our small convey to the back of the clearing and we formed the vehicles up into a sort of half moon.  I felt like the pioneers of yore, circling the wagons for protection.  

I killed the engine and swiveled in my seat to check on Jason.  He was still sleeping soundly but I was surprised to see Joanna sitting up.  She looked tired but alert.  

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

Claire turned around in the passenger seat to look as well.  “Oh, you’re up,” she said, sounding surprised.

“Well…better than last night,” Joanna said, stretching and then grimacing in pain.  “Still pretty sore.  And I’ve got a heck of a headache.  You have any aspirin?” she asked.

“I think we have something,” I told her.  “Claire, you want to find her some aspirin and I’ll start getting things organized outside?”

“Sure,” she nodded.

It took a couple minutes for everyone to wake still-sleeping children, spill out of their vehicles, and get moving after the night’s long drive.  I think we were all glad to be able to move freely again.  There was a lot of yawning and stretching as well as plenty of bathroom breaks behind the nearby trees.  We made a breakfast of the few supplies we had left.  There were cans of corn and baked beans passed around among us, and we broke out the camp stove to cook a few pieces of venison that had been hurriedly pulled from our makeshift refrigerator back at camp.  Then Claire boiled a couple packs of noodles and added seasoning for flavor.  We mixed small – and heavily salted – diced up pieces of venison in for protein.  We washed it all down with red party cups of water from one of the gallon jugs we’d brought along.  The kids weren’t real happy about the menu, but they were starting to get used to some pretty shitty meals at this point.  Their hunger, paired with more salt – or sugar, depending upon the particular meal – sprinkled atop their food, typically overcame any displeasure with their culinary options.

It wasn’t the most delicious meal, but it worked to cure our cravings.  I estimated that with the addition of Joanna, Janet, and Shane, we now had enough food to last us about two or three more days – maybe four if we really pushed it.

As the sun began to rise above the trees, it took the remains of a slight chill out of the early fall air.  With the hunger pangs gone and my belly as full as it was going to get, a wave of exhaustion hit.  I rounded up the camp and finally got all the kids quiet.  “First off, let’s have introductions,” I said.  “Last night we added some new members to our group.  And pending their willingness to stick with us for a while…” I looked at them, and Joanna gave a slight nod, “…I’d like to get them acquainted with everyone.  This is Joanna, Janet, and Shane.”

The group exchanged formal greetings, and I made sure that the newcomers met everyone and understood how we were all related or knew one another.

“Okay, now back to the schedule for the day.  Anyone else besides Claire, Joanna and the kids get some sleep last night?” I asked the group.

“I did,” Janet raised her hand.

“I was counting you among the kids,” I said.

“Don’t,” both Janet and Joanna said almost in unison.

“Alright,” I nodded.  “I won’t.  Anybody else?”

Ray and Pam raised their hands.  

“I caught a few winks last night,” Will offered.

“How about you, Mom?” I asked.

“I slept okay,” she nodded back.

“Emily?” I questioned softly, not wanting to push her too hard since she had just lost both her son and husband yesterday, but hoping that giving her some direction and sense of purpose might help take her mind off things.

“Yes,” she nodded glumly, staring at the ground.

“Okay then,” I said.  “I’ll need you all to be on watch and kid duty for today.  Joanna, you’re going to rest some more to make sure you’re over your injuries.  So are you, Will.  Dad, Sharron, and I will also get some sleep since we were driving all night and will likely be driving again tonight.  Here are some playing cards to help keep the little ones occupied,” I said, handing a rubber-banded deck to Claire.  “The kids are allowed to scavenge and play but they are not to leave this area for any reason unless accompanied by an adult.  And even then, I really don’t want anyone venturing too far.  Bathroom breaks are about the only reason anyone should be leaving this immediate vicinity.  We don’t know who is around here and we want everyone to stay close.  Janet, you know how to handle a gun?

She nodded that she did and I looked to Joanna for conformation, which I got.

“Good.  Ray, you want to handle camp security?”

“Sure,” he said.

“We’ll have one sentry carrying a gun at all times that will be switched off at two-hour intervals throughout the day.  Ray, you can come up with a schedule that works better if you want, but I don’t want firearms carried by anyone besides our guard unless they have to leave this area for some reason.  Otherwise, all loaded weapons will be kept inside Dad’s SUV in the cargo-area to reduce the chance of accidents or kids getting a hold of them.  If you sense or see anything that looks out of place, don’t be afraid or embarrassed to raise the alarm.  It’s better to be safe than sorry.  As we know from yesterday, there are some bad people out there and apparently they’re not going to hesitate to attack us if they think we have anything of use.  Those who are staying awake need to get items they think they might need for the day – including snacks for the kids – out of their vehicles.  Those who will be sleeping will do so inside the vehicles to eliminate the chance of noise interrupting their sleep as well as to make it easier for us to move quickly if we need to.  I don’t want to get caught with our pants down and have to leave the few remaining supplies we have behind if we have to move fast.”

I looked around at the group.

“Any questions,” I asked, feeling kind of like a dictator, but knowing that what I was doing was best for the group.

“Where are we headed?” Joanna asked.  “Do you know of somewhere safe?”

I shook my head.  “No.  We’re headed south in hopes of finding a warmer spot to hold out for the winter.”  I paused, looking around at the group. “Anything else?”

“What are you thinking about food and fuel?” Dad asked.

“I’m not really sure,” I said.  “How are you guys on gas?”

“We’re down under half a tank,” said Dad.

“We are too,” Will agreed.  

“Actually closer to a third full,” Sharron chimed in.  “And the closer we get to empty, the faster it seems to go with our gas guzzler.”

“We have about half a tank too,” I said.  “It should be enough to get us into Tennessee.  I guess we’ll just have to be on the lookout for any potential refueling options.  We can always siphon more gas if we find abandoned vehicles.  And as for food, same thing.  We’re just going to have to keep our eyes open for whatever’s available.  Anybody see a wandering deer, rabbit, squirrel, turtle, duck, goose or whatever, nab it if you can or wake somebody up if you don’t think you can get it on your own.  Anything else?” I asked, yawning and hoping that there wasn’t.

There was silence.  

“Good,” I said, turning.  “I’ll be sleeping in our car if anyone needs me.”

I pulled Claire aside after my little speech.  “You doing okay?” I asked.

She shrugged.  I knew that she wasn’t, but she was trying hard.  I hugged her close.  “You’re doing great,” I said.  “I know it’s tough.  I’m so sorry about your dad and brother, but you have to be strong now, especially for your Mom.”  I could see the tears welling up in her eyes, and one trickled down her cheek.  I wiped it away with a finger.  “You okay on your diabetic supplies?” I asked.

“Yes,” she nodded.

“How long can you go?”

She shrugged.  “Probably still have enough for several months, maybe four or five if I really stretch it.”

“Start stretching it,” I said.

“Batteries for my insulin pump are getting low.  I’d like to get a few more just in case.”

“Okay,” I said, making a mental note.  “You still have that bag of candy and fruit chews?”

She nodded.  

“You can use that to help regulate your blood sugar levels?”

“A little.”

“Good.  Do your best.”

She smiled, “Go get some sleep, captain.  You can’t control everything.”

I snorted and gave her a half smile, “I can try, can’t I?”

Ray sauntered over as I was finishing up with Claire.

“How you doing, punkass?” he asked.

“Good, thanks,” I smiled at him.  “I know we haven’t had much time to catch up.  Sorry for that.”

“Hey, when you’re busy getting shot at by people, you’re not really master of your own time,” he shrugged.

I scratched at the growing stubble on my face as I led him over to the edge of camp so we could talk.  It had been almost a week since I’d shaved last and my face was itchy after not having been able to wash it for over a day and a half now.  I was on one of my last razor blades that I’d brought from home and it was starting to get dull, so I was trying to stretch the interims between shaves.

“Do me a favor, will you?” I asked him in a hushed tone.

“Anything,” he nodded.

“Keep a concealed weapon on you…just in case.  I know I said I didn’t want anyone else carrying, but you’re experienced and I know you won’t make mistakes with it.  You’re used to carrying and we have new people in our group.  They seem like decent individuals, but you never know.  Plus, I’d just feel better with you armed.”

He nodded.  “You read my mind.”  Then he smiled, “You really think I’d give up my piece anyway?”

“No,” I grinned.  “But thanks for playing along.”

“Sure,” he nodded.  “I’m the one who should be thanking you though,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder.  “I’m not sure how much longer we could have held out in Chicago.”

I smiled sadly, “I’m not sure how much longer we’d have been able to hold out back at camp without you and Pam.”

“We’re gonna be alright,” he smiled at me.  

Ray had a confidence-inspiring smile, a big open-mouthed toothy, almost silly grin; but it was so natural, you knew it was genuine.  “We have a good leader,” he patted me on the back and turned to rejoin the others.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 17th

WESTERN KENTUCKY 

 

Thankfully, it turned out that the remainder of the day at our roadside stop proceeded uneventfully.  

Everyone was able to take a breather from the hectic past 24 hours and the kids got some much-needed exercise that we hoped would let them sleep through the night’s journey.  

Janet and Joanna turned out to be wonderful with the kids, and the youngsters adopted the newcomer Shane as one of their own almost immediately.  

We began packing things up at around seven that evening and we were on the move again by eight.  My goals for the evening were to find more fuel and hopefully to have made it well into Tennessee by morning.

We switched things up a little bit when it came to the passengers in our vehicles.  Ray and Pam rode with Janet, and I.  I wanted to keep Emily’s spirits up, so I asked Claire to ride with her, Dad, Jason, Paul and Sarah.  My thought process was that having Jason, Paul and Sarah there together would help provide them with some sense of wellbeing while at the same time helping to keep Emily’s mind – as well as Claire’s – off of the loss of their loved ones.  Sarah and Paul were old enough to be fairly independent, but still childlike enough to need adults.  And that sense of purpose and being providers of security to the kids was what I hoped would help Emily and Claire the most right now.  And I ended up putting Joanna and Shane with Will, Sharron, and Mom.

As our convoy traveled the blackened highway this time, we actually saw a few other vehicles.  We counted four throughout the night, but we didn’t attempt to make contact with them, nor they with us.  One followed us for almost 30 miles before passing us about halfway through Kentucky.  I was glad when they were gone.  It made me nervous watching their headlights creep ever closer to us as we drove.

The other three vehicles we spotted were heading north on the other side of the divided highway and their lights disappeared as quickly as they came.

After the vehicle that had been trailing us passed us near where I-24 split with I-64 outside Paducah, I began the search for a place to stop for fuel.  As we drove, I watched the advertising signs lining the highway to help pick our spot.  I found it near the Kentucky/Tennessee border.  

The place looked promising, and as we pulled off the highway and onto the exit ramp, my hopes rose.  There was a large truck stop and a smaller gas station across the street.  A sole fast food joint sat beside the small gas station.  There were no lights on in the area, and from all outward appearances, the place looked completely abandoned, which was exactly what I wanted.  

I led our group to the larger fueling station first.  Its surroundings were devoid of vehicles save for a lone pickup truck at the far end of the parking lot.  Our convoy pulled up in a row under the mammoth canopy that covered the passenger vehicle gas pumps.   

I gathered a couple flashlights, got out, and met up with Ray, Will, and Dad.  The kids were all sleeping soundly and we hoped we could get this done and over with without waking them.  After I handed out the flashlights, Will – his leg injury feeling better – and Dad went to check the pickup truck and scout the area’s perimeter.  

Meanwhile, Ray and I went to inspect the interior of the truck stop, the glass doors of which were already smashed, making entry simple.  Inside, it smelled really bad.  I hoped that it was the rotting gas station hot dogs and not some bloated and decomposing trucker carcass that was causing the stench.

The place had pretty much been picked clean of food and drink, but I did come across a few packs of AAA batteries near the cash register.  I pocketed them and crossed Claire’s request for these items off my mental list, breathing a small sigh of relief in the process.

“Not much in here,” Ray said, shining his flashlight’s beam around the empty display racks and refrigeration units.

“No, not much,” I agreed.

There were plenty of cleaning supplies and car accessories, but anything of real value had already been taken.  We headed back outside where we paused to survey our surroundings.

“Give me a second,” Ray said as we stood there.

I watched as he walked back to our SUV, opened the rear cargo area, unloaded a few things, and then took a minute to rummage around where the spare tire was stored.  He came back smiling and carrying our tire iron.  “Give me a hand,” he said as I stood there gawking, not understanding what he was up to.

He led me over to two soda machines where I held the flashlight as he went to work.  Using the pry bar side of the tire iron, Ray had both machines open in under a minute.  

“See?” he grinned, nodding at open the machines.  “I did learn a few valuable things being in a gang back in the day.”

Each of the machines was still loaded with sodas.

“People will raid the store shelves, grabbing everything that’s out in plain sight, but they forget about the vending machines…a secret stash left right out in the open,” he explained.  “Grab something we can put these in,” he nodded to the rows of sodas inside the machines.

I went back to the car and found a few plastic garbage bags.  I knew the discovery wouldn’t do much to solve our food supply situation, but two trash bags full of soda would at least supply some much needed calories when every calorie counted.  These treats also provided us with a nice reminder of the small luxuries of our not so distant past.

Dad and Will were back by the time we were done.

“How’s it look?” I asked.

“Little bit of gas left,” Will said.  “About a quarter tank at best.”

“Mmm, not good,” I frowned in the darkness.  “Might as well get it, but it won’t get us far splitting it up between three vehicles.”

We waited while Will and Dad found containers into which to siphon the truck’s remaining gas.  It came out to about six gallons in total, an amount we split evenly between our three vehicles.  Then we headed across the street to the gas station and fast food joint that sat next to one another.  There we found two more abandoned vehicles that provided us with another 23 gallons of gas, a much more favorable take.  I got seven gallons for our vehicle, Dad took seven for his, and we gave the remaining nine to Will since his van’s fuel mileage sucked.  

We found little else of any value during the stop.  The fast food joint offered up a few ketchup and jelly packets, some individual serving sized salt and pepper packets, a bunch of napkins, and some straws that we thought might come in handy in helping some of the smaller kids drink the sodas we’d just collected.  Most everything else had either been taken or had spoiled once the power to the refrigeration units went out.   

While the stop didn’t completely fill our tanks, all the vehicles were now over three quarters full with fuel.  This gave us at least another couple hundred miles if we took it easy.

If we stayed on our current route, our next stop would be Nashville, but I had no desire to get too close to even a mid-sized city.  Therefore, before we departed, we consulted the road atlas and picked a route that got us off I-24 and allowed us to take some state highways to circumvent Nashville and link up with I-40 near Lebanon.  

Thankfully, it was a route that we found kept us moving at a steady pace and allowed us to avoid any run-ins with potential troublemakers.

We selected a spot about 65 miles east of Nashville called Edgar Evins State Park to make camp for the day.  

We saw the exit to the park just as the sun began to rise.  Driving the few extra miles from the highway to get into the park’s wooded seclusion cost us a bit more in fuel, but the out-of-way location was worth it in my mind. 

The place was buttoned up tight when we arrived, and we had to force open the park’s main entry gate, being sure to re-secure it behind us once through.  

The park itself sat on the sprawling Center Hill Lake, a vast 18,000 acre reservoir formed by the Caney Fork River.  The whole scene was picturesque with the fall foliage starting its annual transition and the morning sun breaking through the treetops.  There was absolutely no one around, and I felt almost as though we were on some sort of private family retreat.

We all needed a rest, and the scenic beauty of the location – paired with the fact that there were multiple condo-like lodging complexes – made for a fairly secure spot to settle down and spend a night or two.  

Our group took several of the condo units, splitting up into our respective family sub-units, and for the first time in many weeks, we were able to get a little privacy and sleep on real beds with fresh sheets.  The units even had balconies, which provided some additional security as we could use them as lookout posts to watch for any new arrivals to the area.  

As we settled in, I kept expecting local authorities to arrive and arrest us for trespassing on the park grounds and haul us off to jail.  It felt so strange being back in the civilized setting of the condos but without the modern conveniences of televisions, phones, electricity, or other people around.  It was like something you’d see in a movie – except this was real life now.  

I slept nearly the whole first day after we arrived, content to let others in the group worry about security, meal planning, and children.  About the only time I woke was when I found Claire and Jason had snuck into the bed without my hearing them to join me for their afternoon nap.  Jay had hefted one of his little legs up and over my right thigh.  I only wished I could sleep as comfortably in awkward positions as he could.  Claire was on the other side of him, completing the family sandwich in our cozy king bed.  It was true luxury finally feeling the cushioned comfort of a real mattress again.  

I woke again at around midnight and found the situation little changed.  While Claire and Jason had been up and around throughout the afternoon and evening, they had been careful not to disturb me, recognizing my need for this much-needed rest.  I quietly crept from the snug warmth of the bed, got dressed, found a flashlight on the nightstand, and then rummaged in my pack for a crumpled half-pack of cigarettes.  I then pulled on my jacket and crept downstairs, making my way stealthily outside.  

The night air was chilly.  I turned my flashlight off and peered up at the night sky.  Through the trees I could see a smattering of stars.  It was peaceful out, and I inhaled deeply of the fresh forest air.  It chilled my lungs and I shivered.  It was so dark outside without the aura of electric lights.

I fished a cigarette out of the pack I’d brought with me and dug in my pocket for a lighter.  I had expected everyone else to be asleep at this time of night, but as I lit my cigarette, I felt the presence of someone nearby.  I turned my flashlight back on and shined it around me, highlighting the form of Joanna sitting on the front stoop of the condo she was sharing with Janet and Shane.  She cringed and squinted, holding a hand up in front of her eyes to block my flashlight’s glare.

“Sorry,” I shined the flashlight’s beam down and away from her face.  “I didn’t expect anyone else to be out here.  What are you doing up?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said.  “What about you?”

“Slept too much.”

Joanna and her family hadn’t joined us with much.  They’d only had a few small packs of supplies when we picked them up, not leaving them with much spare clothing.  Tonight, Joanna was wearing a pair of tight blue jeans that Claire had lent her and that were about a size too small, and a too-big University of Illinois hooded sweatshirt that Will had given her.  She had its hood up and the sleeves pulled to cover her hands. 

“Well, I’ve had the chance to get to know your parents and other family members pretty well, but not that man that ran me over,” she said to me.

“Yeah…sorry about that,” I said referencing my role in the accident.  I sucked on my cigarette, exhaling the smoke slowly into the cold night air.  

“It’s not that worst thing that’s happened,” she shrugged.

“Well that’s good to hear…I guess,” I said, rethinking my words and wondering what could possibly have happened to her that would be worse than getting hit by a car.  “Want a smoke?” I asked, walking over and shaking a cigarette out of the pack in offering.

“Thanks,” she said, accepting.

I knelt down to give her a light.  I watched the flickering light dance in her eyes as she held the cigarette in her mouth and touched it to the lighter’s flame.

“So you’re from Chicago?”

I nodded and stood, “Yes.”

“Big city boy, huh?”

“Hmph,” I snorted.  “Not really.  Just ended up there.  Claire’s family is from Chicago and she wanted to be close to them.  I was actually born in a small town just outside Bloomington, Indiana.  What about you?”

     “Avers, Illinois…born and bred.  Well, technically I was born in Carbondale, but I’ve lived in Avers for most of my life.”

“What were you doing out on the road that night?  Why were you leaving Avers?”

“We were attacked.”

“By whom?”

She shrugged, “Guys…in trucks…with guns.  I don’t know.  They didn’t take the time to properly introduce themselves.  They were just going door to door scavenging for stuff.  When they got to our house, we fought back.  The house burned, but we were able to get out.”

“Wonder if they were the same guys that got our camp?”

“Don’t know,” Joanna said.  “Probably.  Not too many roving gangs down in our part of Illinois…at least that I saw.”

“It was just you guys back in Avers?” I asked, kind of surprised that Joanna, Janet, and a small child had managed to survive the same group of people that had attacked our camp.  It made me wonder if they had lost more people in the fight…Shane’s father for one.

“Yep,” she nodded.  “Just us.”

“Hmm,” I nodded.

“Most everybody else in town was taken by the flu.  Just a few of us managed to hold out.”

“How’s Shane doing?” I asked.

“Pretty good I think.  He’s a tough little guy.  He’s still young enough to kind of roll with the punches, which is a good thing, because lately there’ve been plenty of punches to roll with.”

“No shit,” I snorted, taking another puff of my cigarette and flicking some ash onto the ground.    

We were silent for a minute, then Joanna said, “Where you planning on going?  I mean, what’s your plan?  You seem like kind of an organizer; you must have some idea of what you’re doing and where you’re heading.”

I thought for a minute.  This woman was still pretty new to the group and I didn’t want to lay all my cards on the table just yet, but I also didn’t think there was much harm in at least giving her a general idea of what the plan was.  Really, she deserved to know just as much as anybody.  Plus, if she didn’t agree with my ideas, she should have the option to leave if she so desired.

“I’m thinking Georgia or the Carolinas for the near term,” I said after a moment.  “I spent some time in North Carolina during the summers as a teenager when my father lived there.  It seemed like a pretty nice place, had a reasonably temperate climate, and the people there seemed relatively normal.”

Joanna laughed.  “Relatively normal?”

“Well,” I mumbled, “I’m not really a people person…even before the flu.”

“Really,” Joanna said, sounding surprised.  “You seem like it to me.  A natural born leader.”

“Let’s just say I feel more in my element now than before this thing hit.”

Joanna nodded, “I guess I can see that.  Different people thrive in different situations and environments.  Too bad it had to take the destruction of civilized society for you to find your niche.”

“Yeah…I guess so,” I gave a half laugh, pondering her words.

There was a noise behind us.

“I thought I heard voices,” Will said, walking up to us.  “You two on a little rendezvous down here?” he joked. 

“Yeah right,” I said, embarrassed by the implication.

“Don’t let Claire catch you down here,” he continued his brotherly jabbing.

Joanna just watched him and remained silent.

“Want a smoke?” I offered, attempting to ply my tobacco subject-changer on Will.

“Sure,” he said.  “Why not?  So many other things looking to kill us these days, the old cancer sticks don’t seem to be all that big a threat anymore.”

“Get enough sleep?” I asked him.

“Yeah…first time in a while.”

“How’s that leg of yours?” I asked, referencing the shrapnel Will had taken in the firefight a few days ago.

“Healing up pretty good,” he patted his thigh lightly.  So how much longer we gonna stick around here…or is this it?”

“I don’t know,” I said.  “I think another couple days and then we should probably hit the road again.  We need the break, but I don’t think we should make it too long.  I like this area, but the winter could be tough here, and there’s not much around in the way of supply options.  If we could cut across Tennessee and get into North Carolina, I’d like to try to get down to warmer climates eventually.”

“You’re thinking Florida, aren’t you?”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Maybe nothing.  I know you.  You want sun, sand and surf.  You’re pushing strong for thongs.”

“Ha!” I laughed.  “Well, I don’t know about that, but if we’re going to be stuck in a post-apocalyptic world, shouldn’t we at least try to enjoy it?  I’m sick of the Midwest and the shitty winters.”  

“Florida, huh?” Joanna interjected.

“Why not?” I said, tossing my cigarette butt on the ground and crushing it out.  “Maybe not for this winter, but eventually.”

“Lots of bugs in the summer time, but it could be nice in the winter.  I’ve only been there once…a long time ago.”  Joanna looked up at me and flicked the end of her cigarette free of ash.  “My schedule’s free.  I’m up for it,” she shrugged.

“At least I have someone on my side,” I nudged Will.

“Maybe on the side too,” Will whispered in my ear, grabbing me around the neck and punching me playfully in the gut.  

We tussled about for a few seconds, him dropping his cigarette in the process.

“Shit!” he said, stopping our roughhousing to pick it up gingerly.  “These are too valuable to waste these days.”

He brushed some debris off the still-lit cigarette and placed it back between his lips.  “Ah, you know me, bro; I’m always on your side.  I think Florida is a good goal…if we can make it.  Still a long way away though.”

“I know,” I said, nodding.  “I know.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

CENTRAL TENNESSEE 

 

It was nearing the end of September, and while the weather seemed to be holding, I was itching to be on our way.  There was no telling what the next few weeks would bring, and I was somewhat unfamiliar with the weather patterns in this part of the country.  Tennessee was what I considered south, but not far enough south to make for an easy winter.  

We’d remained unbothered by other people during our time at Edgar Evins State Park, and had stayed for nearly a week, much longer than I’d initially planned.  But our comfy condos didn’t come with fireplaces, and I while I wouldn’t have minded sticking out the winter in such a location, I was concerned about our available methods for staying warm.  I’d camped out at night, and I knew that even when temperatures reached the low-50s, it became difficult to stay warm without a heating source of some sort.  But it was largely our food supply situation – which was perilously low now – that was the main reason for my desire to get going.

We’d been able to restock our water supply by boiling water from the nearby lake over a campfire.  And we’d managed to catch a few fish, kill a couple squirrels, shoot a stray duck that had yet to make its way south, and snare a rabbit during the past week.  But when attempting to feed more than a dozen people, such tiny game just wasn’t cutting it.  The biggest food success of our stint at the park had been locating an un-raided vending machine full of candy, chips, crackers, and gum inside the park’s main lodge.

While it wasn’t meal-type food, it tasted delicious, bolstered our caloric intake, and was a welcome treat for both kids and adults alike, although I can’t say the candy bars and greasy chips agreed well with all our bellies.  Still, it was a treat nonetheless, even if some of us had to pay more for it than others with increased trips to the bathroom.  

Sharron had collected some roots, nuts and a few persimmons, but other than that, the fall weather was diminishing her vegetarian harvesting capabilities.  What she managed to find was about enough to feed herself, which helped, but didn’t do much for the collective good of the group.  It was one less mouth that I had to worry about feeding though, and that was better than nothing.

It was hard to leave the security of our little enclave, but the average temperature seemed to have dropped by about five degrees over just the past few days, and we’d even had several light dustings of snow.  While the daytime sun had quickly melted these signs of the oncoming winter, they served as clear indications that we needed to get moving again.  

We had robbed the surrounding lodgings’ of their bedding and blankets and had begun heaping them in piles atop our beds just to stay warm at night, and temperatures had yet to drop much below freezing.  We took the warmest of this bedding, folded or rolled it, placed it inside garbage bags, and strapped it to the top of our vehicles for future use before our departure.

The day we left the park, the sky was dark and ominously overcast.  Claire moved back to ride in our car for this next leg of our journey along with her mother, Pam and Jason.  I put Joanna and her little clan in with Mom and Dad; and Will, Sharron, and their two kids took on Ray as their extra passenger.

We decided to chance driving during the day this time.  Since we were heading in to more mountainous regions, I wanted to avoid trying to navigating them at night.  

We made pretty decent progress over the first few hours of our trek, taking things slow and steady.  We saw a few other vehicles on the road, but not many.  Claire said she had counted seven in total.  By the time we skirted Knoxville, it was noon, and a light rain had started to fall.  By one o’clock, we’d made the I-40/I-81 split at which I-40 dipped south toward North Carolina and I-81 headed northeast up into Virginia.  

We took the southern route along I-40.

Our in-vehicle lunches consisted of candy bars and some peanut butter crackers we’d raided from the park vending machine.  We washed our non-nutritious but delicious meals down with our few remaining sodas.                

We were making decent time, averaging about 40 miles an hour.  However, as we climbed in elevation, the rain began to turn to freezing rain, and the fine mist of freezing drizzle soon became little rock-like bits of ice pelting our windshield.  To compensate for this more treacherous travel, I slowed our speed, taking our convoy down to around 30 miles an hour.  I wanted to go slow enough to be safe but fast enough to maintain momentum on the mountainous roadway.  Without any sort of sand or salt treatments by highway departments, and with the highway largely devoid of other traffic, it was quickly becoming a sheet of ice.

I handed Claire, who sat quietly nervous beside me, my unfinished candy bar, and re-gripped the steering wheel tightly with both hands.

“Snow, snow, snow, let snow come…see the snow,” Jason sang merrily in the backseat. 

“Jay! Quiet!” I barked.  “Daddy is trying to drive.”

Of course he immediately started crying.

Claire and her mother managed to placate him, and Emily began to play a quiet game with him to help keep him quiet.

I didn’t mind driving in the snow.  I actually kind of liked it.  Living in Chicago, I’d learned to respect the snow, but not to fear it.  Once you figured out how to drive in it, snow travel wasn’t that bad.  But the ice was different.  Ice was hard to see and unpredictable.  And once you got sliding on ice, it was extremely difficult to stop.  I remembered driving with Claire back in Chicago one time.  We hit a patch of black ice while approaching a red light.  Thankfully, we didn’t have any vehicles in front of us because we ended up sliding through the entire intersection several seconds after the light had already turned red, narrowly avoiding the approaching cross traffic. 

The windshield was starting to smear with frozen sludge that the window wipers wouldn’t remove.  I flipped on the front and rear defrosters to help clear my view.  After a few minutes, I turned on the rear window wiper and looked up into the rear view mirror to watch it slide a thin layer of slushy ice off to one side, giving me a better view of Dad’s SUV following about 50 yards behind ours.  It was almost as though it was a sign for what happened next.  As we rounded a right-hand curve in the highway, I saw the rear of Dad’s SUV step out to the left.  He appeared to catch the slide as the back of the vehicle swung back in line, but just for a split second before the front tires bit and his overcorrection swung the vehicle sharply to the left.  I could see Dad react behind the wheel and then the vehicle’s tires turn hard to the right, but it was too late.  The SUV’s momentum continued carrying it to the left and it careened down into the center of the divided highway.

I immediately lifted my foot from the gas, applying it gradually to the break, allowing the upward grade of the road to do most of the work in slowing our momentum.  I pulled over to the left shoulder, removing our vehicle entirely from the highway more out of habit than out of concern for other traffic since there was none to speak of.  Will and Ray beat me to the scene since they had been following Dad.  They were already in the process of helping passengers from the vehicle.

As I arrived on the scene, I was relieved to find that everyone appeared uninjured.  Mom and Dad were a little shaken up, and Shane was crying.  Joanna and Janet seemed almost unfazed.

Dad was standing beside the front of the SUV, rubbing his wrist.

“You okay, Dad?” I called, as I slipped and slid my way down the embankment that led to the divided highway’s center drainage area.  There was probably a ten foot drop in elevation from the edge of the highway to the bottom of the median.  

“Jammed my wrist on the steering wheel when we hit the bottom of the ditch.  Other than that, I think I’m okay.”

“What about everyone else?” I asked.

“Just a little shaken up, I think,” he said.

I angled around him to inspect the front of their SUV.  It had dug into the earth that comprised the rise leading to the other side of the highway.  The left front tire was flat and there was steam pouring from under the hood.  It didn’t look good.  Add to this the fact that without a tow truck, there was no way we were going to be able to extract this large and rather bulky vehicle from where it had come to rest, and I immediately began considering our alternatives, of which there weren’t many.

“Looks like your ride is shot, Dad,” Will said.

“Shane, Janet and Joanna can ride with you in your van, Will,” I said.  We’ll take Mom and Dad in ours.  It’s going to be a tight squeeze with all the supplies.  We’ll probably have to put a couple kids on laps.  It’s going to make things snuggly and we’re really going to have to take it slow in these conditions.  Make sure everyone has seatbelts on if at all possible, even if they’re on laps.  It won’t be perfect, but it’s better than nothing.  Ray, Joanna, Janet; will you give me a hand unloading the supplies from Mom and Dad’s car and splitting them up between the other two?  We’ll have to secure most of it to the roof racks since we will be carrying additional passengers inside.  I’ll grab Claire and Sharron and we can make a sort of fire brigade up the embankment to keep slippery trips up and down to a minimum.”

I gave our crew a few minutes to don warmer clothing and then we started the process of getting anything of use out of my parents’ SUV and into the remaining two.  It took us about an hour to bag up the stuff and strap it to the tops of our cars, which in the freezing rain, wasn’t exactly a fun task.  Then we siphoned the gas out of Dad’s tank and split it between our two remaining vehicles.  Finally, with all this done, we got everyone squeezed into seats and strapped in as best as possible.  It took quite a bit of wiggling and maneuvering, but we managed.  We had to ditch any car seats for the kids, which seemed to bother the newer parents more than the grandparents.  This led to stories from Mom and Dad about how Will and I used to sit on stacks of phone books or piles of pillows and blankets when we were kids, often without wearing seatbelts at all.  This did little to comfort the younger generation’s concerns, but at this point, our options were limited.  In an effort to reduce discomfort, bigger kids sat on the bigger adults – Ray got Paul for example, while Claire’s mother Emily got little Jason.  Still, I knew we couldn’t go much further packed together like sardines, and the weather certainly wasn’t cooperating.  By the time we got ready to move again, there was a thick coating of ice on our windshields which took another ten minutes to chisel through with window scrapers.

While we were working together on my SUV’s front windshield, Ray said, “I met a guy at a conference in Nashville before I joined the FBI, back when I was still working in healthcare.  We went out for a few drinks one night after the meetings had ended and we had a pretty good time.  We kept in touch after the conference and he invited me down for a visit to his home about a year later.  He had a really nice place out this way, not far from here.  I think he invited me more to show off his fancy digs than anything.  I’m surprised I didn’t think of it earlier.  It’s kind of a secluded place.  Who knows, he might even let us stay for a night or two until the weather passes…if he’s still there that is.”

I shrugged, “We could give it a shot.  I’m not sure how much farther we’ll make it in these conditions anyway, and we’ll probably need to find a place to stop soon.  I’ll let you lead the way.  You remember how to get there?”

“I think so,” Ray nodded.  “Let me look at your map and I can probably figure it out.”

After a couple more minutes spent studying the road atlas with Ray and Will, we were cautiously on our way again.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

EASTERN TENNESSEE 

 

Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine myself pulling up to a place like the one that Ray had led us to.  But while it may have been one of the most magnificent homes I’d ever approached, I did so with caution.

The home, if you could call it that – I’d call it a mansion, or maybe even a castle – sat atop a picturesque mountaintop.  To reach the home though, we first had to get through the closed entry gate.  It took Ray, Dad, Will, and I about 10 minutes with pry bars to force it off its tracks and open wide enough to drive our vehicles through, sliding it closed behind us once we were done.  We then spun and skidded our way up a nearly two-mile, ice-covered winding asphalt road that led up the thickly-wooded mountain side.  About half-way up, we crossed a small bridge that gapped a swiftly flowing mountain stream.  

The whole time, I was watching for potential booby-traps.  I figured anyone rich enough to live in such a place might also be rich enough to have held out in secluded post-flu luxury.  And they might and have developed some deadly deterrents to outsiders invading their remote holdout.  

However, we made it to the end of the entry road without incident.  And as the tree cover broke and we followed the drive out into the open, it was revealed that the freezing rain had changed to snow at these higher altitudes.  Its gently falling flakes left a dusty white blanket across the ground, which nearly obscured the driveway but couldn’t hide the massive stone structure that loomed before us.  

I had to admit, it was a beautiful home, maybe the most beautiful home I’d ever seen, and was certainly placed in one hell of a picturesque setting.  I found it difficult to imagine that any one family could have a need for such an enormous estate.  It was their own private castle.

What I call a “castle” wasn’t a castle in the typical medieval sense of the word.  There weren’t turrets, moats, and drawbridges.  But the place was gigantic and built entirely of stone.  The home was three stories with a peaked slate roof, several large brick chimneys, and an arched front doorway with a massive steel-belted wood door.  There were bright copper gutters running along the roofline and down the home’s dark gray exterior.  A large patio jutted from the second floor on one side of the home, and a seven-foot stone wall started from that same corner of the home, running a continuous 100 feet or so – only broken by a single doorway in its center – to where it eventually connected with a four-car garage of similar architectural design as the home.

  The formidable structure looked like a fortress, and I immediately fell in love with it.

At first glance, I’d say the place was at least 8,000 square feet, but it could have been more.  A basement or finished attic might easily add another 3,000 square feet of livable space.  One of the other things that I noticed on first inspection, and that I liked about the home, was that the first-floor windows were set up higher, almost in line with the top of the stone wall that connected with the garage.  This meant that there was about a seven-foot gap between the ground and the lowest part of the first-floor windows.  It was an attractive feature of the home for the obvious security benefits it provided.  

We pulled up and parked directly in line with the front door.  Were there anyone home, I guessed that Ray figured our direct approach would indicate that we were friendly and not trying to disguise our presence.  

I hoped the tactic would pay off.  

As I scanned our surroundings for signs of inhabitance, I didn’t see any tracks – human, vehicle or otherwise – in the snow; and in the late-afternoon light, I didn’t see any signs of movement or life inside the home or anywhere on the grounds.  Maybe one of the most important tells regarding the possibility of residents inside the home was the lack of smoke issuing from any of the chimneys, which I would have considered a dead giveaway of someone living inside the structure.

I got out of our SUV and walked up to Will’s van in front of us.  The driver-side window was down.

“Pretty snazzy digs, huh?” Ray grinned at me.

“Not too shabby, that’s for sure,” I agreed.

“I thought you might like it,” Ray nodded.  “Why don’t you guys come with me and see if anyone’s home?  If the place is empty, we’ll look for a way in.”  

“Sure,” I nodded.  “Just give me a second to get my gun.”

I walked back to our SUV.   “Dad, how’s that wrist?” I asked as I opened the back cargo area to find my rifle.

“Oh, a little sore, but not too bad,” he said, rubbing and inspecting the affected area.

“You up to coming with us to inspect the house?”

“Certainly,” he said without hesitation.

I figured his ego was probably a little bruised after the car accident and he was eager to prove himself useful again.

We quickly got ourselves organized.  Ray took a shotgun, Will had his automatic rifle, Dad a .45, and me, my .22 rifle complete with a full 30-round clip.  We each took an extra clip along just to be on the safe side.  We’d been doing well portioning out rounds when hunting, but the fire-fight back at our camp in southern Illinois had sopped up a lot of our extra ammunition.     

We left Claire with my .44.  Joanna got a .38 special, and Sharron a .22 handgun, both of which we’d picked up after the firefight at camp back in southern Illinois.  We figured handguns would make for ease of maneuverability from within the vehicles if necessary.  

We exchanged kisses with the wives and kids before departing, which was now the norm after what had happened back in southern Illinois.  The extreme violence and suddenness with which we’d lost Brian and Steve had opened all of our eyes to just how precious – as well as how delicate – life was in our new world. 

It was extremely slippery on any paved areas, so we carefully made our way up the eight steps concrete that led to the front door.  We knocked loudly, calling out greetings, and then tried the door.  It was locked of course.  From there, Ray led us around to and through the door in the home’s connecting stone wall.  Behind the wall we found a garden area that sat between the garage and main house and that was enclosed by the same style seven-foot-high stone wall at the rear of the home.  Forming the right side of the garden enclosure was the garage, and to our left, the house.  A large, second-story balcony protruded from this side of the home.  Under it was a raised side porch, ringed with wrought-iron railings and French doors that led inside.  They were multi-paneled glass doors, and upon finding them locked, it only took breaking one of the small glass panels with the butt of my rifle to then be able to reach inside and unlock them.        

We entered into what appeared to be a large mudroom/sunroom.  We paused just inside to listen.  Hearing nothing, I closed the French doors behind us and we all flipped on flashlights.  

“HELLO!” I called out loudly.  My voice echoed in the mudroom and then melted into the inestimable square footage that lay before us.

We waited, listening, then cautiously moved forward.  At the far side of the mudroom, and to our right, was a hallway.  The hallway led us straight ahead and into the lavishly appointed kitchen.  Modern stainless steel appliances were overshadowed by dark walnut cabinets, white marble countertops, and a beautifully mosaic-tiled floor.  While there were windows in the room, the gray sky and quickly falling darkness outside did little to add to our ambient lighting.  Even in the faded light though, you could tell that the kitchen was a thing of beauty, and amazingly, still clean.  Unlike many of the other places we had stopped along our route thus far, there seemed almost to be a scent of freshness in the air.  Either the people who had lived here had never used the place or they were just amazingly neat.  Either way, it was a nice change from the stenches we’d become accustomed to suffering through in places where food had been stored and then left to decay without the assistance of refrigeration units to keep it fresh.  

The kitchen area had to be at least 1000 square feet.  It was probably the biggest private kitchen I’d ever seen.  As we shined our lights around the space, I could see that in the center of the kitchen was a large island with raised counter.  Bar stools ringed the island and a wine refrigerator fit snugly into its center base on one side.  

On the far right side of the kitchen, toward the rear of the home and at the end of a three-basin sink and enough counter space for three of us men to lay head-to-toe, was a restaurant-style booth set beside a large bay window.  A massive, commercial-style eight-burner stove and double oven with stainless steel prep-table beside it encompassed the wall butting up against the mudroom through which we’d entered.  I could only imagine all the other amazing features of this lovely culinary campus that I was missing in the fading light, but it wasn’t the time for drooling over details.

“This place is huge,” Will breathed.

“Yeah…let’s split up,” I said.  “Dad and I can finish up down here.  You and Ray want to take the upstairs?”

“Sure,” they whispered in awed unison.

“Let’s meet back here in five minutes, okay?”

Everyone checked watches and agreed.

“And be careful.  I don’t think anyone is here, but we can’t be sure.”

Dad and I moved from the kitchen to our left and into a dining room facing the front of the home and that came complete with a table large enough to easily seat 20 people or more.  A massive glass chandelier hung above its center.  Portraits framed the walls, except for a portion of the front wall that was comprised of a massive picture window that I guessed typically revealed breathtaking mountain views of the terrain outside, although we couldn’t see much of anything with the current weather.  

Will and Ray accompanied us in this initial phase of our search before they headed for the upper levels of the home.  As we exited the dining room, we entered into the massive foyer area into which the front door opened.  The space encompassed a giant sweeping staircase that wound its way up two more floors.  Through the open center of the staircase hung a multi-story chandelier, the frame of which appeared to be constructed of iron and which I guessed probably weighed a ton or more.  

In the center of the entry area was a massive stone table atop which sat an enormous vase that was filled with now drooping and dried flowers.  Much of the stone floors, which appeared in the darkness to be travertine, were obscured by ornate Oriental rugs.

After waiting for a minute so that Ray could strap his flashlight to his shotgun, and then help me do the same with my .22 to make it easier for us to maneuver in the darkness, we split up.  

It didn’t take long for me and Dad to realize that nobody was downstairs.  It took us just a few minutes to explore the home’s huge library, the plush office and attached half bath, a classy – and by the looks of it, rarely used – family room, and even a small greenhouse that was accessible through sliding glass doors at the rear of the home.  Dad and I both found ourselves in awe of the fabulous furnishings and décor that we encountered at almost every turn.  

After several minutes, we met back up with Will and Ray in the entry area.

“Man, this place is ridiculous,” Will said.  “No one’s upstairs, and it’s clean as a whistle too.  Only the master bed and one other bedroom look like they ever got used.  It’s like a freaking endless palace up there…at least seven bedrooms and I don’t know how many bathrooms.  Then there’s another floor above that with more bedrooms and like a play room or craft room or something.”

“Pretty wild if you ask me,” said Dad.  “Don’t see how anyone could ever use this much space.  But, to each his own.”


  

“I think it’s amazing,” I said.  “A tad over the top.  But if you’ve got the money, I guess you have to do something with it,” I shrugged.

“We should get back to the vehicles,” Ray said.  “It’s getting dark out and we’ve got some unloading to do.”

“Let’s bring our stuff in through the front door.  Then we can stash the cars in the garage.  With the snow still falling, hopefully our tracks will be covered by morning,” I said, trying to break from the spell this castle had cast upon me and remind myself of the reality of our situation.

It didn’t take us long to get things inside and start setting up camp.  We left most of our stuff in the entry foyer and decided to sleep in the family room for the night.  We decided we could spread out and explore more tomorrow.

“I saw a woodpile out by the garage,” Will said.  “Janet, will you take Paul and Sarah and bring in some wood.  We can build a nice fire to help keep us warm tonight.”

“I’ll help them,” Emily offered.

“Me too,” said Pam.  “We’ll probably need quite a bit to heat even just the family room for the entire night.”  She looked around her, “Gosh this place is huge,” she breathed.

Ray laughed, “Not like our 800 square foot place back in Chicago, huh?”

“Not quite,” Pam agreed.

As darkness began to fall, it didn’t take us long before we had our blankets unloaded and inside and had raided some of the upstairs bedrooms for pillows and additional bedding.  

Ray and Dad got a roaring fire going in the fireplace and we found some candles to provide us with more lighting in the massive family room.  Once we all got settled in, it felt like a big slumber party with us all lounging comfortably around the fire.  Sometimes small groups would break off to go exploring.  It was like a huge playhouse.  None of us had ever experienced the feel of living in such luxury, even if it was without benefit of modern conveniences like electricity, running water, television, and all the rest.

In our wanderings, we found some condiments and spices and a few other seldom-used cooking ingredients still left in the kitchen, but little else.  Therefore, we ended up boiling some noodles in a pot we hung over the fire for dinner.  We finished the rest of the rabbit we had killed at the park before we left and most of the vending machine treats as well.

As we rested around the fire after dinner, we suddenly heard an excited “Yes!” come from the kitchen.

Janet emerged a few seconds later holding a bag that looked like it was full of cotton balls.

“Marshmallows!” she exclaimed.  “And I know there are still a few chocolate bars in the vending machine bag,” she said, coming over and rummaging through the remnants of the supply stash.  “I don’t think there are any graham crackers, but we have some peanut butter crackers left too.  We could make peanut butter and chocolate s’mores!” she said excitedly, her eyes wide with anticipation.

There was collective chatter as everyone’s stomachs began to churn and rumble at the thought.  Kids and adults alike scrambled to find instruments upon which to cook our treats, and soon we were all in gooey, chocolate-induced ecstasy from the delicious treats.

Ray and Pam were the next bearers of good news as we heard shouts of excitement, and moments later an energized, “Awww yeaaaah!” issue from Ray as he and Pam made their way back upstairs from their exploratory trip to the basement.  

In the relative darkness, we could see that they were both carrying objects in their arms, and as they neared the fire, Claire asked eagerly, “Is that wine?”

“You’d better believe it!” Pam cried.  “They have a little sub-basement with a wine cellar and walk-in humidor.”

“Holy crap!” Will exhaled, looking down at what Ray held in his hands, “Cigars?”

“We’re going to live it up tonight,” Ray smiled, as he started making the rounds, handing out cigars.

“I need some clean cups and a corkscrew?” Pam said, setting two bottles of wine down on an end table nearby.

We spent the rest of the evening enjoying our s’mores, drinking wine, and smoking cigars.  It was a much-needed stress reliever and I think everyone welcomed the opportunity to set our troubles aside for an evening.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

EASTERN TENNESSEE 

“THE CASTLE”

 

The next day, it was back to work.  It was snowing lightly and I’d say we had accumulated another inch or two overnight, leaving our total ground cover at around five inches.  

We started the morning off with a light breakfast of salted crackers, some tea that we’d found in one of the kitchen cabinets, and some hard candies from the vending machines before holding a group meeting.  I felt it was important to get everyone on the same page and organized in our new environment, even if it was just a temporary layover, a topic which topped my list of items to be discussed.  

Were we staying or going?

Personally, I was exhausted and really didn’t want to go anywhere else, especially now with the weather the way it was.  We had a great location to hold out in for the winter; it was isolated, secure, had plenty of space to spread out in, and was a lovely living environment.  

My main concern with staying though was Claire.  I didn’t know where or how we’d get more supplies to help her manage her diabetes, but it was a discussion we could have privately later.  She still had a multi-month supply, which I hoped would get us through the winter.  And maybe by that time, things in the outside world would have shaken themselves out enough to get back to some sense of normalcy.  I wanted to stay put, and that’s what I told the group.  However, it wasn’t a decision that was solely mine to make; and therefore, after a brief discussion, we put it to a vote.

I honestly don’t know why we even bothered though.  Everyone but Jason – who didn’t fully comprehend what we were talking about – voted in favor of staying put.  I think the rest of our group was just as tired of being on the road and having their lives in flux as I was and wanted a place that they could call “home” for a little while.  And while the location wasn’t going to bring us the warm winter weather we desired, it at least provided some relatively isolated safety, and that was a critical element that wouldn’t be available were we to hit the road again.  

With the future of our winter decided, we began assigning duties.  We ended up keeping things much the same as they had been back at camp in southern Illinois.  We divvied up roles such as collecting and cutting firewood – of which we’d need a lot after seeing how much we burned through in one night – hunting, water gathering and purification, and now, housekeeping.  Since we’d be living indoors again, there was a level of cleanliness that we hoped to maintain, and our elegant surroundings kind of reinforced this desire.  Even though it really didn’t matter, the societal norms of yore were still imbedded in our being and left us with a desire not to damage or destroy the exquisite environment in which we now lived.

As we wrapped things up, Ray and Will – who had been assigned to “meat patrol” – headed out to see how the hunting picture looked in these parts of Tennessee.  Emily, Paul, and his sister Sarah got moving on water collection, since as a group, we tended to go through quite a bit.  They were charged with finding containers to store as much water as they could and start working on the snow collection, melting, and purification process.

Dad, Joanna, Janet, and Sharron were put on wood detail, bringing the rest of the snow-covered woodpile that was stacked out by the garage inside and storing it in the attached greenhouse so that it could dry out.  Then they were to begin searching the surrounding forest for new sources of ready-to-burn wood to allow us to stay warm in our humungous structure.  Everybody had already donned multiple layers of clothing as it was currently little warmer inside the home than out. 

Meanwhile, Mom volunteered to watch Shane and Jason who were starting to become good playtime buddies.  This left me and Claire to conduct a thorough daylight inspection of the entire house in an effort to collect anything that might be of use to us.  

We started our walk-thru in the kitchen.  While we had made a quick search last night, in the dark, we hadn’t been able to thoroughly inspect ever nook and cranny.  This time around, we discovered a container of rice, an open box of risotto, a container of sugar, two big – and still full – bags of flour, as well as a litany of barely-used herbs, spices, flavorings, salts, peppers, oils, teas, coffees, some yeast, and a little baking soda.  Most of the items weren’t things that could be eaten on their own, but they could certainly come in handy when cooking and flavoring meals.  And while the refrigerator wasn’t running, it held certain condiments like ketchup, mustard, and salad dressing that still appeared edible.           

The library and dining room were quickly gone through with little found of any worth.  While there were plenty of items that would have been extremely valuable just a month or so ago, they were largely useless to us now.  In the dining room we perused a collection of Wedgewood pottery, a sterling silver tea set and silverware, a massive walnut dining room table, and several 18th and 19th century oil paintings and portraits.  The library offered up literally tons of antique books, many of which were complete sets comprised of works from a vast array of literary greats.  There was an ornately carved wood fireplace mantle, several marble statues, a huge, what I guessed was an at least seven by eight foot print by Albrecht Durer, and more multi-century-old artworks.  Other than their aesthetic and cultural value though, such pieces were now completely worthless to us.    

The library itself astounded me.  

The massive room was two stories with book-lined walls and darkly stained wood trim reaching all the way to the second floor.  Halfway up, a catwalk ringed more book-filled shelves that skirted the entire perimeter of the space and was accessible by a wrought-iron spiral staircase in one corner of the room.  Persian rugs lined the darkly-stained wood floors.  Towering pedestal brass lamps hovered over dark leather chairs and sofas that were strewn about the room and interwoven with antique mahogany tables and chests.  The whole place looked as though it had been pulled directly from a Gilded Age mansion.  The Vanderbilts would have been proud.  I would have loved to have lingered, exploring the thousands of collectible volumes and vintage tomes, but there would be time for that later.

From one side of the library, through mammoth sliding wood doors, we entered an equally impressive office.  There were more bookcases, more books, more stained trim and wood paneling, another fireplace, a huge antique mahogany desk, an enormous leather sofa, a brass-adorned wet-bar in one corner, a giant flat-screen television that hung upon one wall and that would make a movie theater screen blush, and a half bathroom in one corner of the room.  I hurried over to inspect the bar but was dismayed to find that the assorted bottles and decanters were all empty.

We then made a search of the huge desk finding some AAA batteries for Claire’s insulin pump.  In a locked drawer that I pried open, I discovered a handgun with a box of shells.  We placed the items into several trash bags that we carried with us in which to haul our loot.  From the office, we exited through a side door that led out into the family room without having to go back out through the library.  We moved on from there to the greenhouse that we accessed from the far end of the family room and where Joanna and her helpers were stacking wood.  It looked like there had been a nice selection of plants and herbs growing here at one point, but winter’s cold temperatures and lack of tending had left them to wither and die.

From here, we moved our search upstairs.  It was largely a bust.  Most of the bedrooms and bathrooms appeared to be set up for guests that rarely, if ever, visited.  We counted seven bedrooms, each with an attached bathroom.  There were also several half baths sprinkled throughout the floor.  But except for beds, nightstands, televisions, a couple fake plants, and some paintings to add atmosphere in the bedrooms, and towels, hand soap, and toilet paper in the bathrooms, there was little else in most of these areas.  We filled two entire trash bags with toilet paper – something we ended up using quite a bit of – and hand soap, and moved on. 

We made a quick search of what we took to be the child’s room, who we deducted to be a young girl from the way the room was strewn with an array of princess-themed toys, dolls, doll houses, stuffed animals, and fake cosmetic and shopping play things.  It made me sad as I wandered through the room and I found myself wondering what had happened to these people, where they had gone, whether they were still alive, and if so, whether they were all still alive.  I hoped that at least this little girl, who I’d only seen in pictures around the home, had survived the flu and its aftereffects.

Next, we moved on to the master bedroom.  Master “suite” would be a more fitting description I guess.  In the center of the bedroom, there was a huge, canopied king-sized bed mounded with an array of plush pillows and topped with a thick, billowy-looking comforter.  The walls were lined with several massive dressers and an old armoire that was probably the size of our SUV.  A lovely gas fireplace was set into one wall.  A set of French doors led to what appeared to be a smaller – compared to downstairs at least – yet still impressive office.  

And then there was the master bath.  I heard Claire gasp as she walked inside ahead of me.  I followed close behind.

“This is bigger than our bedroom back home,” she breathed, staring around her in amazement.

The bathroom floor was slate tile, the walls done in shiny 2 x 4 inch subway tile.  The fixtures were bronze.  The dark flooring was contrasted nicely by the bright white wall tiles.

In one corner was a gigantic Jacuzzi tub.  In the other, was a dual-head shower encased all in glass and with a large window from which to gaze upon the mountain landscape.  On one wall was an excessively large vanity with settee, two sinks, and probably more counter space than our old kitchen had.  Almost the entire wall above this area was mirrors.

On the vanity lay woven baskets full of soaps, lotions, oils, and an array of sponges.

We stood together for a moment, taking it all in.   “Too bad the tub won’t work,” I said.  “We could swim a few laps it’s so big.”

“No kidding,” said Claire, still gawking around in stunned amazement. 

I looked back over to the vanity and its row of amenity-filled baskets.

“Wait here for a minute,” I said.  “I have an idea.”

I hurried out of the master-suite, found my way back to the stairway and rushed downstairs to the family room.  I could hear Mom and the kids playing in the library. No one else was around, but I saw that the water patrol had a large metal bucket full of water warming beside the fireplace.  I glanced around me to ensure no was watching, pulled my jacket sleeve down over my hand, hustled over, grabbed the bucket’s metal handle and hefted it with me back upstairs.

By the time I made it to the bathroom, I was panting for breath.

“What are you doing?” Claire asked, an eyebrow raised questioningly.  

“Get naked,” I said, without explanation.

“Are you nuts?  It’s freezing in here!”

“I’ll warm you up,” I smiled, grabbing several loofah sponges from the vanity and tossing them in the steaming bucket full of water.  “Go ahead.  Shed your clothes and get in the shower,” I said, closing the bathroom door and locking it behind me.

“You’re bad,” she grinned devilishly.

“No, I’m not,” I shook my head, “I’m good…very good.”

She just continued smiling and shaking her head at me, but obeyed.

I watched greedily, taking in curves and body parts that I admired so much but hadn’t seen for far too long.  Privacy was something that was becoming a rarity in our ever-growing group; and with winter coming on, getting through multiple layers of clothing and battling freezing temperatures didn’t make simple skin-to-skin contact very easy.

Claire finally rid herself of her last few garments, and stood shivering, hugging her goose-pimpled flesh with her thin, yet tautly muscled arms.  The act squeezed her bosoms up irresistibly.  She looked at me as I continued to watch her, then she opened the glass door to the shower and stepped inside.

I was out of my clothes as though they were on fire, grabbing the handle of the water bucket with my shirt and following Claire into the shower.  It was damn cold, but I didn’t care.  I washed that fine little woman from the top of her pretty little head down to the tips of her cute little toes.  Then she returned the favor.  The water felt great and so did Claire.  I lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around me.  I placed one of the bigger loofah sponges between our abdomens so that it squeezed warm water down over us as we pressed hard together.  

We made love right there in our new mansion.  

We were the king and queen of our very own castle; and finally I felt I’d given my wife the type of home that she truly deserved.  I felt like a provider.  I felt like she actually needed me, something I hadn’t felt in a long time.  And it was nice.  

The warm water didn’t last long though, and after we’d cleaned up, we dressed hurriedly.

“Ugh,” said Claire, shivering.  “I hate being clean and getting back into dirty clothes.”

“We can wash them tomorrow once we get the water system here better organized.”  I took a peak into one of the vanity drawers.  There were several unopened boxes of 4-blade razors.  “Thank god,” I said, holding them up for Claire to see.  “I feel like I’m turning into a werewolf,” I rubbed the beard that had formed on my face.

“It’s like kissing a porcupine,” Claire joked.

“You ready to finish up our search?” I asked.

“Yeah, I suppose we’ve had our fun for the day,” she smiled at me, smacking my butt on our way back out to the bedroom.

We searched the bedroom office, not finding much of use, and then headed to inspect the upstairs quarters where we found three more bedrooms, two more bathrooms, and a huge room that looked as though it had been created as a craft or art room but was used largely for gift wrapping and storage.  There were boxes of bows, containers of wrapping paper, stacks of gift boxes, and an array of wine bags, strings, ribbons, scissors, measuring tapes, and yard sticks, all laid out on big collapsible tables.  It was here that we also found big containers of holiday decorations and several boxes of candles.  We tossed the candles into our garbage bags as we were finding that they came in handy in a world without electricity.

“Must have been nice to be this rich,” Claire said.  

“Yeah, must have been,” I agreed, somewhat absent-mindedly as I looked around.  

“We should finish up.  The others are probably wondering where we are,” Claire added after a second.

“Let them wonder,” I said walking over behind her and putting my arms on her shoulders.  She turned around to face me and my arms slipped down around her waste.  “We deserve a break now and then.”

Claire put her hands on my chest and turned her face up to mine.

“You’re enjoying this aren’t you?” she said.

I looked at her questioningly.

“This new life of ours,” she added.

I shrugged.  “I wouldn’t say enjoying.”

“I would.  I think you really like it.  You’re flourishing in this sort of environment.  It’s what you always talked about and planned for and now it’s finally coming to fruition.  Not only have you been proven right in your diagnosis of how modern society, and maybe even our civilization as a whole would collapse, but you’re succeeding after the fact.”

I pulled her tight to me.  “You know what?” I said, looking down into her eyes.  “More than anything, I just like being a provider and protector of you and our family.”

She laughed.

“No…seriously,” I said.  “I enjoy taking care of you.  Finally, after all these years, you actually need me.”

“You’re being silly.  I always needed you,” she smiled up at me.

I shook my head.  “No…you didn’t.  You wanted me, but there is a difference.  You never really needed me.  You’ve always had a better job, made more money, and been reasonably independent.  You’re a strong woman.  And while I appreciate that, as a man, I don’t always feel completely fulfilled in that sort of situation.  I know you might not realize it, but I actually like to take care of you. In the past though, I haven’t really been able to.  But now I can.  Now, as bad as things are, you finally need me.”

Claire smiled.  “Whether you believe it or not, I’ve always needed you, even when you thought I didn’t.  Someone’s paycheck or what type of job they have or how independent they are doesn’t mean they don’t need the ones they love.”

I hugged her close and cupped the back of her head in my hand.  “You’re awesome.  All I do is think about myself and how you finally need me, but even then, you’re the one who’s being strong.  You’re out here in the middle of nowhere, with no way to get more diabetic supplies, listening to me whine about how you finally need me.  And the reason you need me is because the worst possible scenario has occurred.  But just know I’ll do everything in my power to make sure we get you the things you need…the things our family needs.”

She kissed me.  “I believe you,” she said softly.  Then she pulled away.  “Okay, enough of this lovey-dovey stuff.  Let’s go finish up with the basement so that we can wrap up our scavenging expedition.”  

On the way back downstairs, we dropped our trash bags full of supplies at the bottom of the stairs in the main entry hall to be sorted later.  Then we headed to a stairway that began in the kitchen and led to the basement.  

We made quick work of the lower level, which was comprised largely of an exercise room, a large storage room, a game room – complete with commercial air hockey table and pool table as well as some stand-alone 80s-style arcade games – and the furnace and laundry rooms.  We had to use flashlights in this portion of the home since there were no windows.

“Well, at least we can clean our clothes,” I said to Claire as we stood inside the laundry room looking around at the shelves lined with jug after jug of detergent and fabric softener.    

We made our way into the game room.

“Wish we had some electricity,” Claire said, motioning to the arcade games.  “I could go for a little Ms. Pac Man right now.

At the far end of the room there was a door.

“That must lead down to the sub-basement that Ray and Pam found last night,” I said.  “Come on.  I want to see if there’s anything else down there.”

“You’re like a kid on Halloween itching to get to the next house in hopes of getting more candy,” Claire laughed.

We made our way down a half flight of stairs that exited into a Italianesque wine cellar complete with several cute little café-style tables covered with red-and-white checkered tables clothes and seating for at least six.  Faux grape vines grew over an arched entryway and white lattice-lined walls.  There was even a cobblestone floor.

“How cute,” Claire said, as she played her flashlight’s beam around the space.  “And look, there are still some bottles left,” she said shining her beam upon the wine racks.  “We should get some candles and have a wine tasting down here some time.  It could be really fun and kind of cozy.”

“I think it’s actually warmer down here than upstairs,” I nodded, pulling out a bottle of wine from its rack and shining my light over it.  “Still full,” I said, showing Claire.

We counted a total of 14 unopened bottles.

“Well, at least we have a nice little stock left for us to enjoy,” said Claire.

“What’s that?” I said, shining my light over to a small cabinet at the far end of the room.

Claire walked over and opened a door in the cabinet.  Inside were four bottles.  She pulled one out, looked at it, and then held it up for me to see.

“Cognac,” she said.

“Oh man,” I said, getting excited.  I liked wine, but hard liquor was more my style.  The next bottle was whiskey, then scotch, and then bourbon.  

“We hit the jackpot!” I said.          

To our right was a doorway that led to a tiny foyer.  From this point we saw a glass door that enclosed a small walk-in humidor.  Inside, I’d estimate there were probably eight cases of different cigars.

“Guess we’re set in this department too,” I said.

“Too bad I don’t like cigars,” Claire frowned.

“Have you ever even tried a cigar?” I asked.

“Yes…I think…maybe…I don’t really remember.  I think in college once.”

“Maybe you should give them another shot.  These appear to be some pretty nice options.”

“Maybe,” Claire shrugged.  

“What a place,” I said, shaking my head, amazed by the wealth.

“Guess we’d better get back upstairs,” Claire said, taking me by the hand in the darkness.  “We have work to do.”

As we headed back upstairs, a noise in the laundry room stopped us in our tracks.  We both quickly clicked off our flashlights and then strained to listen.  Hearing nothing, we moved cautiously over to the room’s entry door in the blackness.  Claire stopped me, frightened as something inside the room clattered loudly to the ground.  

“What was that?” she hissed into my ear.

“Don’t know,” I whispered back.

I pulled my .44 from my waistband, and pushed Claire behind me.  Then, in one fluid movement, with my gun held out in front of me, I clicked my light back on and kicked open the laundry room door. 

A pair of green eyes reflected in my beam as I flashed it around the room.  Then the eyes darted toward me, leaping up and hitting me full in the chest.  Instinctually I reacted, awkwardly catching the creature, crossing my arms in front of me to support its weight and leaning back slightly to use my chest as a backstop since my hands were full.  As a tail curled around one of my arms, I realized that I was holding a cat.  It was a very light, very thin cat, but a cat nonetheless.  

I took a moment to shove my gun back into my waistband and readjusted the feline’s weight in my arms to hold it more comfortably.  

“Here, hold this,” I said, handing Claire my flashlight.  

I began to pet the animal’s amazingly soft fur, and as I did so, it settled down contently in my arms and began to purr.  “It’s so soft,” I said.  “Here, pet it,” I turned to face Claire.

She reached out and laid a hand lightly on the cat’s back.  “Ooooh…it is so soft,” she cooed.  “Like cashmere.”

“Yeah,” I said.  “Like cashmere.  That’ll be her name,” I said, “Cashmere.  You hungry, girl?” I asked.

“You don’t know it’s a girl,” said Claire.

“Well, she is for now,” I shrugged.  “She must be starving.  I wonder how she's survived down here.”

“We’d better get her some food and water,” Claire said.

Back upstairs in the light, we could see the poor thing was all skin and bones.  I was amazed her coat had held up as well as it had without proper nourishment.  The kids were on her immediately, and she seemed quite comfortable around people.  I wanted to get her fed before the kids did too much glomming though, so I took a bowl from the kitchen cabinet, filled it with some water, and found another bowl into which I put some cheese crackers I had left from the vending machine and that I smashed into pulp with my hand.  I know it wasn’t exactly proper food for a cat, but we didn’t have much else at the moment.  I shooed the kids away and put the bowls down on the kitchen floor so that Cashmere could eat in relative peace, and then I headed back out to the family room.

Everyone had pretty much regrouped from their chores.  We had plenty of firewood stacked in the greenhouse now, and the fire we had going in the fireplace had warmed the family room nicely.  The water supply was growing quickly from the snow that had been collected and boiled, and shouts outside soon led us to discover that Will and Ray had shot a sizeable doe and had managed to haul it home with them from their hunting expedition.                 

We spent the rest of the afternoon sorting through the remainder of the supplies that we’d brought with us, along with the new ones we’d scavenged from around the home.  We also took time to hang some large blankets and comforters at the entrances to the family room in an effort to section this portion of the home off from the rest of the house and help retain more of the heat from our fire. 

While we were going about our afternoon activities, Dad asked, “Has anybody made a search of the garage yet?”

“I don’t think so,” I said.  “Want to do it now?”

“Sure, why not?” he said.  “I can clear some space in my busy schedule if you can,” he joked, grinning at me.

“Let’s go,” I laughed.

We exited our castle through the French doors in the mudroom and walked out into the walled garden between the house and the garage.  Actually, the garage looked more like a carriage house as it appeared – at least from the outside – that the upstairs of the structure was finished.

We found the side door to the garage unlocked.  Inside, the space was neatly organized.  It seemed that everything had its place on a wall or in a cabinet.  There was a vast array of tools and lawn equipment that looked as though they had seldom, if ever, been used.  

Dad and I wandered and rummaged for a while.

Suddenly he said, “Ah ha!” as he pulled aside a canvas tarp at one corner of the space.  He pointed at what was beneath, “That’s what I was hoping for!”

Beneath the tarp, and still in its box, sat a small generator.  

“Perfect!” I agreed.  “That’s a huge find, Dad.  Great thinking!”

“I figured a place like this would have at least one generator,” he smiled knowingly.

I walked over to join him beside the box.  “Awesome,” I nodded.  “Wonder why the previous owners didn’t use it?”

“Probably didn’t even know they had it or didn’t know how to use it if they did,” Dad scoffed.  “Typical rich people.  They have the stuff but expect other people to be around to help them run it.  Come on, let’s check out the rest of this place,” he said.

As we searched the remainder of the garage, we found a full, five-gallon gas tank and another two-gallon can that was half full.  There were also several chainsaws, a variety of power tools, and even a meat smoker that – like many of the other items inside the garage – didn’t appear to have ever been used.  In a separate section of the garage, we found two all terrain vehicles that were fueled up and ready to go.  

“These could definitely come in handy this spring, especially if we decide to start exploring the areas around us or need to do some off-road traveling.”

“For sure,” Dad nodded.  He looked at the vehicles and then sat down on one. “Don’t know how to ride one of these things, but I’m willing to learn.”

From the back of the garage’s vehicle area, a stairway led up to the second floor which housed a nice-sized, two-bedroom apartment complete with small kitchenette and full bathroom.

“Must have been the in-law suite,” I laughed to Dad.

“All this money, and they stick the poor parents out here in the garage,” he shook his head sadly.

“Doesn’t look like it got much use,” I said.  “Almost looks like a hotel suite.”

“Doesn’t seem like they used a lot of the stuff around here,” Dad said.  “Makes you wonder why they bought this crap in the first place.”

“Got to do something with all that money,” I shrugged. 

I walked over to the kitchenette area where a plastic-wrapped gift basket sat on the counter.  “Check this out,” I said, motioning Dad over.  Must have been for guests.”

“Well, we’re guests, aren’t we?” he said, tearing into the plastic.

Some fresh fruit had molded into oblivion, but there were wrapped crackers, and some sealed cheeses and meats that still appeared fresh.  We also found several small containers of jellies and jams and two single-serving bottles of wine inside the basket.

“They must have forgotten about this being out here,” I said. 

“All the better for us,” said Dad, dumping the contents out on the countertop and sifting out the good from the bad.

While he did this, I made a search of the mini-fridge.  There were a few bottled waters and sodas inside, but that was it.

“Well, I think it’s been a pretty productive search,” I said, patting Dad on the shoulder.  Then, getting serious, I asked, “How you holding up?”

“Fine…all things considered,” he shrugged.  “Wouldn’t mind a steak and a good massage, and I think your mother would like a pedicure, but overall, we’re managing alright.”

“Good,” I nodded.  “Let me know if there’s anything you need, okay?”

He smiled at me.  “You’re doing good, son.”  I could see a slight tear in his eye.  “I’m proud of you.  It’s not everyday you get faced with a challenge like this, and you’ve really stepped up.”

“Thanks Dad,” I said, getting a little teary myself at his compliment.  “I appreciate it.”

We left it at that.  

“Let’s get this stuff back into the house,” he said.  “I think the others will like to use some electrically powered items for a change.”    

The rest of the group was indeed pleased.  After collecting enough extension cords to put on a full-fledged rock concert, and many of which were still in their store packaging, we were able to partake in a few of the luxuries that we once took for granted.  We were able to turn the lights on, use the stove and oven, and even power the microwave – not that we had much to put in it.  However, we still had some microwave popcorn we’d taken from the vending machine back at the park.  We popped it to eat while treating ourselves to some DVDs later that night.  Others listened to CDs, played video games down in the game room, and we even had an air hockey tournament.

 

* * *

 

We let ourselves enjoy modern conveniences for nearly two full days before we decided to buckle down and start conserving fuel and only use the generator largely for powering the castle’s well-system pump – located out in the garage – to provide us with fresh drinking water.  Everyone enjoyed hot showers and baths for the first time in weeks.  At the same time though, I realized that we all needed to be rewarded for our efforts as well as have occasional reminders of our previous existences.  Therefore, we decided to show a movie each night for the family to enjoy together.  This small taste of normalcy brought us all together after dinner so that we could watch the movie, talk, laugh, reminisce, and remember how things used to be.   

And while we had the ability to run the refrigerator; instead, we gave it a good cleaning and moved it outside next to the back door off the kitchen.  With the daytime temperatures typically only reaching the upper-30s or low-40s at best, we decided to let Mother Nature do the work to keep our food cool, and therefore stocked our deer meat and other perishables in the fridge outside.

And so we began to settle into a routine of sorts.

During the day, we’d go about our chores, collecting wood and water, hunting, cleaning, and cooking.  Sharron even started an indoor garden in the greenhouse.  She used seeds she’d found there, as well as in the garage, and a small wood-burning stove we’d also found in the garage to heat the space.  The process of water collection was simpler now that we had the well pump working, which made tending her plants much easier.  Just to be on the safe side though, I had the kids stockpile extra containers of water downstairs as a reserve supply.

At night, we’d watch our family movie with a roaring fire, the adults enjoying wine, a small snifter of liquor, and the occasional cigar, although cigar smokers were forced into the library to conduct their business so as not to affect the children.  Sometimes I’d remain in the library, building my own fire and reading from the vast selection of literature that the previous owners – Aaron Coughlin and his wife, Ray told me – had collected over the years while I smoked a cigar and pretended that this vast estate was my own, which in some ways it was.  Sometimes others would join me, and we’d talk or read or have a game of cards or chess.  

Meanwhile, the kids would enjoy venison jerky snacks or crackers smeared with jam or jelly, little bits of which they’d sometimes break off for Cashmere the cat who was slowly starting to regain her weight.  Every so often, couples would sneak away upstairs or down to the basement for a little private time.  Nothing was said, and the others would pick up the child care duties where children were involved.  I even noticed Mom and Dad taking a little time together every once in a while.

I felt bad for Emily, Joanna, and maybe most of all, Janet.  I noticed them often watching the others leave with a sort of sad envy.  Emily’s countenance appeared to be more a longing for the mental companionship she’d lost in Steve.  Joanna’s seemed hungrier, with a lustful longing for a man’s physical touch.  And Janet’s was a sort of intense curiosity at never having known either, paired with the fear that she might never know them.  But there was little any of us could do to help them other than try to make them feel as though they belonged here with us and were a part of the family in every other way.  

It was funny to watch Paul around Janet.  He would try to play the big man and do ridiculous things that only an eight-year-old would find astounding in an effort to impress her.  She’d watch with the patience of an adult but then casually dismiss his efforts with the bored complacency of a teenager.  I wished Claire’s teenage brother Brian was still with us.  He’d grown so impatient back at camp in Illinois.  If only he could have waited.  In Janet, he might finally have found what he was so desperately searching for. 

Meanwhile, Sharron discovered a bread-baking machine in the kitchen pantry that we powered with the generator and that she was able to use to make several batches of bread with the supplies that the home had on hand.  And to most of the group’s amazement, even in the snow she was able to track down a variety of nuts still available from around the property’s vast forest.  Many were spoiled, but she’d spend hours sorting through, cracking, and cleaning out the portions that were still edible or that could be pressed for their oils.  She also found several trees from which she could collect persimmons for bread and preserves.

During the first few weeks in our castle, it quickly became apparent that Will and Ray were great at hunting the area’s abundant wildlife.  They kept our fridge well-stocked with a variety of meat that included deer, goose, rabbit, and squirrel.

And everyone was staying reasonably warm with new winter wardrobes.  Shortly after our arrival, we had robbed the huge walk-in closets of but a small portion of their ranks upon ranks of clothing.  It took hours to sort through all the drawers, cabinets and organizers to find articles that matched with the group’s array of shapes, sizes, needs, and styles.  With the vast selection of attire at our disposal, we were able to outfit all of the men and woman.  Paul, Shane, and Jason were harder fits since there weren’t many options for smaller boys, but we were able to modify some of the girls clothing we found for Shane and Jason and use some of the women’s clothing like smaller shirts for Paul, although we didn’t tell him they were for women.  

Emily and Pam were able to create several clothing options for the boys and make alterations and adjustments to some of the adult’s clothing as necessary on the sewing machine they found in the crafts room upstairs.  They worked their magic to create well-fitted and warm winter clothing for the boys, and even made small snowsuits for Jason and Shane so they could play outside occasionally while the adults toiled away on their chores.  And while many of the clothing brands and fashions were a little outside our plebian realm of apparel knowledge and experience, we managed to make them work.  This wasn’t to say though that Ray, Will, and I didn’t give each other some good-natured ribbing about a few of the undergarments and tighter or ill-fitting blue jeans we were forced by necessity to select for our wardrobes.  When we hit the bikini-brief underwear drawer, I laughingly put Ray in charge, holding up a pair for him to see while telling him we’d finally found the hot-pink skivvies he’d been searching for all these years.  

And thus, we continued settling in to our new home; weeks in which we fell into a sort of contented complacency, finally being able to forget some of the troubles of the outside world.  

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

Having enjoyed such a lengthy period of quiet contentedness in the mountains of eastern Tennessee, it came as a severe shock to walk outside one sunny October morning and find vehicle tracks in the melting snow in front of the garage.  

In hindsight, I guess we shouldn’t have been that surprised, but it was an unwelcome discovery nonetheless.  We had remained unbothered by the outside world for so long in our new home that it was an unpleasant surprise to realize that someone had made the effort to come all the way up to our castle.  What made it even more worrisome was that they had been able to do so without our recognizing their presence.

The tracks appeared to be from just one vehicle, but this did little to placate the fears that their unwelcome appearance instilled within us.  The house was abuzz with questions.  Who had come?  When?  What did they want?  Did they take anything?  Were they friendly or dangerous?  Would they be back, and if so, would they bring others?  What should we do?  Could it have been the old owners?”

While many of the others had questions, I knew exactly what we should do, and what we should have done long ago.  The isolation of our mountain retreat and the amount of time we’d gone without visitors had only acted to further the sense of security I felt in our situation, a sense of security I now realized was misplaced.  I owned up to the fact that I had faltered in my role as leader and securer of our new home.  

Thankfully, it didn’t appear that anything had been taken from the garage, and Ray thought he might have scared off whoever the intruders were when he’d come outside for a late-night cigar after everyone had gone to bed.  He’d heard noises, but he figured it was just some of the deer that still made regular visits to the grounds surrounding the home, and had therefore ignored them.  He told us that a little cigar smoke going down the wrong way had led him into a coughing fit, and the noises had stopped.  Ray just figured he’d scared off the deer.  Several minutes later, as he was going to bed, he said he could have sworn he heard a vehicle engine, but then figured it was just the generator kicking on and had dismissed the sounds.

After a quick breakfast of bread and jam, we formed up a scouting party consisting of me, Will, Ray, and Dad.  We armed ourselves and then went out to the garage.  There, I located a child’s plastic sled I’d noticed in our previous search of the space, and onto it we loaded a chainsaw, some axes, several heavy steel chains, and a big combination padlock.  We then headed out – me pulling the sled loaded with our supplies – down the drive for the long trek to the property’s front gate.  

We followed the vehicle tracks all the way back down the winding road.  Before we even arrived at the front gate, it was easy to see from a distance that it was standing wide open, the vehicle tracks leading out to the main road and back in the direction of the small town of Tipton.  

I put Will and Dad on sentry duty while Ray and I reclosed the gate, chained it, and padlocked it.  I knew it wasn’t a perfect fix, as anyone with some bolt cutters and a little time on their hands could get through the barrier, but it was just my first line of defense of several I had in mind.  I figured that whoever had made the trip up to the property last night had probably expected to find the place empty and had likely been surprised to discover people inhabiting it.  I hoped that this revelation would be enough to deter them from returning, but I wasn’t willing to chance it.  Therefore, on our way back up, we used the chainsaw to fell several large trees – at hundred yard intervals – across the entry road.  Again, it wasn’t a perfect defense, but since we weren’t planning on leaving anytime soon, we didn’t need the road clear, and this would halt any attempt at a swift entry by outsiders…in vehicles at least.

But there was always the chance that people might come on horseback or on foot.  I recognized that such an intrusion would take a lot longer, but in this day and age where the remaining population could find themselves with very little food or other supplies but with plenty of time on their hands, such a trip could certainly prove worthwhile, especially if the trespassers thought that we were well situated up here…which I had to admit, we were.

Therefore, it was time to batten down the hatches a bit and get a little better organized.  After we’d barricaded the entry road, we continued our preparations around the castle by hauling pieces of plywood and 2 x 4s from the garage inside the main house to secure the French doors and front entrance leading into the home.  We also locked and chained the entry gate to the walled garden between the house and the garage.  We left the back entrance to the home open and agreed as a group that this would be the only entry through which we would come and go.  Meanwhile, Will rigged up a system to bar the back door when it wasn’t in use.  First, he attached two steel brackets that bolted into the stone walls on either side of the door.  Then he found a big piece of four-inch by four-inch wood post that he cut so that we could slide it across the door into place between the brackets to bar the entrance.  It was quick and simple to remove when we needed access to the outside, and it definitely added more support to the door should outsiders attempt to break through.   

Then we set up what we called the “third-shift” schedule.  Each week, two people were designated to work the third-shift watch.  One person would take the 6 p.m. to midnight shift, and the other would take over the midnight to 6 a.m shift.  We hoped that the shorter six-hour watch limits wouldn’t over-tax anyone and would make being up late at night more manageable.

The third-shift watch person would be stationed in the master suite office.  This area had full view out over the front yard and also had access to the second-floor balcony that overlooked the garden and had an unobstructed line of sight all the way to where the entry drive met with the forest.   
              We also sat down as a group and developed a plan should we have any unexpected visitors.  The plan included a rendezvous point as well as secure positions we were all to man should we be attacked.  We also included a fallback plan with “hold out” positions, which depending upon the direction from which we were being attacked, included the home’s basement levels, the third floor, or the garage’s upstairs guest quarters.     

While none of our plans were foolproof, we felt better at least having everyone on the same page and some security features in place.  

Even with all our efforts though, we weren’t prepared when tragedy finally struck.  And we quickly discovered that the true danger would arrive in a form that we hadn’t been expecting; and worse yet, that it would come from within the confines of what we wrongly assumed was the safety of our secure castle.

 

* * *

 

We chalked Shane’s first bout of achiness and upset stomach up to indigestion.  We were incorporating things into our diet such as squirrel, rabbit, goose, and other meats with which most of us had been largely unfamiliar just a few months prior.  And we had all had our share of stomach and other digestive track issues as our bodies worked to acclimate to this new menu.  Plus, we weren’t getting a lot of fruits and veggies, which didn’t help things.  Thankfully, we had some vitamin supplements that helped us get many of our missing nutrients and especially our vitamin C to help stave off scurvy during these long winter months.

However, as Shane began to spill his tiny tummy’s contents with regularity, and suddenly little Paul found himself not feeling so well either, we began to worry.  Just because we were isolated, it didn’t mean we were immune to sickness.  The real concern among the group quickly became determining exactly what sort of sickness this was.  Was it just a stomach virus going around or something worse…something like the Su flu?

After Paul, it was his sister Sarah, and then Claire’s mother Emily who came down with the sickness.  We began to quarantine the sick upstairs on the third floor in the big crafts room, hauling mattresses from the guest rooms downstairs to make up beds for those who had fallen ill.  We found the face masks that I’d brought along in my emergency supplies and some more out with the tools in the garage and passed them around to those assisting to care for our ailing family members.  

Joanna was the first to volunteer as nurse, but she was soon exhausted from tending to the kids’ constant requests and was in need of some relief.  

Pam volunteered next.  The poor children lay in states of agitated sleep in which they tossed, turned, and moaned piteously, only arising occasionally to make the hurried trip to the bathroom where they either vomited violently or battled bouts of severe diarrhea.  Emily just seemed to sleep more, and after the first few rounds of vomiting, lay largely in a comatose state, often shivering violently.  Her only request was for more blankets to help keep her warm.

We ran the generator to power several small portable heating units in an effort to keep the upstairs warm, and I cut up several garbage bags and taped them together to act as a stairway barrier between the second and third floors to help keep more of the warm air in.  I did the same thing at the base of the stairs, the stairway itself acting as a sort of decontamination area between the quarantine unit on the third floor and the rest of the house.  The person on nurse duty would work for several hours and then enter the decontamination area.  There they would shed their clothes, put them in a garbage bag, seal the bag, don one of several robes awaiting them in the stairway, and then take their bag of clothing outside where the clothing would quickly be dumped in a bucket full of soapy boiling water.  The person would then be hustled quickly through the garden over to the garage suite where they would wash themselves down with more warm soapy water.  The icy-cold run from house to garage was one of which Polar Bear Club members would have been proud.  

We continually blasted the suite with heavy clouds of anti-bacterial spray to help kill any germs that may have managed to survive the trip over.  But it was all for naught.  One by one, we began to succumb.  Thankfully, it didn’t appear to be the Su flu, but whatever it was, it was still a severe illness with flu-like symptoms.  

Soon, Joanna, Pam, Ray, Janet, and Claire joined the ranks of the ill upstairs.  There were hardly enough of us left to care for all the sick, and those of us who did remain healthy or had recovered enough to help with the nursing duties, were exhausted from our efforts.  This exhaustion in turn led to Mom and Dad joining the ranks of the bed ridden.  

Within two and a half days, the only ones who had not yet caught the virus were me and Cashmere, and I had a feeling it was only a matter of time before I got it.  Will was sick, but he didn’t seem as bad off as the others, so he helped out where he could, largely taking over when I needed to take an occasional rest.  By that point, I wasn’t even bothering to change my clothes anymore since the only person left to get sick was me.  

I was extremely worried about Claire.  She wasn’t eating, and without nutrients, her blood-sugar levels were going bonkers.  She was delirious and refusing water.  I finally got her to drink a warm brew of water, salt, sugar, a little powdered drink mix we had left, along with a few lemon-drop candies I’d dissolved in the concoction in hopes of getting her blood-sugars back in line and her electrolytes up.  It was my home-brewed version of warm Gatorade.  And while it might not have been the tastiest beverage, it seemed to help.  

Claire’s mother wasn’t doing much better.  She would drink water but then she’d vomit it right back up.  And while the kids seemed to be recovering well, Emily seemed to be getting worse, sleeping most of the time.

This is why it caught me all the more by surprise when I heard Will calling to me while I was on one of my five-minute breaks from nursing duty.  

I had set up my rest area down in the master suite, which was within earshot of the third floor stairway.  Cashmere – who was growing ever more the trusted companion, like a faithful dog who rarely left my side – and I were sharing a piece of cooked goose and a couple crackers as our dinner.  We were watching the sun set over the mountains on what had been a beautifully sunny day in which temperatures had nearly reached the 50 degree mark and had melted much of the snow.

Hearing Will’s shouts, I rushed upstairs.  Cashmere – who, by the way, we’d discovered was indeed a “her” – bounded along at my heels.  A small bell that I had attached to her collar as a kind of tracker to help me find her in the vast mansion, jingled merrily as she followed along behind me. 

“What is it?” I huffed, out of breath after sprinting up the stairs.

Will met me at the plastic sheeting covering the stairs, sweaty and pale.  “It’s Mom,” he said.  “She’s not breathing.”

“What!” I said, darting inside the bedroom where mother was resting.  “She’s not breathing or she’s having trouble breathing.”

“She’s not breathing…at all!” Will relayed the vital information.

I rushed to Mom and grabbed her arm, feeling for a pulse.  I could see almost immediately that she’d indeed stopped breathing.  My immediate thought was Claire.  Claire knew CPR, but Claire was barely conscious and in no condition to help.  Without Claire, I felt helpless.  And there wasn’t much in the way of other help around.

All I could think to do was ask loudly, “Does anybody know CPR?”  There was silence.  I looked around me.  Other than Will, no one even seemed to be awake.  Therefore, I bolted across to the hall to a bedroom where we’d put Janet, Joanna, and Shane after we ran out of room in the crafts room.  “Does anyone know CPR,” I cried louder than I meant to but at a volume befitting the severity of the situation.

Again, there was silence, but after a few seconds, there was stirring from one of the beds.  A weak voice said, “I do.”

It was Joanna.

A wave of relief ran through me, but only for an instant as I realize that Joanna was hardly able to stand, let alone administer CPR.  “If I carry you over to the other room, do you think you can tell me what to do?” I urged more than asked.

“I…I guess so,” she said sounding tired and confused.  

I rushed over, literally ripping the covers off the poor woman, and gathered her up in my arms.  I placed her on the bed beside Mom and she instructed me as best she could while I worked frantically to revive the woman who’d given me life.

After a minute, and just as I began to think things were over, we got a pulse.  I shushed Will and Joanna and put my head to Mom’s chest where I could hear a soft heartbeat.  

I fell back onto the bed beside Joanna, exhausted and relieved, but my respite would be short lived.

“What’s that?” Will said, walking over to one of the windows that overlooked the front of the house and cocking his head to listen.  “Sounds like an engine,” he said.

“Shit!” I said, jumping up.  “Look after Mom!” I cried to him and Joanna.

I raced back downstairs, pulling the .44 I now kept on me at all times from my waistband.

By the time I made my way all the way down to the first floor and outside, it was too late.  I watched as two men in camouflage hunting suits rode away on our ATVs through one of the garage doors that they had apparently forced open.

I fired several warning shots into the air as they disappeared down the entry drive, not wanting to hit either of the men.  First off, I didn’t think stealing an ATV was worth killing someone over, although it certainly got my blood boiling that they were brazen enough to do so in broad daylight.  I also didn’t want to bring any reprisals down upon us.  I had no idea where these men had come from and how many others there were, but I sure as hell wanted to let them know that we were well aware of their presence, weren’t appreciative of their act of thievery, and were armed and willing to use our weapons if provoked.   

I took a deep breath and shook my head as I stood on the front porch.  In a way, I was relieved that it was only the ATVs that they had taken; but in another way, I was surprised and concerned that they had made the trip up to the mountaintop at all.  More than that, I was worried that they might be back.  

It amazed me.  For as bad as things had gotten, somehow the few remaining people were still managing to make pests of themselves.

Will staggered up beside me, a rifle in his hands.

“You look bad,” I said.

“I feel bad,” he agreed.  “Everything okay down here?” he asked, looking down at my still smoking .44.

“No,” I shook my head.  “They got the ATVs.”

“Aw fuck,” Will grimaced, “I was looking forward to trying those out this spring.  How many were there?”

“I only saw two.  Don’t know if there were any more out in the woods.”

“Pretty gutsy of them.”

“I know.  That’s what concerns me.  And that’s why I fired the warning shots.  I don’t want them thinking we’re easy pickings up here.  Unfortunately, so far we haven’t done much to make them think otherwise.”

“Yeah…bad timing with them coming when everybody’s down for the count.”

“At least everyone’s safe,” I said.  Then I thought about Mom, which in turn led me to worry about Claire and the rest of our sick clan.  “Come on, let’s get back upstairs.”

But back upstairs, things weren’t good.  Joanna was sitting next to Mom, holding her hand.  Our eyes met as I entered the room, silently communicating our concerns.

“How is she?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer, or maybe already knowing but not wanting confirmation.

Joanna almost imperceptibly shook her head, “Not good,” she mouthed silently, shaking her head.

Mom passed away later that night.

Dad was sick as well, but he was aware enough to at least lie down beside his wife in the bed and hold her hand while she took her last few breaths, whispering comforting words to her and telling her how much she meant to him.  Will and I each took a few minutes with her as well, passing along our own words of love and appreciation.  Whether she heard or comprehended them or not, I’ll never know.  I felt completely helpless.  There was no doctor I could call.  No hospital emergency room to rush her to.  Sweet Jason even climbed into bed next to her and snuggled up, not knowing what was truly going on but wanting to share his own private moment with grandma.  At one point she had the wherewithal to pet his tiny mop of golden hair for a minute before falling asleep, never to awaken again.

It was that night that I realized we might be in for a longer, harder winter than any of us had imagined, and that this new world presented so many more unforeseen and unexpected challenges that I had ever contemplated.  

For all my planning, preparing and organizing, it was impossible to be ready for everything, and for as hard as I tried, I couldn’t predict what potential deadly pitfalls – many of which were things that just months before had seemed commonplace bumps in the road or trivial annoyances – awaited us along our journey into the unknown.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

We waited to have Mom’s funeral until everyone had recovered from the sickness.  We ended up making it a double funeral actually.  As Will and I were digging Mom’s grave in one corner of the castle’s walled garden, we made a grizzly discovery.  Protruding from a melting pile of snow was a shoe.  Attached to that shoe were the badly decomposed and now frozen remains of what we took to be the property’s former owner, Aaron Coughlin.  

I had Ray come out and take a look since he had been the only person to have ever met the man in person, but even he couldn’t make a positive identification for sure.

Near his body, we also found two dirt mounds with bricks laid out to form small crosses atop them.  We guessed that these were likely the remains of Aaron Coughlin’s wife and daughter.  As we quietly excavated Aaron’s corpse from the remaining snow and ice surrounding it, careful to keep the project on the down low in order to avoid the children stumbling across what we were doing, we found a gun beside the body.  After closer inspection, we also discovered a bullet wound in the corpse’s right temple, a sign that the man had shot himself beside the graves of his loved ones in what we figured to be a distraught state of grief and despair.  

I had to admit that while the scene was a macabre one, the location itself, overlooking the scenic serenity of this mountain retreat, was indeed an ideal one for such an ending – if there ever was such a thing.

We made sure we had Aaron’s rotted remains buried well before bringing mother and the rest of the family out for the funeral ceremonies.  Ray offered to help us with Mom’s grave, but we refused.  It was something that Will and I wanted to do together, exchanging stories and memories of Mom while we chipped away at the frozen earth.

Dad meanwhile made her a wood coffin cut from pieces of plywood we collected from the garage, a luxury we didn’t provide poor Aaron Coughlin.  We did however, thank him during the ceremony for the luxurious mountain retreat with which he had blessed us and assured his spirit that he would be resting beside his wife and daughter for all eternity in one of the most picturesque locations imaginable.

If nothing else, the discovery helped to clear our consciences of the feeling that we were trespassing in someone else’s home who might arrive to reclaim the spot at any moment.  We all felt just a little more comfortable knowing that we were now the full and rightful squatters of this particular property, which these days was about as much as anyone could ask for.

Aaron’s funeral was relatively easy to get through.  Mom’s definitely was not.  Everyone was crying and comforting one another.  We each went around and recalled a certain event, memory, or funny story about Mom to share with the group.  Even little Jason told us how he liked “Nana’s tawcolate mook” – his sweet way of saying he enjoyed the “chocolate milk” she used to make him.  Claire laughed and hugged him close as he smiled on, his still undeveloped emotions not fully comprehending the situation or why everyone was crying.  In his precious mind, his grandmother had just fallen asleep and would be awake and back with us any day.  I envied his understanding – or misunderstanding – of the situation and I found myself wishing I could look upon life as he did.       

After the funeral, we had a wake in the castle’s formal dining room.  We powered the room’s crystal chandelier with the generator, built a roaring fire in the fireplace, and ate deep-fried goose-bit fritters as appetizers.  Sharron also made some dough-balls, deep fried and rolled in sugar and cinnamon to snack on.  Then for dinner we had venison and large hunks of persimmon bread smeared with some margarine spread that had managed to survive the past few months unscathed in the Coughlin’s refrigerator.  We broke out two bottles of wine, and some of us enjoyed snifters of cognac, making toasts to mother and even a few to Aaron Coughlin later in the evening after we were all pretty toasted ourselves.  It was a nice way to continue to honor my mother’s memory, and we turned the occasion into a sort of memoriam for other lost members of our group as well.  We’d had little time to spend mourning or honoring Brian and Steve after their passing, and I think both Emily and Claire appreciated our kind words regarding their loved ones as well.   

After we’d put the young ones to bed and Pam had taken up the first half of the third-shift watch, the rest of us retired to the library where we continued our celebration of life and of the lives of those no longer with us.  This sort of collective healing was the best possible way I could think of to grieve, to honor, to remember, and to begin the healing process.  

 

* * *

 

November brought with it colder temperatures and more snow.  

We were all pleased to see that Sharron’s greenhouse garden was progressing nicely.  She had gathered a variety of seeds and had used them to start growing tomatoes, carrots, peppers, cucumbers, and squash, as well as basil.  They were all items that we were hoping to use to expand our culinary options in the near future and liven up what were becoming somewhat boring meat dishes.  A few of the squash and cucumbers already looked like they were getting close to harvest, as were the tomato and basil plants.  The carrots and peppers weren’t quite there yet, but we hoped at least a few would be ready by Thanksgiving.

Will and Ray had become astute hunters.  And while not to belittle their efforts, with the bountiful wildlife in the surrounding area, I think Laurel and Hardy might have found themselves feeling like Davy Crockett and Daniel Boone.  The main thing was that they were keeping our refrigerator well stocked and the carnivorous members of the group supplied with a variety of protein-packed meal options.  I felt kind of bad for Sharron since she was subsisting largely off of a diet of nuts, persimmons, and the non-meat remnants of the supplies we’d brought with us like rice, beans, olives, pickles, crackers, and the last little bit of the pasta.  But there wasn’t much I could say or do to get her to convert to the rest of our meat-eating ways, so I left her alone.  I knew that she was looking forward to the first harvest of her garden more than any of us.

Days were quickly turning to weeks, and life was actually beginning to take on some sense of normalcy.                

I’d noticed that Dad had started to slow down quite a bit after Mom’s passing.  He was spending more time by himself in the library, reading books, smoking cigars or dozing by the fire.  Sometimes I’d find him roaming the house just enjoying the various antiques and collectibles, at which point he’d regale me with a tale about a certain item he’d sold as an antiques dealer back in his former life.  I’d also noticed that Emily was quickly warming to dear old Dad after Mom’s passing.  In a way, it kind of made me mad seeing another woman encroaching on Mom’s territory, but I had to remind myself of not just their individual situations – having both recently lost spouses – but of our collective situation overall.  I was glad that they were providing each with good company and hoped that Emily’s companionship would help Dad find a way out of the funk he was in.  I understood their situation, and in some ways, I was kind of thankful for Emily’s efforts to spend time with my father.  Pickings for human companionship were slim these days to say the least, and I appreciated the fact that they both needed someone to take their minds off their spousal losses.  And while the grandkids served as a pleasant distraction, they couldn’t fully compensate for the lack of adult interaction with people their own age.  As we had grown and become closer as a family unit, I guess it probably just seemed natural for each of them to try to fill the void that their respective other halves had left.  Therefore, I kept my mouth shut and hoped that they could find some level of comfort, solace, and happiness in one another. 

Before we knew it, Thanksgiving was nearly upon us.  

I tried to make our holiday celebration one befitting our surroundings.  Several days before our planned dinner, while passing Janet as she was helping Sharron create labels for the various vegetables in her garden, I noticed the teen’s handwriting.

“Wow!  That’s incredibly beautiful,” I said, amazed by the swirling and aesthetically pleasing way with which she formed her letters.

“Thanks,” she said, quietly embarrassed by my praise.

“It’s amazing.  How did you learn to write like that?”

She looked away and then quietly said, “I used to watch movies where people would write like this…you know, films like Wuthering Heights or Sense and Sensibility.  I thought it kind of was neat.”

“So what, you took a class in calligraphy or something?” I pushed, wanting Janet to open up a little since she always seemed so quiet and reserved.

“No,” she said, shaking her head and giving a cute little laugh.

“Well, then how’d you learn it?” I urged.

She gave a teenagerish shrug, “Just did.  Lots of practice, I guess.”

“You learned it all on your own?” I said, amazed.

She just nodded in a self-conscious kind of way.

“That’s awesome!  Would you do me a huge favor?” I asked.

She nodded. “Sure,” she said softly.

I honestly wanted her assistance since I was finding that while I was a great planner in many things, setting up a banquet-style dinner was not one of them.  Therefore, I set Janet to work lending a hand with our Thanksgiving dinner planning and hoped that her involvement with the event would help her feel a more integral part of the collective group.  

Janet began by creating beautifully designed name placards for our individual spots at the dinner table.  I thought such details would add a sense of that Victorian or Gilded Age ambiance that would make our dinner more exclusive and unique.  She then recommended that we dim the chandelier in the dining room and use candles to light the dining space.  She found a wonderfully elegant lace table cloth, broke out the castle’s lovely eggshell porcelain, and polished the Sterling silverware and serving dishes.

When she was done, it looked like we were hosting a dinner befitting English lords and ladies of the 19th century.  I could tell that Janet was proud, and I was proud of her.  We kept everyone else out of the dining room until everything was set.  To add to the atmosphere, Will and Ray found several tuxedos in the master bedroom’s walk-in closet.  They acted as a butler and footman and filled glasses, served hors d’oeuvres, and dished out the first course of soup before they joined everyone at the table.  

It truly was an event.  And I gave Janet full credit for the staging and preparation for which she received continued compliments and praise throughout the evening.  She would respond coyly and with grace and humility, trying to hide her sweet little smirks of pride at what she’d accomplished and how well she’d done pleasing us all.

Laid before us was a grand feast.  There was brown-sugar topped squash, a surprisingly delicious tomato bisque that Sharron created using powdered creamer she’d found among the home’s coffee supplies, an interesting, but still delectable cucumber and venison stew (minus the venison for Sharron), a lovely goose prepared by Emily and my father, and even a wild hog that Will and Ray had caught and roasted on a spit they built out in the garage.  We wallowed in the lavish spread, stuffing ourselves with food and drink until we felt we’d pop.

We felt like the elite, sitting in our mountaintop castle, gorging ourselves, sipping on fine wines and liquors, and smoking cigars.  It was like a dream.  Here, the world as we’d known it had ended, yet our group as we sat now had not only survived; but, as I saw it, frankly thrived.  It was hard to believe that just months earlier we’d been sleeping in tents on the cold hard ground, eating pasta with ketchup for dinner and just struggling to survive.  We truly had something to be thankful for, even if the road to get here had been an extremely difficult one.

We decided to throw caution to the wind and forgo the third shift for the evening in order to better enjoy the holiday.  We had the place buttoned up pretty tight, weapons close at hand if we needed them, and we had our plan of defense in place should anything occur.  

After dinner we even fired up the generator, broke up into paired teams, and had an air-hockey tournament downstairs.  It was hilarious and wildly entertaining with teammates jostling one another as they defended their goal from the floating puck or tried to ram it home against their opponents.  Blame was jokingly assigned when a teammate let the puck clatter home or a game was lost.  Eventually, it was down to me and Claire versus Joanna and Janet.  

In an effort I’d prefer not to recount, Claire and I ended up being defeated 10 to 4.  Claire did her part, scoring three goals, but I was soundly embarrassed as the opposing team of the fairer sex ended up trouncing my efforts by blocking all but one of my shots; my only goal being a ricochet off of Joanna’s paddle for which she wouldn’t even give me direct credit.  

The grand prize for Joanna and Janet’s win?  A week’s worth of being exempted from the third-shift watch schedule.  Joanna twisted the knife a little deeper as she laughingly told me she’d be happy to give me free air-hockey lessons after dinner each evening she had off from watch if I could spare the time from my own busy schedule.  I played along and sulked while declining her offer, knowing her ribbing was all in good fun.

By the time we were done with all the festivities, it was after eleven o’clock.  But everyone was having such a good time, we hardly noticed.  Even Jason was still wide awake and going strong.

In a world without many operating clocks, time just wasn’t that important anymore.  It was actually kind of nice.  Our minds and bodies functioned on more of an “as need” basis as opposed to being regulated by scheduled events.  Rather than doing things when we were “supposed” to do them, we did them when we wanted or needed to do them.  Other than dinner – where we could all come together as a family for an hour – if we were hungry, we ate.  If we were tired, we slept.  When we needed to work, we worked.  If was all so very simple; and in a way, so much less stressful.  

All-in-all, it was a wonderful and memorable Thanksgiving, and one that would endure in our memories forever.  

 

* * *

 

I’d pegged December 1st as inventory day.

Things had gotten pretty tight on food during the weeks following our arrival, but with Sharron getting her greenhouse garden situated and Will and Ray exceeding our expectations when it came to their hunting efforts, food – at least for the moment – wasn’t a huge concern.  Still, I liked to have an idea of where we were on supplies, how much we were consuming, and how much in the way of additional provisions we had, just in case our situation changed, which I knew from previous experience could happen in an instant.  

We still had plenty of tea, sugar, salt, pepper, and other seasonings.  Sharron’s vegetables – most of the seeds for which she’d found in unopened packets out the garage – were doing great, and she was beginning to expand her garden as her initial plantings flourished and she could try her hand at some different growing options and techniques.  It was more the items like toilet paper, deodorant, toothpaste, and the typical things you tend to take for granted in the normal world that we found we were beginning to run short on.  To compensate, we were learning to substitute.  For example, while it might sound kind of nasty, out of necessity, we’d taken to using wet washcloths to wipe with, which cut down greatly on toilet paper consumption and waste.  We’d put the washcloths in buckets full of water and soap after we were done with them, and then, several times a week we’d use the generator to power the washing machine in the basement to clean them, and then dry the washcloths on a line we had rigged in the laundry room.  

Poor Cashmere had to adapt as well, learning to exchange her fancy cat litter for wood chips and shredded paper.  She wasn’t happy about it at first, but like the rest of us, eventually she learned to adjust to the change.  

I began the rounds of my inventory check inside.  First, I hit the laundry room and gauged our soap levels.  Thankfully, the Coughlins must have been neat-freaks or they just didn’t like going to the store very often because they had stockpiled a ton of laundry and hand soap.  I’d say we had more of these types of supplies than just about anything else.  I counted eight jugs of laundry soap, four jugs of fabric softener, several large containers of liquid hand-soap dispenser refill, and about 40 smaller liquid hand-soap dispensers that we’d collected from cabinets in guest bathrooms throughout the house.

The laundry room was also where we stored our ammunition, the levels of which were down due to the hunting Will and Ray had been doing.  Overall, it was still holding out though.  I’d asked Will and Ray to try to use more of the .22 rounds in an effort to maintain proper ammunition levels with other weapons, especially the shotguns.  

While I was in the basement, I also gauged our remaining gasoline.  We kept our fuel housed with the generator in the HVAC room where we could vent the machine’s exhaust up through the available duct work.  It appeared that so far we hadn’t burned through too much gas by using the generator.  We still had about three gallons left in the five-gallon fuel tank but the little two-gallon tank was completely empty.  There was also what was left in our two vehicles – which wasn’t much – as a reserve, but I really didn’t want to touch that supply since we never knew when we might need it.

Next, I headed upstairs to do a walk-through of the garden with Sharron.  With her help, I noted what was – or soon would be – growing, what was ready to be harvested, what was waiting to be consumed, and what needed to be dried or canned.  

Even after our Thanksgiving brouhaha, it looked as though we were soon going to have a nice stock of veggies on hand.  Sharron even showed me her starts for peas and corn.

“Wow!  Awesome job!” I told her.  “You’re doing amazing work here.  I don’t know what we’d do without you.”

“Well, you’d certainly be a lot sicker of the meat you’re eating,” she smiled.  “But it’s my pleasure.  Nothing is more gratifying to a vegetarian than getting non-vegetarians to eat less meat.”

“Hey, if you’re happy, I’m happy,” I grinned.  “And keep up the good work.”

“Will do,” she said, as she got back to work trimming some basil leaves from one of her plants.

“Anything you need here?” I asked her as I began to leave.

“Not really.  I guess a little more wood for the stove would be helpful.”

“Sure thing,” I said, happy to oblige.

I made a quick trip out to our reserve woodpile in the walled garden to get Sharron stocked up before continuing my work.

My next stop after my brief foray to the woodpile was the kitchen.  There I took account of all the baking supplies, herbs and spices.  Then I hit the fridge outside that was nearly packed full with various meat packages, all of which were labeled with what was in them and the date that they’d been prepared.

We had a whole goose, half the wild pig from Thanksgiving, at least 30 pounds of venison meat, a small rabbit, and several squirrels.  All the meat was still nicely frozen and seeing all our packaged supplies made me feel good and even more secure about our situation atop the mountain.

Still, there was an almost ever-present pit in the bottom of my stomach.  What had me worried most was Claire’s insulin supply.  She was starting to deplete her reserves, and that was one area in which we couldn’t come up with a substitutes or replacements.  She was consuming insulin at a faster rate than we’d expected.  She now had a five, maybe six-week supply left at best, and I was beginning to lose sleep over what to do to find more.  While I didn’t want to worry the group or put anyone else in danger, I was thinking that we might have to make a scouting mission in to town to see what we could do to find her some supplies.                

After I finished up my inventory, I headed to the office next to the library.  Once there, I sat down in the extremely comfortable leather office chair behind the desk to put some order to my list and begin developing a meal plan for the upcoming week.  This took me all of about 15 minutes, and when I was finished, I knew I had some wood chopping to do out in the garage, but I didn’t feel like doing it just yet.  

Instead, I sat back in the plush leather desk chair and propped my feet up on the desktop, looking around at my lavish surroundings and pretending that I was the king of this castle empire.  I would have liked to have flipped on the enormous flat-screen television hanging from the far wall to watch a ballgame or a movie.  I would even have settled for a mindless reality television show just to take my mind off things for a few minutes.

I tilted my head back in the chair, looked up at the ceiling, stretched, and yawned.  I was actually feeling somewhat at home in the castle.  It was nice.  While there were still worries, at least our living situation was stable, and that was freeing up time for me to focus on other things.  As I sat, I noticed a framed Chicago Cubs poster from 2012 that had “It’s Gonna Happen!” printed on it.

I snorted and said aloud to myself, “I don’t know if that was less likely then or now.”

I kicked my legs off the desk, stood, and wandered over to the office’s big picture window.  The sky was cloudy and gray.  There was still some snow on the ground and it looked like more was on the way.  It was strange no longer having weather reports to guide us in our preparations and activities.  It was a complete mystery what the day would bring.  It could dawn a beautifully pure blue sky that would continue melting the existing ground cover, or we could find Mother Nature adding several more inches of snow.  In a way, I actually kind of liked not knowing.  It made things more interesting and added a relatively harmless element of surprise to our days.

I fished a cigarette – one of my last – from my front shirt pocket and lit it.  Then I slowly wandered around the office just looking at and appreciating different things like the walls’ dark wood paneling, the elegantly carved trim, and the crown molding.  I liked taking a few minutes now and then to stop and do nothing more than appreciate the fine workmanship of this wonderful home.  Today, I did so for so long that I neglected my cigarette and it went out.  

Purely by chance, as I prepared to relight my cigarette, I walked over and into the office’s small bathroom.  It was dark inside, but as I flicked my lighter, the flame illuminated a tiny, almost imperceptible handle protruding from the wall beside the toilet.  I’d completely missed this detail in our earlier search of the home.    

I went back to the desk and dug around until I found a small flashlight.  Back inside the bathroom, I wasn’t surprised that during our first inspection we’d missed what turned out to be an extremely small closet.  It was so dark in this interior space that the tiny gray-painted door handle to the closet was almost indiscernible from the wall from which it protruded.  And this handle was the only thing that distinguished the door, as the door itself was painted the same dark shade of gray as the rest of the bathroom.

I pulled the door open and illuminated its interior with my flashlight.  The space was about two feet wide by four feet high by maybe 18 inches deep.  The top third of the space was devoted to a shelf that held multiple bottles of hand soap (of course), some unopened boxes of toothpaste, several rolls of toilet paper, and a couple extra hand towels.  At the bottom of the closet sat three medium-sized cardboard boxes stacked atop one another.  

I set my flashlight down, collected all the toiletry items, took them out, and laid them on the desk.  Then I went back, pulled out the three cardboard boxes and brought them out into the light of the office where I could go through them. 

As I set them down on the desk, I could see written on the top of the first box the words “clinic extras” which got me thinking.  Even though Ray had told me when we’d arrived, I’d kind of forgotten that Aaron Coughlin had been a doctor.  

I opened the first box to find a jackpot of white-capped, orange prescription bottles.  

I pulled one bottle from the box and read the label: Amoxicillin.  I dropped it back in the box and pulled another bottle.  It read the same.  I moved on to another one; it was labeled: Hydrocodone.  I went through three more of those before I hit the antihistamines and Acetaminophen.  

I ran upstairs and got Claire to help me since she was more familiar with such items due to her previous work in healthcare.  We spread the boxes out on the desk so we could more easily sort through our finds.  I explained to Claire what was in the first box, so we moved on to the second.  This box was a mixture of antibiotics – both in topical gel and ingestible pill form – stool softeners, cholesterol medicine, eye-drops, and some supped-up ibuprofen.

It was with the third box that we really hit the jackpot.  

“Holy shit!” I exclaimed as we opened it.  “Is that what I think it is?”

“Sure is!” Claire said, delving into the box and pulling out full bottles of insulin, boxes of test strips and syringes, and even brand new blood testers. 

“Told you I’d keep you stocked up,” I said, full of pride at my find.  But my excitement was tempered by my next thought.  “Is it still good though?”

Claire checked the expiration dates on the glass bottles of insulin.  Good for at least another 18 months she said.  And the cold temperatures in here have probably helped keep it fresh,” she added.  “This is awesome,” she breathed, continuing to sort through the box.  “This is probably another seven or eight months worth of supplies…maybe even longer.  And all these other supplies will certainly come in handy too.  Colds, infections…constipation,” she grinned, holding up a bottle of laxative pills.  “We’ve got it all covered.”  

“And we could trade any surplus items for supplies we need should the situation ever present itself,” I said.

Claire threw her arms around me.  “You’re so awesome!” she literally cried.  “You don’t know how much I’ve been worrying about this.”

“You don’t know how much I’ve been worrying about this,” I said, hugging her tightly and feeling like I was about ready to cry myself from the combination of pride, joy, and relief I was experiencing from the find.

Claire was so happy about our discovery that she rewarded herself with a little wine and a shot of the good scotch after dinner to celebrate.  It had her feeling a tad tipsy since she hadn’t been partaking in much of the drinking up until now in an effort to better control her blood-sugar levels.  However, her intoxication made it even more enjoyable when she continued the celebration later that night once we were alone, providing me with my own reward for finding her the supplies.

The discovery was certainly a win/win for both of us.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

 

We were now well into December, and as crazy as it might sound, I don’t think I’d ever been happier than I was in our secluded Tennessee castle.  

I sat lounging in the library one evening, being warmly toasted by a blazing fire in the library’s gigantic fireplace where the logs we used generally reached between four and five feet in length.  I was enjoying a steaming hot cup of tea, and reading a copy of Thoreau’s Walden.  

Tea was an item that the Coughlins had left an excess of.  They must have owned stock in tea companies for the vast amount and array they had on hand.  From berry blends and citrus flavors, to Earl Gray, mint, vanilla, green, and more, their supply seemed endless, and it was our main indulgence after the alcohol and the little bit of coffee we’d found had been consumed.  I had however managed to secretly stash one bottle of fine whiskey away for a special occasion.  

Cashmere sat purring contentedly on my lap.  Claire was playing solitaire at a small table on the far side of the library.  Jason sat on the floor beside her, stacking books and then knocking them over and laughing loudly.  I could imagine few other environments in which I’d rather be.  

It seemed that everyone else was relatively content too.  While I think that some of our group definitely missed certain trappings of modern society more than I did, they seemed to be adjusting and coping pretty well.  Thankfully, the Coughlins had an extensive movie collection, so we managed to keep our movie nights varied, and this helped to incorporate some sense of normalcy from our previous existence.  As we would sit watching our movies at night, I often wondered about the actors in them and what had become of them.  I figured most of them had probably succumbed to the flu, but I liked to think that some of my favorite thespians had somehow survived.  

I seriously doubted it though.  

Most weren’t cut out for this type of post-apocalyptic living.  Brad Pitt seemed to have pretty good luck…he might have made it.  I could see someone like Johnny Depp living out with a tribe of American Indians somewhere.  Harrison Ford might still be on his ranch out in Montana or wherever.  One night we watched Zombieland, and I could definitely see Woody Harrelson and Bill Murray making it, probably hanging out smoking weed together somewhere.  But I figured that most of those manscaping-metrosexual types back in LA had probably bit the dust in the first few weeks of the flu.

Over the past few weeks, we’d tried the radio and television occasionally just to see if we could pick up a signal from the outside world, but we never did.  And while it was strange being so isolated, it was kind of nice at the same time.  

I did wonder what was happening on the outside though.  Were there efforts underway to rebuild and organize some sort of central government again?  I figured that if there were, we would have picked up something on the radio by now.  Was the flu still claiming people?  If so, how many people were left?  Had the flu devastated other countries as it had ours?  Maybe lesser-developed nations hadn’t seen the rapid spread of the disease as our highly inter-connected society had.  In some ways, I really didn’t care about the answers to these questions.  I had my family, we were safe, we had food, we had a wonderful home in which to take shelter, and we had a great location that provided us not only with beautiful surroundings but bountiful wildlife to keep us fed.  All things considered, we were set up pretty well and had everything we needed.

The kids were even getting into a nice – although maybe not what they considered “fun” – routine.  Emily, Claire and Pam had taken the initiative to form a school of sorts for them.  For the first half of each day, they would tutor and guide Jason, Shane, Paul, Sarah, and even Janet in a variety of coursework.  From mathematics, history, and science, to grammar, spelling, creative writing, and more, they would work with the kids to help develop their young minds.  After lunch, the kids would devote the afternoon to chores, many of them helping Sharron out in the greenhouse garden for at least an hour or two.  Occasionally, Will and Ray would take the older kids hunting with them.  These activities not only helped Sharron, Will and Ray produce more food for the family, but they taught the kids about farming, hunting, and how to be self-sufficient.  I was proud of the kids’ efforts as well as those of the family members teaching them.  I figured that it was a lot like homeschooling them, but I liked the fact that they were getting some hands-on experience and expanding both their mental and physical abilities.  

Overall, I was pretty pleased with the ways things were progressing for our group.

Ray and Will interrupted my reading and pondering of life as they entered the library.  They took seats in leather chairs across from me.  Their countenances looked serious.

“We need to talk,” Will said in a hushed tone so that Claire wouldn’t overhear.

My contented mood immediately shifted to one of concern.  Will was usually pretty jovial, and so was Ray, so to see them serious meant something was up, which put my stomach into knots.

“We found some tracks in the woods when we were hunting,” he got straight to the point.  “They were down by the creek, about a mile from here.”

“Today?” I asked.

“First saw them about a week ago.”

“A week!  And you’re just telling me now?”

“Didn’t see any reason to worry you.  They were a ways from here and we figured it was just some other hunters.”  

He took a breath and sat back in his chair, looking over at Ray who continued where Will left off.

“But then they got closer.”

“How much closer?” I said.

“Well, several days ago, we found some that led up the drive to within about a hundred yards of the house,” Ray said.  “We hoped it was just someone who’d gotten curious about the place; but then today, we found more.  There was a combination of horse and human tracks.  The snow made it really easy to see.  Looked like a group of four people.  They ditched the horses about quarter mile down the drive.  We could see where they hitched them to trees.  Then we followed their tracks up to where the forest meets with the castle grounds.  The tracks stop by a cluster of bushes.  Looks like they were there for a while because the snow was really packed down around that area.”

I took a deep breath.  “What do you think they were doing?”

“Recon,” said Ray.  “Just watching at this point.”

“What do you think they want?” I rephrased my question.

Will and Ray looked at each other.

“Best case scenario?” Ray asked, giving me raised eyebrows. 

I nodded.

“They’re just curious about who’s up here and they want to make sure we aren’t a threat to anyone.

“And worst case scenario?” I asked, not really wanting to know.

This time it was Ray who took the deep breath, “They’re a small scouting party of a larger group who wants what we have.  These guys were sent up for data collection…to look for signs of defenses, determine weak points, estimate our numbers, and figure out what we’ve got up here that might be of value to them and whether it’s worth taking.”

“They’ve already got our ATVs,” Will chimed in.

“If that was the same group,” said Ray.  “That could have been a totally unrelated incident.  We don’t know for sure.”

“So what do we do?” I asked.

“Well, the way I see it, we have a couple options,” Ray tilted his head to one side, considering.  “First off, these guys know…or at least ought to know, that they’re not dealing with complete idiots since we already took the time to barricade the entry road.  So they may not chance an outright attack.  However, that doesn’t mean they couldn’t cause us trouble in other ways, things like hunting around here, trying to steal more stuff, and possibly even taking pot-shots at us when we’re outside.  We can’t be sure at this point who we might be dealing with.  They could be completely normal individuals like us or they might be some backwoods rednecks who just like to shoot at things and steal stuff.  So we could just sit tight, beef up our defenses, and hope for the best.  The problem might just resolve itself.”

“And if it doesn’t?” I asked.

“Then there’s option number two,” Will added.  “We do a scouting mission of our own.  We could follow the tracks back to wherever they came from and do something to let them know that we’re paying attention.”

I thought about it for a minute.  From the corner of my eye, I could see Claire had stopped her card game and was watching us with interest.   

“Well…” I said finally, still pondering, “…hopefully it’s just some wayward hunters who got curious about what we’re doing up here.  Food is probably running short for people and they may be expanding their hunting grounds.”

I could see the doubt in both Will and Ray’s eyes.

“And I’d prefer not to have to risk sending out a scouting party,” I continued.  “I don’t want any misunderstandings blowing up into something more than they are.  The last thing we need is a re-enactment of southern Illinois.  However, if we just sit on our hands and wait, we might be caught with our pants down.  So let’s do this.  We’ve already got our defenses in place and a good plan should somebody come after us here at the castle.  I don’t really want to raise concerns among the rest of the group, but I think we should tell them what you’ve seen so that we are all more vigilant and don’t put ourselves in any unnecessary danger.  We’ll have a group meeting tomorrow morning.  We’ll explain that for safety’s sake, no one will leave the house for any reason without a weapon and a partner.  Meanwhile, I want you two to scale back on the hunting.  We’ve got plenty of food and we don’t want to appear greedy.  Keep your outdoor activities closer to home.  But when you’re out, keep an eye out for any new tracks.  Once a week, you two, me, and Dad will make a scouting mission to the areas where you’ve mentioned you’ve seen tracks to ensure that these people aren’t coming back.”  

I looked at the two men and they looked at me.  “And I guess we’ll just go from there.  How does that sound?”

They nodded, and shrugged.

“Guess that about covers it,” Ray said.

“Anything to add or that you’d change?” I asked.

Will cleared his throat and looked away uncomfortably.

“What is it?” I asked, knowing that something was bothering my dear brother.

“We think we should go into town,” he said.  “Just to check things out and see what’s going on.”

I hung my head back in despair.  The last thing I wanted was risking going into a populated area which could create all sorts of issues if not handled in the right way.  And even if it was handled correctly, it didn’t mean that it couldn’t stir the pot in some way we hadn’t contemplated.  From bringing back the flu with us if it was still out there to making a misstep with any local inhabitants, getting ourselves into more trouble was not at the top of my list.

“Why?” was my exasperated response.  I couldn’t see many if any good reasons for such an endeavor, nor did I see any good coming from such a trip.

“Well, we were looking at a map of the area and there isn’t much around here,” Will explained.

“Huh!” Ray laughed.  “That’s an understatement.”

“Yeah, it’s more than not much,” Will agreed.  “I mean, there’s hardly anything besides the little town of Tipton, and from the map, it looks awfully tiny.  So we were talking about it and we thought that any sort of organized community or group would likely be based out of there.  Maybe we should go in and introduce ourselves.  They might have things kind of organized there.  I mean, it’s been a while since the start of the flu.  They might have set the town up like in the old west…you know, a sheriff, a doctor, a post office, a church, a schoolhouse, a general store…that kind of situation.”

“And lots of bar room brawls and cowboy shootouts?” I said.  “No thanks.  We don’t need any of those things right now.  So why risk it?”

“Right now we don’t need any of those things,” Ray said.  “But that doesn’t mean we won’t need the kinds of services and supplies such a community could present in the future.  And the longer we hold out up here like hermits, the more we become outsiders.  And outsiders are often viewed not just with curiosity but with fear.  And while that fear might not start off as much, it’s like witches in Salem, eventually, after enough talk and conjecture, the townsfolk will come to burn you at the stake whether you deserve it or not.”

I took in what they were saying, trying to stay objective, but I just didn’t like it.

“And what about Claire?” Will added.  “Sure, you guys found enough diabetic supplies for now, but what about this summer when she starts running low again?  It’s not like we can go out and hunt her up some insulin.  Or what about when we start running low on ammo?  We’ll have to find some sort of supplier eventually, and the most likely spot will be in town…or in a town.  Face it.  Like it or not, eventually we’re going to have to leave the safety of our little enclave up here and head back into civilization.  Given, it may not be the civilization we remember, but it might be all that’s left.”

“Heck, there may not be anything left down there at all,” Ray said.  “But we’d probably be better off finding out sooner rather than later.  Like Will said, it could be kind of like the old west.  There could be a salesman.  What did they call them?  A peddler?  Somebody who travels around from town to town selling wares and supplies, but he might only come in to town, especially a small one like Tipton, just once or twice a year.  We just have no idea, but eventually we’re going to have to find out.”

I sat, absorbing their words, not liking them, but understanding them.  Finally I nodded.  “You make some good points, but I don’t think we should do a scouting mission like that right now.”

“Why not?” asked Will.

“Things are good right now, and I want them to stay that way.  We all do.  But I’m a realist.  I know they can change and change quickly.  I don’t think we need to push our luck though.  We should let the situation come to us a little bit more.”

“Come to us?  What do you mean by that?” Will asked.

“We have a great defensive position up here.  It would be hard to get at us unless you had a pretty big group under your control.  We’ve got weapons, a castle fortress, a plan of defense, and the high ground.  There’s no need at the moment to start risking our lives by going sneaking off into town.  Who knows what’s going on down there?  It might be like you said.  Things might be getting organized and there could be a nice little community set up.  If there is, then it probably isn’t going anywhere soon.  So what’s the hurry?  But if it’s not, we could be walking into a hornets’ nest, and I just don’t think it’s worthwhile right now.”

“So when do you think it would be worthwhile? Ray said.

“Spring,” I said.  “Maybe around March.  Once the snow melts and it makes it more difficult to track us.  You guys think you can wait that long?”

They were silent.

“I guess,” Will finally shrugged.  “It’s not like we’re itching to get right down there.  But we thought it would be a good idea to bring it up.  I think March sounds fine.  But I also think that we should be a lot more vigilant than we have been.  We’re starting to get complacent up here.  And while it’s nice to be comfortable, it can also be dangerous.”

“Jesus,” I said, laughing and shaking my head. “You two old farts are starting to sound like me now.  It’s sad.  You need to relax a little…and that’s coming from me!  You need to go get laid or something.”

“Hey,” Ray laughed. “I’m trying, but Pam’s about cut me off.  She’s afraid of getting pregnant out in here in the boondocks with no doctors around.”

“Probably a good idea,” laughed Will.  “I’ve heard you Mexican boys are a pretty fertile bunch.”

“Oh, you’re one to talk,” Ray said.  “You’ve already got two.  You’d better be careful yourself.”

“True,” Will considered.

“So March sounds good to you two?” I said, getting back to business.

They agreed that it was.

“Good,” I said.  “Then we’ll have a meeting tomorrow and let everyone know what’s going on.”

After they left, I hefted another massive log onto the fire and sat back down in my chair to watch the flames flicker and dance.  I rubbed the smooth cold leather of the chair’s arms with my fingertips as I thought.  The natives were getting restless, and I couldn’t say I blamed them.  I had to admit, they had a point.  We’d eventually have to try to re-establish contact with the outside world.  I just didn’t think now was the right time.  It took people a while to adjust to new things and new situations, and having society torn asunder by a horrendous pandemic was certainly something that could take some getting used to. 

 

* * *

 

Christmas Eve brought snow and some holiday fun.  We cancelled “school” for the kids, allowing them a free morning to watch movies as a special treat.  In the afternoon, we braved the chilly temperatures to go out and build snowmen, complete with their own snow castles, which we then used as we broke into teams to have a huge snowball fight.

For dinner, we decided to go for a cozier, homier atmosphere and moved the dining room table into the family room.  We found a copy of It’s a Wonderful Life in amongst the Coughlins’ movie collection, put that on, and built a roaring fire in the fireplace.

With everyone toasty, warm, and waxing sentimental as we watched Jimmy Stewart ponder the value and merit of his existence, I broke out the bottle of whiskey I’d been saving for just such an occasion and the adults sipped the small shots I poured for them.  As my gift to the guys, I opened the last box of cigars that I’d stashed away along with the whiskey.  Will and Ray’s gifts were the meats on the table, and Sharron’s were all the veggies.  Meanwhile, Claire, Emily and Pam had the kids put on a special dinner show for us as their gift to the group.  But Joanna’s gift to the family was best of all.  She had found a cookbook in the library from 1897 that described in detail how to make handmade ice cream, and she had perfected the craft in secret using the remains of some powdered milk we’d still had among our supplies, mixing us two gallons of vanilla ice cream, which we managed to consume in its entirety for dessert.  It was more ice and less cream, yet it made me realize just how much I’d missed the delicious frozen treat and how I’d taken it for granted back when it was so commonplace.  

After the movie ended and we’d finished with our lovely dinner, we put on a compact disc of holiday music that Janet had found, and sang along, often severely off key or with mix-matched versus and phrasing.     

Eventually, Will, Ray, Dad, and I moved the dining room table out of the way.  We packed up the few leftovers but left most of the dishes in the kitchen to be dealt with later.  Then we rejoined the rest of the family to enjoy A Christmas Story and watched as little Ralphie pursued his Christmas dream of finally getting his Red Ryder BB gun.  One by one, we gradually drifted off to sleep…warm, cozy, and content in our castle domain.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

It had been my plan to cook some venison sausage and make biscuits and gravy, using some of Sharron’s homemade squash bread as the biscuits, for our Christmas-morning breakfast.  Sharron had been doing her best to stretch the two bags of flour that had come with the castle, but even then, our supply was dwindling.  

I wished we had a few chickens for fresh eggs to supplement the meal, but I pushed this item off as a spring-time goal.

Claire and I had just woken up, and I was working to rekindle the still glowing embers in the fireplace to start heating water for tea when Claire’s shouts brought me running out to the kitchen.   

“What the hell?” I yelled as I stumbled my way through our still-sleeping clan in the family room and into the kitchen where Claire was peering out the window that overlooked the backyard.  “What’s going on?  Is everything okay?” I asked.

Claire was just pointing outside, mouth open, wordless.

I squeezed up beside her to get a view of my own.  I could see immediately what had caught her attention.  Both doors of our refrigerator were standing wide open.

“Shit!” I hissed, running back to the family room to find my shoes.

Others had been roused from their slumber by Claire’s shouts and were quickly throwing their clothes on while at the same time tossing questions at me regarding what was going on.

“I don’t know.  The fridge is open,” was all I said.

I didn’t bother to put my coat on, and after removing our back-door security bar, I darted outside.              

My first thought was that an animal of some sort had raided our food supply – maybe raccoons or even a bear.  But while I knew raccoons were incredibly crafty and might be responsible, upon seeing that the entire fridge sitting empty and there being no food bits or shredded container pieces left around the area, I discounted raccoons as an option because I knew them to be messy creatures.  And I doubted a bear because, while it may have been a possibility in these parts of Tennessee, I realized that scents tended to attract them, and with everything frozen and the fridge sealed up tight, I didn’t think that was too likely either.  The boot prints in the trodden snow around the refrigerator confirmed my other theory and worst fear…humans.

I took a deep breath and pounded my fist against the side of the refrigerator, half in anger at myself for being so stupid as to leave our supplies out where they were vulnerable, half in sadness and frustration that the human race, even after being decimated by the worst pandemic in history, still couldn’t find a way to live peacefully and without harassing one another.  The thought of having to replace the food was a disappointing one, but more than that, I was upset because I knew that this most recent appearance of people around our home would stir up the desire either to confront them or at least investigate them, especially among Will and Ray.  

A decision would have to be made, and I wasn’t looking forward to the discussion that I knew was coming.

I turned and followed the tracks in the snow with my eyes as they led off toward the tree line, and then I walked slowly back inside, stomping my boots free of snow at the door and taking them off just inside to let them dry.

Will and Ray met me there.  The rest of the family had congregated in the kitchen chattering noisily about what had happened, who might have raided the fridge, and what we should do about it.

“They got us, didn’t they?” Will said, frowning and nodding his head.

“Yep, they got us,” I agreed dejectedly.

“I knew it,” he said.  “It was only a matter of time.”

“Perfect timing too,” said Ray.  “They waited until Christmas Eve when they figured we wouldn’t be paying as much attention as we should and then they nailed us good.  They get everything?”

I nodded, still mad at both myself as well as the intruders, “Yeah, they got it all.”

“Goddamn it!” Will said in annoyed agitation.  “Assholes!”

“Maybe they thought it was our Christmas gift to them,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.  But my attempt at levity fell flat.

“Why did Santa take our food?” asked sweet Jason, confused by the whole situation.

Hearing his words, I had immediate flashbacks to watching The Grinch Who Stole Christmas as a child.

As Claire led Jason back into the family room, I could hear here softly telling him that since we didn’t have cookies to leave out for Santa, he took some of our meat instead, and that this was okay because Santa needed to eat too since there wasn’t much food at the North Pole and he had all those elves to feed.

I thought it was a pretty good spur-of-the-moment explanation to our innocent little boy.  But I knew such white lies wouldn’t act to quell the anger and confusion among the rest of our group.  Will especially was hopping mad.  I couldn’t say I blamed him really.  It was his efforts and Ray’s that had built up our stockpile, and they had worked hard at collecting, cleaning, and preparing a variety of meats for the group.  To have it stolen hit them especially hard.  And now he wanted his revenge.

“I say we follow the tracks and get our meat back or at least steal something of theirs to even things out.  This is bullshit!  We worked our asses off to get that meat and these lazy fucks just waltz off with it!”

Ray was quiet, but I could tell he was seething on the inside.  As an FBI agent though, he’d learned to control his emotions better than Will.  I also knew that while Will just wanted revenge, Ray was considering the best course of action and the most efficient and safest way in which to extract our revenge, should we decide to do so.  

The kids were all in a tizzy too, wondering what we’d eat for dinner and why anyone would steal from us as we were “good people” as Sarah put it.

Will and Ray wanted to go outside and investigate, so we put on our winter gear to go out and take a better look.  I showed them the tracks, and this time, we followed them.  I had missed where some of the tracks broke off and circled around the house.  At least two of the intruders had stopped at areas below several of the castle’s windows and they had even gone up to the walled garden’s entry door.  It appeared as though they were investigating points of entry. 

And while it was a setback to have the fridge raided, that didn’t bother me as much.  We could replace the food.   I think more than anything, the intrusion of the outsiders had dealt a severe blow to me mentally as well as to the group and our collective sense of security.  The lost food would have been one thing.  It was the middle of winter and people might be starving.  An empty stomach could lead people to desperate measures, especially if they were trying to feed their families.  However, this was more than that.  These people were looking to get into the house, and that pushed my buttons.

When Will and Ray were satisfied that the trespassers were long gone, we gathered in the garage’s upstairs suite – where we could meet in private – sat down, and came up with a plan we thought would work for how to deal with the situation.  I didn’t want to get into a meeting with the rest of the group only to have it turn into a big argument because Will, Ray, and I all had various outlooks and ideas on what should be done.  If we were in agreement ahead of time, then I hoped it would make it easier for the rest of the group to fall in line.  So after about 20 minutes, and once we were on the same page, we headed back inside the house and gathered the rest of the group for a family meeting where we could further discuss what had happened and what we were planning to do about it.  

I started the meeting by explaining exactly what had occurred, what had been taken, and that the house’s entries had apparently been probed for weak points.

Everyone sat silent, listening.

“I know it probably frightens you to hear this,” I said.  “And it probably makes you mad as hell too, but we can’t lose our heads over this.  We need to react calmly and with a plan…which we have,” I assured them.

I then explained that in reaction to what had occurred, we were going to move the refrigerator into the office area – a move I now admitted we should have made weeks ago – where we would open all the windows and close the connecting doors to the library and family room in order to make it cold enough to refrigerate food but not make the rest of the house too chilly.  We would also be doubling up the night watch, I explained.  But we’d turn this watch into more of a roaming patrol.  The house would be divided into two halves with one person in charge of each half while at the same time keeping a watchful eye on the grounds without putting themselves in danger by venturing outside.

“That’s all fine and dandy,” said Pam.  “But what about being proactive?  Why should we let these people just waltz off with our stuff without there being any repercussions to them?  I mean, they’re getting pretty ballsy.  What’s to stop them from continuing their raids?  It’s been pretty easy pickings for them so far.  It’s not like we’ve exactly put of much of a fight…or any at all for that matter.  I mean, it’s pretty much guaranteed they’ll be back…right?”

She didn’t say it meanly, just matter-of-factly.  She was frustrated just like the rest of us.  They were honest questions and ones that I felt were reasonable to ask considering what had occurred.

“I completely understand your frustration,” I said.  “The three of us…” I nodded at Will and Ray as I said it, “…largely felt the same way at first, but let me try to explain our train of thought and why we aren’t immediately going after these people.  First off, we don’t know for sure whether they’ll be back or not.  These people might be just like us but without the means or ability to sustain themselves.  They could be starving and desperate and trying to feed their families.  They didn’t do us physical harm in any way.  So we can’t just assume the worst about them.”

“But we can’t assume the best either,” Dad added.  

“You’re right,” I agreed.

“Shouldn’t we try to follow their tracks to see where they’re holding out…a scouting mission or something?” Joanna asked.  “Then we’ll at least know who we’re up against, what sort of numbers they have, and where they’re located.”

I nodded, “It’s a good idea, and we talked about doing just that; but it’s too risky right now.  Whoever did this will probably be expecting such a move, and they may either have set traps for us along the way or be laying in wait.  While these people could very well be normal individuals, they may not be.  You have to bear in mind that a lot of prepper types moved out into this region and were ready for something like this well before it ever happened.  They trained for defending their territory and are likely to shoot first and ask questions later.  Either way, we’re not willing to chance it right now.  We think it’d be better to wait for a week or two and let them think we’re not going to do anything…that we’re just going to let the incident go.  Meanwhile, we’ll be better prepared if they come back.  Then we wait.  Once things have calmed down on both sides and they hopefully think we’ve gotten back to business as usual, we’ll make our move.  We’ll go out on a scouting mission and see what we see.”

“Who will go?” Claire asked.

“Us three,” I shrugged, looking again at Will and Ray.

“Just three of you?” Joanna questioned, frowning.  “What if something happens?  What if there are twenty or thirty of these guys in a camp or something?”

“Well, that’s why it’s just a scouting mission and not a raid,” Ray stepped in.  “Remember, we’re only looking to collect information at this point.  They haven’t attacked us per se, and we don’t want to push them…at least not until we know more about them.”

“I want to go,” said Joanna bluntly.

“Jo, you have a child,” I said.

“So do you,” she shot back.

“But that’s different.  Jason at least has Claire if something happens.  And Paul and Sarah have Sharron if something should happen to Will.”  I paused, “But Shane…well, he only has you.”

“He has Janet,” she said without hesitation.  “And the rest of the family.  You all are just as much or more of a family than we’ve ever had.  You’ve been nothing but good to us since the beginning.  I trust you all to raise Shane right should the situation call for it.”

I hesitated, trying to think of a response to deter her.  I wasn’t really expecting this wrench to be thrown into my works. 

“I’ll go in her place,” Dad offered.

“That’s a nice gesture Dad, but that’s not really the point.  We need people here at the home while we’re gone.  I don’t really like to think about it, but what if something happens to the scouting party or the castle is attacked while we’re away?  We need some people here to defend it.  And don’t get me wrong, you all are more than capable of doing so; however, we can’t chance too many lives on this mission or spreading ourselves too thin at home.  We need to leave some able bodies here to carry the torch should something happen.  Someone will have to hunt…probably Dad…and maybe you as well, Joanna.  People will still need to chop wood, grow food, care for the kids, and all the rest.  So I just don’t think it’s a good idea to take too many people.”

“I’m coming…end of story,” said Joanna, locking eyes with me unflinchingly.  “Remember, you nearly killed me with your car when you ran me over, so you owe me one.  Plus, this isn’t about me, it’s about numbers.  Four is a better group.  Then you can split up into pairs if the situation calls for it.”

I sighed.  “Okay,” I said, shaking my head.  “If you’re set on it, I guess there’s nothing I can say or do to change your mind?” I phrased it as a hopeful sort of question.

“There’s not,” she said.

“Well, just remember, this won’t be for another week or so, and we’ve got some work to do until then, so let’s focus on getting things set up and people ready here.”

And thus the meeting ended.  It didn’t go exactly as I’d planned, but overall, I was satisfied with the results.  I knew the wives would be worried, and I wasn’t exactly excited about the proposition of leaving the security of our castle fortress, but Will and Ray had been right.  We needed to find out exactly who was out there and what was going on, and it appeared that we were being forced into doing this sooner rather than later.

 

* * *

 

The next week and a half was nerve-racking.  

New Year’s Eve was subdued and we remained vigilant as we all remembered what had happened on Christmas Eve and didn’t want to be taken advantage of again.  

Tensions were high among the group.  The night-watch patrols were jumpy.  The rest of us spent most of our free time when we weren’t doing chores, checking, cleaning, and re-checking our weapons, loading and checking extra gun magazines, counting ammo, and conducting firearms training.  Weapons were assigned to the group all the way down to little Paul.  It wasn’t that we wanted the children getting into a fire-fight of any sort; but if worse came to worst, we at least wanted them able to defend themselves.  And since it had been a while since some within our group had fired a weapon, we decided to begin weapons training and target practice with everyone but Shane and Jason.  However, even these two youngsters, while they weren’t allowed to fire a weapon, were allowed to come and observe and learn with the others to get them acclimated to the sights and sounds of weapons being fired.  

We spent as much or more of our training time with Sarah and Paul focusing on gun safety and the dangers that loaded guns could present as on the actual use of firearms.  With all the loaded weapons that would be around the castle, we wanted to ensure that the youngsters understood that guns – as with many other tools – could be useful, but used in the wrong way could also be extremely dangerous.

We took our training time seriously, not only because we wanted everyone well-trained and prepared, but because we wanted to conserve ammo and maximize the few rounds we could dedicate to target practice.  We did most of our preparatory classroom-type training in the basement where it was warmer and where we were out of view of anyone who might be lurking in the forest nearby.  

However, when it came to our actual target practice, we decided to move outside for several reasons.  First off, while we could have turned a portion of the basement into a shooting range, we just felt that it was safer overall to be outdoors to avoid any mishaps or potential for ricochets.  But there was another factor involved in our decision to be outside for our practice, and that was for the effects that our gunfire could have on any outsiders who might be in the vicinity.  Ray felt that shooting outside could actually work in our favor as a potential deterrent.  Any trespassers would be sure to hear our shots and it would inform them that not only were we well-armed but knowledgeable of and willing to use our weapons.

Therefore, we spread our target practice out, doing a little each day, taking individuals outside one at a time.  In this way, we hoped to make our gunfire sound more impressive and have anyone lurking around the castle thinking that we had enough ammo to be constantly wasting it.  We also hoped that by stretching the duration of our practice, we would expand the timeframe that the sound of our gunfire was audible to any passers-by throughout the day.  This way, no matter when or where someone might be in the area immediately surrounding the castle, they would hear the sounds of gunfire.  We already knew that the cat was out of the bag about us being here, so now we were going out of our way to let outsiders know that we weren’t afraid of letting anyone and everyone know it.  Our main goal – or hope – was that potential trespassers would think that we were training a small army rather than just a few family members, several of whom were kids.

Thankfully, we’d added to our collection of weapons after the attack in southern Illinois, picking up several firearms from the trespassers we’d killed.  The problem was that we didn’t have a ton of ammo for these pieces.  Several of the hunting rifles and handguns had only come with 10 or 20 rounds, limiting how effective they’d be in the defense of the castle.

 Larger firearms were of course doled out to myself, Will, Ray, Dad, and Joanna.  This group was more experienced with these types of weapons which included three assault rifles and two shotguns.  These were more powerful weapons, but we also had less ammo for them.  We also got handguns as backup pieces.  Meanwhile, Claire and Janet each took .22 caliber rifles, which we had plenty of ammo for and were weapons that were easy to handle and had little recoil.  Sharron and Pam got hunting rifles.  Paul and Emily got smaller handguns, one of which was a .22, which the group also used for their handgun training and target practice due again to the plethora of ammo that we had for this caliber weapon.  We were shortest on shotgun shells.  Seeing as how these guns were used mainly for hunting, and they were only to be used for defense at close-range, this wasn’t as much of a concern.  Dad and Joanna got the shotguns since we wanted to spread them out, one with us on the scouting mission and one with the home defense group.  Both of them were experienced with this type of weapon since they had hunted in their younger days back in southern Illinois, Joanna with her father as a teenager, and Dad when he was attending Southern Illinois University.

We had a couple other handguns that we’d collected from the attack on our camp and that weren’t in the best condition.  We also didn’t have much ammo for them, so we kept those in the castle’s “safe areas” to be held as reserve firearms in case of an attack.  

While Ray and I handled the majority of firearms training, Dad, Joanna and Will worked to rebuild our stockpile of meat.  Pickings were a bit slimmer than they had been when it came to the available wildlife, and it made me wonder if people had indeed been poaching our land.  Not only this, but with water fowl having completed their treks south for the winter and many other animals deep in hibernation, we were left largely to hunt deer.  

Thankfully, Sharron’s garden was now producing well.  She had started growing onions in addition to her other horticultural options and we were thankfully to have her efforts paying off so fruitfully, especially when it took nearly three days for our hunters to bring back their first kill, a small doe that would provide us just enough meat to feed the family for about a week if we really stretched it.     

In the meantime, Ray, Will, Joanna, and I were developing the plan for our upcoming scouting mission and getting our supply list together.  While we hoped not to have to, we were planning for the possibility of having to spend one or even possibly two nights away from the castle depending upon a variety of factors that included weather, where our travels would take us, and what sorts of situations we might encounter.

We decided that to err on the side of caution, we should pack enough provisions to be away for a total of three nights just in case, although with the severity of the winter thus far, we hoped not to be sleeping outside in the elements for that length of time.  

We began smoking and drying some of the venison meat to act as our travel provisions, which put a further strain on the family food supply.  We were eating a lot of squash to replace the lost meat.  Sharron would even make “squash cakes” for breakfast, a treat she’d developed using squash pulp, a little flour as a binding agent, and water, and which she would sprinkle with sugar and then deep fry in venison grease.  But while we’d found that squash was great for filling our bellies, it didn’t keep us full for very long.  And about an hour after every meal, the kids would be whining for snacks.  Sharron would often placate their cries with salt-sprinkled tomato slices or a small cucumber cut into halves and sprinkled with salt – her version of a pickle.  They weren’t perfect options, but they were certainly better than nothing. 

The plan for our scouting mission involved several elements, the first of which revolved largely around getting into the town of Tipton unnoticed.  Then we hoped to take some time to evaluate the situation there, potentially making contact with the local population if it appeared reasonably safe to do so.  Then, if we made contact, we also created a list of things we wanted to ask them about or try to find out.  We decided we’d like to know more about the local as well as possibly the national situation if news was available.  We wanted to know whether supplies were available and could be bartered for.  We also wanted to find out who might be making the intrusions into our area, and if we could, possibly talk to them in hopes of coming to some sort of resolution or at least letting them know that we wouldn’t be accepting any more acts of thievery with the leniency we’d demonstrated to this point.

Our provisions for the mission consisted largely of food, weapons, ammo, our tent, and sleeping bags.  In my pack, I also brought some cash, silver ounce rounds, bars and coins, as well as certain medical supplies.  Putting the money and silver in with my pack seemed kind of silly, but since we had no real idea of how transactions were being conducted for the exchange of goods and services, I figured it was best to be prepared on a number of levels.  If there was a general store in town, I wanted to have a variety of forms of exchange with which to buy or barter.

We decided that it would be best to leave the castle on Saturday night around midnight.  Our plan was to follow the main road into town, a journey that – paired with traversing the castle’s entry road – we estimated to be around 12 miles.  We’d cut through the forest if the situation deemed it necessary to avoid confrontation, but we hoped we wouldn’t have to.  With the snow cover as it was, and factoring in any potential delays we might encounter along the way, we hoped to cover two miles an hour, making it to town around dawn.  This would allow us to check out the situation there a little bit before daybreak. If things looked good, we’d try to make contact with the locals; if nobody was around, we’d turn our excursion into a sort of scavenge/salvage mission.  We could come back with the vehicles if we found enough supplies to make it worth using the fuel.  If there were people around though, and the situation bore any resemblance to pre-flu societal norms, our hopes were that the residents of the town might be attending church on a Sunday morning, thereby making it easier for us to check things out safely while they were preoccupied.  If the situation appeared too dangerous, we’d back off, make camp in a secluded spot for the rest of the day, and hike back that night under the cover of darkness.

It wasn’t a perfect plan by any means, but without knowing what the situation down in Tipton was, we kind of had to take things on the fly depending upon what was thrown at us.

In essence, our best case scenario – and main goal of our trip – would be to conduct what we hoped would be a safe and mutually beneficial “meet and greet” with area residents.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

 

There was a strong sense of tension among the group the Saturday evening before we set out for our scouting mission.  There wasn’t much talk at dinner.  Everyone was thinking about the upcoming trip, the dangers involved, and what was at stake, but no one wanted to bring up their concerns.  Even Cashmere, my loyal kitty-cat, seemed to know something was up, as when I sat down to dinner, she immediately jumped up on my lap and sprawled herself widely across my legs as though she hoped that by doing so it would help keep me put.

The kids helped take our minds off things a little by chattering away about completely nonrelated topics.  Paul talked about his target practice for the day and how much better he was getting at hitting the bulls-eye targets we’d drawn for him.  Sarah discussed a tomato plant she’d been nursing back to health after Cashmere had gotten into the greenhouse the other night and given it a good gnawing and then used its soil for kitty-litter.  And Shane spent a few minutes complaining about the handwriting homework his mommy had left for him to do while she was away.

Most of the adults just listened quietly, our thoughts elsewhere.

Later, I spent a little extra time tucking Jason into bed, reading him a story and rubbing his back as he lay snuggled under his covers.  We were all still sleeping in the family room for warmth, but we had moved beds down from the guest rooms upstairs to make our sleeping situations more comfortable.  It looked like some sort of haphazard army barracks with all the beds laid out in various portions of the huge room, but it worked for our needs.  If anyone needed private time, plenty of other bedrooms were available; they’d just better be ready to hunker down or snuggle up because the temperature differential from the family room to the castle’s upstairs tended to range around 20 to 30 degrees.

Just as I began to think that Jason was asleep, he mumbled tiredly, “Daddy go-go tonight?”

“Yes,” I whispered to him.  “Daddy has to go-go.”

“Why?” he asked.  “I no want Daddy go-go,” his voice trembled.

It was a conversation I was hoping to avoid with my little man and that until this moment, one that I’d thought I’d escaped.

“Daddy has to go on a long hike,” I said.  “But I shouldn’t be gone too long.”

Working from home before the flu hit, and then being around Jason so much after we’d left Chicago, had gotten him used to my constant presence.  And I’d become accustomed to being with him as well.  This made it even harder to leave, but I knew I must.

“No go, Daddy,” he sobbed softly, a tear running down the side of his check.  “Pease stay,” he said, taking my thumb in his tiny hand, gripping it tightly, and then turning his head away to bury it in his pillow.  I petted his hair softly with my other hand, hopping he’d just fall asleep.

“I love you, sweetie,” I said, half wanting to cry myself.  “I’ll be back soon,” I promised, hoping that it wouldn’t be a life-lasting lie with which I was leaving my son.

He angled his face slightly on the pillow, and I could tell by his breathing that he was near sleep.  I waited until I was sure he’d ventured into the land of nod, and then I crept quietly from his bedside.  

I finished putting my pack together for the trip, laying everything out before me before securing it inside to ensure I hadn’t forgotten anything as Will, Ray, and Joanna did the same.  Once we were set, we decided not to hang around.  We were tired of the tension inside the castle and figured it would be better for everyone if we were just on our way.  

Joanna waited patiently by the door while Ray, Will, and I said goodbye to spouses.  She had already put Shane to sleep and left instructions with Janet, Claire, and Emily regarding his upbringing – as well as a sealed envelope to be given to Shane when he was of age – should she not return from the trip.  

Our leaving was a somber affair with lots of tears shed, and I was actually glad once we were out and on our way, tromping through the snow with other things to focus upon other than the sad departure.  I felt bad for those we’d left behind to worry about our well-being, but what was done was done.

It was around 10:30 as we found ourselves working our way down the entry drive in the dark.  It was a calm, clear night, but cold.  The moon was out, which helped to guide our way, but the lack of cloud cover meant January temperatures had dropped into what felt like the low-20s.  The group was warmly dressed, and our movement, paired with the lack of wind meant that the cold didn’t bother us much.        

Slowed by the snow cover – which was about six inches – and the weight of our packs, it took us almost an hour to make it down to the end of the entry drive where it met with the main road, but the going, while slow, was relatively easy due to the downhill grade.

The main road into town was, as we’d hoped, completely deserted.  We kept our guard up and stayed constantly prepared to rush for the cover of the nearby forest if necessary, but it proved not to be.

While the road was covered with snow, which slowed our pace slightly, it was much easier going than trying to navigate our way through the woods, and we got to the outskirts of town – indicated by a green sign that read, “Tipton: Population 189” – at a little before five in the morning.  With several hours still remaining until daybreak, we found a secluded spot in the woods about 30 feet from the road.  There we regrouped, taking a rest and having something to eat.  None of us – other than Ray, due to his army training – were used to hiking this far in normal conditions, let alone in the cold and snow and while carrying heavy packs.  

It was nice to shed our loads, get off our feet, and eat something.  The food hit the spot, and while we couldn’t have a fire, the respite from our hike was rejuvenating.  It also gave us a chance to discuss our next move.

“Everything’s been pretty quiet so far,” said Will.  “May not be much to see here.”

“Yeah,” said Joanna.  “Could just be some backwoods hillbillies that stole our stuff.  They might be living somewhere out in the boonies, not in town.”

“Either way, we’re here, so we might as well check the place out,” I said. 

“Where you want to start?” asked Ray.

“What do you think?” I asked him.

“Well, I’d probably start by breaking us up into two teams, one team circling the perimeter of town in either direction until we meet up on the other side.  Then we can exchange data, plan our next course of action and go from there.  Anything goes wrong or we don’t connect on the other side, we meet back here at 8 a.m.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

“How are we going to break up?” asked Will.

I thought about it for a second and then said, “I figure you two are a pretty good team already since you’ve spent so much time hunting together.  So why don’t you and Ray head to the right and Joanna and I will take the left.  Everybody good with that?”

There were murmurs of agreement.

“Well then, I guess we’d better get moving,” I said.


  

We all stood and roped our packs together.  Then we found a tall tree, looped the rope up over a tall branch and hauled our packs up high, tying the rope off to the base of the tree to keep our supplies out of reach of any animals.

 “Everyone check their weapons…just to be on the safe side,” Ray reminded us.

We all took a moment to ensure that our guns were loaded and ready; then we split up.

I led Joanna through the woods and out to where the road we’d followed from the castle crossed a small creek and met with another road that led into Tipton.  The tree cover thinned noticeably as we moved closer to town, and the roadway was relatively clear in this area from where the previous day’s sunlight had warmed the pavement enough to melt most of the snow cover.  

We passed a few lone houses along the way that didn’t look like they were occupied.  A number of windows were smashed on one and the front door of the other stood wide open – certainly not indications of people holding out inside them against a harsh winter.  

We paused at the junction of the two roads to survey the area and then moved past the street that led into town.  In the moonlight, I could see more homes lining both sides of the street and what appeared to be some larger, business-type buildings another block or two down from these.  After bypassing a few more streets off to our right, and a gas station to our left, it appeared we’d come to the other side of town.

“Not much to see here, is there?” I said to Joanna.

“Doesn’t look like it,” she said.  “Should we check a few of the houses?”

“Not yet,” I told her.  “I want to find out what Ray and Will have to report first, then we can make a decision.”

We continued on, deciding to move past what appeared to be the last street with houses on it, flanking it, and cutting through the woods behind the homes.  In the process, we left the road that continued on up a winding hill and out of town where it eventually met up with Interstate 40 about eight miles further on.  

From our elevated position partway up the wooded hill behind the homes, we could see a few pickup trucks parked on the street below.  The houses in this part of town appeared to be in better shape than those we’d passed earlier.

“Think anybody lives in them?” Joanna whispered.                 

“Hard to tell from here,” I said.  “I’d like to check for tracks in the snow around them.  Finding those would be the tell-tale indication of people here.  But then we’d risk leaving tracks of our own that could give away our presence and make it easier to track us.”

“Good thinking,” she said taking up the lead.  “Let’s keep moving.”

As we traveled, we were gradually forced to move higher up the hillside to avoid several of the larger backyards of certain homes, some of which were fenced and protruded into our path.  I didn’t mind staying in the cover of the forest, not just to conceal our tracks, but to avoid a potential unexpected confrontation.  The last thing I wanted – should there be other people around – was for someone’s dog to come charging out barking because we were in its yard, alerting the entire town to our presence.

Eventually, we came to a steep drop off where the hillside broke away into a deep ravine.  It appeared that it was a spot where runoff from the hillside drained into a ditch that was maybe 20 or 25 feet deep and probably 40 feet across.  It looked like when it rained, the ditch became a sort of stream that flowed down between the yards of two houses below us and then disappeared into a culvert that ran beneath the street.

“Better follow the edge down a bit until we find a safer place to cross,” I said.

“Sounds good,” Joanna said, turning to follow the hillside down closer to the row of homes that lined the street.  But as she turned, her left foot slipped, losing traction in the snow, and she quickly began to slide backwards and off the ledge that dropped cavernously away into the ditch.  

I went to grab Joanna’s hand in mine, but she hadn’t released the grip on her shotgun.  Therefore I grabbed the only thing available – the hood of her coat – and hoped it’d hold.

“Ah!  Goddamn it!” she cried, finally dropping her gun and using her arms to help hold some of her weight as her legs dangled over the side of the ledge.  “You’ve got my HAIR!”

I quickly dropped my automatic rifle and bent to grab hold of her arms with both hands just as she began to lose her grip on the ground.  After a few seconds of struggling, I had her back up on the hillside, half in the snow and half on top of me.  We were both panting and out of breath.

“Sorry…about your hair,” I gasped.

She pulled her hood back and rubbed the back of her braided head.  “It’s not your fault.  I should know better around you by now.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said, kind of taking offense.

“Means you’re fucking dangerous!  Ran me over with your car, nearly pulled my scalp off.  Shit!  You fucking HURT!” she spat venomously.

“Oh,” I said, somewhat unsure of what else to say. “Okay,” I drawled.  Then, I touched the back of her head lightly.  “Looks like it’s still there to me,” I murmured in kind of a shitty tone.

“Asshole!” she swore, pushing me hard in the chest with a hand and almost crushing my nuts with her elbow that she was using for leverage. 

“Ah!” I exclaimed, flinching back more from the danger in which she was putting my testicles than the force of the blow to my chest.

Then we sat a moment in silence, Joanna still partially atop me.

“Sorry,” she said finally.  “I didn’t mean it.  You saved my ass.  It just hurt is all…bad.”

“I’m sorry too,” I said.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you…either time…with the car or now.  I just grabbed.  I didn’t think.”

“You did the right thing.  Don’t worry about it.  I’m…well, I don’t know…it just hurt, and I’ve been kind of…I guess…frustrated lately.”

“Frustrated?” I said, confused and kind of wondering where she was headed with this and why she was choosing to bring it up now.  “What do you mean?” I asked, half curious, and half not wanting to know.

“I don’t know.  I shouldn’t have mentioned it.  It’s just hard with everyone having someone and well, I…I…” she took a deep breath.  “I don’t know.  Just forget I said anything.  We’ve got work to do,” she said, almost knocking me over backward as she forcefully pushed herself off me and got to her feet and then bent to pick up her shotgun and brush the snow off it.  “Come on, let’s go,” she said, offering me a hand up.

I recovered my rifle, and we continued down the hill, across the ditch, and on to the end of the street in silence.     

I’d say we’d only covered maybe three-quarters a mile at most, but the town was so tiny, there just wasn’t much to get around.  I began looking for Will and Ray, assuming that if they were making similar progress around the tiny burg, we’d be meeting up shortly.

Before long, we came to what looked to be a small school.  It was a three-story structure with a playground out back and a big parking lot to one side.  On the other side of the building there was a baseball field, running track, and several outdoor basketball courts.  It was probably the largest structure in town, and I figured it likely acted as one of the main schools – if not the main school – for the entire county.  

It took us several minutes to loop out and around the school grounds, and we met up with Will and Ray on the other side.  The previously black sky was starting to brighten just a little, indicating that dawn was approaching.

“See anything of interest?” I asked them as they approached.

Will shook his head.  “Seems pretty dead right now, but we didn’t want to get too close to any of the buildings.  What about you guys?”

“Pretty much the same,” I said.

“I did notice that it looked like the walkways of several homes on our side of town had been cleared,” said Ray.

“So it’s likely there are still some inhabitants here,” I nodded.  “The question is, how many, and where are they?  Did they all move to one part of town or did they stay spread out after the flu came through.”

“Guess we’ll have to stick around to find out,” said Joanna.

“Yeah,” said Ray.  “I don’t think it’s a good idea to go tromping in to town just yet.  And I definitely don’t think we should give away our position by leaving a bunch of tracks for people to follow.”

“I think you’re right,” I said.  “Why don’t we pick a good spot on one of these surrounding hillsides where we can scope things out and see what the situation is in the daytime?  We can get some rest too.  We’ll leave two people on watch and the others can nap, and then we’ll switch off every hour or so.”

“We saw a good spot over by a church at the end of what looks to be the town’s main street,” Will offered.  “Behind it, there’s a big hill with some tree cover at the top.  We could take up positions there.  It’s a good quarter mile or so to the top, so we’ll be fairly isolated but with a good view over the town.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” I said.  “We’d better get moving before it gets too light out.”

It took us about half an hour to make our way through the forest and up to the top of the hill.  Along the way, we did our best to ensure that we stayed in areas that appeared to be untraveled by others in an effort to conceal our tracks.  When we finally arrived and got ourselves settled in, it was about 6:30 a.m.  Joanna and I took the first shift, watching for an hour and letting Will and Ray rest.  There was nothing to see and we chewed slowly on pieces of deer jerky to help keep us awake through the cold and boredom of sitting in the snow.  

Then it was our turn to rest.

I’d say I was asleep in a matter of minutes if not less.  And it seemed like it was only a few minutes that I’d been asleep before I felt a hand shaking me awake.

“John…John,” Will’s voice whispered in my ear.  “Wake up.”

“Already,” I moaned.

“People are down at the church,” he said.

I was instantly awake.  As I sat up, there was a throbbing pain in my right hip and I reached down confused.  I felt something hard under me and then realized that I’d fallen asleep on my sheathed hunting knife.  I pulled it off my belt and threw it angrily in the snow.

It was dawn now, and in the early light, I could see people getting out of a vehicle parked outside the steeple-topped stone church below us, attached to which was a small building that I guessed served as a rectory.  Meanwhile, a pickup truck was approaching the church down Main Street.  

“This is the only action you’ve had so far?” I yawned.

“Yeah,” said Ray.  “Pretty boring up to this point.”

I looked over at Joanna.  I could barely see her face peeking out from beneath the hood she’d cinched up and tied closed to protect from the cold.  She was still sound asleep.  I envied her.

“Let’s give it some time,” I said.  “We’ll see how many people show up, and that might give us a good read on how many people are still left around here…might also give us a chance to better investigate the town while they’re busy with their Sunday morning worship.”

I was jittery now with the first signs of other people and I couldn’t have fallen back asleep if I’d tried.  Therefore, I decided to let Joanna sleep a bit more while we continued to watch and count new arrivals to the church.

By about 8:55 a.m., the sky had lightened significantly, but clouds had rolled in leaving the morning coated in gray.  We had counted the arrival of five vehicles, two ATVs – which may or may not have once belonged to us – and two snowmobiles, all of which brought a combined total of 24 people to the town’s church.  It appeared that of those 24 people, at least three were small children, and the remainder was an assortment of adults ranging in age.  Winter clothing and our proximity to the church made it difficult in most instances to identify male from female.

Right at nine, the church bell tolled and one more vehicle of five adult-sized people pulled up and made their way inside the church making for a total of 29.  We guessed there were probably a few more if anyone resided in the church’s attached rectory. 

“You think that’s the entire town?” I asked Will and Ray.

They just shrugged.

“Wouldn’t think there’d be many more if the flu came through here, but it’s hard to know for sure,” said Ray.  “An isolated town like this might have weathered the storm better since they could have buttoned the place up and hunkered down.  Not much reason for outsiders to venture out this way.  That might have helped them keep the sickness at bay better than bigger towns and cities.”        

“Think it’s worth a chance checking the place out while they’re inside?” I asked.

“I think it’s worth at least seeing what’s down there; but I don’t think we should all go,” Ray said.  “If something happens, we need someone to get back home to get help or…” he trailed off.

“Or be the bearer of bad news,” I nodded, finishing his sentence.

“I’ll go,” said Ray.  “I’m the only one without any kids.”

“No,” I said.  “I’ll go.  I would rather you be held in reserve to come save my ass if something goes wrong.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Joanna, who I hadn’t even realized was awake.

I let out a deep sigh.  “You got a death wish or something, lady?” I asked, squinting at her, not understanding her desire to keep putting herself in harm’s way.

“No…but it’s a bad idea to let someone go alone.  And I’m just as capable as anyone else.”

I sighed again, standing and brushing the snow off my butt and back and then helping Joanna to her feet.  “Okay then…I guess it’s you and me.  Anything goes wrong, you guys be ready to high tail it out of here,” I said to Will and Ray.  “These people have ATVs and snowmobiles, so don’t try to lay down any covering fire or anything.  It’ll just give away your position and they’ll be on you in an instant since you’ll be traveling on foot.  If they take us alive and think it’s just me and Joanna, you’ll have a better chance of getting us out later…I hope. ”

“Let’s not have it come to that,” said Will.  “Anything doesn’t look right and you get the hell out of there.  Then we won’t have to worry about rescuing you later.  Got it?”

“We’ll do our best,” I said, hefting my assault rifle.  “Joanna, let’s cut back down and around the school.  We’ll come up beside it for cover and then head out to Main Street.  We can work our way along the backs of the buildings and see what we see.”

“Okay,” she nodded, checking her shotgun and then slinging it around behind her, pulling its shoulder strap up and over her arm.

“Don’t forget this,” Ray said, handing me back my hunting knife from where I’d tossed it down in the snow earlier.

“Thanks,” I frowned, reattaching the object of burden to my belt.

Moving back down the hillside took us a fraction of the time it did to get up it.  In fifteen minutes, we were skirting the edge of the school, trying to keep our footprints near the building’s edges where melting snow had left a hard layer of snow and ice that didn’t react as much to our weight and only left minimal imprints.  Much of the snow in the asphalt parking lot had already melted and we darted across the open area in seconds flat, zipping from one bare patch to another to help us avoid leaving tracks.  

Soon we were in a back alley that ran parallel to Main Street between the backs of stores that lined the business district on one side and the backyards of homes on the other.  We ducked into an open garage side door for temporary cover.

“Let’s work our way down the alley away from the church,” I told Joanna.  “We can cross over at the end of town and work our way back up the other side and then up the hill to where Ray and Will are.”  

“Sounds good,” she agreed.

“Keep your eyes open and be ready for anything,” I said, locking eyes with her.  “We don’t know what to expect here.” 

We could see other footprints in the alley snow as we moved, which we tried to step in as we walked.  A dog barked somewhere in the distance.

Most of the buildings had rear signage that read things like “Employee Parking for Fred’s Barber Shop” or “Julie’s Café.  Enter off Main Street” which helped us differentiate what was what and whether they might be sites of interest.

Eventually, we came to a sign that read, “Tipton Five and Dime – Parking Here” which piqued my interest.

“Ssst…” I hissed at Joanna, nodding toward the back door.  She nodded back.  We made our way cautiously to the rear entrance where we each leaned up against the building, one of us on either side of the door.  I quickly poked my head around to take a quick peek through a glass window in the back door.  It was dark inside and I really couldn’t see anything.  I gently tugged on the door handle, testing it, but it was locked.  There were no other windows in this part of the building, and I dared not get too bold in this, our initial inspection of the town.  Instead, we worked our way down to the end of the block and quickly moved across the street to the alley behind the row of buildings opposite us.  

There wasn’t a whole lot to see – an auto parts store, what appeared to be a vacant structure that may or may not have once housed a restaurant, a law office, a tax firm – and then we came across a small, one-story structure with a sign on the back that read “The Coughlin Clinic.”

“Think this was our Coughlin’s clinic?” I asked Joanna.

“I’d assume so,” she shrugged.  “Doubt there were too many other doctors named Coughlin in the area.”

“Let’s see if we can get inside,” I said, moving up to the back of the building and trying the door.  Of course it was locked, but this didn’t stop me.  Looking around, I spotted a walkway running between the clinic and another building and out to Main Street.  We crept our way quietly up the short walk.  About halfway through, we found a window on the side of the clinic.  I tried forcing it open, but it was locked; however the corner of one pane was broken, so I helped it along with my gloved fist, knocking the rest of the pane out while at the same time trying to catch the shards of glass as they fell away to reduce noise from the break in.  Then I reached in and unlocked the window, shoving it open and climbing inside.

“Hang tight,” I told Joanna, who waited outside on the walkway.

I made a quick inspection of the room into which I’d entered and the hallway it exited into.  “Okay, it’s clear,” I said, coming back and helping Joanna in through the window.      

“Think there’s anything left in here?” she asked, as I held her torso while she slid her legs through the window opening and down onto the floor.

“It’s worth checking out,” I said.  “At least we know the owner won’t be catching us by surprise.”

“Good point,” Joanna agreed.

The room into which we’d entered appeared to be an examination room.  It was cold and dark inside, and by the looks of things, people hadn’t been here for a while.  The floor was dirty and covered in snow that had blown in through the cracked window.  There was a padded examination table in the center of the room.  A grungy looking sink and cabinets with open doors and drawers lined one wall.  An eye chart and torn diagram of the human body’s vascular system was affixed to another.    

We made a quick inspection of the few cabinets that were still closed but found nothing of any real use.  I grabbed a half bottle of hand sanitizer that sat on the counter beside the sink and shoved it into my coat pocket.  

The rest of the clinic appeared as though it’d also been pretty well raided of its contents.  Drawers in other rooms were pulled open, their less useful contents like rubber gloves and paperwork spilled and scattered across the floor.  I was able to gather up a few bandages, some unused hypodermic needles and a box of alcohol swabs that I thought Claire might find useful; but otherwise, the search was a bust.

Eventually, we found ourselves at the front of the building in what had once been the reception room.  It looked out onto the snow-covered Main Street through grimy plate-glass windows.

“Alright, let’s get the hell out of here,” I said to Joanna.  “I thought there might be some good medical supplies left, but it looks like people have already taken just about everything.”

“You want to check out that church meeting?” Joanna asked.

“What, just waltz right in the front door?” I replied smugly.

“No.  But we could check around back.  We might be able to find a way in and hear what they’re talking about.”

“I’m assuming they’re preaching the power of gawd,” I said exaggeratedly in my best southern televangelist impression.

“Well, yeah,” agreed Joanna.  “But they might talk about other things to, stuff like what’s going on in other places.  I mean, I remember going to church as a kid, and our preacher would usually relate his sermons to current events.  They’d even take time to do a kind of community events type deal where they would talk about people who were having trouble or were in need of financial assistance, or who had babies, or lost loved ones, or whatever.  We might be able to pick up some valuable information about what’s going on here and maybe even what’s going on in the rest of the country…or at least this region.  We may not, but it could be worth a shot.”

I thought about it, weighing the pros and cons.  I really didn’t want to chance it, but if we didn’t do it, what exactly were we doing here?  We’d spent all night hiking in to town.  Were we just going to go back home and report that, yes, there were people in Tipton but that we had avoided them like the plague and had no idea if they’re good, bad or otherwise?

Finally I nodded, “I guess we should try…but we need to be damn careful.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” Joanna laughed, looking at me with a smirk.  “That’s all we have to be these days is careful.”

“Suppose you’re right,” I gave her a half smile.  “But let’s be extra careful.”

“Don’t you ever get tired of worrying about stuff?”

“Yes,” I said, matter-of-factly, “I do.  But somebody has to.”

“Why does it have to be you?” she said, pulling back the hood of her coat and in the process revealing her long dark hair that was braided into a pony tale and which she had tucked down into the back of her winter wear to keep out of the way.  

I had to admit, she really was a beautiful woman.  While I’d been living around her for months, and I knew she was attractive, I frankly had never spent time actually studying her face.  It was nice – round with pouting red lips, a straight, almost Greek-like nose, nicely separated eyes that were wide and round but pulled a little at the corners so they had a bit of Asian or maybe Native American appearance to them, and silky black hair that when drawn back revealed a nicely-formed widow’s peak. 

“I don’t know,” I shrugged in response to her question.  “Just kind of happened that way, I guess.  I was the one who planned for this type of thing.  I got us to southern Illinois.  I had most of the supplies.  It all just kind of started off with me…and it just stayed that way.”

“Don’t you ever just want to run away from it?” she asked, stepping closer.

“What do you mean?” I asked, again confused by her words.  She had a way talking in questions that I didn’t understand.

“The pressure of keeping everything organized.  Of keeping up with parents, friends, kids, a wife…acquaintances like me, and Shane, and Janet.”

“You’re more than just acquaintances,” I said.  “You’re family now.”

She snorted, “Yeah right.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I said.  “You are.  You should know that by now.”

“Whatever,” she shook her head.  “I guess I should say thank you for saying it at least.”

“Joanna, you are…all of you,” I emphasized.  “We’re all a family now.”

“If that’s how you see it?”

“It is,” I said, exasperated and feeling somewhat angry that I had to convince her of it.  “You don’t feel that way?”

“I guess,” she shrugged unconvincingly and then turning away to look out the front windows of the building.  “It’s just that sometimes I don’t really get that feeling.”

“Well, I’m sorry if I’ve ever given you the impression that you’re not,” I said, somewhat taken aback by her words when I always thought I’d made every attempt to incorporate her, Shane, and Janet into the group.

“No, not by you, by the others…sometimes…I don’t know, it’s like some of them don’t like us being around,” she said, turning to refocus her attention on me.

“Really?” I said, amazed.  “I never got that feeling.”

“Maybe it’s just me,” she said, shaking her head and taking a deep breath. 

“Well, I…”

“Don’t you get it,” she cut me short and stepped suddenly closer so that we were only inches apart.  She was looking intensely into my eyes.  “Didn’t you ever wonder why I wanted to come on this trip?  Why I volunteered to come to town with you?”

I half shrugged, half shook my head, looking around at the walls for some sort of response.  “I…ugh…well, I thought…”

“It’s because of you,” she said.  

Alarm bells were suddenly going off in my head in all sorts of different ways and for all sorts of different reasons.  Here I was in a secluded location with a beautiful woman who was starting down a road that I’d heard before – not for a long time of course – but one that I’d definitely heard before.  And I knew where this road was heading long before it reached its destination – a destination I really didn’t want to reach with all the potential pitfalls that lay in wait.  Not only this, but the woman was armed, and it wasn’t exactly the best time or location to be having this conversation if what I thought was happening was indeed happening.

“Oh, uh, okay,” I muttered.  “Well thanks,” I said trying to lead her to a detour before we reached that point of no return on this potentially dangerous topic of conversation.  But Joanna didn’t even give me a chance.

“I care about you,” she said, grabbing my head and pulling it down to kiss me and then pulling away fast, almost angrily.  It was a hard, violent kiss.  Not bad, don’t get me wrong, just forceful and very passionate.  “And you don’t have to say a goddamn thing because I know everything you’ll say, every argument you’ll raise, every excuse you’ll give,” she continued almost as if the kiss hadn’t happened.  “And I don’t blame you; they’re good goddamn excuses.  Your wife is beautiful, wonderful and caring.  Your son is sweet, fun and intelligent, and you’re a good, strong, kind-hearted man who will stay faithful to his family…and you should.  I just wanted you to know that they’re not the only ones who care about you, and it’s fucking tough to watch you risk your ass without knowing that I do too.  I didn’t want you to come out here alone and have something happen without you knowing that, and it’s been killing me not being able to tell you.”  

She wiped a single tear drop from her cheek.

I started to open my mouth, but she shook her head, “No.  Don’t say anything.  I don’t want you to.  I just wanted you to know.  I don’t expect you to change anything or do anything different, I just wanted you to know…that’s all.”

 “Uh…okay,” I nodded, unsure of what to say or do next.  I probably sounded like a half-wit, but I didn’t know where to go with the conversation.  “So how’s that head of yours?” I asked, wanting to change the subject as I nodded to the spot where I had grabbed her when she’d slipped at the drainage ditch earlier that morning.

She reached back and touched it lightly with a hand, “Still there,” she gave a shrug and a smirk and pulled her hood back up as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened.  “Guess we should get going.  Church services don’t last forever you know.”

And with that, she turned and headed back to the hallway that led to the window through which we’d entered.  I was left standing there, staring at the floor in a state of befuddled confusion.

I blinked several times, took a deep breath, and shook my head, “Whatever,” I exhaled quietly, completely bewildered by the conversation we’d just had, and the kiss we’d just shared, or should I say, the kiss that Joanna had shared with my lips.  

As if my stomach needed anymore knots thrown at it; now I had this to add to my list of concerns.  While it may have been a relief for Joanna to unburden herself by sharing these feelings with me, it only seemed to transfer yet another weight onto my shoulders, and I couldn’t say it was exactly what I needed right now.  But it was what I got nonetheless.

 

* * *

 

Joanna and I snuck our way back down the alley running behind Tipton’s downtown and headed for the church.  Then we skirted around a nearby house and its adjoining garage and made our way stealthily to the back of the church’s rectory where we took shelter behind a small storage shed.  

From our position, we could see both the rectory as well as the back of the church itself.  There appeared to be a rear entrance that led into the church but was closed.  

 “Think we should try the back door?” Joanna asked.

I found it kind of weird talking to Joanna now, but what had passed between us moments ago seemed not to have fazed her at all.  I however, found my mind thoroughly in the gutter as now I pondered whether her question was meant as some sort of dirty euphemism.  

I really didn’t want to risk trying the church’s door only to find out that it was unlocked and led directly into the main area of worship where twenty-some unfriendly faces might be awaiting us. “No,” I shook my head. “Too risky.”

“What then?” she said.

I shrugged.  “Hell if I know.  This isn’t exactly my forte.  Planning and preparing and all that stuff, I’m good at.  But recon and sneaky spy shit ain’t really my bag.”

“Want me to try it,” she challenged, giving me a sly grin.

“No,” I frowned, my shoulders sagging under my multiple layers of winter clothing as I realized the responsibility was going to fall upon me whether I wanted it to or not.  “I’ll do it.”

I hesitated, thinking.  

While I wondered whether I should go in with my rifle or just take my sidearm so as not to appear overly antagonistic, the back door to the church opened.  Joanna and I both pulled back further behind the cover of the storage shed, but we continued to watch as a large hulking fellow wearing a red and black-checkered winter coat, Russian-style fur-trimmed hat, blue jeans, and work boots exited, paused just outside the door, and lit a cigarette.  He inhaled deeply and exhaled in a cloudy mixture of smoke and vaporous warm breath.

I was instantly glad for my hesitation.  I’m not sure how I would have reacted had I met this man face to face at the door.  Would I have shook his hand or shot him?  Would he have punched me in the face or invited me inside to his place of worship?  They were questions that I was glad I didn’t have to answer.

Joanna and I waited patiently – crouched, silent – for the man to finish his cigarette.  He was a scruffy looking younger man, yet his bulk made him look older.  As a first impression, he didn’t look all that friendly.  He hocked up a loogie and spit a huge wad of mucus onto the snow, then rearranged the crotch of his pants and farted loudly.  It wasn’t necessarily something that made me want to just wander right over and casually introduce myself.

After a few minutes, the man dropped his cigarette butt in the snow, turned, and went back inside.  I watched as he re-entered the church.  It was hard to see from a distance, but it appeared that by the way the man’s legs moved upward and out of sight as he entered the building that there was a staircase just inside the door.  

I couldn’t see anyone else inside.

As I focused my attention back to the door itself, I noticed that while it had slowly swung shut behind the man, it didn’t appear to have latched completely. 

“Okay,” I said to Joanna, “I’m going to give it a shot.  Cover me, and be ready for anything.”

She looked less confident now and just nodded wordlessly.

“Anything goes wrong, just get the hell out of here and try to link back up with Will and Ray.”

She remained silent.

“Hear me?” I said.  “No hero bullshit, okay?”

She gave me a little nod, but didn’t make eye contact.  I was worried more now that I knew about her feelings toward me.  I was afraid her emotions could get in the way and cause her to do something stupid or dangerous.

“I’m serious,” I said.

“Okay, just shut up about it.  I got it,” she replied.  “I know what do to.”

I turned back to the door.  “Here goes nothing,” I said.  

I felt Joanna’s hand rest upon my back and then it was gone as I darted across the clearing between the shed and the church.

Reaching the church, I backed up against the wall beside the door and waited, holding my breath and listening.  I reached out slowly and took hold of the door’s handle, pulling it lightly so that it opened just a crack.  I peeked inside, but it was hard to see.  I listened again.  Hearing nothing, I pulled the door open another inch.

It was dark, but I could see a small boot-room just inside with a half flight of stairs that led upstairs as well as down.  I eased my way silently inside the entry area, letting the door close – but not latch – behind me.  While it’d been a while since I’d been inside a church, I immediately noticed that clean “church” smell.  

The downstairs of the church was dark, but the upstairs had a landing at the top and was well lit, so I crept noiselessly up to the top of the steps and waited again, listening.  There was an open door to my right that led into a darkened room.  A long, linoleum-tiled hallway stretched ahead of me, down which I could make out the faint sound of voices.  

I crept along the hallway, my eyes flickering between what lay before me and the tile floor.  I didn’t want a misstep leading to a creak, a crack, or a slip that could give away my presence, but I also didn’t want to be caught off guard by someone else heading outside for a cigarette.

As I moved forward, the sound of talking grew louder.

About a quarter of the way down the hallway, there was a door on my right that was open maybe three inches.  I paused beside it to sneak a peek.  

The door opened directly onto a stage.  In front of this, I could see two rows of pews extending back about ten deep.  People sat scattered among them, many of them still wearing their winter gear since it was about as cold inside the church as it was outside.  I angled my way around the door so that I could get a better look of the person who was talking.  I could see a man standing at a pulpit near the center of the stage addressing the onlookers.  He looked to be in his mid-30s, and unlike his audience, appeared relatively clean cut.  He wore nicely-fitted blue jeans, a white dress shirt, and a blue suit jacket.  He was going on about how they all needed to remind themselves that the illness that had swept through was God’s will – a way of cleansing the earth and riding us of the sins of the modern world.  And that while some of our loved one’s had been claimed in the process, they were now in a better place.  This was all part of God’s grand plan, he continued, in order to better those left behind and make them stronger.

I stopped listening at this point and began surveying the rest of the church.  Directly across the stage from where I was standing, and beside where the “Preacher” as I had deemed him, was speaking, there was another door.  Down from this a little ways, toward the front entrance of the church, was a balcony section that overlooked the seating area and faced the stage.  

I retreated from my position near the door and continued further down the hallway toward the front of the church.  At the hallway’s end, it turned and split, one way going right and to the front entrance and the other way going left to a stairway.  I quietly made my way up the stairs which led to the balcony.  At the top of the stairs, I laid my rifle down on the floor, and got down so that I could belly-crawl along the floor until I reached the balcony’s banister-style edge.  From this vantage point, I could peer between the open spindles that created the dividing ledge, only exposing a small portion of my face in the process. 

I felt relatively secure in my position overlooking the church floor.  The audience was facing the Preacher and had their backs to me, and the Preacher’s attention was focused solely on his flock before him, not the balcony. 

“Now is the time in our weekly gathering at which I open the floor to your questions and comments,” said the Preacher.

Several hands in the audience went up. 

“Hank Lowry,” he pointed at one of his flock.  “What would you like to say?”

The man, who had gray hair, was wearing a dull green army coat and appeared as though he was somewhere in his 60s or maybe even 70s – although I couldn’t see the entirety of his face – stood and said, “Have you, or has anyone here,” he looked at the rest of the people sitting around him, “heard anything from towns outside of Tipton?  Has there been any news from Nashville, Knoxville, Asheville…anywhere?”  

Then he sat back down.

“Well, I personally haven’t heard anything,” the Preacher replied.  “And I’m sure that if anyone else here had, they’d certainly have let us know.”  He paused and waited, surveying those gathered.  “Apparently not then,” he continued after a moment.  “Who else?”

More hands went up.

“Sarah Truesdale,” he pointed at one of the raised hands.

A woman who looked like she was wearing about three coats and had a red shawl wrapped around her back and head stood.  “We’re almost out of food,” she said.  My little one,” she pointed to a little bundle of cloth that must have been a small child or baby, “he cries all the time because he’s hungry.  We need more food,” she said, exasperated and sounding as though she might cry.  “The Wardlaws brought us some deer meat ‘bout a week ago, but since then, we haven’t got anything, and you promised last Sunday that there’d be provisions coming.  I don’t have a husband.  I don’t have other family.  I got no one to fend for me and my little one,” she pleaded.

There were mumbles of agreement among the crowd.

The Preacher nodded, “I know, I know.  I’m working on it.  The wildlife has been scarce around town lately and we didn’t kill or trap as much as we thought we would…but we’re working on it.”

“That’s what you said last week,” someone interjected.  “We’re starving, and you’re giving us nothing.  That wasn’t the deal you made with us when you took over.”

The Preacher raised a hand, “First off, no one took over,” he said calmly.  “Remember, you all voted that I was to make decisions for the group when this thing started, and up until now, things have been running pretty smooth, haven’t they?”

There were a few murmurs of agreement among the crowd and some more muttering.  It sounded far from a consensus.

“I just need a little more time,” the Preacher went on.

There was a loud snort from one of the back pews and a big monster of a fellow who was wearing a black and red checkered hunting coat and sat among four other sizeable individuals stood up.  I recognized him as the smoke break guy that Joanna and I had seen outside earlier.  

“We always give you more time, but you don’t seem to do nothin’ with it,” he bellowed.  “Only reason poor widow Truesdale here got that meat last week is ‘cause we brought it to her.”

“And how did you happen to come across that meat?” the Preacher asked, sounding less than pleased and as though he already knew the answer.

“Don’t matter,” the big man said.

I was listening intently now, my interest piqued by this dissention among the group.

“It does matter,” the Preacher shot back.  “You stole it, Jim Wardlaw.”

Now I was really interested.

“You stole it from our neighbors up on the mountaintop and that’s not the Christian way to go about things.”

“The same neighbors don’t nobody know and who’s stealin’ all the game up there from us!” someone from the Wardlaw section shouted out.

“You forget,” Jim Wardlaw went on, “that man Coughlin, he owed our family.  We did a lot of work for him up there cuttin’ trees, clearin’ brush…all sorts of stuff that we never got paid for.  He owes us…his estate owes us.  We got a right to reclaim somethin’ from up there in payment.”

“That Mr. Coughlin owed you might be true, but that doesn’t give you the right to steal food that those people rightfully killed themselves,” the Preacher countered.  “They have nothing to do with Coughlin or his estate.”

I was starting to like this Preacher guy, whoever he was.

“Bullshit,” a big man wearing a blue mechanic’s jacket and who was sitting beside Jim Wardlaw bellowed, standing up.  “They’s livin’ up there, ain’t they?  They’s takin’ what ain’t theirs, ain’t they?  My brother and me got the right to take whatever we need to feed our family and feed the rest of these good people.  We ought to just go up there and take what they got in that place.  It’s owed us anyway.  They got nice shit up there.  Ya see, we’re willin’ to do what it takes to survive, but you don’t seem willin’ to do that, Richard.  Maybe it’s time to have a new vote on who should be runnin’ this town.”

“That’s more than fine by me, Joe Wardlaw,” said Richard the preacher.  “Just remember who got you all through the flu in the first place and has kept you alive this long.  Remember, Jim and Joe Wardlaw, who treated your mother when she got ill and was laid up in bed for nearly two weeks.  He turned to another section of pews and motioned to a group, “And who brought you food and firewood when your fire went out and your bellies were empty, Ann and Gary Rice.  And who got rid of those trespassers from the highway who came in here and tried to steal our food and who killed John Andrews right in his own home,” he addressed the crowd.  He looked around the room, “You want a new leader, that’s fine.  Just remember, there aren’t many people here who will stick their necks out for you like I have.”  Then he paused, “Well then, all in favor of having an election for a new group leader, raise their hands.”

Every hand in the Wardlaw section went up along with a few others sprinkled around the pews.

“I count eight,” said Richard, the preacher.  “As we all know, we make decisions here based upon a majority vote, so the motion to elect a new group leader fails.”

There was a commotion in the back as Jim and Joe Wardlaw pushed their way from their pew and exited the room out through the side door into the hallway through which I’d entered the church.

Richard did his best to pacify his flock.  “I know times are tough, but we’ve been through worse than this.  We know that God will provide.  Sometimes we just have to work a little harder and wait a little longer than we’d like.  But this abstinence makes us appreciate the bounty he offers to us all the more when it arrives.  This winter has been especially harsh, but we have new traps laid out and Larry and Tim Balcus and I will be going out hunting this afternoon.  So please, keep your hopes up.  We must stay strong and come together to weather this storm.  The spring will be upon us soon and with it, we’ll be able to plant crops, fish in the local streams and ponds, and hunt a variety of wildlife in our bountiful mountains.  And now I ask you to bow your heads once more in prayer.”

After a brief prayer to the lord asking him to watch over them and bring them provisions, Richard discussed some housekeeping matters related to food inventories, medical supplies, and a schedule for hunting, wood harvesting, and water collection.  It sounded amazingly like the meetings we held back at the castle, and I was tempted to go down and introduce myself after hearing how we were viewed as “the outsiders up on the mountaintop,” but I was concerned about the Wardlaws.  They seemed like a powerful and somewhat unpredictable segment of the group here, and I didn’t want to fracture this already divided community any more than it already appeared to be.  However, Richard seemed reasonable and level headed.  And I hoped that if I could get him alone after the meeting adjourned, I might have a chance of at least introducing myself and explaining our situation.  In so doing, we might even be able to come to an agreement regarding what to do about the people – who I now assumed to be the Wardlaws – stealing from us.  I also assumed that it was them who had taken the ATVs, but I was willing to look the other way on both the stolen vehicles and the missing meat if it meant that the two groups could peacefully co-exist and maybe even help one another.

After another minute or so, when I was fairly sure nothing more of importance was going to be discussed, I decided it was probably a good time to make my retreat back outside to rejoin Joanna.  I figured that we could hide out in the storage shed until the majority of the group left in hopes that Richard would hang around and that maybe he lived in the rectory, at which point we could safely and privately introduce ourselves.

I made my way cautiously back down the balcony stairs and out to the hallway that led to the church’s rear entrance.  I was careful since I didn’t want to meet up with Jim and Joe Wardlaw.  Thankfully, they were nowhere in sight.  I figured they’d beat it out the back door and hopefully back home, but I remained cautious nonetheless.

The church’s rear exit was cracked open as I came to it, and I peered outside, listening and making sure the Wardlaws weren’t outside smoking.  Hearing and seeing nothing allowed me to breathe a slight sigh of relief.  I really didn’t want to be trapped between the exiting church members and the Wardlaws, but there was no sign of the two men.

I slipped through the door and outside, careful to leave it slightly ajar, just as I had found it.  I was back around behind the storage shed in seconds, ready to explain my plan to Joanna – but Joanna nowhere to be seen.  

I pulled the storage shed door open, figuring that she had gotten tired or cold and ducked inside for cover, but she wasn’t inside either.

I went back outside, closing the storage shed door behind me.  It was then that I noticed the tracks in the snow around the spot Joanna and I had been taking cover – tracks that hadn’t been there before I’d entered the church and that didn’t match those of either me or Joanna.  

I immediately felt my stomach start to churn as my plans for an easy and amicable meeting with Richard, before plodding back home to the safety of our castle retreat, began to fade.  I hoped that Joanna had maybe just been scared off by the two Wardlaw brothers when they came outside and had made a run for it back to Will and Ray.  But as I inspected the tracks more carefully, they appeared to indicate a struggle had taken place.

I had to face reality.  The Wardlaws had taken Joanna.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

 

As I stood staring at the ground, trying to envision what had taken place and looking for indications that Joanna might have been injured in the process, I pondered just where Jim and Joe Wardlaw might have taken her.  I studied the tracks surrounding the patch of snow that had been packed down by Joanna as she had crouched waiting for me.  I felt guilty now for leaving her alone outside, but I had thought the danger lay inside, not out.

I could see that the tracks led around the storage shed off in the opposite direction from where I’d approached the church’s back door.  I cautiously followed them until I came to a small one-car garage that was attached to the side of the rectory.  The main garage door was closed and faced out toward the street, so I avoided that area, but I noticed that there was a side door as well.

The tracks I was following led to this door, which was closed.  The door had a small diamond-shaped window at eye-level, so I moved to one side of it and waited.  I held my breath and did a quick peak in through the window, but I quickly realized my effort was useless.  Someone had painted the glass black from the inside so that it was impossible to see the interior of the garage.

I swung my rifle around off my shoulder, holding it in one hand with my finger on the trigger while I slowly tested the door handle.  It moved quietly side to side as I turned it, indicating that it wasn’t locked.  I took this as a good sign because it would allow me to enter quickly and quietly, hopefully catching the two men off guard.  I didn’t want any trouble.  I was just hoping to get in, surprise the two bearlike monstrosities, get Joanna, and get out.  I realized though that I was likely going to have to first somehow disable the men and tie or lock them up in order to give us some time to make it safely back to Will and Ray and give us a head start back home.  Otherwise the Wardlaws would be back to their clan and their – or should I say, our – ATVs, and hunting us down before we made it more than a quarter mile.  It was a thought I didn’t relish and knew it would make our encounter more difficult and extremely dangerous, especially if they didn’t comply with my demands, but I decided it was just something I’d have to deal with when I got to it.  Maybe they’d just tied Joanna up and left her, I hoped.     

As I stood pondering, I realized that I was wasting valuable time and I had no idea what these two morons were doing to Joanna.  The thought forced me to action.  I checked that the safety was in the “off” position on my rifle, removed my glove so I could keep my finger tight on the trigger, took a deep breath, and turned the handle of the door, shoving it open and stepping inside, ready for anything.

The interior of the garage was dark, but the dingy gray light from outside helped me make a quick scan of the area, listening as well as looking for any signs of movement.  

There were none.

In the dim light, I could see boxes lining the walls, a snow blower in one corner, shelves that contained tools, gloves, jars, and cans, lining the far wall, and a closed door opposite me with two concrete steps leading up to it.  I guessed that this door likely led into the rectory.  There were bits of un-melted snow in a trail leading across the garage floor to the door’s steps.

I moved silently through the garage and up to the door, my finger still tight on the trigger of my rifle.  I paused in front of the door, my heart pounding wildly.  I could hear faint sounds behind door, but I couldn’t make out what, if anything was being said.

I gripped the door handle, turning it silently and pushing it open several inches.  Peering through the gap between the door and frame, I could see a dark hallway before me.  I pushed the door open wider and peeked around its edge.  In front of me, I could see doors leading off to either side of the hallway.  The door closest to me and on my right was ajar and seemed to be from which the sounds were coming.  I couldn’t tell what the people inside were talking about or how many there were.  I pushed the door open wide enough so that I could enter the hallway, but as I did so, there was a slight squeak from one of its hinges.  The noises inside the room seemed to subside, and I held my breath, standing motionless, my rifle aimed at the open door ahead of me and to my right.

I waited; then the sounds seemed to start up again.

I slid between the door frame and the door itself.  I was thankful that the hallway flooring was tile, which took away the concern of creaking wood floorboards.

I crept forward to the open door and stopped, listening.  I could sense movement inside and heard the sounds of breathing and a soft moan.  Then I heard a voice say, “Yeah…get up on that shit.”

I had a gut-wrenching feeling I knew exactly what was happening, and while I wanted to maintain the peace, there were some things that I just wasn’t willing to stand for.   

I quietly pushed the door open wider.  

Inside the room, I could see a twin-sized bed.  Jim Wardlaw in his black and red checkered hunting coat was standing before the bed, pants dropped, bare-assed.  His brother Joe was standing behind and just to the side of him, staring down at the bed.  Around them, I could barely make out Joanna, splayed on the bed, unconscious, her bare legs exposed and spread around Jim Wardlaw’s thighs.  Her winter pants were on the floor beside the bed.

The rage I felt inside me was something I’d never experienced before.  Even when we were attacked back at our camp in southern Illinois, I hadn’t felt the hatred for our attackers as I did for these two scumbags.  

I stepped inside the room.  Neither of the two men noticed my presence.

Jim Wardlaw bent down and smacked Joanna hard on the side of the face.  “Wake up, bitch!” he said.  “I want you to feel this.”

Joanna moaned, her head moving back and forth and her eyes flickering open, but she looked dazed.

Jim Wardlaw reached down to her naked waist and pulled her body down closer to where he stood at the end of the bed, dipping down and squeezing himself up between her thighs.

I could tell that Joanna was still out of it, but it seemed as though she was starting to come around.  Instinctively, she put her hands defensively out in front of her; but he leaned down over her, using his weight and his own meaty paws to hold her arms down against the mattress.  

His brother was standing entranced, chortling at his brother.  “Hurry up,” he said.  “I want my turn.”

“Shut up!” his brother spat.  “I wanna take my time.  This one here is a pretty one.”  Releasing his grip on one of her arms, he touched her face, squeezing her cheeks between the fingers of one of his huge hands.  “Prettier than I’ve ever had,” he drooled.  “I wanna remember this.”

Joanna started mumbling and then opened her eyes wide as she began to realize what was happening.  She let out a piercing scream and began to wiggle and writhe on the bed in an effort to escape.

“Shut up!” Jim Wardlaw yelled, backhanding her hard across the face and instantly silencing her.

That was it.  I couldn’t take any more.  I rushed forward and rammed the butt of my rifle as hard as I could into the back of Jim Wardlaw’s head.  He dropped like a bag of bricks to his knees, then keeled over to one side and smashed face-first down onto the floor.

Joanna struggled to sit up on the bed, and just as I prepared to turn to the other brother, I heard him say, “What the fuck?” as something hit hard across the side of my face, momentarily stunning me.

I saw stars and I wasn’t sure if I’d been hit by a fist or something else, but I didn’t have time to figure it out.  I suddenly felt big arms around me and the weight of the hefty Joe Wardlaw taking me down to the floor.  His massive body landed on top of me, nearly knocking the wind out of me.  My rifle dropped from my hands and clattered onto the floor beside me as I struggled to get out from under the weight of the enormous man.

As my vision cleared, I could see the grizzly face of brother Joe leering down at me.  “Who the fuck are you?” he breathed nastily into my face as he elbowed me in the gut and brought his other arm down on top of my throat, starting to cut off what little oxygen I was getting.  I couldn’t have answered his question even if I wanted to, so I did the next best thing, bringing my knee up hard into his balls.

He let out a massive groan, pulling his head back and squinting his eyes in pain as he shifted his weight.  It was enough that I could use his momentum to push him to one side and roll him off of me.

Being lighter and much more agile, and not having just been rocked in the nuts, I was up faster than he was.  As he struggled to stand, I kicked him in the stomach and then hit him in the head with a right hand.  I immediately regretted the decision as I wasn’t sure what was hurt more, his head or my hand.

“Ahh,” I cringed, felling as though I’d broken my hand in the process.  I stepped back and kicked my foot into his still hunched form again, hitting him square in his broad chest.

It didn’t seem to do much, and instead of him reeling backward onto the floor as I’d hoped, he caught my foot and shoved me back.  I went stumbling backwards, tripping over the bulky body of his lifeless brother on the floor and landing against the edge of the bed.  Joe then made a linebacker’s lunge forward, hitting me in the midsection and pinning me against the bed with his weight while simultaneously punching me in the stomach as his huge head collided with mine, clunking our noggins together like two coconuts, a collision from which I came out the loser.

My vision blurred, and I was sure I was going to vomit.  The time it took me to recover was enough for him to get one of his hands onto my throat.  I coughed as he squeezed, my eyes watering.  He made sure that he kept positioned so that I couldn’t make another free kick to his groin, and he kept my right hand controlled with his left.  I flattened my left hand and brought it up palm first into his nose, which stunned him, leaving him to cough and sputter violently, but it wasn’t enough to get him to release his strangle-hold.  I was rapidly choking to death, so I hit him again, and then again, but it still wasn’t enough.   

I’d just decided to go after his eyes with my fingers when I saw a flash of movement next to me.  I figured it was his brother and calculated that with him re-entering the fight, I had just moments to live.  Then I felt someone tugging at my waist as I saw another flash of movement beside me.  Suddenly there was a strange gurgling sound as the brother’s grip on my neck at first tightened, then relaxed, and then released altogether before he fell back onto the floor convulsing.

As my vision began to clear, I did a quick wipe of my eyes to see Joe Wardlaw lying on his back on the floor, choking on his own blood that spewed from his neck and mouth.  My hunting knife jutted from his neck.  Joanna knelt trembling, half naked on the floor beside him.  

I moved fast.  I wasn’t sure how much noise we’d made in our struggle and I didn’t want others arriving on the scene.  I grabbed Joanna’s pants and her shotgun leaning against the far wall.  Then I helped her to her feet, threw her pants on her as best I could in her still dazed state, and gathered up my rifle, slinging it over my shoulder along with the Joanna’s shotgun.  Hurriedly, I grabbed her boots as the still dying Wardlaw writhed on the floor beside us, and helped her on with them.  I didn’t take the time to lace them up.  Then I pulled one of her arms up and over my neck for support.  

As we stepped over the still-dying man who now lay in a pool of his own blood, I steadied Joanna against the room’s doorframe.  “You okay here on your own for a second?” I asked her.

She swayed unsteadily but nodded that she was as she leaned heavily against the side of the doorframe.  I left her there as I turned back to Jim Wardlaw, where I bent over, reached down, and ripped my hunting knife from his neck.  I paused just a moment to watch the blood spew from the wound and his body go limp.  I had to say, I didn’t feel one ounce of remorse.  His brother still lay motionless beside him on the floor.

Quickly, but as quietly as we could, we made our way out to the connected garage where we laced up Joanna’s boots.  She was coming around now and could better assist me with the process.  

As we worked, I asked without looking at her, “You okay?”

She didn’t answer.

I took a quick glance up at her face, but she wasn’t looking at me, she was just focused on tying one of her boots.

I decided not to press the issue.

“Come on,” I said, standing and taking her by the arm.  “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

 

* * *

 

It took us about 25 minutes to get back up the hill to where Will and Ray were waiting for us.  I kept looking behind us for signs that we were being followed, but there were none.

Finally reaching the hilltop, panting and out of breath, I said, “We’ve got to move.”

“What’s up?” asked Will.

“I’ll tell you as we go, but we’ve got to get out of here…quick.”

Will and Ray exchanged worried glances and then looked at Joanna who stood silently staring down at the snow.  I realized now that we were both covered in blood.  It must have sprayed onto us when Joanna had stabbed Joe Wardlaw with my hunting knife.  

But Will and Ray didn’t wait around for explanations, instead moving quickly to gather up their weapons and follow us down the hill and back around to the other side of town where we’d tied up our supplies in the tree.

Along the way, I told them what I’d learned about the group by my listening inside the church and how we’d encountered the two Wardlaw men.  I didn’t get into exactly what had happened with Joanna.  I just told them that the Wardlaw’s had captured her and that in the process of trying to rescue her, things had gone bad and we’d ended up killing at least one of the men…maybe both, we weren’t sure.  

We then discussed how the rest of the community and the Wardlaws’ other family members might react to the discovery of the two men, but it was all conjecture.  All we knew for sure was that we needed to get back to the castle as quickly as possible since these people had vehicles that could traverse the snow a heck of a lot faster than we could on foot.  And while we were concerned about our own safety, we could hold our own.  We were more concerned about the citizens of Tipton reaching our homestead before we did and exacting their revenge upon our loved ones.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

 

It was mid-afternoon and Claire was helping Sharron in the greenhouse garden.  She was getting quite the green thumb herself by spending extra time assisting her sister-in-law.  Today, it was mostly more monotonous work, building some new planters, repairing old ones, and later in the afternoon, heading outside to try to chisel some fresh soil from the frozen ground to thaw for filling their newly created planting beds.  

It was as she was pounding a final nail into the corner of a repaired planter that from the corner of her eye she noticed shadows moving past the steam-covered windows of the greenhouse and around toward the castle’s back door.  Claire immediately felt a mixture of emotions flow through her – there was hope and excitement that it was her husband who’d come back to her, paired with a combination of nerves and fear that it could be trespassers come to invade their home.  She pulled a spare handgun she now carried with her at all times from her waistband and moved to where the greenhouse door met with the castle’s interior.

On the way, Claire caught Sharron’s attention, silently motioning her to pick up the rifle she’d leaned carefully against one glass wall of the greenhouse and follow her.

Claire paused at the greenhouse door, waiting for Sharron.  “I saw movement outside,” she whispered.  “Cover me,” she told Sharron, who clicked off the rifle’s safety and chambered a round.

Claire moved stealthily out of the greenhouse and into the short hallway that divided the family room from the kitchen.  The kids were all in the family room doing their morning schooling with Emily and Pam.  She wanted to put herself between them and the back door.  

She and Sharron crept along the wall nearest the door, listening.  She could hear someone trying the doorknob, and as she stuck her head around the corner to take a look, her heart leapt into her throat.  She realized that when Frank, her father-in-law, had come inside from collecting wood, he’d not only failed to put the wooden “burglar bar” security device back up against the door, but he hadn’t even locked the door itself.

As the door began to open, she moved to center herself before it, standing about ten feet away.  There, she took aim, tightening her finger on her weapon’s trigger.  Sharron was standing, partially concealed behind the wall beside Claire, rifle ready and held out around the corner, aimed dead-center at the door.

The door slowly opened.  

“Jesus!  Don’t shoot!” Will yelled, seeing Claire and ducking down and to the left, out of the line of fire of Claire’s gun.   

Ray was just behind him and swiftly jumped backwards and outside, nearly knocking Joanna down in the process.

Claire heaved a huge sigh of relief and quickly lowered her weapon, rushing forward to greet the freshly arrived patrol.  She ran right past Will and outside, flinging herself into my arms.

“Don’t worry…I’m fine,” Will called to her as she ran past, picking himself up off the ground where he immediately found himself throttled by Sharron who had traded her rifle for armfuls of husband.

There was the sound of yelling inside the castle, and soon the rest of the house rushed us, bombarding us with hugs and millions of questions about what we’d seen and done.

Walking inside, it felt so good to be back, and strangely, I don’t think I’d ever felt more comfortable or more at ease walking into any other home in my life.

As I hugged Claire tightly, I noticed Joanna move quietly past me, hugging Shane up close to her and taking him inside by herself.  I was concerned about her.  She’d hardly said a word the whole way back, but now wasn’t the right time to try to help.  I got the feeling that she needed some time to work things out on her own.  And after our little encounter back in Tipton, I didn’t want to appear so overly concerned that she began thinking I was starting to have feelings of my own for her.

All duties and chores were temporarily dropped.  The kids schooling was finished for the day and regular chores were postponed to hear of our adventure.  

I’d already explained what I’d overheard inside the church to Will, Ray and Joanna, and how my hopes for a peaceful meeting with Richard the preacher had been crushed by the Wardlaw boys.  But after we’d unloaded our packs and had a bite to eat, I went ahead and gathered the rest of the group in the family room to rehash the whole – well, maybe not the whole – scenario.  I of course left out the part about Joanna on the bed.  Instead, I just said that she’d been captured, and in rescuing her, at least one of the Wardlaw boys had been killed.

The group was largely left silent after this revelation.  Joanna hadn’t attended the meeting, her right eye having bruised and swollen badly from one of Jim Wardlaw’s blows.  I’m sure she was traumatized by the incident, and was probably still in shock.  Knowing her and how strong she was, I guessed she was probably embarrassed by the wounds although she had no reason to be.  I’d taken a few good shots of my own and had a swollen left jaw, a very stiff and painful hand, and there was some severe bruising and several abrasions around my neck and throat.

“Do you think they’ll come after us looking for revenge?” Dad asked after I’d finished relating the gist of our journey and had opened the floor to questions.

“I don’t know,” I said.  “If it was up to the Wardlaw boys, I’m sure they would.  But now that they’re gone…or at least one of them is, I’m not really sure.  As I said, Richard seemed like a pretty level-headed individual, but we don’t know how things went down after they discovered our presence there.”

“Maybe they don’t know who it was,” offered Pam.  “Maybe they don’t know it was us who were down there.”

“It’s possible,” Ray said.  “But I’m willing to bet they probably know.  All they have to do is follow our tracks, which in the snow wouldn’t be too hard.”

“My hope is that they’ll be thankful to be rid of the Wardlaws,” I said.  “I think Richard will be at least.  It seemed like he was taking some flak from the Wardlaw clan, so he could be glad that at least one of them is out of his hair.  But who knows for sure.”

“Either way, we’ve got to be ready,” said Will.  “The next day or so will probably be the most critical period during which we’ll really have to be on our toes and prepared for anything.”

 

* * *

 

Will, Ray, and I all crashed out after the meeting.  We were physically and mentally exhausted; plus, I wanted to get the rest while we still could just in case anybody from town showed up with plans of retaliation for what had happened to the Wardlaw boys.

It was nearly eight o’clock when Claire gently woke me.

“You want to eat some dinner?” she asked, softly rubbing my back.

I’d chosen to sleep in one of the upstairs guest rooms in order to be away from the noise of the kids and other family members.  It was cold in the room, but I’d put extra blankets on the bed and was warm and toasty beneath the covers.

I rolled over onto my back and Claire continued her massaging along my shoulders and chest.  “No thanks.” I said.  “Not really hungry right now.”  I lifted one side of the mound of covers.  “Get in,” I said.

Claire slipped off her shoes and obeyed, snuggling up tight against me, still rubbing my chest.  “I’m so glad you’re home,” she whispered softly, her breath tickling my ear as her hand moved down to my abdomen.  “I can’t tell you how worried I was.”

“I’m glad to be home,” I said, my hand finding her knee and then moving slowly up her thigh.

Suddenly I thought about Joanna and feelings of guilt coursed through me.  Guilt that I’d thought about Joanna while lying here beside Claire.  Guilt that Joanna had kissed me.  Guilt that Joanna was alone right now with no one to comfort her.  Guilt that I cared.  Guilt that I hadn’t mentioned to Claire what had happened in Tipton with Joanna.

But then I realized I was being silly.  It wasn’t my fault that Joanna had kissed me.  It wasn’t my fault that Joanna cared about me.  I hadn’t done anything to deserve her affections other than be a decent individual.  And there was nothing I could do to help her deal with those emotions.  I had Claire, and I was happy with Claire.  And right now, I was going to enjoy Claire, the only woman I’d ever truly loved.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

I did eventually eat later that evening, and then I went back to bed.  I awoke late the next morning to a bright blue sky and sunshine.  Claire had risen hours earlier.

I got out of bed and immediately went over to the window.  My stomach was in knots as I looked outside, expecting to see vehicles in our driveway or armed gunmen trying to storm the castle, but there was only the bright reflection of the sun against the white snow and the view out over the leafless trees that surrounded our domicile.

I breathed a sigh of relief.  With every passing hour, I felt better about our chances of not being attacked by the residents of Tipton in reprisal for our incursion into their town.

I dressed and went downstairs.  It was nice to see that things were proceeding as normal around me.  People were having breakfast, cleaning up sleeping areas, making beds, and generally getting on with their chores and lives.

Ray, Will and Pam were having breakfast at the kitchen booth that faced out over the backyard.  I joined them, sliding onto the cushioned seat beside will.

“Get enough sleep, big brother?” Will asked.

“Yeah.  What about you guys?”

“Yup,” Will nodded.  

“Uh huh,” Ray mumbled over a bite of squash cake sprinkled with sugar.

“Good,” I said.  

In the center of the table was a plate with a stack of squash cakes piled on it.  Sharron was in the family room at the fireplace using a cast iron pan to fry up more.  I took three cakes for myself, sprinkling a healthy dose of sugar on each of them.  

“Think they’ll come?” I asked quietly.

“The longer we can go without them making an appearance, the less likely they’ll attack,” said Ray.

“I think we should be on watch tonight,” I told them.  “It might take a day or two for them to organize and get up here.  We should probably take the third-shift watch for the next few nights at least.”

“Better than having to hike our asses all the way into town and back,” said Will.

“No shit,” scoffed Ray.

“Well, at least we have some idea of what we’re up against,” I told them.

“Would have been nice to come out of it without more problems than we went in with though,” said Will.

“Yeah,” I agreed.  “But you can’t always plan that stuff.  I mean, things were going good until…” I stopped talking as Joanna walked into the kitchen.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Morning,” she said mechanically, heading past the squash cakes to prepare herself a cup of tea.

“Not hungry?” I asked.

“Not really,” she said, taking her empty cup and tea bag over to the fireplace where a kettle of boiling water hung.

As she worked to fill her cup, Ray leaned in close over the table.  “She okay?” he asked, a questioning look on his face.

I shrugged.

“She’s been awfully quiet since Tipton,” Will leaned in.

“You didn’t see the guys who kidnapped her,” I said.  “Knocked her around pretty good.”

“Probably did more mental damage than physical,” Ray said.  “Back in the FBI, we studied the effects of kidnapping and how it can affect the victim’s personality and…”

He quieted as Joanna came back with her steaming cup of tea.  She looked at us, then moved to get a plate, took a squash cake, and went back upstairs.

“Anyway,” Ray continued quietly, “these types of situations can mess with a person pretty good.  Somebody should probably talk to her.”

We all looked at one another in silence.

“Maybe one of the other women?” Pam offered.

“Yeah,” Will quickly agreed.

“Sounds good to me,” I chimed in.  Then I thought about it for a minute.  I really didn’t want Claire getting involved least there be a bit too much divulgence of information.  “I have an idea of who to ask.  I’ll take care of it.”

Everyone nodded and looked relieved at not having to undertake the task.

I finished my squash cakes and cleaned my plate; then I went to do a quick check of supply levels.  We’d burned through a lot of our fuel for the generator and that was of slight concern.  We had maybe a gallon left at most.  I was thinking about making another scouting mission when it warmed up a bit to see if we could find any other sources of gas – abandoned homes, vehicles, or whatever – in the surrounding areas but away from Tipton.  

And while we’d been doing most of our cooking in the fireplace whenever possible, we’d still used up most of our propane supply for our camp cook stove.  We still had half a small camp-sized container left and a little bit in a larger tank that we had found connected to the Coughlins’ outdoor grill when we’d arrived.

Our meat supply had also dwindled again, so I made sure that Will and Ray knew that this was a priority and even offered to help them if they needed it, which they said they didn’t.

“Just give us a few days,” Will said.  “Don’t worry.  We’ll get something.”

While I had confidence in them, I had to admit, it was nice peace of mind to have Sharron and her garden backing us up should their efforts fail.  

I went and found Dad who was on day-shift watch duty in the front office of the upstairs master bedroom.  He was standing at one of the windows looking outside.  Emily was there with him, keeping him company as I figured she would be.  She was sitting in a large sofa chair, wrapped in multiple blankets, and reading a book.  It was a cozy little scene and I hated disturbing them, but they didn’t seem to mind.

“Good morning,” I said as I entered.

“Good morning,” they greeted me in return.

“Everything going okay?” I asked Dad.

“So far, so good,” he nodded.  “Pretty quiet.”

“Just the way I like it,” I smiled.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, knowing my presence was more than just a social one.

“Well, I was kind of hoping that you both could help me with something.”

Emily lowered her book to listen.

“Back in town…in Tipton,” I continued, “when Joanna was taken.  I think it kind of, well, I don’t know exactly how to say it…”

“Messed her up a little?” Emily offered.

“Yeah,” I said.  “Something like that.  Anyway, I was just wondering, since you two are well…” I paused, searching for the right terminology, “…of a later generation…”

“Older,” Dad said.  “It’s okay, we know we’re the old folks here,” he smiled at me.

“Well, I just thought it might be easier to comfort her or whatever.  I’m not really sure if there’s anything we can do to help her work through any mental trauma that may have been done.  She might need to do that on her own.  But I thought that if she wanted to talk to someone, I mean really open up, it might be easier to do so with someone who had…well, I guess who had more life experience or who wasn’t as close to her own age.  I don’t know if it will help or not.  I guess I just wanted to let you know in case you notice anything.  I don’t think we should treat her any differently, but maybe, I don’t know, just be a little bit more careful around her.”

“I think you’re on the right path,” Emily agreed.  “She’s seemed a little distant…cold, since you all got back.  I noticed that right off.  So if the opportunity presents itself, I’ll do what I can, but I won’t push.”

“Same here,” said Dad.

“Thanks,” I said, feeling some slight relief.  “I appreciate it.  It was pretty rough down there.”

“How are you doing?” Emily asked, giving me a sweet look of concern.

“Holding up,” I gave her a half smile.

“You’re doing great,” she nodded.

“Thanks,” I accepted her praise somewhat abashedly.  “I appreciate it.”

Getting back downstairs, I spent the rest of the day unpacking supplies from our trek and putting them away, cleaning and checking weapons, harvesting wood, and nervously checking the whole time for any signs of trespassers – but there were none.

Later in the day, I even took a walk with Will down the entry road just to check things out at the entry gate and scout the hunting situation.  Everything looked quiet and normal, but the only signs of wildlife were a few small snowbirds that flitted away nervously whenever we got near.

After dinner, I relaxed for an hour in the library, reading from Thoreau’s Walden, and then I went to join Will and Ray on watch.  It was a long night, but we managed to stagger it between the three of us so that none of us were on watch for more than four hours, which allowed all of us to get some sleep too.  It wasn’t the best scenario, but it gave the rest of the group some time off from the night watch, while at the same time not being overly-exhausting for the three of us.  

Incorporated as part of our regular routine each morning – right before the night-shift ended – the person on watch was to go outside and start the vehicles, just to let them run for a minute or two and ensure that the batteries didn’t die in the cold weather and that everything was working and ready to go should we ever need them.  

This particular morning it was my turn at the task.  As I stepped outside, the bitterness of the early dawn air hit me full on in the face like an icy smack, but in a way, it felt kind of good, almost refreshing, and I breathed deeply of the cold crispness.  As I walked in the darkness to the garage, I detoured to unlock the garden wall’s front door and make a check the front drive.  There, I paused, taking a moment to gaze up at the vast spread of still visible stars in the pre-dawn sky.  Even after being out here for several months, it still amazed me at just how bright and beautiful the night sky could be and how many constellations were visible.  It was so unlike Chicago where the city’s lights had cast a purple-orange haze over all but the brightest of stars which might on occasion be confused with the multitude of jet liners crisscrossing their way across the sky, gently purring their presence from above.  

Now there was none of that, and all was peaceful.

Suddenly, from the corner of my eye, I sensed movement near the forest.  

I squinted at the tree line near the garage where I could see shadows moving.  I swung the rifle hanging on my shoulder around in front of me.  I stood, uncertain, deciding whether I should check out the movement on my own or go back inside to get help.  I was afraid that if I left, I might lose sight of the intruders, but I was also afraid that if we were under attack and the trespassers got the drop on me, then nobody inside would know that they were in danger.

I decided to take a chance and check it out myself, releasing the safety on my rifle and keeping my finger tight on the trigger.  I told my brain that if anything happened it needed to ensure that as one of its last impulses, it squeezed my finger hard enough to fire of at least one round as a warning to the rest of the group inside the castle.

I pressed myself up against the side of the garage and slid along against it for cover.  Eventually, I reached the structure’s corner where I could more safely watch the spot where I’d seen the movement.  From this point, I could just barely make out three distinct forms standing near a cluster of large trees.  They remained motionless for several seconds and then one began to move toward me. 

I raised my rifle slowly – careful not to give away my position, my finger still tight on the trigger – took aim at the nearest figure, aimed, and fired.

The sound of the gunshot ripped through the morning silence.  The shadow dropped heavily to the ground and lay motionless.  It didn’t utter a sound.  The other two forms disappeared into the darkness of the forest behind them almost instantly.  Moments later, I could hear a commotion behind me as Will and Ray ran outside.

“John!” I could hear Will yell.  “John, where are you?  Are you alright?”

“Over here,” I called, as I walked over to the lifeless form on the ground.

Will and Ray ran up to me, breathless, rifles at the ready.

“See,” I said, grinning and pointing proudly to the large buck I’d just taken down, “I can earn my keep around here just as well as you two jokers.”  

 They both laughed and breathed sighs of relief.  “Punkass, you worried the shit out of us,” said Ray.  “I was sure we were going to come out here and find you wounded or worse.”

“Come on,” I said.  “Help me get this bad boy around back, will you?”

“Screw that,” Will said.  “That sucker is huge.  I’ll find some ropes and we can string him up in the trees and butcher him right here.  I’ll go get some rope and the rest of the stuff we’ll need.”

“I’ll help you,” said Ray.

“Sounds like a plan to me,” I told them.  “I’ll hang tight here.”

Others from our group had begun cautiously trickling their way outside to see what the commotion was.

“Nothing to see here,” I told them.  “Just got us some meat for the next few weeks.”  I couldn’t hide my pride.  I usually wasn’t the big breadwinner for the family, and I had to admit, it felt good.

Even Joanna came out with Shane.  She looked at me standing there in all my glory and smiled.  It was the first time I’d seen her smile since we’d been back, and that made me feel even better.  Then Claire came out with Jason, and Joanna quietly disappeared back inside.  

Claire gave me a big hug and kiss, “You done good, Daddy,” she smiled at me proudly.

Jason toddled over to me and I picked him up.  He pointed at the big buck on the ground, “Big deer!  Big deer all dead.  Daddy do?” he said in amazed confusion.

“Yes…Daddy do,” said Claire.  “Daddy got us lots of food,” she said, handing the little fella over to me.

“Mmm, food.  Food good.  I like lots of food.”  Then he said, “Why deer die?” in his bewilderment at the whole situation.

“The deer died so we could have food,” I told him.

“But how deer make food?” he went on, confused.

I kissed his sweet little cheek and handed him back to Claire, content to let her try to explain it all to him.

Then I took a few moments to revel in my success.  It felt good to take care of the people I loved.  

I had to admit, I was starting to feel just a little bit at home in this new world of ours.

 

* * *

 

Much of the rest of the day was spent processing and packaging the deer meat.  It was such a monstrous animal that it took us hours just to gut, clean and carve it up.  Then we spent the early afternoon hours preserving the various cuts in plastic wrap and then wrapping them in wax paper with labeled dates.  

It felt nice to have the refrigerator full again…and safe this time.

Will and Ray went out hunting later in the afternoon even though we had plenty of food.  It had become a scheduled daily event with them.  I think it was now done more to conduct an inspection of the surrounding areas than to hunt, although food collection certainly played a key element in the exercise.  Even if they didn’t shoot anything, they were our advanced scouts, and I liked getting their reports on anything that might appear out of place.

We’d gone for a period of nearly a week without any snow, and the sunshine had diminished much of the ground’s existing cover.  It almost felt strange to start seeing grass once again poking its way through the white.  But it felt good too.  

I was looking forward to spring.  I was looking forward to better hunting and warm days spent outside without the need for constantly gathering firewood.  I was looking forward to berry picking so that we could make our own delicious preserves.  I was looking forward to taking the kids down to the mountain stream to play in and enjoy the cold rushing water.  I was looking forward to hikes in the woods with Claire.  I was looking forward to sleeping outside under the stars with Jason.  I was looking forward to cool summer nights with warm campfires in our walled garden area.  I was looking forward to moving Sharron and her crops outdoors, maybe adding a few additional items to her list of growing options.   Heck, we might even be able to cultivate some grapes and make our own wines and jellies.  

I was so excited about the prospects of our living situation on the mountaintop that I found myself wishing that winter was already past.  But then I reminded myself to slow down and enjoy what we had.  Each season had something unique of its own to offer.  I had to take advantage of these gifts as they were given, since without jobs, careers, and all the rest, the appreciation of life and living were our rewards now and largely our purpose for existence.

The week following our trip to Tipton found us settling back into our regular routines.  Almost all the snow melted.  And though it remained chilly outside, with the snow gone, everyone’s spirits – even Joanna’s – seemed to rise a little bit in anticipation of an early spring.  But our hopes were soon dashed as a new front brought with it a fresh layer of snow several inches deep.

Even then, our spirits remained high.  We had everything we needed to survive in our cozy castle, and we knew that spring would be upon us before long.

On January 9th, we celebrated Paul’s 9th birthday, and on the 12th, we celebrated Shane’s 6th birthday.  The kids were growing up fast and becoming more accustomed to living without all the amenities of the modern world by the day.  

Even Janet – who as a teen was probably having the most difficulty with the transition – seemed to be getting acclimated to our new situation and surroundings.  She came to me the day after Shane’s birthday as I was staring out the large picture window in the office off the library.

“I was wondering if I could talk to you for a minute?” she said quietly in her reserved, embarrassed sort of way.  

“Sure,” I said.  “What’s up?”

“It’s about Joanna,” she said.

“Yes…go on,” I said, feeling that nervous queasiness in my stomach but not showing any outward emotion to her response.

“It’s her birthday next week,” she said softly.

The nervous tension disappeared.

“Oh,” I said, unaware of this fact.

“I wanted to do something special for her,” Janet continued.  “But I can’t think of anything.  I mean, it’s not like I can go out to the store and buy her something or even just get her a cake.  But you’re good at planning and thinking of things.  I was hoping you could help me come up with some ideas.  I don’t mind doing the work if you can think something up, but I’m drawing blanks on anything special we could do or make for her.”

I could think of a couple special things that I bet Joanna would like me to do for her, but I certainly wasn’t going to share them with Janet…or anyone else for that matter.

“Hmm…” I said, thinking. “Give me a little while to think about it.  You said her birthday is next week, right?”

“Yes,” Janet nodded.  “January eighteenth.”

“Well, that gives us some time to work on it then.  I’ll talk to Sharron and see if she can come up with some sort of dessert or a cake using what we have on hand.  She’s good at that kind of thing, especially using her squash.  It might not be great, but better than nothing.  Did you have any ideas at all on something you might want to do for her?”

“Well, there was one thing I came up with,” Janet hesitated.  “You’ll probably think its stupid, and I’m not sure exactly how we’ll do it, but if we could…”

Suddenly something smashed into the window and I was hit in the face by debris as the window shattered.  Instinctively, I closed my eyes and recoiled back and away from the window, putting my arm up in front of me to further protect my face.  My initial thought was that a large bird must have struck the window and broken the glass, but then my logic dictated that it would have to be an awfully big bird and hit with extreme force to break through such a large window.  

I felt warmness on my face and was sure I’d been cut by glass from the window when it broke.  As I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw was Janet lying on the floor before me, her eyes open, lifeless, the side of her head opened up in a pulpy mess.  Suddenly there was the sound of more impacts, shattering the remains of the window glass, and I heard gunfire echoing in the distance.  

I instantly took cover, hitting the floor beside Janet’s body.  I covered my head from more glass and debris that was flying from the hail of bullets tearing into the office around me.  As I looked over at Janet, a wave of anger, sadness, and despair swept over me seeing the smooth, innocent face now destroyed and mangled.  She had been such a quiet girl, but so thoughtful and sweet.  Her last moments had been spent trying to make someone else’s life better, and the thought made me instantly furious.  

There was a pause in the gunfire from outside and I jumped up, pulling the .44 from my waistband.  I aimed it out the window at the first vehicle I saw on the drive and pulled the trigger again and again until I’d emptied my gun.  

I surveyed the scene.  A multitude of vehicles were moving up the castle’s front drive or already parked.  People were climbing out and sheltering behind several of them.

I knew that this was it.  What I feared would happen, what I prayed would not happen, had now come to fruition.  We were being attacked…again.  And the life of one wonderful human being had already been claimed.  

I gritted my teeth as I reloaded my gun and wondered how many more would die before it was all over.
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For Gert.  I know…you would have written it THIS way.  Editing was never my strong suit though.  

 

Thank you for all your love, help and support.
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CHAPTER 1

OUTSIDE TIPTON, TENNESSEE 

 

We’d been living in our mountaintop retreat – the “castle” we’d begun calling it – for over three months.  The spot had been selected by Ray; one of our group.  It had formerly belonged to an acquaintance of his – a wealthy doctor – whom he had met years ago and who had once invited him to stay at the castle over a long weekend.

I personally found the spot enchanting.  Its location on a secluded mountaintop that could only be reached by a two-mile-long entry drive made it a perfect location for our family to hold out.  And up to now, it’d kept us safely separated from much of the ensuing aftermath of the Su flu, a pandemic that had ravaged the nation and decimated modern civilization as we’d known it.

The castle itself was huge – a sprawling mansion more than a castle.  We’d only dubbed it the “castle” because of its massive stone walls and formidable position atop the mountain.  Inside, it was nothing like the dank interior of an actual medieval castle.  Instead it was lavishly furnished.  There were lovely tapestries and wall hangings, commissioned family portraits enough to fill a museum, and so many oriental and Persian rugs that they could carpet a football field.  There was darkly-stained wood paneling and trim, brass fixtures on every sink and shower, literally tons of granite and marble, a wine cellar, a game room, and a labyrinth of guest rooms.  All of this was spread throughout three floors and a fully-finished basement.  

We’d never gotten an official square footage of the place.  I estimated it somewhere between 9,000 and 10,000 square feet, but it could have been more.

My favorite spot had grown to become the library which spanned two floors in the west wing of the home.  It was a gargantuan space that housed not only an extensive collection of books running the gambit from the classics to more modern reads of the 20th century, but had enough finely-upholstered leather sofas and chairs to outfit a coffee shop several times over.  There was also an enormous fireplace that could have served as a garage for a newer model eco-friendly car and that I loved to read in front of on cold winter nights.  From before a roaring fire, I would cozily spend much of my leisure time reading or contemplating the management of the castle and our group that resided within it.  

Cashmere – the cat we’d found in the basement of the castle upon our arrival – had fast become my loyal pet and would often curl up in my lap to contentedly fall asleep during these sessions.  

Our group had gradually been adjusting to our new lifestyle and living environment over the past few months.  After our escape from the Chicagoland area and the rapidly spreading grasp of the pandemic, we’d been able to find protective seclusion in the thickly-wooded forests of southern Illinois on a plot of land belonging to an old family friend.  There, we’d set up camp and begun our post-flu lives.  I’d managed to collect not just my own family – consisting of my wife Claire and our two-year-old son Jason – but a multitude of other family members and friends in an effort to keep them safe from the swiftly spreading disease.  Claire’s mother Emily, Claire’s father Steve, and her younger brother Brian had joined us, along with my own mother Susan, my father Frank, and my brother Will, his wife Sharron, and their two young children Paul and Sarah.  

Our peaceful and relatively happy existence at the camp was to be short-lived as we were suddenly and viciously attacked by a roving gang of mercenaries.  

During the attack, we’d lost Claire’s father Steve and her brother Brian.  We did however gain two more members as my college buddy Ray – a former FBI agent – and his wife Pam arrived in the nick of time, helping us break from the intruders’ encirclement.

Fearing our location had been compromised and was no longer safe, we moved on, picking up three more members in the process – a young woman named Joanna, her now six-year-old son Shane, and teenage family friend Janet.  They had accompanied us south to eastern Tennessee where my mother had passed after falling ill.  And now, young Janet lay before me on the castle’s office floor, eyes open, dead, her head smashed by a bullet from citizens of the nearby town of Tipton who had decided to attack our stone fortress after a recent encounter we had with several of their people while on a scouting mission.

Things had been going so well at the castle; it was hard to believe that we were once again under attack.  We’d settled into our home, secured it well, and assigned our group members duties such as hunting, gathering wood, and growing vegetables in the castle’s attached greenhouse.  My wife Claire – a diabetic – had found a multi-month supply of life-sustaining insulin stashed by the home’s former owner who had been a doctor.  We’d harnessed the power of a generator we’d found in the garage to make life a bit more comfortable – even having regular family movie nights – and we’d made the situation overall about as normal as possible considering the conditions of the outside world.  

Things like fuel, ammunition, food, water, and medical supplies were of critical importance in the post-flu world.  Grocery stores were closed and empty, their shelves picked clean of their usable goods almost immediately in the days following the flu’s outbreak.  Power plants, water pump stations, sewage treatment plants, gas stations, fast food joints, hospitals, police and fire stations, and even centralized government offices and services had all quickly been abandoned as the flu claimed more victims or as people stayed at home, often in vein attempts to avoid becoming infected.  These locations now sat as empty and decaying relics, shrines to a once peaceful and powerful nation.

While we had no idea just how many people the flu had claimed – or how many of us were left – it really didn’t matter.  All that mattered now was the daily sustaining of life and the defense of whatever supplies were on hand.  It had become a life of survival, and while we had been able to take that life and turn it into one that included a few amenities of the old world, that existence was now being threatened by the residents of Tipton, Tennessee who were in the process of surrounding our mountaintop holdout.  Our curtain of safety and solitude had been rudely and crudely torn asunder. 

I grabbed a nearby blanket from the office desk chair and threw it over Janet’s corpse lying on the floor beside me.  Bullets were still zipping into the room, thudding into walls and books, smashing the glassware set atop the small wet bar, and cracking into the now useless flat-screen television.  I crouched for cover and made my way out to the family room where the rest of our group had begun to gather.  They looked frightened, and I couldn’t blame them.  Like me, they had known that this sort of attack was a distinct possibility, but I don’t think they ever truly believed it would happen.

My brother Will, good friend Ray, his wife Pam, and my father were the last to arrive.  The shooting outside had stopped as abruptly as it had started, but I knew that it could begin again at any moment.  

Everything in the big family room – our base of operations – was organized chaos.  But we’d practiced handling this type of scenario many times before and all of us knew their role and where they needed to be.  Everyone but the youngest kids were grabbing weapons and loading magazines.  Even Paul, who had just turned nine, had his gun out and ready.  We’d prepared for this, taking time to train not just the adults, but the kids who were old enough to learn firearm safety and handling.  

We had a plan in place, and it was time to execute.

With Janet gone, I now had to make some quick decisions, but I was ready for this type of scenario as well, where not everything was going exactly to plan.

“Okay guys, you know the drill!” I yelled, shoving my .44 into the back waistband of my pants and grabbing my rifle from a rack we’d attached to the family room wall.  It was up high enough to be out of reach of tiny hands, but accessible enough that we could get to our weapons in a hurry if need be.  

“Where’s Janet?” I heard Joanna yell.

“They got her.” I called back.  I left it at that.  There wasn’t time for more details, nor did I want to get into them right now.

“Sharron, you go with Joanna and cover the upstairs,” I said.  “Emily,” I called to Claire’s mother, “you’ll need to cover the back door.  “Paul, you’ve got the basement stairs,” I said to our little nine-year-old man.  I took him by the shoulders and quickly bent down so that I was face to face with him.  “You know what to do,” I said.  He nodded.  “Be ready and don’t be afraid to pull that trigger…just make sure it’s not one of us first,” I reminded him.

He nodded again, his face serious and ready.

“Sarah and Shane, you take Jason down to the wine cellar,” I said to the youngsters.

They both nodded.  “Come on,” Sarah said, as she took Jason’s tiny hand in hers and followed Paul and Shane to the basement stairs.  I was glad to see Cashmere the cat bounding along behind them, the tiny bell I’d affixed to her collar so that I could find her in the massive castle, jingling as she went.  There was no time for drawn out kisses goodbye, and the kids knew it; all but Jason maybe.

 With the kids safely stashed in the windowless basement, the rest of us moved almost mechanically, and strangely, quite quietly, to our positions.  I think we were all hyper-focused.  Dad and Will took sector one – the east wing’s first floor – which consisted of the dining room, a breakfast room that we never used beside the dining room, the kitchen, and a mud room that led out to the walled garden, and the exit that we’d blocked off.  Ray and Pam had sector two – the west wing’s first floor – which included the family room, office, and library.  They were also to help Emily cover the rear of the home around the greenhouse and back door should she need it.  Claire and I had sector three which consisted largely of the front door and entry foyer, which we deemed our “central command” and from which we could reach almost all areas of the home quickly and relatively easily as a mobile reserve if the situation called for it.  

Over the months that we’d resided at the castle, we’d taken time to add additional defenses to the structure.  It was already a formidable edifice with the lowest level of windows starting a good six feet or so above the yard outside.  There were only three entrances to the home, two – the front door and side entrance through the walled garden – that we’d sealed off completely with extra wood and supplies we’d found inside the garage.  The backdoor, we’d reinforced with a removable wood post – a “burglar bar” of sorts – that slid into and was held in place across the door by two steel brackets we’d attached to the stone walls on either side.

We had boarded up almost all the main windows on the first floor, even though the tallest of individuals would have had difficulty climbing through them.  We had used a combination of the plywood we’d found in the garage, bookshelves, pieces of desks and beds, and other unneeded furniture to bolster these areas just in case, carving small portholes in our barricades that we could see through and fire our weapons.  The areas around these holes were reinforced with anything heavy enough to stop bullets.  Cast iron pans from the kitchen, flat stones from around the castle grounds, and huge tomes from the library were used as bullet resistant shields that we could fire from behind in relative safety.

We did the same thing for our firing positions upstairs as well.  The second floor was manned by Sharron and Joanna, one of them on either side of the house.  Joanna had the master bedroom and attached office as her lookout post while Sharron took up position in the west-side guest suite that comprised the entire end of the second floor and gave her a view out over the front, side, and back yards located on that side of the castle.  Janet was to have joined them, covering the center of the house, but Sharron and Joanna would now have to handle the upstairs on their own.

It wasn’t a perfect defense, but overall we felt well covered.  We’d rigged a large bell in the center of the house that we’d found out in the garden that was to be used as our alarm.  Should the house be breached, ringing the bell was our call to fall back to the basement as our last bastion.  We’d also found two walkie-talkies in the upstairs office that we used for communication between the first and second floor.  The talkies sat on a small table beside the front door.  I clipped one to my belt and tossed the other to Joanna as she hustled upstairs.

It probably took everyone less than two minutes from the first sounds of gunfire to get to the family room, collect our weapons and ammo, and take up positions around the castle.  Like elementary school students practicing tornado or fire drills, we’d spent time conducting this action before.  I was proud of how my family troopers were executing their preparations, but terrified for them at the same time.

Claire and I took up our positions near the front door.  I chanced a quick peek outside from the protective defensive emplacement behind which I crouched, wondering exactly why the shooting had stopped.  As I did so, I saw a man walking across the lawn toward me holding a white flag.  

My first reaction was one of hope, thinking that maybe the attackers had realized the folly of their ways and decided to aim for an amicable truce.  But I had my doubts.

I had to give this guy credit though, he definitely had balls.  Shoot at our home, killing a young girl in the process, then stroll up here with his flag of truce.  It burned me up inside, but I did my best to remain calm.

As he neared, I recognized him as the preacher from town, Richard.  Moments later, I lost sight of him as he made it up to the front door and knocked loudly, calling out, “We need to talk.”

I couldn’t let him in because we’d barricade the door, and there was no way I was going to remove our bulwarks.  Nor was I going to tell him to go around to the rear of the house to come inside though the backdoor as that would give away our weakest entry point.

“Go around to the garden,” I called back.  “I’ll meet you there.”

Claire looked at me worriedly, “What if it’s a trap?” she whispered.  

I looked at her and shrugged, “Have to find out.”

She grabbed me fast by the hand as I prepared to leave, hugging me tight and then kissing me.  “Be safe,” she said.  

“You too,” I told her.  “Stay behind the barriers…and be ready for anything.  If this goes bad, you’ll be holding the center of the house by yourself.”  I unclipped the walkie-talkie from my belt and held it out to her.  “Just in case,” I said.

She pushed it away, “I won’t need it,” she stared deeply into my eyes.

I put it back on my belt and moved to the back door where Emily stood guard.  “I’m going out,” I told her.  “Re-bar the door behind me.  I could be back in a hurry though, so be ready.”

She nodded that she understood.

I slid the protective bar from its place and handed it to her, then unlocked the door, opened it, and stepped outside.  I pulled it closed behind me, and listened for the sounds of her re-locking it and sliding the security bar back into place before moving on.  I scanned the expansive backyard for signs of movement.  I was glad that this space was so large because it meant that the forest’s tree line was nearly 100 yards from the back of the castle, forcing any attackers to shelter there at a more distant point and giving us time to see any attack coming from this direction well before it arrived.   

A few seconds later, I’d scaled the back of the garden’s stone wall and was at its front gate where I unchained and then unlocked it.

I opened it and found myself face to face with Richard, Tipton’s preacher and town leader.

I stepped back to let him inside and relocked the gate behind him once he was inside.  He watched warily as I did so but remained silent.  I figured he was putting his faith in God right now, and I let him.

I turned to face him.

“It was not my…” he started, but in my mind, all I could see was Janet’s shattered face, her young form lying lifeless on the floor, never to experience the joys of adulthood that had been stolen from her by this piece of shit who preached so mightily from his pulpit.

Before he could finish his words I threw a hard right hook that landed against his cheek and jaw.  Bolts of pain seared through my hand and I actually bit through the inside of my lip as I cringed from the impact.  My hand had recovered from our scouting mission to Tipton when I’d injured it during the fight with the Wardlaw boys – the event that had brought us to this point – but obviously not as much as I had thought.

The blow wobbled Richard and he staggered off balance for a moment, but he didn’t go down.  Instead, he steadied himself and looked as though he might retaliate, but then he calmed himself and stood straight again.

“You piece of shit!” I said.  “There’s a 16-year-old girl dead on the floor in there with half her fucking head blown off because of you!” I pointed at the castle behind me.  “You couldn’t have come to talk before you started taking potshots at us?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, looking shocked and surprisingly remorseful.  “It wasn’t supposed to happen that way.  No one was supposed to fire without my order.”

His admission of guilt and apology acted to quell some of my anger, but not all of it.

I took an antagonizing step toward him, fists clenched, hoping to provoke a reaction, but he stood motionless as though welcoming my reprisal.  I pulled my arm back, readying for another swing, but restrained myself, gritting my teeth so hard I’m surprised I didn’t chip any of them.

“We wouldn’t be up here were it not for you claiming one of our own first,” Richard said.  “The one who fired those first shots at your home just minutes ago was the brother of the man you killed.  He and his family are here for justice.”

“Wardlaw,” I said menacingly.

Richard looked surprised, “Yes…you know him?”

I nodded, “We came down to your town to try to introduce ourselves.  We’d been having some trouble with theft up here.  Someone stole some meat and our ATVs.”

Richard listened, nodding knowingly.

“While we were down there, your hillbilly twins, the Wardlaws, took one of our group…a female member,” I explained.

Richard looked surprised by this revelation.

“One of them got himself killed in the process of our getting her back…while they were trying to rape her,” I added.  “Sadly, I consider it a pretty lenient punishment compared to what I would have liked to have done to him.  I hope I can provide his brother with a similar fate…even more so now that he’s killed a defenseless teen.  Why don’t you send him up here and just go back home?  It won’t be an even trade, but at least you’ll be rid of him.  I can’t imagine he’s doing your group much good,” I said, using my insider knowledge of the strife between Richard and the Wardlaws in hopes of ending the situation without any more bloodshed.

Richard shook his head sadly, “I didn’t know about them taking the woman,” he said.  “I’m very sorry both about the encounter in town as well as the incident here.”

He seemed such a reasonable and intelligent man.  I was glad to be dealing with him rather than the clan of halfwits he had under him.  I half felt sorry for his having to deal with them and was tempted to invite him and any of his group that were halfway normal to join us.

“However,” he went on, “you don’t seem to understand the situation.  This is our land and we want it back.  We’ve allowed you to live here relatively peacefully, but you’ve outstayed your welcome.”

“Huh,” I snorted.  “Our welcome?  This is what you people call a welcome?  Stealing our food and vehicles?  Killing and attempting to rape innocent people?”

“It wasn’t supposed to happen that way,” he said.  “And I’m sorry it turned out like that.  But there isn’t much I can do about it now.”

“The hell there isn’t,” I said.  “You can turn around and go right back down the hill, back to your little town, and stay there.  Believe me, you won’t be seeing us again.  We have no desire to be any part of your community…if you can call it that.”

Richard looked at me calmly.  I could see his jaw was already starting to swell from where I’d hit him.

“I don’t think you understand,” he said.  “You people are leaving one way or the other.  Personally, I really don’t care if you stay, but most of the people out there,” he gestured behind him, “do.  To them, you’re dangerous outsiders who are taking their food and killing people in their community.  I’ve talked them out of coming up here since your incursion into town, but they’re starving and you have good hunting grounds up here.  They know it, and they want them.  Justice for the Wardlaw boy is only an excuse.  They want your food and your land, and they want you gone so that there’s more of it for them.  At this point, I’m just a mouthpiece to give you your options.”

“Our options?” I said, hoping to call his bluff.  “The way I see it, I should be giving you options.  You really think you can take this place?  We’ve had months to prepare our defenses.  We’re well armed, well trained, and we’ve been preparing for this.  You don’t stand a chance.”  But then I made a slight misstep. “I’ve seen your numbers when we were in town.  There aren’t enough of you.”   

I saw Richard blink, thinking, considering his response, and then he said, “There’s more of us than you think.  What you saw at the church was but a fraction of those of us who survived the flu…our community leaders so to speak, representatives of the greater whole.  Others from surrounding towns and counties have joined us, but many of them don’t come to the weekly meetings.  They send one or two representatives so that the others can attend to other duties.”

I wasn’t sure if he was lying or not.

“All you need to do it leave,” he said.  “We’ll give you an hour to pack up and get out.  You can take your vehicles, your weapons, and anything else that you can load up, but you have to leave and never come back.  It’s a fair deal all things considered, and I think you should take it.”

“Fair deal?” I scoffed.  “Bullshit!”  This is our home now, and we’re not leaving just because you’ve asked us to.”

Whether they had more people or not, it would be a tough go of it for them if they tried to take the castle from us.  My main concern was ammunition and fuel levels.  I wasn’t sure if we had enough for a prolonged attack.  If they decided to wait us out, things could get rough in a hurry.

I quickly debated whether we should indeed cut our losses and move on, not risking any more bloodshed in the process.  But move on to what?  What awaited us out there?  Likely just more hardship and death.  And if that was the case, wouldn’t it be worth the risk to defend what we already had?

“Sorry, no,” I said.  “We’re staying.  And now I’m going to give you my personal opinion.  There’s no way you’re going to be able to take this place from us.  So why don’t you send the Wardlaw clan up in the first attack.  My sharpshooters will take them out for you, and then you’re rid of them.  You can call it a day, head back to town free of your troublemakers, and we’ll be happy to shoot a few extra deer for you each month and send them to town for you.  It’s a win/win for both of us.  You’re rid of those pain-in-the-ass Wardlaws, you’ll be getting the food you need, and we’ll both be out of each other’s hair.”

He just shook his head.  “I wish it were that simple.  Unfortunately it’s not.  Wardlaw blood goes back a long way in this area.  It’s spread throughout the community, and what they say here, goes.  I’ve been able to sway opinion for a while, but they’re out for blood now.  I was barely able to convince them to give you the option of leaving.  They insisted on just coming up here and killing all of you, but I finally got the rest of the town to go along with the idea for their own safety…certainly not for yours.”

“So if we left, what’s to stop them from shooting us on our way out?”

Richard shrugged, “Nothing, I guess.  It’s a chance you’ll have to take, but I think it’s a chance worth taking.”

“Sure…you would,” I said.  “But we’re not going to.  You seem like a reasonable individual, but if you don’t have any real influence over your minions out there, then I guess there’s no sense in wasting our breath.  Sorry,” I held out a hand to him.

I was genuinely sorry for him.  He was playing the shit hand he’d been dealt.  He was trying to make the best of it, but he was under the thumb of the Wardlaws, and as long as that was the case, he was stuck.

He shook my hand, “Yeah, me too,” he nodded.  

And with that, he turned around and walked back out the gate.  

I re-locked and chained it behind him, than dashed around to the back door.  On the way, I ripped the walkie-talkie off my belt and alerted Joanna upstairs.  “Get ready!” was all I said.

Emily let me back inside, “Get ready!” I bellowed as soon as I was inside.  I didn’t need a bell to alert our people, my voice was enough.  It echoed throughout the castle walls, and I knew it was unnecessary anyway.  Everyone was ready and waiting.

I tore my way back to where Claire waited for me at the front of the house and pushed her down close to the floor.

Moments later it started.  

Gunfire echoed out across the mountaintop, followed instants later by bullets that began smashing into the house.  There were pings, zings, and little puffs of smoke from where bullets struck the castle’s exterior stone walls.  The crashing of glass and cracking of wood emanated from where bullets smashed into windows and the barricades behind them.  Some rounds zipped their way through cracks and openings into the castle, pounding home into walls, furniture, and artwork.  

There was no sound of return fire.  Everyone was waiting for the initial barrage to diminish, conserving their ammo just as we’d discussed in our planning for this situation.  As we waited, I wondered just how many people Richard did have under him.  From the sounds of the shooting, and the amount of fire we were taking, it felt like a lot.  Maybe Richard hadn’t been lying about his numbers, but it was impossible to know at this point.

I raised my head and did a quick scan of the area outside.  It appeared that the townspeople were content to fire from the cover of the forest and their vehicles right now, but I figured it wouldn’t be long before they started probing the house.  We had to keep them at bay.  If they made it up close to the walls, the angle would make it extremely difficult to have lines of fire from our secure positions and we would have to risk exposing ourselves to shoot at them.

The gunfire eventually began to dwindle just a bit and I sneaked another peak outside.  I could see a cluster of six or seven men moving across the front lawn toward the walled garden.  I tapped Claire and nodded to her to get to her firing position.  As soon as we got in place, I could hear gunfire begin from our eastern flank – Will and Dad.  I saw one of the men drop on the lawn and lie there motionless.  I took aim and fired my own rifle, hitting another in the group and dropping him.  I heard gunfire begin from the second floor and saw another in the group drop as Joanna did her part from above.  The rest of the men turned and quickly fled back to the protection of the forest, leaving their dead or dying comrades lying exposed on the lawn.  

The gunfire from the forest and the cover of the vehicles re-intensified, this time striking home closer to our firing positions and forcing us down into cover.  I knew exactly what they were doing.  Richard had sacrificed a few men in order to get a better read on our defensive firing positions.  It was a good strategic move, and one I hadn’t expected.  I didn’t think that they’d be willing to risk the manpower in such an effort.  Maybe they indeed had more people at their disposal than I’d assumed.

The ferocity of their gunfire was pinning us down and keeping us from putting up any sort of return fire.  The shooting continued, and after another minute, I heard the sound of forceful banging at the front door.  I was ready for this, but hadn’t expected them to reach the walls of the castle so soon.  I tapped Claire again, motioning her to stay put as I belly crawled across the floor from the front window where we’d taken up our positions, and over to the front door.  The door and the barricade in front of it had been riddled with bullet holes and were vibrating with the impact of some sort of battering ram with which our attackers were smashing it.  I could see that one side of the door, and the frame around it, were beginning to splinter, and I knew there wasn’t much time until Richard’s men forced their way through and inside the castle.  

We’d expected that something like this might happen, and we had put together a plan to combat it.  In middle of the front door, about waist high, we’d cut a small, three-inch wide by seven-inch long slat that we had then covered with a piece of steel that could be slid aside but only from within.  From outside, it was hardly noticeable.  

With the attackers now in front of the door, I knew there would be no firing upon this position from outside, so I knelt down, positioned my automatic rifle out in front of me, rapidly slid the slat over, jammed the barrel of my automatic rifle through the hole, and squeezed the trigger, swiveling the rifle’s barrel from side to side as I unloading a full magazine of rounds on our attackers in just seconds.

I heard shouts of surprise followed almost instantaneously by screams of pain.  The pounding on the door immediately stopped, and I quickly pulled my rifle back inside, slid the slat closed, and moved back to the safety of the bullet-proof barricade where Claire lay prone on the floor.

I could hear gunfire erupt from the second floor.  I guessed that Joanna and Sharron were firing at the remnants of the retreating assault team that had been trying to penetrate the front entrance.  As I peeked from my vantage point, it looked like one of our upstairs shooters hit a member of the assault team as they dashed back across the lawn.  The man lurched forward, knocked off balance by what appeared to be a bullet striking him in the shoulder, but then he recovered and made it back with two other men to the safety of the tree line.       

Things calmed down again after this and eventually the firing from our attackers ceased.  I figured that Richard was deciding what their next move should be, which meant that I should be doing the same.  As I sat reloading my rifle and the magazine I’d emptied on the men out front – several of whom were now dead on our front steps – I tried to think of what I would do if I were Richard.  More than likely, I would wait for the cover of darkness.  The castle was just too formidable and too well defended for daylight assaults, and he had just discovered that.  I figured that Richard might have more people at his disposal than I initially estimated but not enough that he was willing to keep losing them in poorly executed daylight raids.  

Yes, if I were him, I’d wait for dark…or at least dusk.  Then I’d attack from several directions at once, making it harder for us to concentrate our firepower.  I’d make several of the coordinated attacks more diversionary, and one of them my primary target.  Where that prime target would be was the question that lingered in my mind.  They’d already probed the front entrance and even though they’d given the door a pretty good battering, I didn’t think they’d try it again.  The large log battering ram they’d used in the assault now lay among the dead men on our front steps.  They might however try the side garden or back door, or maybe they’d use ladders and try to enter through the second-floor balcony or one of the first-floor windows.

My rifle reloaded, I raised myself to a crouched position.  “I’m going to check on everyone,” I told Claire as I hustled off toward the library and office.

Ray had taken up a position in the library that faced out over the front of the house.  Pam was in the office, behind the library where she could see out to the side and back yards of the castle.  They had pushed a huge bookshelf up in front of the office’s plate glass window that had been shattered by the initial round of gunfire that killed Janet.  Ray had moved Janet’s body into the office’s small bathroom.  They had also flipped the enormous desk in the room over onto its side and pushed it up against one of the windows that faced out over the lawn.  Pam was crouched behind it, her rifle beside her.

“You good here?” I asked her.

“Yeah,” she nodded, looking shaken but confident.  

I then walked to the library where Ray was knelt, watching out a small opening in one of the barricaded windows facing the front lawn. 

“Doing okay in here?” I asked him.

“Fine,” he said.  “Think they’re going to wait for night to take their next shot at us?” he asked, reading my mind.

“Yeah,” I said.  “That’s what I’d do.”

“Me too,” he agreed.  

“Where you think they’ll hit us?” I asked.

He shrugged.  “Don’t know.  They tried the front?”

I nodded, “I got them through the slide window.”

“Told you that’d come in handy,” Ray nodded.

“Sure did,” I agreed.

“Well, I doubt they’ll be back to the front then, but we can’t count it out for sure.  My bet is that they hit us on the side entrance through the walled garden since there is more cover there and fewer windows from which to fire at them.  That or they might try through the greenhouse since its glass.  But the glass can work both for and against them.  They can break through easier but we can see them coming and shoot at them easier too.”

“Where do you think I should focus our defenses?” I asked.

“I’d leave them alone.  It’s impossible to know for sure where they’ll strike, and loading up one part of the castle could leave another area wide open if we guess wrong.  The way we’re spread out right now, we have the place pretty well covered and we can quickly move to areas as needed.  With our low number of people to cover a place this size, it’s impossible to defend every square foot.  We just have to hope that they choose spots where we see them coming ahead of time or at least get to them before they gain too much of a foothold.”

“Okay,” I said.  “I’m going to go check on the others.  You guys need anything before I go?”

Ray shook his head, no.

“Since Pam is in with the refrigerator, see if she’ll start getting some food together to take around to the others here in a bit.  Just some pre-cooked meat…venison jerky or whatever is quick and easy.  I have a feeling we’re going to need our energy for tonight.”

“Sounds good,” Ray said.

I checked on Will and Dad next, asking Emily if she would make a quick check of the kids downstairs along the way.  Will and Dad were doing fine and holding their own, so I moved upstairs to look in on Sharron and Joanna next, taking a little extra time with Joanna to ensure that she was prepared for a potential attack on the master bedroom’s adjoining balcony.

After I’d finished with my instructions to her, she asked, “What happened to Janet?”

“They got here in the first round of gunfire.  We were talking in front of the big picture window in the office.  They must have seen her silhouette.”

“Was it quick?” Joanna asked.

“Instantaneous,” I said.

She nodded, looking away, a tear running down her cheek.  “Good…I wouldn’t want her to suffer,” was all she said before turning back to focus on defending her position.

I left her.  There was nothing I could say…or nothing I could think of to say…not right now at least.

I went back downstairs and collected water to deliver to everyone.  Emily came back up from the basement where she had checked on the kids.

“Everything okay?” I asked her.

“They’re holding up about as well as can be expected, all things considered,” she said.  “All the gunfire has Jason kind of rattled, but the older kids are doing a pretty good job of keeping him calm.”

“They have stuff to do down there?”

“Yes.  Right now they’re playing card games.”

“Good,” I said.

After I made the rounds delivering water, I went back to Claire.  “Find some bags,” I told her quietly, not wanting anyone else to overhear.  “Backpacks, cloth bags, whatever, as long as they’re sturdy and can hold a good amount of supplies.  I want you to start working on making bug-out bags.”

She looked at me questioningly.

“Just in case,” I said.  “Get bottles of water, food, clothing, medical supplies, batteries, and stuff like that, and start dividing them up among the bags.  Make up one with all your diabetic supplies too, and try to find something to make a kitty-carrier for Cashmere.  But try to be quiet about it.  I don’t want to get everyone thinking that we’re giving up.  I just want to be ready.”

She nodded, “Okay,” was all she said before hustling off to get started.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

For the rest of the afternoon and early evening, things remained quiet.  I watched through binoculars as people moved about in the forest surrounding the castle, but we didn’t dare waste any of our ammunition taking low-percentage shots at them.  None of us were that good – except for Ray maybe – and even he and Will agreed that it was better to conserve ammo for what might come later.

Instead, we took time to bolster our defenses where needed and reinforce the front door, shoving some bookcases and a sofa in front of it to help keep it secure.  We then spent time waiting, resting, checking guns, and forcing ourselves to eat food even though the knowledge of what lay before us had ruined our appetites.  

To help kill time but still stay productive, I found some empty wine bottles, tore rags from old t-shirts, and used most of our remaining gasoline to make Molotov cocktails.  I made a total of four.  It used up almost all our gas from inside the generator, which I didn’t like, but I figured it was better to use the fuel in the defense of the castle, since if we lost the castle we wouldn’t need the generator anyway.

I gave three of the homemade bombs to Joanna and one to Sharron since they had better angles upstairs – especially Joanna, since she was positioned near the second-floor balcony – to throw them down upon potential attackers.

As we sat watching, waiting, and wondering, the sun began to set.  As I watched it in the western sky, I rehashed thoughts I’d had back at camp in southern Illinois about the American Indians.  I wondered how they must have felt hundreds of years ago.  Just like now, back then there was so much land with so few people, yet settlers and Indians still couldn’t find ways to live together peacefully.  They fought over territory, over herds of buffalo, over ways of life and living.  And as the Indians retreated further, and the settlers pressed their encroachment westward, the Indians were left with fewer and fewer options.  They must have wondered why they couldn’t just be left alone, why there was always someone trying to interfere with their lives and living location.  

It’s how I felt now.  

Why couldn’t we just be left alone?  Why couldn’t these people be happy sharing the bountiful wildlife in this beautiful part of the country?  Wasn’t life hard enough now?  Couldn’t we just focus on helping one another try to survive in this harsh new environment rather than on trying to kill one another?

“Guess not,” I mumbled aloud.

“What?” said Claire.

“Nothing…just thinking,” I shook my head.

She reached over and put her hand on my neck, massaging it.  I rolled my head back and around.  Her rubbing sent little shockwaves of pleasure through my body.  I knew I shouldn’t relax, but her hands were magic on my neck which was sore as hell from a combination of stress and peering awkwardly outside through our tiny firing portholes all day.

I closed my eyes and let my shoulders slump.  Claire moved around behind me and started working the sides of my neck and down my shoulders.  I’d been so tense for so long that her hands were melting me like butter.  I inhaled deeply, held it, and then exhaled in a long, slow, deep breath.

I wanted so badly just to sneak upstairs to one of the spare bedrooms with Claire, to be with her, and to forget about Janet’s death and everything going on around us.  Instead, I gently removed her hands from me, kissed her softly, stood, and walked upstairs alone.

It was becoming harder and harder to see out the front entrance as the sunlight faded, and I wanted a better view of anyone approaching the castle.  First, I went to one of the guest bedrooms in the front center of the house.  Peering out the window and across the lawn to the forest, I could see no movement.  Up here, the windows were unprotected and it worried me.  I turned and pulled the sheets off of a spare single bed in the room and then tugged the mattress off and pushing it up against the window where I wedged it in place with one of the nightstands.  I did the same thing with the box springs, using them and a second nightstand to cover the other window.

It wasn’t enough to keep people out should they scale the walls, but it might be enough to at least deter them from making the attempt or at least slow them down should they decide to try.  I mentally kicked myself for not thinking of this earlier.  Now I had six other bedrooms that needed similar treatment.  It would have been the perfect project for Joanna and Sharron during the day’s downtime, but it was too late now.  I needed every available pair of eyes on lookout.  

Since I wanted to stay up here for a while anyway, I decided to try to complete barricading the windows to a few more rooms to at least get the project underway.  I could help keep watch up here while at the same time better securing the area.

I did the spare bedroom next to the one I’d just completed and was halfway done with the room beside that when I heard a noise behind me.  At first, I figured it was Joanna or Sharron come to see what the heck I was doing.  But the sounds were dull and distant and sounded like they were coming from the rear of the house.  

I moved to one of the back bedrooms and looked out the window.  I saw nothing in the yard, so I opened the window and looked below me.  Again, I saw no one.  Suddenly something struck the house beside me with a heavy thud and fell to the ground.  Then something else hit above me on the roof.  I heard rolling above me, and several seconds later, a stone about the size of a baseball rolled off the rooftop and dropped to the ground below.  Just as it landed, the window beside me disintegrated in an explosion of glass as a rock crashed through it and impacted with the bedroom wall behind me with a monstrous thud.  

I jumped back and away just as another rock came blasting through the window in front of which I’d just been standing.  We were being bombed with rocks.  But why?  I took another quick peek outside and saw nothing.  I guessed that Richard’s people must be firing from the forest, but I expected to see an attack coming with the barrage.  Several more rocks blasted through the glass panes of the greenhouse below me, creating a huge amount of noise as large chunks of glass crashed down onto the greenhouse’s ceramic tile floor below.

I chanced another quick glance outside, but still saw no one.  Then it stuck me; this was a diversion.  And as soon as the thought entered my mind, I heard gunfire erupt from the east side of the house facing the walled garden.  I bolted from the bedroom and was back downstairs to rejoin Claire in a matter of seconds.

She had her rifle in her hands and was watching outside.  She looked up at me as I made it down to her.  “Everything’s clear here,” she called to me.  Bullets were striking the front of the castle, some coming through the front door barricade.

“Keep down,” I told her.  “I’m going to check on Will and Dad.”

As I ran out of the main entry foyer and into the dining room where Will was, bullets were flying.  He was crouched, firing his rifle from behind the room’s huge dining room table that he’d turned on its side and pushed over in front of the front windows for additional cover.  I dropped to my stomach as bullets whizzed past and army-crawled over too him.

“How’s Dad?” I yelled.

“Don’t know,” he called back.  “He went over to cover the mud room entrance.”

“Stay here,” I said.

Will nodded, raising his rifle and angling it down over the table so he could fire several rounds out the window without exposing himself.  

I crawled back out into the hallway that ran between the kitchen and dining room.  Moments later, I reached the barricaded mud room where I found Dad.  We had boarded up the French doors that led into this area and used a variety of other wood and furniture to block the entry way.  Dad was leaning up against one wall of the room, breathing heavily, his weapon gripped tightly in his hands.  I could hear heavy banging outside and see the barriers we’d set up to block the doors gradually being forced inward.

“Dad, you okay?” I called to him over the gunfire from outside.  Several bullets ripped in through the barricaded doors and tore into the wall beside him.  I motioned him to come over to where I was in the hallway where there was more cover.

He looked scared as shit, but he pushed himself away from the wall.  In the fading light, I could see a dark spot on the wall where he’d been leaning.  It was then that I realized he wasn’t scared, he was wounded.

I fired several shots into the area surrounding the French doors in an attempt to give Dad cover as he wobbled toward me.  The shooting coming from outside the doors stopped, as did the movement of our barricade, but only momentarily.  

As Dad neared, he lurched toward me, falling into my arms.  I pulled him over into the hallway with me.  “Stay here,” I told him as the gunfire outside the doors started up again.  I’ll be right back.”

I ducked around to where we’d pushed some chairs and other furniture into a sort of firing blind at the far end of the mud room, close to where it met with the hallway.  There, I let loose with a full magazine of ammo.  

Suddenly from behind the doors outside there was a whooshing sound.  Light poured in from around the seams in the door, and this was followed by screams of pain and shouts of surprise.

“Joanna,” I said aloud, smiling.

I caught the sweet smell of gasoline coming from the Molotov cocktail she’d tossed down upon the intruders.  Moments later, the light from the burning fuel faded as did the firing from outside.

I rushed back to where Dad sat slumped in the hallway.  “Can you stand?” I asked him.

“Don’t think so,” he said.  “Lost a lot of blood.”

“Where are you hit?” I asked.

“Right shoulder,” he said weakly.

I moved around to his left side, “Let’s get you into the kitchen where it’s safer, okay?”

He just nodded.

“Come on,” I said, laying my rifle down and getting his left arm over and around my neck.  After a minute of struggling and stumbling, I got him into the kitchen.

“Emily!” I shouted as we entered the room.  “I need you!”

She came rushing in to meet us.  She gasped when she saw Dad.  

“I need you to patch him up as best you can,” I said.  “He’s hit in the shoulder and bleeding badly.  Grab some towels to stop the blood and see if you can bandage the wound, then boil some hot water to clean him up.  I’ll have Claire come with the medical supplies.  Got it?”  

She nodded, helping me to lay Dad down on the floor.

As evening turned to night, the fighting ceased, both sides licking their wounds and deciding what their next step would be.  At this point, I calculated we’d inflicted much heavier losses on our enemy than they had on us, but we had far fewer bodies to spare.  And I wasn’t sure just how much thinner we could spread our defenses.  Our perimeter was just too large and our numbers too small.  With every defender we lost, our ability to defend the castle was substantially reduced.

The rest of the night was spent largely tending to Dad by candle light and continuing our defensive vigil.  Emily and Claire stayed with Dad who had lost a lot of blood.  We ended up moving him downstairs to the basement to be further from harm’s way.  The only good thing about his wound was that the bullet appeared to have passed clean through his arm, although what damage had been done to the muscle or bone of the arm, I had no idea.  

Upstairs, Sharron and Joanna split the night shift so that one could keep a roaming vigil while the other slept and vice versa.

Downstairs, Will, Ray, Pam and I broke up into pairs for two-hour shifts, leaving two to stay on watch and work on any repairs to our defenses while the other two slept.  After Jason was asleep, I even pulled Sarah, Shane, and Paul to help on watch and assist with bolstering defenses around the house.  They looked tired and scared, but at this point, who wasn’t?  Even Cashmere was on watch tonight.  She patrolled wherever I was, keeping her distance, but always remaining within sight of me.  

Mostly we used flashlights to work, making sure the beams were off or dimmed whenever we passed by a window or doorway just in case.  We didn’t want our attackers taking shots at us by using the beams from our flashlights to pinpoint our locations.

Thankfully, we had plenty of furniture with which to work on repairing our defenses since the French doors leading out to the walled garden had pretty much been destroyed by the intruders’ attack and Joanna’s Molotov cocktail.  We piled sofas and chairs up high around the remains of the doors so that it was impossible to use this entrance and was likely one of the most secure portions of the house.  We then finished with the upstairs, using mattresses and box springs to close off the remaining open windows just in case the Molotov cocktail idea was now circulating among our attackers and they were thinking of trying to burn us out by tossing incendiary devices through open windows.

Around midnight, as I went to refill a bucket with water to boil to treat Dad’s wound, I realize that our fresh water supply had been cut.  I figured that Richard had disabled the pump system that was housed in the garage.  Thankfully, we had a pre-readied supply of fresh water stocked in the basement, but this new development didn’t bode well for our chances should we have to hold out in our fortress castle for any substantial period of time.  I wondered if he’d decided to wait us out.  I had to admit, it wasn’t a bad idea.

Eventually, as morning approached, we moved the kids back downstairs to shelter in the relative protection of the basement with Jason and Dad.  Emily and Claire had managed to finally stop the flow of blood from Dad’s wound and get it cleaned up and bandaged. Then they had dosed up him with some of the painkillers we had on hand, along with a shot of whiskey from a flask I’d stashed in my bug-out bag for just such occasions.

Things were getting pretty rough.  Ammo was beginning to dwindle, and I reminded the group to conserve bullets at all costs and make their shots count.  The only thing we could do after this was wait for the next attack.  The problem was, we estimated that we only had about enough ammo to get us through one more big assault, maybe two if they were probing type attacks.  Otherwise, we’d be largely down to handguns and a shotgun or two, none of which we had much ammo for.  The only guns we had a reasonable supply of bullets for were the .22s, and they didn’t pack much of a punch in a defensive type situation where real firepower was needed.  I could only pray that we had inflicted – or would inflict in the next attack – enough casualties on these people that they would just give up and go home, figuring their lives were too high a price to pay for our home and our food.  But I knew the power of hunger and of desperation…as well as of revenge.  And the residents of Tipton might be willing to go much further than I thought just to be rid of us.  

As dawn broke, I was almost positive that the next attack would come at any moment, but as the sun rose higher, nothing happened.  Everything was quiet and I noticed much of the snow had melted.  I half hoped, half expected to look outside and see the vehicles gone and no people moving about in the woods, but they were still there.  

As time passed and noon arrived, I began to have the troubling feeling that Richard and his people might be content to sit and wait us out.  We had enough food to last us at least a week or two, but fresh water and wood to cook with and keep us warm were sorely lacking.  I guessed that we could make our remaining water supply last about two more days.  Even when we were conserving and not doing things like washing hands, brushing teeth, and all the rest, drinking water among more than a dozen people added up to a sizeable amount of consumption each day.

I also pondered whether Richard might just be playing mental games.  There was little rush on his end.  He’d cut our water supply, controlled the woods – our main source of food – and he was probably pretty sure we weren’t going to try to attack, so he could take his time deciding when, where, and how he would make his next move.  All the while, his people could rest, conserving their energy, while we were forced to maintain our vigil, remaining on constant alert, which was both stressful and exhausting.  And with so few defenders, it meant that lack of sleep was becoming a real issue.  My eyes ached and burned, and I constantly felt tired and jumpy.  I expected every noise to bring with it the next assault.  It was exhausting.  Meanwhile, our foes knew exactly what their next move would be and when it would come, while we were left constantly jumping at shadows.  

If Richard had half a brain, he probably had a pretty good idea of how many of us there were inside the castle by now.  He’d made enough probing assaults to also be able to pinpoint where both our positions of strength and weakness were.  While I myself couldn’t see too many such weaknesses – other than lack of defenders – I’m sure there were some, and being able to see the castle from outside rather than being behind its stone walls probably presented a much different prospective on where the next attack might be successful.  I’d spent so much of my time looking out from within the castle’s protective stone walls, I’d forgotten to look at it from the outside as a potential attacker might; but now it was too late.  And as I tried to visualize the castle’s exterior elements in my mind, certain areas were coming up as blanks.  I just hadn’t spent enough time viewing the structure from afar.

It made me mad – mad at myself and mad at these idiots who were attacking us.  I almost wished they’d just make their next move so we could be done with it.  The waiting was driving me crazy.  If they weren’t going to leave, they should just get on with things…but they didn’t; they waited.

That night, again I was sure that the attack would come.  And yet again, I was wrong.

I lay awake all night, waiting, expecting, planning, preparing – but nothing happened.  Others slept in shifts, but I couldn’t.  Every sound, every movement – by Claire or by someone getting up to use the bathroom or get a drink of water – meant impending doom to me until I realized that it was nothing.

Occasionally we’d hear a lone gunshot in the distance.  Each time, I’d jump up, ready to defend our castle’s walls.  And each time, nothing would follow.  I wondered if they were taking shots at a passing deer or rabbit, or if they were just taunting us, playing mental games, trying to keep us awake and nervous.  Whether they were or not, those were the results.  And I realized that we were fast becoming prisoners inside our own castle.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

Dad wasn’t doing well.  And to compile things, he was constantly thirsty and consuming more than his share of our already limited water supplies.  

His injury was in the upper part of his arm, near the shoulder, and it was causing him severe pain.  We eventually had to move him away from the kids to a different part of the basement so that his moans and cries of pain wouldn’t scare them or keep them awake when they were trying to sleep.  

Sarah did a wonderful job of playing nurse to him as best she could, and Paul was a great runner, getting her supplies whenever she requested them.  They split their time like little adults, caring for Dad and watching Jason.  We were all proud of them but also felt bad loading these sorts of responsibilities upon them.  It was a situation in which we were all burdened by certain responsibilities we neither wanted nor ever expected to have.

We were now on our third day of being surrounded by Richard and his people.  It’d been over a day since we’d had any new probing attacks or attempts to break through our defenses.  

It was time to talk about ideas for what our next move should be.

I called the group together – minus the children and Dad – in the family room.  It was the first time we’d all been in the same room together since the attack began.

I tried to seem positive, but I’m sure I looked, and probably sounded, like shit.  I hadn’t slept more than a few minutes here and there since the attack began. 

“You guys have all been holding up well,” I told them.  “I’m proud of you and how you have responded to this situation.  It’s been tough on all of us.”

I looked around the room.  Everyone looked tired.  No one wanted to make eye contact and most just looked down at the floor.  Ray and Pam sat together on a mattress on the floor. Will and Sharron sat together on a nearby sofa, Sharron’s head resting upon Will’s shoulder.  Claire and Emily sat on the floor near me as I stood talking, and Joanna stood off by herself, leaning against a far wall.

“Okay guys, it’s time to make some tough decisions.  We’ve been holding out for three days now.  We’ve done well, but here’s the situation.  We’re running low on water, we’re running low on ammo, and eventually we’ll be running low on food.  All these people really need to do now is wait us out, and the way things are going, they’re not going to have to wait long.  The way I see it, we have two options…well, I guess three actually, but there’s one I don’t really want to consider, and that’s surrender.”  I paused, “Anyone interested in that?” I asked.

No one said anything.

“Okay then, so we really have two options.  One, we use what ammo we have left to attempt a breakout.  It’s dangerous as hell since we’d either have to try to make it on foot or try to get to the vehicles.  Either way, they’re going to have us out in the open with the kids, Dad, and any supplies we’ll be carrying.  And since they have vehicles blocking the access road, we’d have to break through their barricade while they’re firing at us if we want to try to take our cars.  Personally, I think the risks in doing something like that far outweigh the rewards since even if we do make it, we’ll be in the same situation we were before we arrived.  We’ll be out on our own, without a safe place to stay, and without access to additional food, water, fuel, or ammo.  And who knows what’s waiting for us out there once we leave.”

I surveyed the room.  Little had changed.  People were still staring at the floor or walls.

“Any thoughts on that idea?” I asked.

“It’d be tough,” Ray added.  “No doubt about it.  It looks like they have us completely surrounded and it’d be tough to know in which direction to head.  We’d have to make our attempt at night to give us any sort of shot.  And I think taking the vehicles is out.  First off, since they’ve cut power to the well pump, it’s obvious they control the garage.  So even if we got to our vehicles and got them out, it would only allow these people to concentrate all their fire on the two vehicles, and with the firepower we’ve seen that they have at their disposal, they’d rip our cars full of holes in under a minute.  We’d all end up like Bonnie and Clyde.  We’d be lucky to get out of here in an armored personnel carrier.” 

“What do you think about taking a shot on foot?” I asked him.

“It’d be risky, especially with the kids,” he said.  “And what about your dad?  He’s in no condition to be moved right now, let alone having to carry him.  It’d not only slow us down to a snail’s pace but it’d be agonizing on him too.  And even if we got a good head start, I bet you anything these people would track us down on ATVs or snowmobiles within a couple hours at most.”

“Good points,” I agreed.  “Well then, our other option is to stay put.  However, if we do, we’re going to have to discuss a few things – first off, the ammo situation.  We’re going to have to switch up guns.  We’ll use the .22s for defense from the second floor since we have more ammo for them.  The rifles and shotguns will be for close defense whenever any attacker reaches the castle.  Handguns will remain the backup pieces and for interior defense should it come to that.  We’ll swap guns around after the meeting.  Anyone on the first floor is not to fire unless you’re damn sure you’re going to hit someone.  I’m down to a couple magazines for my rifle and 16 rounds for my .44.  Ray?  Will?  How are you guys?”

“About the same,” Will nodded.

“Me too,” said Ray.

“How many .22 rounds we got left?” I asked Sharron.

“About 200,” she said.

“You and Joanna each take 85 each,” I told her.  “Leave the other 30 for the handguns.”

“Any guns without ammo, put in this bag,” I said, tossing a big canvas bag down on the floor.  “I don’t want them getting mixed in with the guns that we can use and causing unnecessary confusion.”

A few handguns were tossed into the bag along with a shotgun and a hunting rifle.

We also redistributed the three remaining Molotov cocktails.  One remained with Joanna, one stayed with Sharron, and one went to Ray and Pam.

“Good,” I said.  “Now, to discuss the staying put option.  It’s not a great one by any means, but all things considered, I think it’s our safest option.  These people out there,” I pointed outside, “they don’t know what our supply situation is or how long we can hold out up here.  And if we can stick it out a few more days, they may give up and go home.  We’ve killed a number of their people, and the longer this goes on, the more chance there is of their losing the stomach to fight.”

“What about water?” Sharron asked.  “We’ve only got a few gallons left and I have nothing to water the plants in the greenhouse.”

“Plants are all going to die anyway because of the cold,” Joanna quickly interjected.  “You see the greenhouse roof?  It’s like Swiss cheese.  And we hardly have any wood to heat it in there even if the windows weren’t smashed.”

Sharron began to cry, “But I worked so hard,” she sobbed.

Will comforted her, hugging her close.  “We’ll get it fixed up after this is all over,” he consoled her.

“Sharron makes a good point though,” I said.  “We’re dangerously low on water, and without it, we’re screwed.  And yesterday’s sun has melted most of the groundcover.  About the only option that I can see, without rain or more snow, would be to try to slip someone out under the cover of darkness and get down to the stream.”

“Oh, that would be a cake walk,” Pam snorted sarcastically

“It would be tough, but it might be worth a try,” I said.  “If only one person goes at night, I bet he’d probably be able to get through their perimeter unnoticed.”

“Wouldn’t work,” said Ray.  “Or at least, it wouldn’t be worthwhile,” he added.

“Why?” I asked frowning.

“Well, think about it,” he said.  “How much water is one person going to be able to carry on his own?  Three, maybe four gallons?” he shrugged.  “Plus, that stream is what, half a mile away or more, right?”

I nodded, understanding now.

“That’s a hell of a hike at night, carrying multiple gallons of water and trying to do it quietly.  You need at least two people, if not more, to make it worth trying something like that to provide us with the amount of water we need to try to outlast these guys.”

I took a deep breath, “But then you leave the castle even less defended.”

He shrugged, “I mean, what are you going to do?  It’s a chance we have to take unless you’d like to rethink the whole surrender thing.” 

I looked around the room.  “Okay,” I nodded, still thinking. “Who’s going with me?”

Will stepped forward.  “I’ll go.  I know that area pretty well from our hunting trips.  If we just take hunting knives and a handgun a piece, we should be able to carry at least three to four gallons a piece just in our hands.  We can also carry backpacks with empty plastic bottles to fill at the stream and then wear them back.  Between the two of us, we should be able to get anywhere from ten to twelve gallons, which isn’t a ton, but it should give us a couple extra days.”

“Sounds like a plan,” I said.  “Unless it snows or rains today, we go tonight.  We can’t afford to wait much longer.  Until then, everyone do their best to conserve water.” 

Heads drooped around the room and there were some sighs.  “I know you already are, just try to do better,” I did my best to sound positive.  “I think the longer we can hold out here, the better our chances.  Tonight, Claire, I want you and Emily to split the east side of the first floor – kitchen, dining room, breakfast room, and mud room.  Ray and Pam, you guys have the west side – family room, library and office.  Joanna and Sharron, you guys are still upstairs.  Got it?” I asked.  

There were nods and mumbles of confirmation.  

“Any questions?” I asked.  Everyone shook their heads, no.  “Okay then, Emily, if you could check on Dad and then work on getting empty water containers together for tonight that would be great.   Ray, Will, and I will take watch for 15 minutes.  Moms, you all head downstairs and spend a few minutes with the kids and then you’ll switch off with the dads.”

Everyone quietly disbanded to go about their business.  The rest of the day, I silently prayed that the skies would open up and bring us rain that we might collect through the holes in the greenhouse roof.  But as my prayers continued to go unanswered, I began to mentally prepare myself for the night mission to come. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

It was dark by seven o’clock that night, but we waited until almost two in the morning to leave.  Will and I took a short nap, deciding to wait until later in the night for several reasons.  First off, some cloud cover had developed later in the evening and we were hoping there might be some rain on the way.  Unfortunately none was forthcoming.  

We also felt that by waiting until early morning, the majority of defenders would be asleep and not expecting any action from our side.

Upon preparing for our departure, we decided we’d head out the back of the home through the gaping holes in the greenhouse and toward the west.  Then we’d circled around behind our attackers and down to the stream.  We hoped that most of these people would be grouped around the front, back, and east sides of the castle where the castle entrances were located.  

As we silently crept out of the greenhouse, it reminded me of prison break movies I’d seen.  We belly-crawled our way along the cold ground toward the woods.  There was barely any snow cover left on the ground, largely just spotty patches of thin ice.  The moon was out, although not full, but cloud cover dimmed its light and helped mask our escape.  Every second on the ground, I prayed to feel the light cool of falling precipitation against my skin, but there was nothing.

 I was relieved yet worried when we finally made it to the forest’s edge.  Here we were provided with cover in which to hide, but it was also where we knew our enemy lay in wait.

Will led us quietly and expertly through the trees.  I was thankful for the experience he brought in navigating the forest because it was damn hard to see and I had no idea where I was going.  We stopped several times along our way, listening for signs of movement, but we managed not to run into any townspeople.  And in about half an hour, we’d crept our way down the mountainside and to the stream unnoticed. 

Once there, we spent nearly forty-five minutes filling our multitude of bottles and jugs, a process that was easier said than done.  Getting their caps unscrewed and finagling them so that we could silently fill them in the shallow stream’s icy-cold water and in almost complete darkness was no easy task.  And then we had to get the smaller water-filled containers reloaded into our packs, which added considerable weight.  This made what had been a quick and comparatively easy journey down to the stream, a much more arduous uphill return trip.     

Holding out in the castle had worn us down, and being loaded with gallons of water while trying to make the hike back up the slick and slippery mountainside in the frigid mountain air left me feeling as though I were running a marathon.  I was breathing so heavily that I was almost on top of two townspeople before I even heard them talking.

Luckily, a hand on my shoulder from Will stopped me short before I stumbled over them.  I couldn’t believe they hadn’t heard me, but they were bitching so loudly about the cold and having to sleep outside that our presence went unnoticed.  

We carefully backed our way a few yards from their position and then crouched down behind a large rock to wait and to listen.

“I’m so goddamn sick of sitting out here in the fucking cold,” one of the men said.

“I just can’t wait until this whole thing is over,” said the other.  “Either we take the goddamn place or we give up…I don’t really give a crap, but this waiting around shit needs to end.  I just want to get back home where I can sit by the fire for about a week and warm the fuck up.  This is horseshit.”

Their words gave me some glimmer of hope that we were breaking their will to fight and that the end might be closer than I thought.  If we could just hold out a few more days, then maybe these people would just give up and head home.  It was damn cold, and I guessed it must be tough for them to have to be out here for days on end without good shelter or sources of warmth.  

“Richard never wanted to come up here in the first place, it was the Wardlaws who pushed everybody,” the first man said.

“Yeah, I thought the Wardlaws knew what they were talking about.  They said it’d be easy to take this place.  Now we’ve lost six good men killed and more wounded, and what do we have to show for it?  Those fuckers up there could have enough supplies to hold out for weeks…maybe months.  We have no idea what their situation is.  I’m giving it few more days…at most…then I’m done.”

The words inspired me and filled me with renewed energy.  “A few more days” and maybe these people would give up.  If only we could get back to the castle and inform everyone else, I knew it would give them the glimmer of hope they needed to outlast these people who were sleeping outside in the cold and losing their will to fight by the hour.

The weight of the pack full of water bottles on my back was pressing into me uncomfortably and I shifted to relieve some of the pressure.  In so doing, the pack slid slightly sideways and I had to instantly readjust my weight to keep it from thudding into the side of the rock behind which we were hiding.  In the process, I snapped a twig upon which I’d unwittingly been kneeling.

“You hear that?” one of the men said.

“Yeah,” said the other.  

“Meh,” said the other one.  “I’m tired of jumping at shit.  We’ve been nervous as shit since we’ve come out here, jumping at everything that moves.  And what is it every time?  Nothing…or a squirrel, or just something falling off a goddamn tree.  I’m done.  Those people ain’t coming out of there.  Why would they?  They’re not dumb shits like us wanting to sleep out in the fucking cold.  They got a beautiful home to stay warm in and probably a shit-ton of food stockpiled.”

“Yeah,” agreed the other one.  “Guess we’re the dumbasses.  We should have come up here and taken this place for ourselves before they got hold of it.  Never crossed my mind though.  Too busy just tryin’ to survive the flu.  If Richard’s so smart, why didn’t he think of it?”

“Maybe he did…just didn’t ever do it.  Or maybe by the time he was ready to do it, these people were already here.  How many you think are left up there?  You think we’ve got any of them?”

“Well, Richard said Wardlaw killed one of them right when we first got up here – a young girl – but other than that, I don’t know.  I’d think that for the number of rounds we’ve poured into that place, we should have killed at least a couple more, but who knows for sure.  Richard says he thinks they’ve got about eight or ten people up there judging by the return fire we’ve taken, but they might have more, just not guns to arm them.”

I had been extremely sweaty from the hike back up the mountainside, but as we stood waiting, my body began to cool and the sweat felt like it was turning to ice.  I began to shiver.  My teeth wanted to chatter, but I wouldn’t let them, clamping my jaw shut.  The clouds had cleared and it seemed even colder.  Worse yet, I realized that the moonlight would make it harder to conceal ourselves and our hulking packs as we tried to make our way back across the lawn to the castle.  I knew we needed to get going, but I didn’t want to move for fear of making more noise.

“What time is it?” I heard one man ask the other.

There was a pause, and then the other said, “Three fifty-seven.”

There was silence and the sound of someone loudly exhaling.  “Just a few more minutes,” one said.  

I wondered what they were waiting for.  ‘A few more minutes’ until what?  Maybe someone relieved them at 4 a.m.  But that meant we’d have to be on the lookout for newcomers possibly stumbling across us during their arrival or these two discovering us upon their departure.  But such a shift change could also provide us with a good opportunity to get the hell out of here since the arrival of others could lead to movement, talking, and general distraction that could give us the chance we needed to sneak away and get back to the castle unnoticed. 

“What happens at four?” I hissed into Will’s ear.

“We’ll find out,” he said back.

“Just be ready in case they’re being relieved,” I whispered to him.

We continued to sit in silence.  The next three minutes seemed like ten.  Finally, I heard one of the men say, “Looks like it’s time.  Any minute now.”  

The two men stood.  There was a pause, and then I heard the words that would forever change our lives, “I hope this is the last fucking attack.”

“No shit,” said the other guy.

Suddenly gunfire erupted closer to the castle.  

“Dump the packs!” I hissed to Will.  We quickly threw off our backpacks full of water.  “Let’s get these guys!”

We both pulled our handguns, and ran after the two men who were already on the move, heading toward the west side of the castle.  We quickly caught up to them.  

They never heard us coming.  

With the sound of gunfire masking our footsteps, we kept running at them from behind, raised our weapons and fired several rounds each into the backs of the two men.  They both fell to the ground and lay motionless.  Will and I quickly grabbed their rifles and bolted straight for the castle which was about another 200 yards ahead of us.  In the distance, I could see flashes of gunfire.  There was a quick flash of light and then an explosion that issued from the west side of the house in the area of the library and that looked like a flash grenade – or real grenade.  I couldn’t be sure which.

I put my .44 into my coat pocket as I fired a quick shot from the rifle I’d confiscated into the ground just to make sure that it was loaded and the safety was off since I couldn’t see in the darkness as I ran.  

We made it to the edge of where the forest met the castle grounds less than a minute after the shooting started.  As we exited the forest’s cover, I prayed that our own people didn’t shoot us as we ran out into the open clearing of the yard, but we really didn’t have much of a choice.

 

* * *

 

“Go ahead and get some sleep, honey,” Ray said, illuminating his watch in the darkness.  It was almost three.  John and Will had left on their water run about an hour earlier and things had remained calmly silent since then.  He guessed that they should be at the stream and filling up their water jugs by now – half an hour to get there, half an hour or so to fill up, and forty-five minutes to an hour to get back.  4 a.m. had been their estimated time of arrival back to the castle.  That was the plan at least.

 “I’ll keep watch until five, and then you can take over for the last few hours until daybreak,” he told Pam.  He wanted to be awake for John and Will’s return.

“You sure?” Pam said.  “I’ll keep you company if you want.”

“Ah, I don’t think you’re going to miss much.  I’ll wake you if I start getting tired, but I think it’s going to stay quiet…at least until morning.”

“Thanks babe,” Pam kissed him on the cheek.  “At this point, I’ll take what I can get.  I’m freaking exhausted.”

Ray tweaked her butt with a thumb and forefinger as she moved from beside him, “No problem sweetie.  Just remember…you owe me one.”

“Don’t think I won’t look forward to repaying you when this thing is all said and done,” she grinned in the darkness of the massive library.  She moved over to one of the sofas to lie down, wiggling to get comfortable and covering up with several blankets they’d brought from their bed.  It was cold, but she warmed quickly beneath the blankets, pulling them up over her head.  

She was asleep almost instantly.

Ray decided to roam quietly from office to library and back through the family room, making a sort of roving patrol around and through the rooms.  It’s something he’d become accustomed to over the last several days.  He would walk to the office, scan outside, wait a few minutes, then walk into the library and do the same thing, then cut back to the office through the family room, passing near the entrance to the greenhouse on the way.  The movement helped keep him awake and occupied, and the change of environment as he passed into a new room every couple minutes not only helped him keep a better watch on the entire west side of the home, but it kept him from getting bored or becoming complacent from staying in any one place for too long.  

He walked like this for nearly an hour.  

Eventually, with his eyes adjusted to the darkness, Ray walked back into the library and over to the sofa where Pam slept peacefully.  He stood, looking down at her outline.  He listened to her breathing heavily in the stillness of the night.  He wished he could lie down beside her; just crawl under the covers and sleep for the next 12 hours.  Maybe after this was all done with.  Then everyone could get some much deserved sleep.  He and Will would get back to their hunting routine and he could talk to Pam about possibly starting a family.

The thought both worried and excited him at the same time.  He was concerned about Pam giving birth with no hospital or trained medical professionals around to assist in the process.  But Claire had spent time working in hospitals and knew a lot about healthcare-related stuff.  Plus, Claire, Emily, Sharron, and Joanna were all moms – Sharron twice over – and they probably knew what to do.  Pam was still young and strong.  She’d be fine.  Then he’d be a father, a proud father, just like his best friends Will and John.  They’d start to grow their family here, and if everything worked out, maybe they’d have another one, and maybe even try for three.  But first things first.  He’d be happy with just one…one perfect one.  Then he’d think about getting greedy with more.

Ray decided to kill some more time until it was Pam’s turn to take over by going through baby names.  He’d start with the boys first since picking a boy’s name seemed easier…plus, he really wanted a boy, at least for the first child.  Two boys and a girl would be perfect.  

Ray Jr.  There done.  

But he wasn’t sure Pam would go for it.  She’d told him before that while she loved him dearly, she’d never really been a fan of the name – a bad association somewhere in her past.  

As he roamed between the library, office, and family room, he began running through other boys names.  Richard was a distinguished sounding name, but then it always got shortened to Rich, Rick or Dick, and he didn’t like any of those.  Plus, the asshole leading the townies attacking them was named Richard.  Andrew was nice, but it always became Andy, which wasn’t bad, but wasn’t as dignified either.  He liked Frederick, but it became Fred.  Peter became Pete.  Brian was good…nothing wrong with Brian.  Similarly, Ryan.  Charles was nice, but not Charlie.  Drew, no.  Frank, no.  Aaron, eh, not bad.  Zachery was alright.  Thomas was good.  William was nice, and became Will when shortened…or Bill, but he didn’t like Bill.  Will would be nice though, like his good buddy who was out there risking his neck for the good of the family.  

The thought made him feel guilty.  He should be out there with them.  But he was doing his job here.  It was just as important.  

Robert was nice, but Robert became Rob or Bob, which he didn’t really care for.  Sam was okay, but he’d once had a cat named Sam, and he didn’t want to name his son after a cat.  

Maybe it was time for girl names.  

He started with the A’s.  Abigail, Alice, Angela, Ava, Avery, Ana, Angelic, Abby, Allison, Ali.  Then he went to the B’s.  Betty, Bonnie, Bambie.  “Huh,” he snorted aloud.  Bambie.  Sounded like an adult film actress.  Definitely not a name he was going with for his daughter. 

A noise tore him away from his thinking.  He’d looked at his watch.  He’d definitely been able to kill some time with his wandering and pondering.  It was already just a minute before four o’clock.  But what was that noise?  It was like a dull thud against stone somewhere.  But where?

He stood listening, waiting for almost another full minute, but there was nothing else.  He’d heard similar noises before as the massive home’s wood floors creaked or the stone foundation settled, groaned, and thudded with the rising and falling temperatures.

Ray walked back over to where Pam slept peacefully.  One of her blankets had fallen askew and he bent to gently straighten it.  As he did so, he decided to let her slept the rest of the morning until daylight.  He wasn’t as tired now.  The continued walking had gotten his blood moving and he felt better.  The thought of his future children – and the process of making them – also had him amped up.  Plus, Pam needed the sleep.

As he rose from his task, he heard gunfire in the distance.  At almost the same instant, a blinding explosion rocked the room, sending him reeling backward and down hard onto his ass.  

He was dazed and temporarily blinded, but he could still hear…kind of.  All he could see was a white haze from the flash that had erupted inside the room.  Flash grenade, he guessed.  

He reached out, groping blindly.  Finding Pam’s arm, he pulled her down onto the floor beside him.  He felt around for her rifle, finding it on a small table beside them.  Then he kicked the sofa upon which Pam had been sleeping around in front of them, facing the front of the castle as cover.  

Pam was instantly awake, and since she’d been sleeping during the explosion, could see.  “What the hell’s going on?” she asked.

“Being attacked,” Ray said.  “Not sure from where.  That explosion blinded me,” he closed his eyes and rubbed them with the thumb and middle finger of a hand in an attempt to clear them.  “Can you see where they’re coming in?”

Pam scanned the room, “Looks like the window to the left of the fireplace,” she said, grabbing her rifle from Ray and letting loose with several rounds.  Ray did the same, firing blinding in the general direction of the window.  “They’re pushing the blockade aside,” Pam said.

“Use the cocktail,” Ray yelled over Pam’s gunfire as he pulled the gasoline-filled wine bottle from a cloth bag he’d affixed to his belt and handed it to Pam.  His vision was starting to clear now.

He blindly fired a few rounds in short bursts from his rifle to buy Pam a few seconds as she fumbled to pull a lighter from her pocket.  Suddenly bullets ripped into the couch in front of them, which Ray had to admit, didn’t provide the best cover.  

“Hurry,” he said, his vision finally cleared enough to at least make out his surroundings again.

He fired a few more rounds as Pam flicked the lighter, got a flame, lit the gas-soaked cloth wick at the top of the bottle, and handed it to Ray.  

More gunfire erupted from the area by the window.  Ray rose into a knelt crouch from his position on the floor, waited for a pause in the shooting, and then tossed the glass bottle hard enough that he hoped it would shatter.

Seconds later, the entire wall around the window was ablaze.  It illuminated two men huddled in the corner and who Pam and Ray instantly obliterated in a hail of gunfire.  

As the flames died down, Ray ran to the window and looked out.  A ladder leaned against one side of the castle, but he didn’t see anyone else around it.  He quickly grabbed the ladder and pulled it up and inside the window.  

Then he shoved the bookshelf they were using as a barricade back up against the window as best he could.  As he finished, he heard more gunfire, this time coming from the entrance to the library.  He spun to see Pam lying on the floor and counted five figures coming in through the connecting office doorway.  Ray figured they must have entered through the office windows.  He heard firing outside in the family room and he guessed that Emily and Claire were doing their best to hold the center of the castle.

Ray fired a short burst from his rifle, hitting one of the men as he entered the library.  Then he dove behind a nearby table.  The other four men spread out into the room which was remained dimly lit by the dying flames of the Molotov cocktail.  Ray crawled over to Pam and dragged her to relative safety inside the expanse of the huge fireplace.  Moments later, they were pinned inside the space.  Splinters of sharp wood exploded around them as bullets impacted with the fireplace’s mantel.  Ray winced as shards hit him in the face.  He felt bits of stone stinging his exposed skin and dust getting into his eyes as several bullets impacted with the fireplace’s interior, making it hard for him to see.

He fired off a few rounds.

“Pam?” he cried as he shot.  “Pam!”

“Uh,” she moaned.

Ray ripped open the coat she wore, feeling around inside.  The hard shell of the bulletproof vest he once wore as an FBI agent and which he’d given to Pam as the castle fell under siege felt smooth across its front.  He felt around in back and touched hot lead, a sign the vest had done its job.

“Are you okay?” he asked.  “Did they get you anywhere outside the jacket?”

“I…I don’t think so,” she said.  “I hit my head on the floor when I fell, that’s all.”

“You’ll be alright,” he said.  “Just stay calm.” 

He said the words almost more to convince himself since their situation looked bleak at best.  He pushed Pam back behind him, further inside the huge fireplace, sheltering her with his own body.

He fired two more rounds before his rifle’s magazine was empty.  He popped it out and slid another one in – his last.  

He pulled his side piece – a .38 caliber pistol – and fired a few shots off, hoping to keep the attackers at bay while conserving his rifle’s ammo.  More shots pinged into the walls of the fireplace inside which they huddled.  He knew they’d have to make a break for it, but he wanted to give Pam a few more seconds to recover.  He fired off the rest of the rounds in his .38 and handed it to Pam along with the remaining rounds from his pocket.

“Reload!” he called to her over the din of gunfire and ricocheting bullets.

She hurriedly complied and then handed it back to him.

“We’ve got to try to get out of here!” he yelled.

He saw one of their attackers dart across the room in front of them to the cover of a nearby sofa.  Ray took a shot at him but missed.  “They’ll have the right angle on us any second now, and then we’re done for!  You okay to run?” he yelled to Pam.

“Yeah!” Pam called back, double-checking her own weapon.

They both cringed as several bullets rocked into the fireplace just a foot away from where they huddled.  The noise of the shooting inside the library echoed with increasing intensity making it almost impossible to hear.

“Okay…on my mark!  Get on your feet and push off the back of the fireplace wall with your back and hands for momentum!  Head straight for the library door!  Keep your fire left!  I’ll be behind you firing right!  Got it?”

“Got it!” Pam yelled back, taking a shot at another attacker as he maneuvered closer to them and dove for cover behind the sofa where they’d been hiding just moments earlier.

“On three,” said Ray, sliding over slightly so Pam could get a good start.  “One…two…”

The room suddenly erupted with even more gunfire.  The man behind the sofa stood, whirling around toward the office entry door through which they’d entered and then dropped, screaming.  The room was ablaze with gunfire as another of the men jumped up, running toward the window.  Ray stopped counting rounds and fired until the man dropped to the floor.

In the darkness, it was hard to tell what was happening, but Ray could see two more figures appear in the doorway connecting to the office.  He swiveled his rifle to take aim, then hesitated.  The figures were not firing at him and Pam, they were firing at the two remaining attackers.  

He grabbed Pam by the arm just as she pushed off the wall to exit the fireplace, pulling her back down beside him.

“It’s John and Will!” he yelled.  Then he saw Joanna next to them.  “Stay here!” he called, pushing Pam back against the inside wall of the fireplace.  

He noticed that the curtains next to where his Molotov cocktail had landed earlier had caught fire, helping to illuminate the room.  It was just enough light to make out an attacker who had repositioned himself behind a table off to their right

Ray sprung from the fireplace, using the surprise of his friends’ arrival to his advantage.  He sprayed the position surrounding the table with hot lead, taking out the sheltering attacker.  Meanwhile Joanna moved to crouch behind a nearby sofa chair where she could fire from its protective cover.  This forced the last remaining intruder out into the open where John and Will riddled him with bullets from their position just inside the connecting office doorway.  

John and Will moved into the center of the library toward where Ray and Pam were, but as they approached, more gunfire started from beside them near the doors leading into the family room.  Ray saw Will, framed in the doorway, shove John aside.  Will then turned to fire behind them but staggered and fell as a hail of bullets ripped into the door frame around him.  Ray ran forward, grabbing the two massive oak doors that led out into the family room, and slammed them shut.  Then he pushed a heavy sofa up against the doors to help hold them closed as bullets thudded into them, sending splinters of sharp wood into the air around him.

They could hear continued gunfire outside the library, but they were cut off from the rest of their family…and worse yet, the kids.  Only Claire, Sharron, and Emily now stood between the attackers outside and their precious children hiding in the basement.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

I couldn’t believe it.  Will had taken it right in the ass…literally.  The bullet had angled its way through his left butt cheek.  All things considered, it was probably the best possible place to be hit, but Will said it certainly didn’t feel that way.

“Argh,” he cringed, gritting his teeth.  “This hurts like hell!”

As we pulled him away from where he’d fallen near the library doors and worked to get the bleeding stopped, the gunfire outside noticeably diminished and then stopped altogether.  We could hear shouting outside the library, but we couldn’t tell what was being said.  One thing we did know though was that the voices weren’t female, which didn’t bode well for our other family members trying to hold out in the rest of the castle.

I hoped they’d been able to make it down to the basement with the kids and were holding out, awaiting rescue down there, but I had no idea.  And not knowing was killing me inside.  The thoughts raced.  Was Claire okay?  What about Jason?  What about Emily, and Sharron, and Paul, and Sarah, and Shane, and Dad?”

We had to get to them, and fast.  We could have the rest of the hoard of Tiptonites from outside pouring in any second.  And as soon as they had their numbers inside the castle, we were done for; there was absolutely no hope, which meant we had to act now.  I was glad Joanna was with us.  I guessed that she must have come to help out downstairs when she heard gunfire inside the castle.

“You know where Sharron and Emily are?” I asked her.

“No,” she said.  “It was hard as shit to see.  I couldn’t tell what the hell was going on down here.  I saw people in the family room but I didn’t want to shoot at them in case they were our people.”

We patched up Will as best we could in the darkness.  “You gonna be alright, bro?” I asked him.

“Ssss,” he sucked through his teeth in pain as I pressed a swath of fabric we’d ripped from a nearby sofa cushion over his bare ass.  “Yeah, I think so.”

“Ray, Pam, how you guys on ammo?” I asked.

“Almost out,” they replied in unison.

“Joanna, you’ve still got plenty in your .22, right?”

“Yes,” she nodded in the darkness.  “I’ve got a full 30 round clip in now, and a 10-round backup in my pocket along with a box with 20 rounds.

“Okay, then you guys cover me and Joanna.  We’ll make a break for the basement stairs.  Will, give Ray the extra ammo for your assault rifle since you’re out of action.”

I waited as they made the exchange, then we carried Will over to the fireplace and laid him inside it’s protective cover, sliding a sofa around in front of it.  We left him with a handgun for self defense.

“Okay, here’s the plan,” I said.  “We’ll move the couch out from in front of the library doors.  I’ll open them.  Ray, you and Pam lay down suppressing fire and Joanna and I will break out toward the basement stairs.  Then you close the doors behind us and hold out in here until we get back.”

I had to admit, it wasn’t much of a plan, but we didn’t have much to work with, nor did we have the time to come up with anything better.  I knew our chances were slim, and we’d probably just be gunned down as soon as we opened the doors, but I couldn’t leave our wives and kids down there alone.  We had to do something.

We took up positions on either side of the library doors, Pam and Joanna on one side, Ray and me on the other.

“Alright,” I whispered.  “On my mark.”

As soon as I finished the words, gunfire erupted again outside in the family room.  At first, I thought the invaders must have heard me, but there was no way.  I had been whispering and the library doors were several inches thick.  Plus, the gunfire wasn’t being directed at us…it sounded closer to the basement.  It urged me onward in my mission.  

“Go!” I shouted, yanking open the library doors.

We didn’t make it a foot outside the library before we were met with a hail of gunfire.  Joanna and I were instantly forced back inside the library, and I managed to shove one door shut behind us while Ray closed the other.  

We were trapped inside.  The only way out was through the windows, but then we’d be even farther from where we needed to be to help our loved ones.

 

* * *

 

Claire sat rocking Jason, trying to comfort him on the cold floor of the tiny wine cellar.  All the gunfire inside the castle had woken him from a peaceful sleep with a start and he’d been crying ever since, which didn’t help them keep their hiding position in the basement hidden for long.  The other kids were huddled around her, blankets draped around them for warmth and to help provide some added sense of security.  Cashmere was backed into a far corner of the small room where she would yowl, growl or hiss occasionally.  Dad sat, leaning upright in the doorway, his injury keeping him from participating in the main fight going on upstairs but not from at least guarding the kids.  A handgun lay in his lap, gripped in his one useable hand.  Sharron and Emily were further up in the basement, closer to the stairs where they were acting as the area’s main defenders.

“It’s okay,” Claire soothed, stroking Jason’s head.  Sadly, he was getting used to the sounds of gunfire.  He’d been taken to many of the firearm training sessions to get him acclimated to the noise; however, what he wasn’t used to was being woken up at four in the morning by the sounds of explosions, gunfire, and the screams of wounded and dying people.

Claire used a lone flashlight to light the small room in which they sheltered.  They had moved the tiny restaurant-style tables that had been in the wine room outside to enable them to get everyone comfortably inside the space.  A flashback of her and John sitting in the cellar enjoying a peaceful, private, and romantic candlelit dinner not long ago flitted quickly through her mind.  She wondered if they’d ever dine together again, and then she forced the thought aside.

There wasn’t time for lingering upon such things now.  She had to help defend their castle to have any hopes of enjoying such comforts again.  She kissed Jason, handing him – still crying – over to Sarah who maturely took over the mothering duties.

Claire was frightened, being trapped down here like rats, but the instincts to defend her home, and especially her child, urged her forward.  It made her angry that these people couldn’t just leave them alone, especially with children here.  The thought of them endangering her child filled her with ferocity unlike any she’d ever known, and she almost wanted to run upstairs, guns blazing, and start shooting everyone in sight.  But she knew that wasn’t the wise thing to do.  Nor would John wish that of her.  He’d want her to stay put with the kids and protect them at all costs, not run out into the open, endangering herself and potentially risking the plan of defense they’d created for just this sort of situation.

She could hear people walking upstairs and talking, but they didn’t sound like familiar voices.  That meant that the castle had been taken and could very well mean that her husband was dead.

She took her gun and made her way up from the wine cellar to where Sharron and Emily sheltered at the base of the stairs.  

Suddenly someone ripped the door at the top of the stairway open and began firing down the staircase.  Bullets pounded and pinged into the wall at its base, the space reverberating loudly with the sounds of gunfire.  

Sharron and Emily cringed, backing away from the intense barrage. 

Claire stood her ground, waiting, crouched nearby.  According to their plan, she and John’s injured father Frank were the last line of defense between their attackers and the kids.  She would fall back from this position to the half flight of stairs down to the wine cellar and make their last stand if Sharron and Emily were overrun.

A small mirror they’d placed near the base of the stairs angled a reflected view of what was happening at the top of the staircase, although it was so dark now, it didn’t illuminate much.  

The women waited patiently, biding their time until the barrage of bullets coming down the stairs stopped.  They watched the mirror silently as the reflected shadow of an attacker crept its way downstairs.  Claire thought the man must have been terrified coming down into the blackness below not knowing what awaited him.  She was glad.  She hoped they were all terrified.  

Halfway down the stairs, the man’s leg snagged a trip-wire they’d rigged across a step.  It pulled the trigger of a shotgun positioned at the base of the stairs that angled upward.  The blast tore into the man, and he fell, half tumbling and half sliding down the rest of the steps, his body landing motionless in a heap at the base of the steps.  But another person replaced him atop the stairs almost before his dead cohort’s body came to rest.  The man did an underhand throw on his way down, a flaming bottle whizzing past where Emily and Sharron crouched at the base of the stairs and smashing against the concrete basement wall.  Emily felt herself splashed with liquid and then stood frozen in horror as it washed over her shoes and pant legs and the stink of gasoline from the smashed Molotov cocktail wafted up around her.  She waited, breathless.  Nothing happened for a second and she thought that maybe the fuel wouldn’t ignite.  Then there was a ripple of blue across the floor and a whooshing sound as flames shot up around her.  

Sharron screamed, jumping back up and into the stairway to avoid the flames and right into the arms of the attacker who stumbled backwards in surprise at the woman he now found himself holding in his arms.  Hot flames shot up around them, blocking their path further down into the basement and forcing them both scrambling back up to the top of the stairs.

At first, Emily didn’t feel the flames, only seeing them around her while absorbing the pungent smell of gasoline.  She initially felt the heat on her hands, and then smelled the sickening, almost burnt popcorn smell of burning hair.  She tried to scream but she couldn’t breath.  The flames were quickly up around her face and she realized her hair was on fire.  She looked down and saw that her pant legs and shirt were burning too.  

She stumbled backwards, tearing at her hair and hearing the words over and over in her mind: “Stop! Drop! Roll!”

But her brain was telling her no.  It was telling her to run, to rip at her hair, to extinguish those flames first.  Suddenly she felt hands pulling her away from the flames and down to the floor.  A young voice was shouting, “Grandma, get down!  Grandma!  Get down!” 

Suddenly something was thrown over her.  She felt arms wrapping a cloth around her and she no longer saw flames.  Then she stumbled, fell, her head struck something hard – and then there was nothing.

 

* * *

 

The gunfire stopped abruptly.  I was expecting the attackers to make a push to take the library at any moment, but they didn’t.  Instead, I heard a man’s lone voice.

“We need to talk!” the voice called from outside the library’s closed oak doors.  “We have one of your people.”

I looked around at Ray, Pam and Joanna, wondering who had been taken.  But it didn’t matter.  “Think it’s a trap?” I asked them quietly.

No one said a word.  Finally Ray said, “I’m not sure.”

I shouldered my rifle and walked to the doors.  “Don’t shoot,” I called.  “I’m coming out.”

I looked over to the others.  “Be ready,” I said.

I gave myself about a 50/50 chance of being shot as soon as I opened the doors.  I gritted my teeth as I gripped one of the big library door knobs and pulled, readying for bullets to tear into me – but nothing happened.

Even though it was early morning, dawn was still hours away.  I could barely see the outline of a man standing in the center of the family room.  I walked toward him, and as I neared, I could tell that it was Richard.

As I approached, he said, “We have Sharron.  Is there a place where we can talk in private?”

“Yes.  This way,” I said, leading him into the office.

Once inside, I pulled a flashlight from my belt and turned it on.  

“You’ve made this a real bitch on us,” he said, stopping and closing the door behind us and then turning to face me.  

“Can’t say it’s been real pleasurable for us either,” I said.

“Listen,” he continued as though he hadn’t even heard me.  “I’ve got at least six dead people, probably more after tonight.  I’ve got three more that may or may not make it and several others who have been wounded.  Thankfully, Jim Wardlaw is among the dead.  Even with him gone though, my people are about ready to string your girl up out there and rip her apart just to alleviate themselves of some of the pent up anger and frustration they’re feeling.  It’s time for you all to go.”

“I don’t think you’re in a position to dictate terms,” I said, hoping to bluff my way out of this predicament.  “It’s time for you and your people to head back to town and lick your wounds before any more people die.  I’m sorry about the people you’ve lost, but that wasn’t my fault.  You’re going to lose even more if you persist in trying to take our home.  Why don’t you just let Sharron go, and we won’t have to kill any more of you.”

I thought it was a pretty good argument.  It didn’t seem to faze Richard though.

“Who is she?” he asked.  “She won’t say.  Is she your wife?”

I didn’t want to reveal that she was family, and I hoped that by appearing slightly indifferent to her capture, it might give me some leverage in getting Richard and his people to give in.

“Woman we picked up on the road along the way here,” I said.  “She pretty much keeps to herself.  Good with growing things though, that’s about the only reason we let her stay with us.”

“Interesting,” Richard nodded, sounding as thought he wasn’t convinced.  “Picked her up alone?”

“Yeah,” I nodded.

“She’s wearing a wedding ring,” he probed.

“She was married before the sickness,” I said.  “The flu took her husband, but she still hasn’t moved on from the loss.”

“You’re a pretty good liar,” Richard nodded.  “It’s a shame.  I could have used someone like you to help me run things in town.  Too late for that now though.” He paused and rolled his neck from side to side.  I could hear it pop several times.  “I’m tired of sleeping out in the woods, and I’m tired of fighting.  Here are my terms.  You all get one hour.  You pack up what you need, get you’re people together, and get out.  You never come back.  I think they’re pretty damn good terms.  You’re lucky Wardlaw is gone; otherwise, you’d never get them.  We’ll even let you take your vehicles.  In exchange, I won’t take Sharron and turn her over to my people.”

  “And here are my terms,” I countered quickly as if his offer wasn’t even worth my consideration.  “You give us Sharron back, get out of our home, and head back to town.  In return, you won’t add to your casualty list and we’ll still be willing to supply you with a portion of the meat we kill up here.”

Richard snorted.  “They’ll kill her you know.  And they’ll take their time doing it.  Could take days or even a week.  They’ll torture her.  And all the while they’ll enjoy doing it.  That’s the kind of people some of them are.  Not the kind of person I am.  Not the kind of people a lot of our folks are.  But that’s the kind of people the rest of the Wardlaw clan is, and they’re the ones that a lot of the people are listening to right now.  Only reason I’m here is because I convinced them that I might be able to end this without any more bloodshed.”

“That sucks,” I said.  “I liked Sharron.  She was a good woman.  But you know I can’t endanger the rest of my people just for her,” I bluffed.  “Who’s to say that even if I wanted to accept your terms you all wouldn’t just gun us down the minute we step outside this place?”

“Guess no one,” Richard shrugged.  “But it’s a chance you’ll have to take.”

“No, it’s not,” I said.  “Sorry.  I don’t think you all know what you’re in for if you keep this up.”

Richard just shook his head.  “I’ve got to hand it to you.  You’ve put up one hell of a fight here, but it’s over.  I know it…you know it.  Thankfully, the rest of the halfwit Wardlaws don’t know it, otherwise they’d never have let me talk to you.  They’d just send you to the slaughter.  You see, there are two types of people left in this world.  There are the people like you and me that are still clinging to the shreds of modern society, of civility.  And then there are people like the Wardlaws who are only concerned with themselves and how much they can take.  And they’ll do anything they have to in order to take it.  You’re cut off from the rest of your group downstairs.  And I know for a fact that at least one of them has got some pretty good injuries down there.”

I immediately thought of Claire and Jason, wondering who it could be and what had happened.

He paused, waiting for a response.  Getting none, he went on, “Yep.  We used a Molotov cocktail trying to get into the basement.  Good idea those Molotov cocktails by the way…thanks,” he nodded at me.  “Anyway, she got gasoline all over her.  Sounded like she got burned pretty good.  Both lucky and unlucky for those people holed up down there.  That fire was the only thing that stopped us getting into the basement and killing the lot of them.

I swallowed hard wondering who had been burned and what their condition was.

“So why don’t you just go ahead and call your people up and go,” Richard continued.  “There are plenty of other places for you out there.  Go start over.  You did pretty well for yourselves here.  You ought to be able to find another place to get set up.”

Now it was my turn to snort, “Not as easy as you think.  This is the second time people have tried to run us off.  We’re getting tired of starting over.”

“Way I see it, you don’t have much of a choice in the matter,” Richard said.  “That woman downstairs needs medical attention.  And the one we captured is going to need it real soon too if you don’t call it quits.  Why don’t you just end this before anyone else gets hurt or worse?  Otherwise, everyone we have will be inside this house; and I can almost guarantee you’ve got to be low on ammunition by now.  If I could completely guarantee it, I probably wouldn’t be in here talking to you.”

Here he stopped and waited.

I looked around the office in the darkness, knowing that we were beat.  Richard was right.  We could go on fighting, but what good would it any of us?  How many more lives would it cost?  They’d probably kill Sharron right away.  Meanwhile, the rest of us were split up, someone was severely injured downstairs; and he was right, we were dangerously low on ammo.  We had a chance to walk away…no, we had a chance to drive away, which considering the circumstances was a pretty fair deal after the number of Richard’s people we’d either killed or wounded.  Still, I felt I had to give it once last shot.  

I was just about to go all in and try to bluff him when Richard said, “Don’t do it.”

“Don’t do what?” I said.

“There’s nothing you can say, no bluff you can make other than you telling me you’ve got some tanks or armored personnel carriers showing up at dawn.  The offer is on the table…take it or leave it.  You’ve got five minutes to talk it over with your people in the other room.”

He started to walk away.

“Wait,” I said.  “I don’t need to talk to them.  You’ve got a deal.”

He turned back around, “Smart man,” he nodded.  “So who is she?  Your wife, right?”

“Brother’s wife,” I said.

Richard nodded.

“Do me one favor?” I asked

“You’re hardly in a position…”

“The girl that was killed the first day you came up here,” I interrupted.  “Could you bury her when you bury your people?  She had no part in any of this, so your people shouldn’t have a problem with it.”

Richard took a deep breath.  “Not necessarily.  You don’t know some of these people.”  Then, considering it, he said, “Where’s her body?”

“In the bathroom over there,” I nodded toward the tiny office bathroom.

“Tell you what,” he said.  “I’ll take care of it personally.  I don’t want to involve anyone else because they may not be as understanding.  I could see some bad things happening to the body.  I’ll come up here alone once things have calmed down and you all have cleared out, and I’ll find a nice spot for her.”

“Thanks,” I said.

 

* * *

 

True to his word, Richard indeed gave us an hour to get our things together and get out.  The entire time, I was readying myself, expecting the shooting to start up again as our conquerors gunned us down in reprisal, but they didn’t.

I was glad that I had Claire ready the bug-out bags ahead of time.  It certainly cut down the prep time involved for our departure.  Still, there was a lot to do.  And our people walked – at least those who could walk – around zombie-like, dazed by the events of the morning.  They were coping as best they could, but it was tough on all of us.    

Packing up camp and moving our possessions – limited though they were – was no easy task.  Sharron and Claire switched off between packing stuff and caring for the injured.  Meanwhile, Sarah, Paul, and Shane took turns, switching off between packing and caring for Jason.  I felt bad for them.  They’d gone through more hardship and change in the past six months than most people could expect to experience in a lifetime.  

As the rest of us stuffed our belongings hurriedly into garbage bags and hauled them out to the garage to lash to the tops of our vehicles, I was sure we were forgetting things.  

For me, Claire’s diabetic supplies came first and foremost, and they got a spot inside our SUV with us.  

We grabbed all the meat from our fridge, and I had the kids go through the remnants of the greenhouse and collect any remaining edible produce, ripe or not.  

Emily had indeed been badly burned, but it could have been much worse had it not been for Paul who had come to her rescue, throwing a blanket overtop her and pulling her to the floor to smother the flames.  Her legs, feet, and hands had born the brunt of the burns, and much of her hair had been burned away as well.  She also had a pretty bad bump on her head from where she’d hit it when Paul had pulled her to the ground to extinguish the flames.  

Claire did her best to get her worst wounds quickly protected with antibiotic ointment and a light layer of bandages that had been found in among the medical supplies that we were taking with us.  

Our vehicles looked like covered wagons, supplies piled high in disarray atop the rooftop luggage racks.  One SUV served as a rolling triage center, the other, a daycare center.  And worst of all, we had hardly any fuel for the vehicles since we had used most of it for powering the generator during our time at the castle.  I split the last of the Molotov cocktails between our two vehicles.  It wasn’t much, but every little bit counted.

With our supplies hastily strapped atop our vehicles, we began loading people inside.  We put all the back seats down to expand the size of our SUV and mini-van cargo areas so that people could sit or lie down.  Seatbelts for anyone other than those riding up front were out of the question.  Jason’s car seat was tossed.  Just getting everyone inside the vehicles was our main focus now.  It was like cramming people into clown cars.  We put Dad in the front seat of our SUV while I drove.  Will and Emily were in the back where they could lay flat with Claire and Joanna acting as their nurses.  Cashmere was in a cat-carrier that Claire had discovered in one corner of the garage while packing.  Meanwhile, in Will’s mini-van, Ray drove with little Paul in the front passenger seat.  Pam and Sharron sat in the back with Sarah, Shane, and Jason.  

Before we left, I took one last trip alone back inside the castle.  I walked through the dining room, on through the family room, and into the library.  Richard and his people had already removed the bodies of their people who had fallen here in the final battle.  In the dawn’s early light, I could see the destruction that had been wrought in the beautiful room.  The fireplace and surrounding mantel were chipped and cracked, pinged and pockmarked from dozens of bullet impacts.  Many of the lavish chairs, sofas and tables and were overturned, smashed, blood-covered, or shredded by gunfire.  The floor in several spots was burned black or stained with blood.  

I felt bad, and I actually apologized aloud to the home and to Aaron Coughlin who had spent so much time and care – not to mention money – to create such a spectacular spot.  It was sad.  I’d spent so many hours here with our family and had planned to spend so many more growing, living and loving in this serene location – and now it was not to be.  There had been so many memories made here already and the promise of so many more, and here we were, leaving this once beautiful home in shambles.  I think I would have been content to live out the remainder of my years at the castle, completely content without the trappings of the modern world.

I stood, looking around me.  It was all too much.  I didn’t want to see any more.  I wanted to remember the home as it had been, not the way we’d left it. 

I walked back outside to the garage where the vehicles awaited and where the last few preparations to leave were being made by our group.  As I looked at the mountains surrounding us, I knew a peaceful existence here was not meant to be, but I remained determined to find it somewhere.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

I was surprised to find Richard waiting for me outside the garage when I returned in preparation for departing the castle.  He motioned me around back.

I followed him warily behind the garage where he stood beside a five gallon fuel tank.

“Thought you might need this,” he nodded down at the container.

“More than you know,” I told him.

“I’m truly sorry things went down the way they did,” he said.

“Me too,” I offered.

“I know this isn’t much, but it’s all I could spare…all I could sneak without my people getting wise.  Just don’t fill up here.  I might loose control of them if they see you using their fuel.”

“Thanks,” I said.  “Hold on just a second.”

I hurried back to our car.  Opening one of the garbage bags we’d already strapped to the top, I rummaged around one of the packs inside.  It took me a minute to find what I was looking for.  

Getting back to Richard, I handed him a big paper-wrapped package.

“What’s this?” he asked, hefting it and looking down questioningly at what I’d handed him.

“Like you said, it’s not much, but it’s all we could spare…about fifteen pounds of venison,” I nodded at him.  “I thought you could use it.”

“Thanks,” he nodded smiling.  “More than you know.”

We shook hands.  

“My people will escort you out to the highway,” he told me.  “Just make sure you keep moving.  East, west, north, south…we don’t care, just make sure that for your own sake, you don’t come back.  I wouldn’t like to see that, and I don’t think I could control what might happen to you or your people if you did.”

“Understood,” I nodded.

And with that we parted.  I was kind of afraid that once we were on the road and away from Richard’s influence, his people might try to extract their revenge, but they didn’t.  We made it back to the highway without incident.  Once there, the two pickup trucks that had followed us from the castle stopped and waited, watching us from the entrance to the on-ramp as we drove up it and out onto the highway.  I watched as their headlights faded in my rear-view mirror until they disappeared completely.

And suddenly, there we were, back where we’d been just a few months earlier – on the road again, not much gas in the tanks, not much food, very little water, and no clear idea of where to go or what awaited us once we got there.  The only difference now was that the weather was slightly better…at least for the moment.  It was sunny and felt like the temperature was slightly above freezing.  I was grateful that the sun had melted the highway clear of any snow or ice.

About five miles after we hit the highway, we stopped and split the fuel Richard had given us up between the two vehicles.  Claire let Cashmere out of her carrier, and as I climbed back into our SUV, my precious kitty quickly made her way up front where she immediately curled up contentedly in my lap while I drove as though nothing had happened and we were back sitting before the castle’s library fireplace.  

It felt strange to be on the road again after all this time.  I hadn’t driven a vehicle in months.  After all that had just happened, I almost laughed aloud, not because our situation was funny; but because in a way, it was sadly comical.  Here we were; our hopes and dreams dashed, our group tired, disheartened, injured, and disillusioned.  And once again, we had to start all over.  I shook my head as I drove.  My eyes began to well up with tears.  It wasn’t that I felt bad for myself, but I felt bad for my family.  I wondered what I could have done differently.  What I should have done differently.  We probably shouldn’t even have gone into town.  Then there wouldn’t have been the incident with the Wardlaws.  Maybe we should have waited to go to the creek for water.  Then Will and I would have been there when the attack began rather than getting to the fight late.  But this wasn’t the time for theories of hindsight.  There were mouths to feed, shelter to find, security to consider, and a new plan to start developing.  Drowning my sorrows in playing guessing games about the past wasn’t going to accomplish any of that.

Between the two vehicles, I knew we didn’t have long until our gas tanks ran dry.  With the fuel Richard had given us, and by reducing our speed, I gave us to somewhere just across the Georgia state line if we were lucky.  And it didn’t look as though things in the outside world had gotten better since we’d taken up in the castle.  Based upon our Tipton experience, it didn’t appear that the past three months had given society the time it needed to get back on track.  In fact, from what I saw – or didn’t see – as I drove, things almost appeared worse.  

I wasn’t seeing any traffic on the roads at all, and it didn’t seem as if there was much, if any, activity.  It wasn’t as though the gas stations had received some magical influx of fuel and were bartering it out to people.  Rather, it appeared that – just like four months ago – we were going to be on our own to find gas.  

More than anything, I just wanted to find a spot to hunker down and regroup.  We needed to come up with some sort of plan, get everyone on the same page, and get some much-needed rest.  

I heard Claire’s voice behind me in soft whispers as she tended to Will and Emily.  Emily was in the worst shape.  Her burns were bad, and being jarred and jiggled in the back of the SUV’s uncomfortable cargo area as we drove wasn’t exactly doing her much good.  Thankfully, our supply of pain killers was going a long way to comfort our wounded.  

Dad sat in silence beside me.  We hadn’t had much of a chance to talk since he’d been shot, though he seemed to be doing slightly better.  He kept his arm in a makeshift sling that Emily had created for him before she’d suffered her own injuries.  I think he was worried about her.  He kept taking furtive glances over his shoulder as if he wanted to ask how she was doing while at the same time not wanting to know.  

“Doing okay, Dad?” I asked him quietly, glancing over at him as I drove.

“Yes,” he nodded.

“How’s the arm?”

“A little better, I guess,” he said, touching the sling softly.  “Claire has got me so doped up on painkillers, you could probably hack the thing off and I wouldn’t even know it.”

I glanced down at the fuel gauge on the console.  The indicator hovered just below a quarter of a tank.

“We’re going to have to find somewhere to stop and soon,” I said.  “Won’t be long before we’re out of gas.”  As I said this, I saw a sign on the side of the road indicating we were entering the far western tip of North Carolina. 

“I’ll keep an eye out for anything that looks promising,” Dad said.

The late-morning sun had risen higher now, and I felt naked and compromised traveling in broad daylight.  While we hadn’t seen anyone on the road since we’d left Tipton, it didn’t mean that roadway bandits weren’t laying in wait somewhere ahead of us.  The last thing any of us wanted was more shooting.  We were all tired of the sound of gunfire and of being shot at.  All of us – except for Ray of course – were unaccustomed to the feeling and fear of being fired upon with the intent to kill, and I had to admit, it was indeed a strange experience.  Having someone trying to kill me and my loved ones was something I’d never expected to encounter and was definitely something I decided I would work extremely hard to avoid in the future.  However, in this new world, it was likely something that could very well happen again.  I could only hope and pray that as time went on, people would begin to settle down, rebuild some semblance of our previous society, and develop rules by which to govern themselves and their actions.  

For as much as I had disliked our previous world in so many ways, and for all its faults and flaws, I was finding that I now missed its governance of structured rules and laws.  While all those regimented guidelines had started to turn our nation slightly mushy around the edges as people relied more and more upon the government and technology for their subsistence and safety, I had to admit that in most ways, it was far better than the current post-apocalyptic sort of existence we were experiencing.

I could only pray that in the months ahead, the remnants of the nation’s population would begin to become more acclimated to surviving on its own and not be so quick to resort to the rabid-dog approach we’d encountered in Tipton.  Richard had proven to me that civilization and exercised restraint were still alive.  The question was, were there enough leaders like him still among us to harness common sense and humanity while restraining lawlessness and mob mentality?

Will was lying on his stomach in the SUV’s cargo area to keep pressure off his butt wound, his head rested up near the backs of the front seats.  Like Dad, he was doped up on some pretty strong pain meds and would mumble and talk in his broken sleep.  Every so often, he would awaken from his slumber and lift his head, a goofy grin on his face.

During one such bout of semi-awareness, he lifted his head slightly and asked, “How we doing up there, big bro?”  

“Oh, just wonderful,” I said back, my response soaked in sarcasm.  

“Good to hear,” he replied pleasantly.  

“How’s you tush?” I asked.

“Can’t feel a damn thing.  This stuff Claire gave me is great…whatever it is.”

“She might have to pass some around to the rest of us,” I half joked.

“Let me know if you need anything,” Will mumbled drowsily as he put his head back down on his forearms for another round of drug-induced sleep.

“Righty roo,” I said back, glad that at least someone was feeling good.

I turned my attention back to the road and drove on in silence for the next half hour.  We’d decided to utilize more of the state highways and county roads for the rest of our journey whenever possible, choosing lesser traveled routes to continue our way south since I-40 had made its turn east, heading further into North Carolina.

The dashboard’s low-fuel indictor chimed on about 20 minutes later, tearing into the silence of the drive.  Dad glanced over at the flashing red light, then back out his window.  We drove on for several minutes more in silence, the glaring red light churning my stomach full of worry.  

Ahead of us, I could see a couple tall signs looming above the hills and treetops to the right side of the road.              

“Could be promising,” Dad nodded at the signs.  “Should we try it?”

“I don’t think we have much of a choice,” I said.

A few minutes later, we came to an east-west running crossroad.  Mountains rose around us on all sides.  To our left, the road led away into apparent nothingness.  I saw nothing but the road and trees past that point.  To our right, the road ran between several buildings.  My eyes followed the road as it disappeared into the mountains not more than half a mile away in either direction.  There was absolutely no traffic and no indication of other people.

I inspected the signs around the buildings to our right.  I saw a sign for a motel on one side, a sign for a gas station and a waffle joint on the other.  It made me wonder just how many such waffle restaurants had populated our once proud nation.  No wonder there used to be an obesity problem before the flu.  It seemed like the further south we got, the more such abandoned eateries we saw.  I pondered what I’d be willing to give for a stack of big fat waffles smothered in butter and drizzled with a layer of hot syrup.  

My stomach rumbled and quivered, and I quickly pushed the thought aside.  

 “Should we try the motel?” I asked Dad.

“Might as well,” he shrugged drowsily.  “Doesn’t look like anyone’s around.”

I drove the short distance from where we sat over to the motel.  We pulled up out front under a paint-chipped carport where the tiny registration area and office were located.  It definitely looked like the kind of bed bug-ridden place that I would have cruised right on past in my previous life, but seeing as how we were now beggars, we couldn’t exactly be choosers. 

I don’t know why I pulled up in front of the motel.  Force of habit I guess.  It wasn’t like we were going to check in.  However, after our last encounter in Tipton, I wanted to find out sooner rather than later if the building was inhabited and whether potential occupants would be willing to work with outsiders or just try to run them off.

The motel was one of those old motor-lodge sorts.  “The Drury Inn” a faded red sign on the front of the building read.  The letter “Y” in “Drury” was missing completely, distinguishable only by where the sun had etched its shadowed imprint into the building’s facade, and the “D” was slanted perilously askew and appeared ready to fall off in the next stiff breeze.

The structure itself was built in a square shape, the inner courtyard of which was devoted to a small swimming pool surrounded by a chain-link fence.  I’d estimate that the motel housed somewhere around 20 guest rooms.  There appeared to be parking spots around three sides of the building, but I didn’t see any other vehicles, which gave me hope that the place was abandoned.

Ray and I exited our respective vehicles and moved cautiously up to the building’s registration entrance.  Clumps of frozen wind-swept leaves were piled into corners around the front of the building.  The glass entry doors were chained shut and padlocked, and by the looks of things, no one had been inside for quite some time.  Peering inside through the doors, I could see a small sofa, beside which sat an end table with lamp.  There was the registration desk with a computer atop it, a display stand full of brochures and pamphlets for tourists and travelers, and a door off to one side of the room marked “Office.”

“Looks empty,” Ray said, cupping his hands around his eyes to block the sunlight’s glare upon the glass and get a better look inside.

“Abandoned, hopefully,” I replied, stepping back from the doors and surveying the scene around us.  “Looks like no one’s been here for a while.”

“How you guys on gas?” Ray asked.

“Almost out.  You?”

“Same,” he said.

“We need to come up with a new game plan,” I said.  “I think we should hole up here for a day or two, give everyone a chance to rest, and we can look for some gas.  Then we can figure out our next move.”


  

“I think it’s about our only option,” Ray agreed.  “Let’s take a look around, make damn sure no one else is here, and then we can pick out a couple rooms to stay in.  I’m thinking in the back.  Keeps the vehicles out of sight of the road and gives us better cover.”

“Sounds good,” I agreed.

We made a quick trip around the building, guns at the ready.  We gave the entry door to each room a swift kick as we passed just to make sure we wouldn’t encounter any unpleasant surprises when we selected our rooms later.  If there was anybody here, I wanted to know ahead of time.  But there were no responses to our knocks.  Therefore, we headed back to tell the rest of the group the plan and then pull the vehicles around back and park.  

There were a total of six rooms along the back side of the hotel, of which we picked out four.  Each room had two double beds.  There were big picture windows that faced out toward the pool in the courtyard.  I’m sure that at one time, the little pool had probably been nice, but now it was filled with murky, half-frozen water that contained a mixture of sticks, leaves, and trash.

The rooms were sparsely and somewhat shabbily furnished, their décor looking as though it hadn’t been updated in at least a decade – probably longer.  And while the furnishings were in sharp contrast to those we’d left behind at the castle, at this point, none of us really cared.

After closing the drapes across the picture windows, we pulled mattresses from the two rooms that we hadn’t occupied in the rear of the hotel and shoved them up against the windows for added security, pinning them there with the room dressers.  This also made the rooms darker and easier for sleeping during the day.

Inside the rooms, it was just as cold as it was outside – about 40 degrees – so we took our meat supply and put it in the bathtub of one room to secure it in case any outsiders got the idea to come mess with our vehicles.

Claire, Jason, Emily, Dad, Cashmere, and I took a room.  Ray and Pam got another.  Sharron, Will, Sarah, and Paul roomed together.  And Joanna and Shane took the final room.  It was a little cramped in our room, but we didn’t care.  We were just happy to be alive and have a somewhat secure place to sleep.  

After our supplies were unloaded, and before everyone crashed out for the rest of the day, we all gathered in our room for a group meeting.  It didn’t last long.  People took seats where they could find them – either on beds or in the room’s two sofa chairs.  Will and Emily were laid out on one of the double beds.  We made sure to keep the kids away from them as even the slightest bounce or jiggle of the mattress would result in pain for one or both of them.  Ray and I stood so that we could address the group.  

We quickly decided that we would scout the surrounding area tomorrow, scavenging for anything of use.  If we found a better place to hold out while conducting our search, we could relocate.  Otherwise, we would hunt for food and mainly fuel, and then look to move on.  

Longer term, we felt that if we could find fuel, we’d continue on to Georgia, seeing what was available along the way.  We hoped to find a spot to settle down for the rest of the winter in the state’s warmer climate; but if we didn’t find anything suitable, we’d head for Florida as long as the fuel held out.  

We thought that maybe the warmer states might have done better fighting the flu, but I don’t really know why we thought this.  Maybe it was more of a hope than any real expectation.  We needed a living location where we could sustain ourselves throughout the entire year without having to worry about freezing to death due to cold or starving to death from extended winters.  So we figured, why not Florida?  Somewhere along the coast sounded good.  We could fish and catch crabs.  There’d be oranges, lemons, and limes for Sharron, and we might even get our hands on some bananas and coconuts.

“Could we go to Disney World?” asked sweet Shane.

“I don’t think it will be open, sweetie,” Joanna whispered softly in his ear, hugging him close and stroking his hair.  

“Mickey got the flu and kicked the bucket,” Paul laughed.

Shane looked at him, distraught, then jutted his lip out and started crying.  

“Paul!” his mother hissed, glaring at him.

“Well, I think that’s about enough for today’s meeting,” I said, wanting to wrap things up before any more tears were shed.  

I was exhausted, and I knew everyone else was as well.  We all needed to get some sleep; so we doped up Emily, Dad, and Will, on another round of pain killers, and everyone hit the sack.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

I woke to the sound of pounding on our motel room door.  I was so out of it at first that I thought we were back at the castle and the noise was gunfire.  My heart leapt and then calmed as I remembered that we were no longer under attack, but then it leapt again as I wondered just who – at this seemingly deserted highway exit – was pounding on our door and why.  

I figured that it was probably Ray or Joanna.  

It was light outside although I had no idea if it was morning, afternoon or evening.  I didn’t even know whether it was the same day we’d arrived or if we’d all slept through the night and it was already the dawn of the next day.  

I slid out from beneath the bed’s warm blankets.  The coldness of the room hit me hard, taking my breath away and causing me to shiver violently.  I grabbed my .44 from atop the bedside table and slid it into my waistband just to be on the safe side.  

I looked over at Claire who lay motionless on the other side of the bed.  Jason lay asleep beside her.  Her eyes were open, watching me, but she hadn’t moved.  I motioned for her to stay put.  She complied, only moving to reach over and take the .22 pistol off her own bedside table and slide it under the covers with her.

Dad and Emily were still in their drug-induced slumber in the other bed.

I walked silently to the door and put my eye to the peephole.  All I saw was blackness, which I took to mean that someone was covering it – unwittingly or purposely I couldn’t say.

“Who’s there?” I called through the door.

“Management,” came a man’s husky response.

At first I thought it was Ray playing a joke, but it certainly didn’t sound like Ray’s voice.  I wondered if he was disguising it.  I pulled the gun from my waistband and held it in my left hand.  I left the door chained, unlocking it with my right hand, and putting my right foot in front of it to help bar against forced entry while I cracked it open it about three inches until the chain caught.  I held my .44 out of sight behind me as I cautiously peered outside.  I could see at least two burly men wearing heavy coats, ball caps, and blue jeans.  Both were heavily bearded.

“Yes?” I said.

“This is our place,” the first man, who was wearing a red ball cap, said.  He didn’t say it angrily or menacingly, just matter-of-factly.  The pronouncement caught me off guard as I hadn’t expected anyone to be laying claim to the building.  I hadn’t expected anyone to be around at all for that matter.           

“Okaaaay…” I said slowly, not exactly sure how to proceed; but I didn’t have to say any more.

“We’re glad to have you,” said the man.  “We don’t get people around these parts much anymore as I’m sure you probably guessed.  We don’t mind if you stay here, but we ask that you pay for your rooms.”

“I’m sure we can work something out,” I said as agreeably as I could, hoping to placate the men while still contemplating this new development.  

I certainly didn’t want anymore trouble – that was for sure.  

“Just a second,” I told the two as I closed the door slightly so that I could remove the chain.  I put my .44 back in the waistband of my pants and then reopened the door to step tenuously outside, pulling it shut behind me.  

The two men stepped back from the door as I did so.  I noted that each man wore a gun holster on his hip.  In the parking lot behind them, I could see a red pickup truck pulled up in back of our two vehicles, blocking them in.  An older man with white hair sat behind the steering wheel and a teenager holding an assault rifle knelt in the bed of the pickup.  Seeing the young man made me think of Brian – Claire’s younger and much wilder teenage brother who’d we’d lost in the firefight back in southern Illinois – which made me more nervous than anything else about the whole situation.  An overly-jittery teen with an assault rifle could be a dangerous thing in situations like this where both sides were feeling one another out. 

Suddenly there was movement behind me as Ray exited his room carrying an assault rifle of his own aimed at the two men.  The men in front of me spun around to face him, their hands instinctively going for their side arms, surprised by his arrival.  The young man in the pickup quickly took aim at Ray.  Ray instantly readjusted to aim at the kid.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I yelled as I held up my hands.  “Everyone just stay calm!  Ray, it’s alright.  We’re just talking here.”

The man in the red hat looked over at the kid in the truck and raised a hand to stop any further action.  “Steady, Jack,” he said.  “Keep calm, boy.  Everything’s fine.”

Ray slowly lowered his weapon, and the kid did the same.

“Like I said,” the man in the red baseball cap turned back to face me, “we don’t want any trouble.  It’s been a while since we’ve had any visitors, and those we have had haven’t been the friendliest.  But we can’t just let you come into our place and stay for free.  Do you understand?”

“I understand,” I nodded.  “And I agree.  But I have to tell you, we were just run out of our last place and we don’t have much to trade.”

“It’s alright,” the man said.  “We don’t ask for much.  Name’s Bill,” he took off his winter glove and reached out a hand.

“John,” I said, shaking it.  Ray walked up, “This is Ray,” I introduced him.  They shook hands.

“This here is Rubin,” Bill nodded to the man standing beside him.  “He don’t talk much, but he’s a good man.”

Rubin nodded sullenly at us.  

We nodded back.

“Back there in the truck is my pa and boy.”

Ray and I nodded at them.  They just watched us warily.

“Like I said, we’ve had some rough characters roll in here,” Bill went on.  “Had a couple bad experiences with some of them.”

“I hear you on that,” I agreed.  “We’ve had a few encounters of our own.”  I paused, deciding not to go into the subject further.  “So what type of stuff are you looking for as payment?” I asked.  

“Well, I’ll tell you what we could use,” Bill said as his buddy Rubin turned his head to spit a large wad of brown tobacco juice onto the parking lot blacktop.  “We’re starting to run low on ammunition, and I got a sick girl back home.”

I nodded, “We might be able to help you out there,” I said.  “We used up most of our ammo getting out of our last spot, but depending upon the weapon, we might have some to spare.”

He nodded.

“What’s wrong with the girl?” I asked.

Big Bill suddenly looked vulnerable, and his shoulders seemed to sag.  “Got an infection of some sort,” he said.  “Been going on near a week now.  Her temperature has been up near 103 last few days.  Hit 104 this morning.  We’ve got it down under a 100 a couple times with some cold medicine we had on hand, but it keeps going right back up, and now we’re out of medicine.”

A tear formed in his right eye.  It didn’t seem like he was putting on an act, but I couldn’t be sure.  Trust was getting harder to come by these days.

“Tough situation,” I sympathized.

“You’re damn right it is,” he nodded sadly.

“You got any news about other places that might have supplies?” I asked him.

He snorted, “Was hoping to ask you the same thing.  You’re the first people been in here in weeks.  Last people tried to pay us with dollar bills…dollar bills,” he said incredulously.  “What the hell am I supposed to do with dollar bills, wipe my ass?  Then they gave us some silver coins.  Said they were using old silver coins and bullion in some of the bigger towns and cities as a form of exchange.  Mostly it seems like guns, bullets, booze, medicine, and fuel are ‘bout the only things people are trying to get their hands on these days though.  We took the silver just in case anybody came along with an eye for the stuff.  If things get better, I’m figuring gold and silver might come back as currency.”

“Tell you what,” I said.  “If get you some antibiotics for your little girl and a few rounds of ammo, will you let us stay?”

“Long as you want,” he said, perking up at the mention of the medicine.

“Thanks,” I said.  “I don’t think we’ll be here more than a few days.”  I paused, thinking, and then decided to give it a shot, “You don’t happen to have any extra gas or know of where we can get some, do you?” I asked hopefully.  

He looked at his buddy and then back at me, “How much you looking for?” he said.  

I shrugged, “I’d like to fill our tanks.  We’re almost out.”

“Ha!” Bill laughed.  “You and me both!  These days gas is about as precious as oxygen underwater,” he bellowed.  His spirits had picked up immeasurably since I’d mentioned the antibiotics.  “You save my little girl though, and I’ll get you some gas.  Won’t be enough to fill both your gas guzzlers over there,” he gestured behind him to our two vehicles.  “But it’ll be a start.”

“It’s a deal,” I smiled at him.  I stepped back and opened our room door.  “Claire,” I called softly inside, not wanting to wake the others.  A few seconds later, Claire was outside with us and I was again making introductions.  I explained what Bill’s situation was and what he needed.  And he told me what types of ammo he was looking for, most of which we didn’t have or didn’t have enough of to spare.  We decided on the antibiotics and a .22 rifle with some spare rounds of ammunition.  I started at 25 rounds, he started at 50, and we met at 35.  

It seemed that this was going to be the new form of exchange where things were purchased by bartering in a sort of supply/demand or as-need basis rather than through any sort of formal currency.  We decided that Bill would get half the necessary dosage of antibiotics now, and the rest when he brought the gas.  After this, we took a few minutes to gather up the supplies.  I left Claire in charge of getting the medicine, and I got the gun and ammo.  Then Claire explained to Bill about proper dosages and how long he would need to continue administering the antibiotics.  

Afterwards, he took a minute to examine the .22 rifle.  “You all enjoy your stay,” he said after he was done looking over the gun.  “I’ll be back in a few days to let you know how things are going.  If my little baby looks like she’s on the mend; well, then I’ll bring along some gas with me too.”

“Sounds good,” I agreed.  And with that, we parted ways.  I found myself kind of wishing that Bill would have hung around for a little while.  He seemed like a decent enough character and it was nice talking to someone different for a change and who wasn’t trying to kill us.  However, after our last encounter with outsiders, I was wary of pressing my luck, and I didn’t know who else might be connected with Bill and his group and who could pose a danger even though Bill himself seemed like a good person.  

Richard had seemed like a good person too.  

“Well that was interesting,” said Claire after they were gone.

“Yeah,” I agreed.  “I’ll take words and trade over shooting at each other any day.”

“Me too,” Claire agreed.

 “Same here,” Ray nodded.  “That being said, I think we need to be on the lookout just in case.  They seemed okay, but we don’t know for sure, and we don’t know who else is around here.”

“I’m guessing they’ve probably picked the waffle joint and gas station clean already,” I said.

“I’d think so,” agreed Ray.  “Probably won’t do much good to check them out, but what else we have to do?  We might stumble across something they missed.”

“True,” I shrugged.  “Let’s have breakfast and then we can walk over and take a look.  Hopefully we won’t get charged by the management,” I grinned.

“Yeah, hopefully,” Ray laughed.

 

* * *

 

After the rest of group woke up, we ate breakfast.  It was a sad meal of venison prepared on our camp cook stove, using the final few ounces of our propane.  We paired this with a few slices of salt and peppered or sugared (depending upon preference) squash and tomato for each of us.  We portioned out more of the vegetables for Sharron since she still refused to eat the meat.

After breakfast, Ray and I cased the outlying buildings without much success.  At the gas station, we turned up a couple cans of bug repellant and a small bag of potato chips that had apparently been knocked off its shelf and then been kicked beneath it.  After the discovery, we crawled around on our hands and knees searching for remnants under other shelving units and display cases.  Mostly we just came up with old candy wrappers, a few – now worthless – coins, and lots of dust bunnies.  We did however find a package of hard candies, a candy bar, a pack of gum, a pack of pipe tobacco, and a 4-pack of AA batteries.  It wasn’t much, but at this point, everything counted.  The waffle joint was even less productive.  It only provided three small packets of grape jelly, one of honey, and an assortment of salt, sugar, and powdered creamer packets.    

In the back of the store, there was a large walk-in freezer.

“Might be some good stuff in there,” I motioned to Ray as we walked over to the freezer.

But upon opening the door, we almost gagged on the stench.  Shining our lights inside, we were shocked to find five human bodies piled upon the freezer floor.  

The smell was overwhelming, and it appeared as though the top two bodies, which we were only able to discern as male by their clothing, had bullet wounds in their temples.  We weren’t sure what the story was on these people or why the bodies had been placed inside the refrigeration unit, and we weren’t sure we wanted to know.

Were these people who had come down with the flu and killed themselves voluntarily?  Had they been sick and someone else killed them to avoid the spread of the disease?  Were these the “rough characters” that Bill had said they encountered a while back?  Or had they been killed for some other reason?  And why had they been placed in the waffle joint’s freezer?

We quickly resealed the refrigeration unit and rejoined the group at the motel with our paltry findings.  We decided not to mention our discovery at the restaurant.

We spent the next two days in relatively close proximity to the motel, not wanting to venture too far outside our comfort zone after our last experience in Tipton.  We were outsiders here, and we didn’t need anymore problems.  Nor did I want to end up like the people across the street in the waffle joint’s freezer.  I just wanted Bill to get back soon and hopefully with some gas.  

As we waited, the weather warmed into the low-50s, which was a nice change.  Ray was able to catch a small rabbit for us.  Sharron found a few acorns and made a disgusting looking acorn pulp, which she boiled into the consistency of baby-food and then flavored with sugar and honey.  She and Jason shared it happily.  Meanwhile, Joanna located a nearby stream where she was able to spear several small fish with a sharpened tree branch.

I had to admit, we were becoming a pretty self-sufficient lot; however, our shortage of propane for cooking, our dwindling ammunition supply, and our lack of gasoline, all weighed heavily upon me.  

Meanwhile, Will was still unable to walk from the wound to his rear end, Emily was in severe pain from her burns – even with the painkillers we were giving her – and Dad’s arm was unusable and still very painful.  

Joanna’s birthday came and went with little fanfare while we were at the hotel.  It made me sad thinking back to Janet’s final wish to do something special for the occasion.  

Jason’s third birthday also arrived during our stay.  We didn’t even bother to tell him though.  The decision seemed somewhat cruel, but we felt it would have been even crueler to tell him and then have nothing with which to celebrate.  We did, however, cut half the candy bar we’d found at the gas station into little bits and gave him that and a few of the hard candies as a special treat, enjoying watching his delight in consuming the tasty tidbits, then feeling terrible when he cried for more.  We ended up giving him a few more candies, but we let him know as we did so that they would be the end of the treats.  It was more important to conserve as many such items as possible in an effort to help Claire regulate her blood sugar levels.

Speaking of which, Claire had become very adept at stretching her insulin supply, and I’d become quite observant regarding the signs that something wasn’t quite right with her if her blood sugar began to get out of whack.  The most obvious indicator was when she began doing or saying silly things.  It was almost like she’d had too much to drink.  She’d get a funny look in her eyes, or slur or mix her words, or fumble around when trying to put things away.  Sometimes I could tell simply by her breath as it would get a sickly sweet kind of smell to it when her blood sugar level was too high.

But she was good about correcting these slight miscalculations in managing her diabetes, and it would only take a slight hint from me for her to change her insulin pump settings or eat a candy or two to get things back in line.

I worried about her insulin pump giving out.  We had enough batteries for it, but we were running very low on the necessary accessories to connect the pump to her body, especially the tubing through which the insulin ran.  It wasn’t like we could re-use the stuff over and over again.  Therefore, Claire began utilizing some of the syringes we’d found at the castle to take some of the pressure off using her pump all the time.  It wasn’t a perfect solution, but she was often able to get four or five uses out of a single syringe.  It wasn’t that the syringe was useless after that number of injections, but its tiny needle began to get dull so that it became rather torturous for Claire to attempt to use it after that point, and torturous for me to watch her try as well.  I hated seeing the bruises and puncture marks on her beautifully pure skin.  And it was horrible watching her cringe or hearing her little gasps of pain from failed attempts as she poked herself with a dull needle.  But we had little choice.  If we wanted to make her supplies last and keep her alive, it was just part of it.

I also got good at giving Claire insulin injections in her sweet little tush.  It was the one spot where the shots didn’t hurt her as much, and I never refused a chance to see that tight little rear end of hers exposed in all its glory, especially with her winter clothing cruelly obscuring its supple form so much of the time.      

After our third day at the motel, I was itching to get on the road again.  Most of the time, we were just hanging around and being unproductive; and we needed to find a spot where we at least had a better chance of providing for ourselves.  I also wanted to see whether there were places that had consumer markets of some sort.  My conversation with Bill had given me some hope that there were.  And if we could find one, I felt that maybe we could barter for some of the stuff we needed and maybe even for more of Claire’s diabetic supplies.

What I really wanted to find though was a small town where outsiders who were willing to pull their own weight were welcome and where things were more organized.  I was kind of envisioning a Little House on the Prairie type of town – a place where there might not be much, but everyone had their own role.  There’d be a doctor’s office, a school house, a general store, a town hall, a dentist, a post office, a church, and a few other businesses, and everyone else who wasn’t a business owner would hunt, trap and farm to provide for their families.  

I didn’t know if such places existed, but it was something I hoped for.  

The lack of news from other areas of the country really left us feeling blind without a cane.  We had no idea how many people were left, how and where they were living, or really much of anything about anything.  Sometimes I expected the police to roll up in squad cars and haul us all off to jail, charging us with the murders of the people back in southern Illinois or at the castle.  It was ridiculous of course.  It had all been in self-defense, but those prior societal rules and laws had been pounded into me for so long that they had become ingrained in my being.

Finally, on the fifth morning of our motel stay, Bill came back.  It was chilly but sunny out and I was sitting outside our room in one of the lawn chairs we’d pulled around from the pool area.  I was using some of the pipe tobacco we’d found at the gas station to test out a pipe I’d attempted to whittle from a corn cob I’d picked up over by the waffle restaurant.  

I wasn’t having much success.

Rubin and Bill’s father were with him in the pickup truck, but the teen, I was relieved to see, had been left behind.  Bill appeared to be in good spirits.  He was smiling as he and Rubin got out of the truck.  His father again remained inside the truck’s cab.  

Bill was wearing his same red ball cap and waved as he walked around the back of the truck and over toward me.  I set my pipe down, stood from my lawn chair and waved back.  Out of force of habit, I reached back to feel the lump of my .44 in my back waistband.  I watched as he and Rubin maneuvered a large white plastic container from the pickup’s bed, carried it over, and set it down between our vehicles.  I walked over to where they stood.

“Guess the medicine’s working out alright?” I asked, looking down at the white container and reaching out to offer a hand to Bill.

He took it in both his hands and shook it heartily.  “Her temperature’s almost back down to normal and this morning was the first time she’s been out of bed in over a week,” he grinned back at me.  He shook his head, “I have to thank you.  Without your help,” he said, choking up a little, “I think we would have lost her for sure.” 

“Our pleasure,” I said.  “And thank you for the lodgings.  They came at a time when we really needed a break.”

He nodded back at me.  “We brought you a little something to pay for the remainder of the medicine.”  He reached down and unscrewed the top of the white container.  The smell of gasoline wafted from the tank, so I knew he wasn’t trying to pull one over on us.  “It’s ten gallons.  I know it’s not enough to fill both your vehicles, but I hope it’s enough to get you to wherever you’re going.”

“Thanks,” I nodded.  “It’s definitely better than what we have right now.”

“You got any idea where you’re headed next?” Bill asked.  Rubin spit an arc of tobacco juice that splattered onto the pavement.

“Not yet.  Further south is the plan, but we don’t have anywhere definite in mind.  We find a place that looks good and that’s where I guess we’ll stop.”

Bill nodded.  “Well, good luck to you.  Can’t say I’d want to pick up and go somewhere else though.”

“We didn’t have any desire to leave our last spot,” I agreed.  “But sometimes those kinds of things get forced upon you.”  I pulled a small bottle from my pocket and handed it to him.  “The rest of your little girl’s medication,” I said.

“Thanks,” he said, taking it.  “I can’t tell you what this means to me,” he paused looking back to the old man who sat watching us from the truck, “to us,” he added.

“I’m glad we could help,” I smiled.

“Sure you won’t stick around?  We could use some good people ‘round here.  Spring will be coming on soon.  There will be plenty of work hunting, fishing, crops to plant.”

I had to admit that the offer was tempting, but the vision of those bodies in the freezer flashed through my mind.  Bill seemed nice enough, but I don’t know how to explain it.  Something just didn’t sit right with me in this place, and I wanted to get moving again.  I considered asking him about the bodies, but I didn’t want to unearth anything that Bill might be reluctant to discuss.  If he thought we were holding him responsible for the death of those people, he might become defensive or worse, and I didn’t want more problems if we could avoid them, so I just let the subject go.

“No thanks,” I said.  “We need some warmer weather.  We’ve been stuck in the cold for too long and the further south we can get, the better.”

“Well, good luck to you,” he stuck his hand out.  “Be careful out there.”

“Will do,” I said, shaking his hand.  “You do the same.”

He nodded, pocketed the medicine, and turned quietly to walk back to his truck.

Ray joined me outside and we watched Bill and his pickup drive away and disappear around the side of the motel.

“He left fuel?” Ray asked.  

“Ten gallons,” I said.  “Won’t get us too far…somewhere inside Georgia maybe?”

“Better than nothing,” Ray said.

“Come on; let’s get it into the vehicles.  I’d like to leave tonight if at all possible.”

“Still thinking about Florida?” Ray asked.

“It’s something to shoot for,” I shrugged.  “If a better option presents itself in Georgia, I certainly wouldn’t be opposed to it; but for now, I think Florida’s a good target.”

I left Bill’s motel with a bit more faith in mankind, but still with a lingering pit in my stomach about the future and just how the flu had changed, and would continue to change, people and our interactions with one another.  I began to realize that society as we once knew it was gone and would likely never return, at least not in my lifetime – maybe, hopefully in Jason’s.  A cleansing of mankind had taken place, and now that it had happened, I could only dream of how easy we all once had it.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

Will’s mini-van ran out of fuel later that night about two hours after we crossed the Georgia state line and had briefly linked up with the highway again.  I was hoping to use the route to locate some abandoned vehicles with potential for fuel.  We siphoned just enough gas out of our own tank to get the vehicle running again, and then we put it into neutral and towed it behind our SUV until we came to the next exit.

I drove as though I had an egg under the accelerator, gingerly pressing the gas pedal with the ball of my foot, allowing our SUV to coast downhill whenever possible, and only touching the gas again when we slowed to around 20 miles an hour.  It was slow going, but I was doing everything I knew to maximize our fuel efficiency.  Towing a mini-van full of people and supplies certainly wasn’t doing much to help us though.

Dawn was just staring to break as we rolled slowly down an exit ramp and onto a rather barren county road, the sides of which were populated with wispy pine trees and scrub brush.  I looked for a secluded spot for us to pull off and make camp.  I found it about a quarter mile down the road.  A short, rutted dirt path led from the state road’s pavement to a dilapidated wooden shed with a rusted tin roof.  The perimeter of the structure was surrounded by pine trees.  Behind it though was an open field.  The shed – upon closer inspection – was actually more of a small barn that I guessed was once used to house farm equipment or animals or some combination thereof.  Boards in its walls were missing in spots, and there were holes in the roof, but at one side there was a large sliding door. 

We rolled to a stop in front of the structure and got out.  After a brief inspection, Ray and I managed to push the door open far enough to drive both vehicles inside, one behind the other.  We then slid the large door closed behind us to conceal our presence.  

It certainly wasn’t Aaron Coughlin’s castle, but it was shelter nonetheless.  And it’s where we spent the next week.  

It wasn’t that we wanted to stay, but considering our fuel situation, we had very little choice.  In our exploration of the area surrounding our new barn home, we found a small creek that ran through the field about a quarter mile away.  It provided us with water but little else.  It still wasn’t warm enough for much in the way of amphibian life, and the creek was too small for fish.  This meant that over the course of the week, our food supply rapidly dwindled.

Amazingly, during our eventual search of the barn, we found an old canvas pack up in the loft area hanging from a hook on one of the barn’s support beams.  Inside the pack, we were excited to find an old horse blanket and a couple cans of baked beans.  The expiration date on the beans was May of 1993.  Our excitement at the find was quickly tempered though as upon opening the cans all we found inside was a crusty, black, un-edible substance that we guessed must once have been the beans, although you’d never know by the looks of it.  

But even the hunger pangs we experienced by cutting back our regular meals from three a day to two, and finally to one as the week drew to a close and as our meat supply dropped to just a couple pounds, were not the worst of it.  

The sleeping situation we encountered in the barn was almost intolerable.  Due to the cold night temperatures, we were forced largely to sleep inside the vehicles.  We still had one tent that was intact enough to erect inside the barn and inside which Will and his family slept.  Sleeping on the ground though quickly had them realizing that there was a severe mouse infestation in the barn that irritated them to no end.  

The only ones happy with the mouse situation were Paul and Cashmere who quickly took over as the group’s mouse hunters.  They’d spend their days on the prowl, stalking their prey around the barn, our little lioness Cashmere with her claws and teeth, Paul with a pocket knife his father had given him.  Every so often we’d hear a little squeal – either from an injured mouse, a prowling Cashmere, a delighted Paul, or sometimes a combination of the three – as a rodent was caught.  Paul kept a tally of their kills on one of the barn walls where he’d tack up mouse tails to keep track.  He had 14 by the end of the week.  His mother would glare at him each time he’d affix a fresh tail to the wall, but she vehemently despised mice, so even she kept her beast-loving mouth shut.  Cashmere kept her tally far more discretely, only showing her trophies by way of the weight she’d rapidly put on during our time at the barn.  Poor little Paul’s hands bore the scars of Cashmere’s voracity as he’d attempt to remove a trophy tail before she devoured their catch, Cashmere often getting a swift swat of her claw or nip of her fang into his hand in the process.

The rest of us were stuck either sleeping inside the vehicle cargo areas or reclined in the front seats, which is where I usually found myself.  

It was terrible.

It was smelly, noisy, and uncomfortable even for those who could lay flat.  Sleep was broken if it came at all.  People would cough, sneeze, yawn, breath loudly, talk in their sleep, moan, rustle, wiggle, jiggle, fidget, and fart.  

Claire would typically have to get up several times a night to check her blood sugar levels.  Even slight noises like the clicking sound of her blood tester as she pricked a finger was something that grew increasingly annoying as deep slumber became scarce.

At night, flashlights constantly flicked on and off as people got up to use the bathroom or get a drink of water.  And flashlights, as well as the batteries that powered them, were becoming an increasingly valuable commodity.  We’d had more such items than we’d needed when we’d arrived to the castle, and we’d found plenty more scattered throughout the Coughlins’ gargantuan home.  Over time though, some flashlights had been dropped by children or careless adults, the batteries had died in others, and some just died from overuse.  And now, without candles, and with no generator to power electric lights at night, we tended to use flashlights more than we’d expected.  Anyone going outside the perimeter cast by our campfire’s light typically needed a flashlight to see.  And now we were down to just a few to share between us.  We had a couple more that required D-size batteries, but we were out of those.  

Between the hunger, sleep deprivation, lack of bathing, the cold, the mice, and everything else, it was just too much.  The whole situation was a mess, and by the end of the week we were all about ready to murder one another.  I realized that we had to find a better location, and soon.

 I began to contemplate a move on foot.  I figured it’d be better than rotting away in the shithole of a barn.  At least it’d give us a chance.  

By looking at the map, it appeared that we had a good fifteen miles before we’d hit the next urban area.  I wasn’t sure if it’d be better to travel along the highway in the event we came across a vehicle with fuel in it or if we should try to navigate our way through the less-populated areas so we could travel unnoticed.  

On our sixth day at the barn, Ray and I decided to hike out to the highway to see what the situation was.  I left Claire and the others the task of searching the barn and surrounding area to see if they could come up with enough materials to make a stretcher for Emily and crutches for Will.  Emily’s skin was finally starting the long healing process, but it was also starting to dry and crack in places around her burns which meant that it was extremely sensitive to movement or touch.  Therefore, we’d need something to carry her on if we decided to move on foot.

My hope was that Ray and I could find some fuel somewhere along the highway either by way of an abandoned car, or if we walked far enough, inside a garage somewhere.  Even if we could just find a full two-gallon tank someone had in their garage for lawn equipment, it might be enough to get us to our next stop.  And once there, we could hopefully scavenge or barter for more.

We reached the highway’s on-ramp at about noon.  The sky was a brilliant bright blue, but it was chilly out.  Ray and I talked as we walked up the on-ramp.

“It’s weird, isn’t it?” said Ray.

“What’s that?” I asked, thinking that just about everything we did these days was kind of weird compared to our former lives.

“Walking up a highway on-ramp,” he said.  “I don’t think I’ve ever done it before.  Driven up enough up them, but I don’t think I’ve ever walked up one.”

I thought about it for a minute, “Yeah, I don’t think I have either,” I said at last.  “It is kind of strange.  Something you never really expect to do.”

“Like living through a pandemic that appears to have wiped out most of mankind?” he snorted.

“That too,” I nodded.

“What do you think will happen?” Ray asked.

“With what?”

“The country.  Do you think it’ll rebuild itself like it used to be or will it just become a bunch of little communities like Tipton…little clusters of people with some sort of leader or elected official running things.”

I shrugged.  “I have no idea.  I don’t even know what the rest of the country is like.  I mean, is it as bad out west as it is here?  I mean, I guess I’d assume so, but maybe there were larger population pockets that remained relatively untouched.  You know, like more isolated small or even mid-sized towns or cities.  If so, they might be able to drive the recovery.  If not, well…if it’s all like this…” I gestured around us at the empty highway we were approaching, “…then I guess we…the country, might be shit out of luck.”

“Do you think that’s a bad thing?” Ray asked.

“How do you mean?” I frowned, looking over at him as we walked.

“Well, obviously you’d kind of been planning for this sort of scenario when you lived back in Chicago, so you probably at least thought a little bit about it happening.  And I know the prepper mentality.  Preppers like to be proved right; otherwise their preparations are all for naught.  So are you happy you were proved right or disappointed?  Do you even want the country back the way it was?”

I took a deep breath, thinking about it.  “Well, I guess it’s kind of like…” 

Ray interrupted, stopping us with a raised hand, “Shhh…you hear that?”

I paused, straining to listen; then I looked over at him, squinting.  “Car engine?”

He nodded, frowning, “Yeah.  Sounds like it’s coming up the highway from the south.  Come on, let’s get out of sight.”

He led us off the on-ramp and down into the weeds that lined its side.

The engine noise grew louder, becoming a sort of rumble as it approached.

“Sounds like their going pretty fast,” Ray said.  We moved through the weeds toward the edge of where the ramp met the highway.  “Let’s see what’s going on.”

From our vantage point atop the small hill the on-ramp created, we could see out over the highway’s two south-bound lanes, then out across a gently sloping median that spanned about 50 yards and over to the north-bound lanes.  I estimated our line of sight to be between two and three miles.  Maybe about a mile from us, a pickup truck was traveling at what I can only describe as an idiotic rate of speed.  I mean, they were flying.  I guess with no other traffic on the road and there no longer being any threat of speeding tickets, these guys figured they could go as fast as they wanted.  

While their speed may have paid off in travel expediency, it didn’t pay off in effectiveness at arriving to their destination.  About a half mile from where we stood watching, a huge buck suddenly bounded out from the woods on our side of the highway.  It ran across the two south-bound lanes, cleared the median and dividing guardrails in four giant leaps, and landed right in the path of the speeding pickup.  I don’t think they even saw him coming.  They sure didn’t act like they did.  The buck seemed to sense the impending danger at the last second and gave a final leap, but it was too late.  The truck blasted into him at full speed, its fender catching him in mid-leap, clipping his hind quarters and legs and sending his body, antlers first, through the windshield.  The pickup swerved, its tires jerking left; then it slid sideways, its right side tires digging hard into the pavement then bending under the weight the chasse was putting upon them before buckling under the pressure.  The truck rolled not once, not twice, but five times…at least that’s what I was able to count as I stood their watching in awe.  

On the first roll, the deer was flung clear, landing in a lifeless heap beside the highway.  On the third roll, one of the passengers was throw out onto the highway in front of the rolling truck.  On the fourth roll that passenger disappeared beneath the vehicle as it continued its forward rolls.  And on the fifth and final roll, the truck came to a stop, upright, smoking, and thoroughly demolished.  

Ray and I looked at each other in stunned disbelief.

“Ho-ly shit,” I said slowly.

“That was fucking nuts,” Ray said, mouth agape.  

“Come on,” I said.  “There might be survivors.”  I felt somewhat foolish for saying it after what we’d just witnessed, but we had to try.

Reaching the scene though, it quickly became apparent that there were definitely no survivors.  The man who’d been tossed from the vehicle had been squashed under it as it had rolled.  His remnants were kind of a pulpy mass of blood, flesh, and tattered clothing on the highway.  The only other occupant of the pickup, the driver, had been impaled through his chest and face by deer antlers.  

It was a nasty scene to say the least.  

The deer came out of it looking the best.  It didn’t take me and Ray long to reach the same conclusion…gas and dinner.

It may have been a crude reaction to a tragic accident, but these days, it was a necessary one.

“Let’s hustle back to camp and get the siphoning equipment,” I told Ray.  “We’ve got enough gas to get over here in the SUV.  We’ll just throw the buck in the back, siphon as much gas as we can and get the hell out of here.  They might have buddies who’ll be out looking for them and I don’t want to have them catch us here stealing from the crash scene.  I don’t think it’d look too good.”

We ran back to the barn as fast as we could.  The whole time I was praying that the truck didn’t explode and consume the fuel or that someone didn’t stop ahead of us and take what we wanted.  

Thankfully, neither happened.  

We brought Joanna and Claire back with us to help load the buck.  He was a heavy sucker and we had to quickly saw off the head and legs and gut him right there on the spot.  We put plastic down inside the cargo area and got him loaded inside the back of the SUV in about ten minutes.  Then Ray and Joanna siphoned close to six gallons of gas from the pickup while Claire and I made a search of the truck’s interior.  There wasn’t much to be found, but we took a rack-mounted rifle, a half box of ammo from the glove compartment, along with some beef jerky sticks, a couple candy bars, and a plastic container full of some sort of stew that amazingly had remained closed during the colossal crash.  I wrapped them all up in the Confederate flag that hung draped in the back of the pickup’s cab behind the rifle rack.

We were back at the barn in about 20 minutes flat, and while I felt bad about what we’d witnessed, I was thankful nonetheless.  We had enough meat to last us for another couple weeks, we had enough fuel to hopefully get us to our next stop, and we’d picked up another weapon and ammunition.   

The group was excited with our finds – all but Sharron at least, who of course felt sorry for the deer.  I placated her with the explanation that it had died a quick death.  The stew we’d taken from the truck appeared to be vegetable, so I gave that, along with the candy bars, to Sharron.  She was thankful for the food, but I could tell the story of the deer’s death had dampened her spirits.  I couldn’t concern myself with such things though.  I had a family to feed and a plan to finalize.  We’d be leaving soon, and I wanted to get the rest of the deer butchered and packaged, prepare a hearty dinner, and then spend some time deciding exactly where we were headed next as well as plan our route for getting there.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

That night, after a delicious dinner of fresh venison, we discussed our next move.  In our conversation, we decided to avoid Atlanta.  While staying on the highways might have made it slightly easier to navigate our route forward, it would take us through Atlanta; plus, these roadways didn’t provide us with our most direct route south.  And no one in the group thought it’d be a good idea to head into a large metropolitan area just yet.  We still weren’t sure whether the flu had completely run its course and what sorts of people it had left behind in urban environments.  We didn’t want to head into a large city only to find ourselves met by people similar to those we’d encountered in southern Illinois.  Combating roaming gangs of thugs was not something we needed to add to our current “to-do” list, and with just enough fuel to take us maybe another 50 or 60 miles, we didn’t want to run out only to find ourselves stranded in the heart of Atlanta.  However, this strategy would also likely take us away from our best chance at finding more fuel.  We figured that due to the swiftness and severity of the flu as it ran its course through an urban environment like Atlanta, there would probably still be plenty of vehicles with full tanks as well as gas cans left in garages there.  But it wasn’t a risk we were willing to take.  Instead, we decided to stick to the more remote state and rural roads for a while until we got past Atlanta, at which point we hoped to link back up with the highway somewhere past Macon.  

After debating it for a bit and going around the group to collect everyone’s input, we decided not to leave for two more days.  It wasn’t that we weren’t itching to get going, since our living quarters inside the barn were a far cry from the plush surroundings of our former digs back at the castle, but we thought the delay would be a good idea.  Ray and I both felt that the pickup truck on the highway could draw curious outsiders.  Whether it would be travelers stopping to pick over the wreckage in search of supplies as we had done or compatriots of the two men who had been traveling in the truck coming to search for their comrades, we didn’t want to chance being caught out on the open road by those who might attack us for our supplies or in some sort of confused reprisal over the fate of their fallen brethren.  

And so we decided to wait.  

In the meantime, we gathered and boiled more water for our upcoming trip, filling all the containers we had with us.  We rationed our food, estimating that by the time we departed we’d have about enough for five or six more days if we stretched things out.  And while Sharron boiled some sort of soup concocted from various grasses she’d found in the area, the rest of us enjoyed a bone marrow and venison stew.  It wasn’t the best stew we’d ever tasted, but it was warm and nutritious, and it helped us stretch our meat supply.

Several days later – once we felt we’d given things enough time to cool down out on the highway – we made our exit from the barn under the cover of darkness.  Earlier in the afternoon, we’d taken turns going to the creek in small groups to have one final wash before we left.  While shaving for men – or women for that matter – was out due to lack of razors, we all got a quick wipe down with towels and washcloths in an effort to maintain some semblance of hygiene before beginning the next leg of our journey.  We had no idea what the situation would be over the next few days and when we might have the opportunity to get clean again.  

We departed the barn at 2:30 a.m.  It was a clear night.  I estimated that the low temperatures were hovering somewhere in the mid to lower 40s.  There was a half moon out and it provided just enough light for us to travel slowly – about 20 to 25 miles an hour – without the need for headlights once our eyes adjusted to the darkness.  We weren’t afraid of hitting any wildlife, since even if we did, it wouldn’t do too much damage to our vehicles considering our rate of speed.  The slower speed also helped us maximize our fuel economy, and we didn’t need to make great time since we only had enough fuel to run for a couple hours anyway.  We guessed we’d be completely out of gas by 7 a.m. or so.

We decided to use the highway initially to link up with the smaller roadways that would take us on our most direct route south.  

I’m not sure how many people have ever driven on a dark highway, without headlights, creeping along at 20 miles an hour, but it’s a strange experience, almost as strange as walking up a highway on-ramp.  Something about it just doesn’t sit right with all those prior experiences and countless hours spent zooming along at 75 miles an hour watching strings of taillights snaking along ahead of you and headlights behind.

At about 3 a.m., we neared the turnoff that would take us from highway to county road.  As we approached, the outline of a huge billboard loomed off to our right.  I decided to take a chance and flipped the headlights on to see what it was.  It turned out to be an enormous advertisement for a shopping center three miles farther down the highway. 

“Let’s give it a shot,” I said to no one in particular.

“Huh?” Dad mumbled, half asleep in the passenger seat.

“There’s a shopping center coming up in about three miles,” I said.  “Could be some good supply options there.  At least some gas maybe.”

“Maybe,” Dad sighed, falling back asleep.  His arm was doing better now, but it was still far from healed.  Claire tended to him, cleaning and re-dressing his wound when necessary.  She said in a week or two, they might be able to start some light therapy on it.

Will’s injury was healing as well.  Claire spent most of her time tending to Dad and Emily, leaving Sharron to handle her husband.  Claire had a natural curiosity about burns and burn patients from her time as an occupational therapist, and since Emily’s burns were so painful and difficult to manage on her own, Claire took very good care of her of mother.  We also had to be extremely careful of infection, especially considering that our recent living location in the barn was far from what one might consider sanitary.

I put my hazard lights on and pulled over to the highway’s shoulder, allowing Ray to pull up along side us.

Out of consideration for the sleeping passengers in his vehicle, he got out and walked around to our SUV.  I put my driver’s side window down.

“What’s up, punkass?” he smiled at me quietly.

“There’s a shopping center up head a few miles.  I was thinking we could take a look around.  Might find some good stuff there or at least some gas.”

“Worth a shot I guess,” he shrugged.

Ten minutes later, we were pulling onto the off-ramp that angled down toward the shopping center.  Instead of a bright sea of lights, we could tell the structures existed only by their black silhouettes framed on the horizon against the moon’s glow as it hung low in the pre-dawn sky.

I soon noticed that there were dark outlines on the off-ramp in front of us, and we were closing on them quickly.  Just as I began to slow, a floodlight hit us full on, blinding me and causing me to stomp on the breaks.  I heard screeching of tires behind us as Ray locked up Will’s mini-van to avoid rear-ending us.

I held my arm up in front of my eyes to block the ferocious light.  It took me a minute to regain my normal sight as we had been traveling for so long in the moonlit darkness.  To buy myself a few extra seconds, I flicked my own headlights on bright, hoping that in doing so, whoever was blinding me would find themselves equally impaired.

“What’s going on?” Dad asked, waking from his slumber.

“Not sure, Dad.  Just sit tight.”  

As my vision cleared, I could make out three vehicles about 50 feet in front of us.  It appeared that two were pickup trucks and the other a large car.  They were parked fender to bumper across the width of the exit ramp.  In front of the vehicles were stacks of old tires, boards, what looked like cut pieces of highway guardrail, and similar debris that helped form a large barricade.  Two men sat perched atop one of the pickup truck beds, a solitary man in the other.  All three appeared to be heavily armed with assault rifles aimed at us.  A flag was flying from the back of one truck.  It fluttered softly in the breeze and in my headlights’ glare, I could make out the image of a coiled snake with the words “Don’t Tread on Me” written across the top of the flag. 

“Out of the car!” One of the men yelled.

I felt a hand on my shoulder from the back seat.  “John…no,” Claire whispered.  “Let’s just get out of here.”

I looked at the rifles aimed at us and figured it wise not to try anything.  “Just hang tight,” I said.  “I’ll be right back.”  I took a deep breath, handed Cashmere from where she’d been sleeping peacefully upon my lap, back to Claire, reached down, opened the door, and stepped slowly out onto the pavement.

I raised my hands slowly so that the men could see that I wasn’t holding a weapon.  I then walked around in front of the SUV and stopped about ten feet in front of in the headlights.  

“We don’t want any trouble,” I called, lowering my hands.  “We were just looking for a little gas is all.”

One of the men slung his rifle around in back of him and jumped down from the pickup.  He walked over and patted me down.  Finding the .44 in my waistband, he took it and stepped back a few feet.  

I didn’t like it.  I felt exposed and defenseless, but again, I decided it was best not to argue.  A wrong move here and these men could easily fill our SUV with lead, killing everyone inside.

“We’re not accepting any outsiders,” one of the men still perched atop a pickup yelled.

“We’re not looking to stay.  Just need some fuel.  We’d be willing to trade,” I called back hopefully.

There was a pause and then the man called back, “We don’t need anything.  And we don’t want any more people here.  You all need to move along.”

“Please…we’re good people,” I pleaded.  “We just need a few gallons of gas so that we can move along.”              

“Can’t do it, partner,” the man called back.  “Now you best be on your way.  We don’t want any trouble, but we got no problem killing outsiders if that’s what it takes.”

He was right.  I wasn’t going to press our luck – not here, not now, and not for a few gallons of gas.

The man standing nearby walked over and handed me back my .44.  

“Okay,” I said, taking it from him.  I shoved it in my waistband and walked slowly back to the car.  The whole time, I was waiting for the sounds of gunfire and the impact of the bullets as they ripped into my back, but nothing happened.  I got back inside the car, put it in drive and made a slow U-turn on the exit ramp.  Ray followed as we traveled back up the ramp and swung around, headed in the wrong direction, onto the highway.

Ten minutes later, we were on the county road we’d passed a few miles back, heading southwest and traveling farther into the unknown.

 

* * *

 

We finally ran out of fuel about four hours after our shopping center exit-ramp encounter.  We had towed Will’s minivan the last 10 miles, but this time both vehicles were run until their tanks were bone dry.  As soon as our fuel indicator light blinked on, I began looking for a spot where we could safely pull off to the side of the road.  I found it just as the engine began to sputter – a deserted looking side road that we took for about a half mile before the engine conked out altogether.  

It was 7:04 a.m.  Dawn was already breaking, and daylight would be upon us soon, not leaving us much time to find a place to shelter for the day, although our location seemed pretty desolate.  I would have liked to have just stayed and slept in the vehicles, but I was afraid scavengers might come calling, thinking our vehicles abandoned, which could lead to trouble.                  

We pulled over to the side of the road and rolled to a stop.  Then everyone began piling out, collecting their belongings and untying the bags strapped to the top of the vehicles.

“Take only what’s necessary,” I called to everyone.  “Water, food, guns, ammo, and medical supplies first.”  

I don’t know why I wasted my breath.  Such things were about all we had left anyway.  

I had Paul and Sarah carry our sole remaining tent and the extra blankets since they were relatively light.  Ray and I donned packs, knowing that we’d then have to carry Emily on her stretcher in addition to our loads.  Dad and Claire would assist Will in walking.  Everyone else would take as much as they could and follow us into the scrub brush that lined the road.

First we had to clear a barbed-wire fence bordering the road.  This wasn’t as easy as it sounded since we had to lift Emily up and over, jostling her in the process and leaving her crying out in pain.  Then we had to assist Will, Dad, and the kids as well.  Eventually, we made our way about 100 yards from the road to a spot where the ground rose into a very gradual hill.  At this point, there was a grove of trees that grew into a cluster and appeared as though they would provide some decent shelter.  It wasn’t much, but considering we couldn’t go too far, this was about the best we could hope for.

After we laid Emily down and got Will situated, Joanna, Claire, Ray, Sharron, Pam, and I all went back to the car and got whatever else we couldn’t carry on the first trip.  Dawn was just starting to break as we worked to get settled into the spot.  The sky was cold and gray looking.  

“Guess this will have to do for now,” I said as we made our way back to the campsite.  

The kids got to work putting up the tent without being asked.  They were becoming little adults well before their time, and while I felt bad about their situation, I appreciated their help and work ethic.  

The trees in the area were tall pines and provided a soft layer of needles on the ground that was conveniently devoid of other vegetation.  Skirting the perimeter of our chosen campsite grew a combination of weeds, small trees, and assorted bushes.  They served as nice windbreakers and made our spot invisible from the road.  

And so we began settling in.  First we helped the kids finish putting up the tent so that we had a safe place to lay Emily and Will as well as a spot to safely shelter our supplies.  We picked the highest spot in the clearing to avoid being flooded out if it rained.  The sky hung heavy with clouds and the air just had that feel of rain about it.       

After this was accomplished, we got Emily inside along with Will, Dad, Jason, and Cashmere so that they could rest while everyone else finished setting up camp.  We tossed blankets, packs of clothing, food, medical supplies, guns, ammo, and other items that might be susceptible to moisture or that weren’t in garbage bags inside the tent with them.  When we were done stashing all our stuff, there was hardly room to move inside the cramped quarters.

We decided that at night, Emily, Dad, Joanna, and the kids would sleep inside the tent.  It would be a tight squeeze, but with temperatures still dipping into the upper 30s and low 40s at night, the extra body heat would be welcome in such conditions.   This meant that the rest of us were on our own for getting some sort of shelters built to keep us warm and dry.  We set to work cutting and collecting sticks, logs, and saplings that we could form into small structures that were just large enough to fit two people.  These weren’t meant to be comfortable, just to provide shelter.  

We created three such structures in a tight semi-circle facing the tent about ten feet away.  In between we built our fire pit so that all the structures would be relatively close to the warmth and security it provided.  We used rope, string, bungee cords, vines, and anything else we could find to secure the bones of our structures and then layered them with trash bags and any other pieces of plastic we had available to serve as extra insulation and help keep out moisture.  Finally, we mounded pine needs up, over, and around our little sleeping huts, using stones, and more logs and sticks to help weigh them down so that they weren’t blown away by the wind.  Then we put more pine needles on the ground inside to provide some level of comfort for our sleeping spots. 

They weren’t pretty little hovels, but we hoped they’d be enough to keep us warm at night.  Sharron helped Ray, Pam, Claire, and me with our structures, and then we helped her construct hers since Will wasn’t able to. 

This activity took us until almost noon.  We then took about an hour to collect several days’ worth of firewood that we covered as best we could with the remaining garbage bags and that we held in place with heavy stones.  

The sky remained gray and I guessed the temperature hovered somewhere in the upper-40s.  Our work kept us warm, but as soon as we were done, a feeling of cold exhaustion began creeping over us.  We finished ringing our fire pit with stones, ate a quick lunch of some pre-cooked venison, and headed to our huts for naps.  

After traveling all night, I was wiped out, and even those who had slept in the cars were ready for a break.  Moving from place to place meant we never really felt at home anymore and this made it harder to let our guard down and relax.  We were always working, always worried, always thinking about what was coming next, always wondering where we’d be in a week’s time, always counting supplies, always deciding what needed to be done or figuring out how to do it.  It was a constant mental battle that led to increased physical fatigue.  One day we’d have plenty of food, the next we were starving and malnourished.  One day we’d have a relatively safe spot to sleep, the next we’d be on the road again.  One day we’d have fuel for the vehicles, the next we’d be out completely.  It was continual stress, never knowing what was around the next corner.  It was feast or famine, and I hated that type of living.  I wanted my castle back.  I wanted to be able to stockpile, and plan, and know what was coming not just in the hours ahead, but in the days and weeks ahead.  I wanted to get back to a life where I was in some sort of control again; not in control of everything of course, but in control of most things, which was all one could really ask for. 

I was sick and tired of the cold.  I had hated the months between the holiday season and spring before the flu destroyed the world, and I hated them even more now that I had to sleep outside and be on the constant lookout for shelter, food, and fuel.  

Before taking my nap, I crawled quietly into the tent.  Dad was reading a copy of Great Expectations he’d brought with him from the castle.  Everyone else was sleeping.  I quietly snuck several of the trash bags containing blankets from within and distributed them to those of us who would be bedding down in our self-constructed huts.  I assisted Sharron get Will comfortable inside their hut while Ray and Pam headed to their tiny sleeping hole carrying their bedding with them.  

The wind blew, and I shivered.  I felt a rain drop on my head, and then several more plunked down.

Claire and I took a minute to set out containers to catch rain for boiling later.  With so many to keep hydrated, water was a precious commodity.  And without knowing whether there was a good fresh water source nearby, we needed to collect as much as we could when it rained.  We currently had two, maybe three day’s supply left at best.

“Come on,” I said, taking Claire by the hand.  “Let’s get some sleep before the kids wake up.”              

As we crawled into our little hovel, it started to pour.  “Just in time,” Claire said.  “Guess we’ll get to test our work.”

“Guess so,” I said.  “Hope we don’t find ourselves underwater soon,” I said.

We maneuvered ourselves inside our cramped quarters and wriggled under our blankets.  There, we snuggled up tightly together, holding each other close. Cashmere chose the high ground, crawling up on top of us as we lay on our sides and settling into the hammock our blankets made as they gapped the small crevice between our bodies.  We could hear the rain start to pound down around us and the wind whisper through the pine trees, trying but failing to wiggle its icy fingers into our little dwelling.  

We had cut several fresh boughs from young pines to help block our entrance – our door of sorts.  Wedging four of them across our entry hole worked well to keep cold air out, warm air in, and block outside light too.

As crappy as our situation was, in a weird way, it was also kind of cozy.  

For a few minutes, I lay there thinking.  I thought about what needed to be done.  I then began ranking my list in order of importance.  We needed to find a fresh water source.  We needed to search the surrounding area to insure that it was secure and that no other people who might pose a threat lived nearby.  We needed to search for food, especially for Sharron since we were down to largely meat as rations.  We needed to find more fuel to get to our next destination.  It’d be good if we could hide the vehicles, but considering they were completely out of fuel, it might be more trouble than it was worth.  Still, I didn’t want people stripping them for parts in the event that we found more gas.  

I was asleep before I made it any further in my mental list.  The only time I remember waking over the next few hours was during an explosion of thunder that rumbled our tiny lodgings.  I quickly fell back asleep to the soothing pitter-pat of heavy raindrops, Claire’s arm tight around my midsection as she pressed herself up against me.

When I woke next, the rain had stopped and Claire was gone.  My body felt like it just wanted to lay there and fall back asleep, but I knew there were things to do.  I could hear the chatter of voices and the laughter of children outside.  I wriggled feet first out of our hut to discover the clouds gone and the sun out.  It was still chilly, but the sunlight breaking through the treetops was a welcome sight.  

People were hard at work and I felt momentarily guilty about sleeping through their efforts.  Claire, Paul, and Sarah were making the rounds, collecting all the partially-filled water containers and dumping them into a metal bucket for boiling.  Joanna and Shane were collecting dry firewood from beneath our plastic covering and working on getting a campfire going.  Ray was cutting mid-sized limbs and hauling them over to where Pam, Sharron, and Dad were trimming them down and making a pile of smaller twigs and vines. 

I walked over to where they sat.  Dad was supervising.

“What are you working on?” I asked him.

“We’re trying to develop a sort of hybrid stretcher slash cot for Emily,” he said.  “We want something to be able to move her on more easily and at the same time be able to put up on a base so that she can be outside with us.  Poor thing is bored out of her mind and lonely always being left behind while we go off to work.”  Then he lowered his voice, “And I don’t know how much more I can stand reading Great Expectations to her,” he grimaced. 

“That’s a great idea,” I said.

“I thought so,” said Dad.  “So we’re trying to use two long poles with a soft bed of thatched weaving in between as the stretcher.  Then we were thinking of making several X-shaped cross pieces with sharpened bottoms as supports that could be shoved into the ground to hold up the stretcher when she’s outside with us.”

“Fantastic,” I nodded.

“And…” Sharron said, putting her weaving down, “…we’re also working on improving Will’s crutches.  It won’t be anything too fancy, but I’m going to tie some material here as padding to ease the pressure on his underarms,” she pointed to the top of the crutch.

“Wow!  You guys really got to it,” I said, smiling.  “Maybe I should sleep late more often.”  

Ray was back with some trimmings to be used in the weaving of Emily’s stretcher.  “You going to be up for a recon mission here in a little bit?” I asked him.

“Sure thing,” he nodded.  “Just got to cut a few more pieces for our weaving crew and they should have enough to keep them busy for a while.”

Meanwhile, Joanna and Shane had gotten the fire going.  She then brought Shane over and set him up to help strip leaves and small protrusions from the fresh branches and saplings that Ray had cut for weaving.

“I think it’d be better if we used a couple teams for the recon,” she offered.  “We could break up and scout several different directions at once.  We seem pretty secluded out here and it could take us a while to cover the surrounding area in its entirety.”

I thought about it.  I didn’t really like the idea since it would mean putting more people at risk, but at the same time, she was right.  Ray and I could only cover one direction at a time, and putting several “feelers” out so to speak, would decrease the amount of time necessary to explore our surroundings and increase the chances of finding the things we needed.

“Okay,” I said.  Claire was finished up with her water collection and had set the bucket beside the freshly-started fire to boil.  “Claire, why don’t you come with me?  We’ll head south, further down the road.  Ray, you and Pam want to go east?”  

They nodded their agreement.  

“Joanna, you and Dad okay with heading west?”

“Sure,” Dad said.  

“Yes,” nodded Joanna.

“But don’t go splitting up when you’re out there.  You come across anything that doesn’t look right or other people and you head straight back here to report.  I don’t want anyone getting hurt.  This is only a scouting mission remember.  And Dad, you take care of that arm.  No climbing over fences or hopping big ditches or anything like that…okay?”

He frowned.  He didn’t like being treated like a child or told what to do, but we didn’t need more injuries.  “Alright,” he agreed sullenly.

“Everybody take their time out there.  There’s no hurry.  Don’t go more than a mile or two, don’t get lost, and watch your backs.”

I felt like a parent sending his kids off on their first overnight trip, but we’d been through enough.  I didn’t want anyone stumbling across another camp that could be less than friendly, and I definitely didn’t want them leading anyone back to our own camp.

It turned out that there was little reason for concern.  There was absolutely nothing in the immediate vicinity surrounding our camp.  We must have picked the most desolate part of Georgia in which to run out of gas.  Claire and I walked down the road where we’d abandoned our vehicles for what must have been a mile without seeing any signs of life.  Finally, we came to an old house that appeared it’d been abandoned for decades.  We didn’t even bother going inside as it looked as though it was on the verge of collapse.  A large tree lay askew across half the roof and a large portion had deteriorated and fallen into the home.  One of the exterior walls bulged awkwardly outward from the weight of the tree.  The front door was wide open.  Most of the windows had been broken, and the brick chimney lay in a pile of rubble beside the house.  

“I wouldn’t go in there if you paid me,” said Claire.

“I know,” I said.  “I’d rather take our chances in our huts than attempt to live in that place.”                

We walked on down the road a bit farther, but we soon began to lose hope.  The sky had started to cloud up again, and I really didn’t want to get caught in another downpour.  A chilly wind whipped at us from the west.

“Come on,” I said.  “Let’s head back.  There will be better days for this type of thing.  We should get back and start working on preparing dinner.  We also need to build something over the fire to protect it from the rain.  Maybe the others had better luck in their searches than we did.”

On our way back, as we re-passed the dilapidated farmhouse, I had an idea.  “Wait here,” I told Claire.  

I left the road and walked through the weeds up to the front of the house.  After a minute or two of struggling, I managed to detach the front door from its hinges.  I lugged it back to the road where Claire was standing.

“I hate to negate all their efforts, but this might work better to carry Emily on,” I said.

Claire shrugged, “Worth a shot, I guess.”

Upon our return to camp, I offered my suggestion to Sharron who had nearly completed the woven stretcher for Emily.  

“I think this will be better for her,” Sharron nodded at her work.  “Its bottom will give and flex more than that hard old door,” she eyed it with distaste.  “The vines and thatching we used will give with her weight making it more comfortable.  I think laying her on a door would prove very uncomfortable after a few minutes, and if we had to carry her for any distance, it would really stink.  This,” she pointed at her creation proudly, “will be more like a hammock.”

I thought about it for a few seconds.  “That’s fine,” I said.  “It was just a thought.  You’re probably right.  I have a good use for this anyway,” I patted the sturdy old door and took my find away with me over to where Claire stood warming herself by the fire.

There was a big pane of glass near the top of the door.  I called Paul over since I still remembered what it was like to be a boy his age.  Then I held the door up over the fire and asked him to knock out the glass by throwing a sizeable rock through it.

He thought the job was, as he termed it, “Awesome!”

The glass tinkled as it fell down into the fire pit.  I chose to do it over the fire because I didn’t want to leave broken glass in the camp or surrounding area for anyone to cut themselves on later.  Then I took several of the unused branches that Ray had cut and that hadn’t been used for the stretcher, and two more that we had collected for firewood, and pounded them into the rain-soaked ground.  I left them so that their tops protruded about four feet into the air.  Then I set the door atop the four posts that I’d driven into the ground – a corner of the door on each post – so that it fit perfectly over the fire pit as a rain blocker.  I watched as the smoke from the fire began to curl up to and around the door and then out through the open portion near the top of the door where Paul had broken out the glass.  I hoped that the door was up high enough that it wouldn’t catch fire and that the vent Paul had created would help cool its underside.  After testing it, I decided we’d only use my contraption when it rained – which by the looks of it, would be soon – to help keep the fire going and the pit covered and relatively dry.    

The others arrived back from their scouting missions soon after we were done with our work.  They’d had about as little luck as we had.  Pam and Ray had found a small, dilapidated trailer.  They’d picked up some garbage bags, a tarp, some silverware, and a small plastic bucket from inside.  They’d also found a small pond about a mile or so away, but it had several old cars rusting away in it, and according to them, was pretty nasty looking.  They didn’t think the water would be fit for drinking.  

Dad and Joanna had made it about a half mile before Dad stepped in a small hole.  Unable to properly brace himself as he fell due to his injured arm, he had twisted his ankle.  Joanna had helped him back home and he now sat glumly on a large piece of wood we’d dragged from our pile of firewood.  His ankle was swollen but Claire didn’t think it was broken.  

It seemed that we’d picked an absolutely terrible spot to run out of gas, and things weren’t looking too good.  The temperature was dropping, the wind was picking up, and intermittent raindrops let us know that a fresh storm was approaching.  Therefore, we decided on an early dinner during which we discussed our situation and plans for the future.

“I don’t think we’re long for this spot,” Dad offered.

“I think you’re right,” Will agreed.

“But without gas, we’re pretty much up crap creek,” I frowned, chewing on a piece of salty venison.  

Sharron took a swig of some sort of brewed vegetarian concoction she’d come up with.  It looked like a leaf soup if you asked me, but she said it was edible and provided calories, so if she was happy, I was happy.  “We could always walk,” she offered.

Will snorted, “Oh yeah, speak for yourself.  Some of us aren’t in the best of shape here.  I know you made me crutches and all, but now we got Dad with a bad ankle, and it will take a least two people to carry Emily.  Plus, we have all this stuff to haul along too,” he gestured around at the camp supplies.  “We have to carry enough supplies to keep thirteen people fed, hydrated, and warm along the way.”

“It might be our only option,” Joanna said.

“We haven’t thoroughly explored the area,” Claire said.  “There might be stuff around; we just haven’t found it yet.”

“Problem is, if we continue to spend time here and we don’t find anything worthwhile, then we’re just burning valuable supplies and time that we could have spent getting to our next location,” I said.

“If we go, then we have to continue on with three wounded travelers,” said Ray.  “Whereas if we wait, we might end up finding the fuel we need to take the cars or at least buy ourselves enough time that the injured are healed enough to continue under their own power.”

It started to sprinkle and I looked up at the darkening sky.  “Let’s sleep on it,” I said, finishing my food.  “Looks like it’s about to pour any second.”

Parents gave the kids good-night kisses, and about a minute later the sky opened up in a torrential downpour.  Everyone hustled off to their shelters where they endured fitful nights of sleep broken by explosions of thunder that shook the ground and a cold rain that managed to find its way into every shelter, gripping our skin uncomfortably with its icy claws.  

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

Jake Steins and his girl Ava Acadro sat on metal folding chairs eating cold beans from cans inside a frigid warehouse on the outskirts of Memphis.  They had made the city their new stomping grounds after the long trek down from the south side of Chicago.  They had plans to resupply in southern Illinois, having found a local camp where they’d expected to procure their goods.  The camp however had been much better armed than they’d expected.  For all Jake’s bravado, he and his band of mercenaries had been ill-prepared for the fight and were swiftly driven from the area.  

The defeat had hurt Jake’s ego, but worse yet, it had damaged his reputation among his men.  His confidence had been shaken and his men could see it even if Jake couldn’t.  That’s why they had all deserted him once they arrived in Memphis.  

Now, back were those fears that had haunted Jake in Chicago before the flu.  What if he couldn’t do this?  What if he wasn’t as tough as he thought?  What if he lost Ava?  

He’d been able to push such fears aside when the flu had struck.  He’d used the surprise with which the disease had caught most people to his advantage, sweeping through his old neighborhood, taking what he wanted, when he wanted, how he wanted, and collecting a nice band of like-minded and equally vicious devotees in the process.  

In Jake’s mind, he had envisioned a Sherman-like march through Illinois, him and his men cutting a swath of terror as they pillaged the heartland, leaving only death and destruction in their wake.  Instead, those yuppie suburbanite assholes outside that dinkwater town of Avers had screwed everything up.  

The thought made him seethe with anger and he gritted his teeth and clenched his fists, nearly crushing the can of beans from which he was eating.  He threw the near-empty can aside angrily and stood.

It wouldn’t have made him so angry if Ava wasn’t still with him.  While he’d lost the remainder of his followers after the debacle in southern Illinois, for some reason Ava had remained by his side.  And for as much as he liked the sex with her, her presence was a constant reminder of the defeat he’d suffered and what he’d lost in the process.  He’d finally been a leader.  He’d finally had the position and power he’d always dreamed of.  But he’d lost it all.  He could still see it in her eyes.  She saw that defeat every time she looked at him; but he was her meal ticket, and so she stayed.  

A meal was a valuable thing these days.  For the moment though, those meals were getting fewer and farther between, as well as far less palatable.  Now, Jake was just waiting, figuring that Ava would leave when the next best thing came along, and that bred distrust in him.  He used to pass her among his men freely, assured in his manhood and unwavering in his confidence that Ava would return to him as hungry as ever for his touch.  Now however, he was far more protective of his sole remaining asset, yet he still made valuable use of her and her knockout looks.

Ava watched the can of beans Jake had thrown as it hit the floor, bounced, and came to rest against the lifeless body of one of the men they’d killed for the honor of sleeping in the decrepit warehouse.

“Shouldn’t waste food,” she mumbled, wiping bean juice from the corner of her mouth with the back of her hand.  “When you going to deal with them?” she nodded to the bodies of two men that lay nearby.  

The two men had been able to survive the flu and its tragic aftermath, but they hadn’t survived Jake and Ava.  One was a middle-aged man, the other his college-aged son.  Ava had been Jake’s lure.  Jake knew how to use Ava and all her assets to his advantage.  This time she’d play the damsel in distress; the extremely attractive damsel.  She’d become quite skillful at the act.  Her skin-tight jeans were the carrot on a string to be dangled before any jackass with a libido.  A pushup bra in a low-cut shirt and open jacket shoved her supple Latina breasts into mounded drugs for the eyes.  They worked a mystical sort of spell that could be cast upon the opposite sex whenever Jake liked.  It was like he was Merlin the magician and Ava’s body was his magic wand to be waved before his bedazzled prey before he pounced.  And that was exactly how they’d gotten the drop on these two dupes in the warehouse.  

It’d been so easy.  Jake knew how guys were.  And he also knew that these two dimwits probably hadn’t gotten laid since the flu hit…maybe longer.  So when he sent Ava to work her magic, it hadn’t taken much.  A sob story about how her husband had been killed by some “bad, bad men” spoken in broken English.  A few shed tears.  A few innocent touches of her hand against a chest or arm.  A hug of consolation that became something more.  This is how she’d so innocently distracted the sympathetic and horny young man who’d answered the door of the warehouse just long enough for Jake to step silently from around the corner and slit his throat.  By the time the young man’s father had arrived to help, it was too late.  Jake had shot him twice in the chest before he’d even had time to react.  It was all so easy.

“The least you could do is drag them out back,” Ava complained.

“I’ll get to them when I fucking get to them,” Jake spat.  “What the fuck difference does it make to you?”

“I don’t really want to sleep next to dead bodies.  They start to smell worse than you after a couple days.” she mumbled.

Jake walked away, lighting a cigarette as he went, “Eat shit…fucking bitch,” he mumbled back under his breath.

Ava jumped up from her folding chair, “What’d you say to me, fucker!?” she yelled, embers glowing in her piercing brown eyes as she took a menacing step forward.

Jake whirled to face her, “What you gonna do, bitch?” he glared, walking toward her.  “You got nothing without me!”

“I ain’t got shit with you, either!” she said back.

That was it.  Jake lost it.  He slapped her hard across the face.  The blow snapped Ava’s head to the side, but she took it.  She took it better than he’d expected.  She’d become steeled against his icy hand, and now it seemed almost as though she almost enjoyed it.  It was as though she was retaining each hit, memorizing it, storing it away, putting it in the bank where it would accumulate interest that she would one day cash out to use against him.

He looked at her.  This used to be the time when they’d be most turned on and the ensuing sex would be explosive.  Instead, now it was something he’d almost started to dread…they’d both started to dread.  It would happen, but it was habitual now; routine, a stress reliever at best.  

He pulled her close and kissed her hard.  She kissed back.  

After they were done, they rolled over on the dingy little mattress they used as a bed, exhausted, yet still full of the pent up rage that such passion used to relieve.  It was simply an animal act now with little meaning or use, and they both realized it.  They needed something to reignite that lost intensity.  

They needed power.  

“I’ve got a plan, babe,” Jake said, the romp with Ava leaving his voice thick, his mouth dry.

“Yeah,” Ava said back, not expecting much.  She lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply and blew the smoke out in a long straight cloud.  She’d heard it before and knew better than to get excited.  The last few “plans” had failed miserably.  She was expecting more of the same.  Down here, Jake was a nobody.  No one knew him, and the few Chicago connections he’d once had were of absolutely no use.  Here, he was just a scrawny white guy with nothing going for him.  

“Yeah,” he went on.  “Heard about this place nearby.  Supposed to have a big stockpile of guns and ammo.”

“Oh yeah?” Ava said, still uninterested.  “Why are you so special?  Why’d you get this information?  Why hasn’t anyone else gotten to them yet?”

“Cause I got a guy.  I worked a deal with him.  His buddy used to own the place where the guns are stashed.  It was a coin shop.  Turns out, during the flu, the owner died.  Everybody took all the shit upstairs…the gold, the silver, the cash.  Once the place was empty, that was it.  What people didn’t know was that downstairs this guy had an arsenal.  He was a big-time gun nut…kept all his shit in a big walk-in safe.  But the safe’s still locked.  Nobody’s been able to get into it.”

“Let me guess, nobody until you came along,” Ava frowned, knowing better than to believe the hype.

“Right,” Jake nodded, sitting up from his position beside her on the mattress, unperturbed by her lack of confidence or interest.

“So what makes you think you’re going to be the one to bust this big safe?”

“Cause I got, it,” Jake sneered, trying hard to sound like he actually did have “it.”

Ava almost laughed aloud when he said it, but stifled the desire.  She’d play along.  “It, huh?” she mumbled, blinking hard and taking another long suck of her cigarette.  “Then what?” she asked.

“What?” Jake said frowning.

“What happens once you get the guns?”

It was as if Jake hadn’t even contemplated the next step, which of course he hadn’t.  “Well, I, uh…then I guess I can get a crew going again.”

“And?” Ava led him.

“And what?” Jake shook his head.

“What are you going to do with the crew?”

Jake shrugged, “I don’t know, run things.  Pull some jobs.”                            

Ava took another drag of her cigarette, exhaled slowly, and then crushed it out on the cold concrete floor beside the mattress, shaking her head.

“That’s your plan?” she said.

“Yeah,” Jake said defensively.  “Why, you got a better one?”

Ava nodded, staring at the floor, “Yeah…yeah, I do.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

The day did not dawn with any great revelations as to what to do regarding our situation.  Instead, it brought a lot of soggy shivering and griping about the weather among our group members.  

The rain seemed to have gotten into everything – clothing, bedding, food, firewood; it had even put out the campfire and waterlogged a corner of the tent.  The kids were sullen and the parents unhappy about the cold and all the extra work the rain had brought with it.  Joanna and Ray cursed the wet wood and soggy kindling as they attempted to restart the campfire.

The only good thing about the heavy rain was that it had filled most of our catch containers with enough water to keep us supplied for another couple days.  Other than that, it sucked.  Anyone who has ever camped in the rain knows just how bad precipitation can make life outdoors.  And we weren’t just on a weekend camping trip at the end of which we could go back to our cozy homes, take hot showers, have a warm meal, and throw all our clothes in the washing machine.  

This was it…this was our life now.  

People stood around shivering.  Teeth chattered.  Lips were blue.  Jason was crying.  Mothers held kids close in an effort to warm them, huffing hot breath on their little frozen hands.  

Once Ray and Joanna got the fire going, people rushed to it as everyone crowded shoulder to shoulder, hunching over the growing blaze.  Hands were warmed; some of us holding them so close to the fire that our skin nearly touched the flames.  Then we turned so that butts and backs were toasted as clothing finally began to warm and to dry.  We moved poor Emily out on her stretcher and set her up on its supports near the fire pit in hopes of getting her warm.  Claire and Sharron stretched a long rope between two trees, running it close to the fire, upon which they could hang all the clothing and blankets that had become saturated by the night’s rain.

I was stood by the warmth of the fire, chewing my bits of dried-venison breakfast, my stomach rumbling as I thought about all the different kinds of foods I missed.  Milk, coffee, bacon, cheeseburgers, pizza, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, pasta, ice cream, fresh fruit, cookies, Chinese food, beer, hot dogs, brats with sweet peppers, fries smothered in ketchup, beef sandwiches, mozzarella sticks, chicken fingers, onion rings.

“I think our decision has been made for us,” Will interrupted my mental torture as he hobbled closer to the fire on his crutches and looked up at the still gray sky.                

I continued to chew my dry venison in silence.  I had to admit that even for as hungry as I was, deer meat was getting old.  Heck, I’d even take some teriyaki sauce or something other than salt and pepper with which to flavor the meat just to change things up.  

I washed my mouthful down with a large gulp of water and then passed around vitamin C tablets to the group.  This was our way of helping to ward off scurvy and maintain our immune systems during the winter months.  We had taken several bottles of the tablets from the Coughlins’ supplies in the castle, but we were down about 50 tablets remaining.  I doled them out to the group twice weekly since our vitamin C intake was low during this time of year.  Sharron did what she could to supplement our supply by brewing teas occasionally when she came across the right herbs or roots.

I gazed at everyone huddled around the fire.  We were a grizzly looking bunch.  The men were unshaven – some of us now bearded.  The women’s hair was what I would call, “frizzled” – dry, unkempt, un-brushed, and untreated.  Over the months, Claire’s blonde locks had mysteriously faded to an almost light brown in color.    

Dad coughed a heavy, thick, phlegm-filled cough.  It had grown worse over the past few days and the rain especially seemed to have aggravated it.  The sound of it worried me.  And worse yet, little Paul had recently started up with a similar cough.

“What exactly do you mean by ‘our decision has been made for us’?” Sharron asked her husband.  “Should we hunker down here in hopes of avoiding being caught in the rain or try to hike out and find better shelter?”

It was a good question and one that I was going to ask if she hadn’t.

“I think we should go,” Will responded.  “If we sit around here waiting, we could all be soaked and sick by the end of the week.  We need to pack up and get moving before it rains again.  It we move our asses, we could find shelter by the end of the day.”

“But if it starts raining again in an hour or two, we’ll all be soaked and risking hypothermia if we’re caught out in the open without shelter,” Ray added.

Eyes turned to me.  “What do you think, John?” Dad asked.

I frowned, staring at the fire.  “Well…” I said in no hurry to answer, “…personally, I don’t particularly like sleeping on the cold, wet ground.  That being said, if we’re caught out in the open like Ray said, it could turn out much worse for all of us.  As much as I’d like to find better shelter, I think we should try to wait this rainy weather out.  If we’re lucky, it could pass by tonight or even this afternoon.  If it does, we can pack up and get moving by tomorrow morning.  In fact, as soon as the weather breaks, we could probably be on the move again in under an hour.  It won’t take us very long to break down camp and pack things up.”

I paused and looked around the group for indications of how people were feeling about what I’d said.  It was impossible to tell.  Everyone was staring zombie-like at the fire.  Morale was the worst I’d seen it since we’d left southern Illinois, and I couldn’t blame these poor people for being somewhat disillusioned at this point.  We didn’t have much going for us and our prospects were somewhat bleak.  

“Shall we take a vote on it?” I offered, tired of constantly making decisions for the group, decisions that never seemed to pan out as I’d hoped or planned.

There was a group mumble that I took as affirmation for a go-ahead of the vote.

“All those in favor of leaving,” I said.  

Will, Paul, Joanna, and Shane raised their hands.

“Four votes,” I said.  “All those in favor of waiting out the weather,” I continued.

The rest of us raised our hands.  I nodded, “The waiters have it,” I said.  As I finished the words, it started to rain again.  “Okay, everyone back to shelter.  Claire and Sharron, help me get these blankets and clothes off the line.  I know it’ll be tough, but do your best to stay dry and warm,” I called to the rest of the group as they scampered to haul Emily and the kids back to the tent.

My request would be harder to fulfill than I’d ever imagined.  The rain kept up, off and on, for the next three days and nights. 

Lying in our hovel, shivering and listening to the rain for the next 72 hours was torturous.  People quickly took advantage of any breaks in the deluge to use the bathroom or to have a quick bite to eat or drink.  The tent served as our cramped and smelly cantina where we could stretch out for a couple minutes before retreating back to our cramped shelters.  I tried to reason with myself that at least we were conserving energy, reducing our calorie intakes, and resting for the upcoming trek, but it was of little consolation when trying to combat the boredom, cold, wet, and stiffness that came from lying on the ground for hours on end.  Even Cashmere was growing restless.

On the dawn of the fifth day, we finally saw the sun again.  We were almost out of food and we couldn’t even boil fresh water since everything – even the covered woodpile – was saturated with moisture.  We were packed up and ready to go by daybreak.  I’d estimated the temperature was right around 45 degrees, but the rising sun soon made it feel warmer.  Getting moving again felt good as our muscles finally had a chance to stretch and be used and our bodies began producing some heat from activity.

As we loaded up packs, I wouldn’t necessarily say there was an air of excitement among the group, more an air of anticipation as we looked forward to getting the hell out of Dodge.  Everyone was sick of staying put in our makeshift camp and they were ready to go.  The camp had slowly been bleeding us dry of food, water, energy, and patience – all of which we’d arrive with little of anyway.  It was starving us, and we needed a better place to finish out the winter and make it through what could – by the looks of things – be an agonizingly soggy spring.

“Come on,” I said to Claire motioning to several articles of clothing – now sopping wet – that still hung from the line near the fire pit.  “Let’s get this line down.”

We each went to the individual trees where the ends of the line were attached.  Getting my end untied and down wasn’t much of a struggle.  Claire however, being about eight inches shorter than me, had to get up on her tip-toes to reach the rope.  I turned around with my end of the rope in hand just in time to see Claire slip in the mud, falling awkwardly on her side. 

“Ah…shit!” she said as she landed.  

I rushed over to her, but she was up almost as quickly as she’d fallen.  One side of her was covered in mud and pine needles and I almost would have laughed had we been on a regular camping trip, but now was not the time.  Worse yet, when she lifted her winter coat, she revealed a muddied insulin pump.

“Oh fuck,” I said, seeing it covered in glop and its digital screen cracked.  

Claire pulled it off the waistband of her pants where it had been clipped and looked at it dismally, doing her best to scrape off the muck.  

“Think it’s okay?” I asked.

She pressed a few buttons, which elicited no response from the device, then shook her head, “Doesn’t look like it.”

Suddenly the sound of retching came from somewhere behind us.  We both turned to see Pam doubled over by a tree, a hand on the side of its trunk for support, vomiting onto its base.

“We’re off to a great start,” Claire mumbled, carefully detaching the insulin pump from the site where it attached to her skin near the left side of her belly.  

“Hang tight,” I told Claire, rushing over to where Pam stood.  Ray came running up too.

“You okay?” I asked her.

“Honey, are you alright?” Ray asked simultaneously, putting his hand on her back and leaning down close to her.

She nodded, spitting out some bile and saliva and wiping her eyes and nose with the sleeve of her coat.  “Meat must not have agreed with me this morning,” she said.

“It is getting pretty old,” I agreed.  “Been about a week now.  Good thing is; it’s almost finished.  Bad thing is; it’s almost finished.”

I left Ray to tend to his wife and walked back over to where Claire was still working on her pump.  I felt a little queasy myself, but I wasn’t sure if it was the meat or nerves.

“Get it working?” I asked hopefully.

Claire shook her head, “No.  I think it’s shot.”

I exhaled heavily, “How are you on syringes?”

Claire shrugged, putting the pump away in her coat pocket, “I have quite a few.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, somewhat exasperated by the nonchalant attitude she was taking to the whole situation.  I likened her finding herself without insulin or the means to transmit it into her body to me finding myself trapped underwater with just a few tanks of oxygen.  I just couldn’t understand her indifference to it all.  

“Well…I think I have four or five boxes.”

“How many are in a box?” I coaxed.

Claire thought for a minute, “Twenty-five…I think.”

I ran some quick calculations in my head.  I knew she could re-use the syringes several times but I wasn’t sure exactly how far she could push the use of an individual syringe.

“If you had to, how many times could you re-use a syringe?” I asked.

She considered it.  “I don’t know.  Maybe six or seven.  You know they get dull after a point.”

“So you could potentially make it a full month on 10 or 15 syringes, right?”

“Probably,” she shrugged.  “I can give myself fewer shots if I use the longer-term insulin.”

“How much of that do you have?”

“Two bottles,” she answered.  

I felt better now.  We had plenty of time.  Still, it was far from a perfect situation.  “Keep using the stuff that will expire first,” I told her.  “We’ll save the longer-lasting insulin for emergency use.”

“Sounds like a plan,” she nodded.

She got back to untying the rope from around the tree and I just shook my head.  I guessed that Claire tended to rely upon me since I was so good at organizing.  She would likely pay more attention to managing her diabetic supplies if I wasn’t around.  All I could do was hope so since there was no guarantee that I’d always be there for her in this crazy new world of ours. 

Half an hour later, we were on our way, hiking down the country road where we’d abandoned our vehicles.  Everyone but Jason was loaded down with packs and other supplies.  He toddled along, happy the rain had stopped and enjoying the warmth of the sun.  I was just glad he was able to carry his own weight…at least for a little while until those tiny little legs of his gave out.  

We used the clothes line that Claire and I had detached from the trees back at camp to tether Cashmere to Jason.  She acted as a sort of dangled carrot to motivate him when he got tired or bored as she would scamper ahead and Jason would laugh and give chase.  

The other kids got lighter stuff to carry like blankets, clothing, and the tent.  Even little Shane had a small backpack of stuff – mostly his extra clothes.  Adults got things like the guns, ammo, medical supplies, water, what little food we had left, a few pieces of cookware, and other necessities.  Things like the spare gas tanks, extra water containers, cook stove, and other nonessentials we’d been able to bring along when we had our vehicles, were left behind at camp.

“It’s like being back in the army again,” said Ray   

Ray and I each carried a pack of our own, plus Emily on her stretcher.  It was slow going, but we didn’t have much of a choice.  Meanwhile, Pam said she was feeling better, but also mentioned that she was hungry as heck after purging herself of her venison breakfast.  Unfortunately, there wasn’t anything we could do but offer her more such meat, which was met with a quick refusal and a bout of gagging by the poor woman.

I said a quick goodbye to our SUV as we passed by.  It was sad.  I still remembered bringing Jason home from the hospital as a newborn in the vehicle, him asleep in his carrier in the back seat, Claire asleep beside me in the passenger seat.  But I was getting better at leaving physical possessions behind.  

Family was all that mattered now.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

 

Luckily, the strip mall in which the coin shop sat wasn’t far from the warehouse where they’d holed up since the most recent vehicle Jake had stolen was a real pile of shit.  You could hear the thing coming a mile away, so stealth was out of the question.  And in the post-flu world, being able to get from place to place quietly and with the element of surprise was of extreme value.               

This however, meant that they had to walk, and that Jake had to carry his supplies, which didn’t make him happy, not that it took much to piss Jake off.  Ava gritted her teeth and bore his bitching, listening to him complain the whole way about how they shouldn’t arrive on foot since it would look bad to his contacts.

She wasn’t worried about looking bad.  She had other things on her mind, and so she let Jake continue his tirade, almost knowing verbatim what would come out of his mouth.  She’d heard it all so many times before.                   

They approached the strip mall, where the coin shop was located, from the rear.  The mall had employee parking spots that faced out across a wooded area behind it.  Jake finally stopped his complaining as they neared the building and began preparing for business.  A large pickup truck sat parked askew in the spots directly behind the former coin shop.  Two men appeared from the nearby woods, guns trained on Jake and Ava as they approached.  Seeing that it was their business partners, the men lowered their weapons.  

One man was tall and thin.  He wore a leather jacket that helped bulk his frame, but not enough to make him seem big.  The other man was shorter and stocky.  He wore a heavily-padded nylon coated that made him look like an overstuffed marshmallow.  They both eyed Ava hungrily. 

“You bring the stuff?” the fat man asked, still taking his fill of Ava.

“Yeah,” Jake came back gruffly.  “You sure about this place?”

The fat man just nodded, finally glancing away from Ava and over at Jake.  Then he turned and walked over to his pickup.  “Watch it,” he said as he climbed inside and fired up the engine.  

The thin man just stood wordlessly beside Jake and Ava and stared onward, eyes half closed, mouth slightly open.  If it were warmer out, a fly could have zipped right in and he’d probably never have noticed it.  

Seconds later, the fat man put the pickup into drive and gunned it forward through the parking area.  A heavy chain affixed to the bumper jerked tight and then wrenched the coin shop’s back door noisily off its hinges.  It clattered behind the pickup for a few feet before the fat man stopped, backup up, and killed the engine.  The thin man moved to unhook the chain and hefted it up into the pickup’s bed.

The fat man was back out of the truck and carrying a black 18-inch steel security flashlight in one hand and a portable battery-powered spotlight with collapsible stand in the other.  He handed the spotlight to the thin man.  

Jake and Ava each took smaller flashlights of their own out of their packs.  

“Come on,” the fat man said as he led Jake and Ava, followed by the thin man, inside the back entrance of the darkened store.  

They followed him down a half flight of stairs and across a small storage room half full of cardboard boxes.  On the far side of the room was a door.  It was locked, but after a booted kick from the fat man, the frame splintered and the door gave way.  

The next room looked much the same as the first.  There were more cardboard boxes, some of which were open and appeared to be full of paperwork.

“Where’s this safe,” Jake looked around, half believing there was nothing more than worthless paper-filled boxes in the basement.  

The fat man walked to the far side of the room and shoved several tall stacks of boxes aside.  In the process, he revealed a large safe door built into the wall.  The door reached nearly floor to ceiling and was about four feet wide.  It was a formidable looking opponent, and Jake began to wonder whether he’d brought the necessary goods to do the job, but he wasn’t about to let on that his confidence was shaken.  

“No problem,” he said, as though he’d done this a million times.  In fact, he’d never done it once, and he’d definitely never used plastic explosives.  It was purely by chance he’d stumbled across them in the first place back in Chicago.  He’d brought the stuff along simply as a bartering tool or in the off chance he recruited someone who knew how to use the stuff.  Fortunately, Ava had the brains to stop at a Memphis area library – one of the few places people hadn’t looted after the flu struck – and pick up a book on explosives.  She’d read the applicable parts to Jake so that he felt reasonably confident in trying this sort of job.  As he set to work though, she quietly excused herself to have a cigarette outside, just in case Jake hadn’t been paying attention during her lesson.

Ten minutes later, the two accomplices hustled outside behind her followed a minute later by Jake.  His forehead was covered in sweat and he looked nervous.   

The group took shelter, crouching behind the pickup truck, and 30 seconds later there was a tremendous blast that shattered the barred basement window and sent dust and debris rolling out into the parking area.  

The group waited silently until things cleared out.

“Wooo-weeee!” the fat man said as the effects of the blast subsided.  “Ho-ly shit!”

The thin man just laughed goofily, enjoying the destruction they’d wrought.

Jake was the first to stand and strut back to the store entrance.  “Ought to do it,” he said smugly.  

The rest of them followed him back inside the store and down the stairs to the basement.  Boxes and paperwork had been blasted into disarray.  Jake kicked them aside almost angrily as he walked.  

A haze of dust and smoke clung thick in the air, but as they made their way through the mess of debris and up to the vault, there was no disguising the fact that the safe door was still set firmly in place.  As the fat man played his light across it, there appeared to be little more than some blackening of the gray metal around the dial and handle as a result of the massive explosion.

Jake tugged on the door handle without result.  “Shit!” he spat at it, kicking it with a dull thud.

“Great work,” the fat man said to him, frowning.

“Hey, fuck you!” Jake spun around angrily.  “I don’t see you doing shit.”

“Well I’m about to,” the fat man said.  “Unlike you, I know how to get shit done.”  And with that, he wheeled around and strode back outside.  

The others waited, wondering what the hell he was doing.  Jake fingered the pistol he carried in his jacket pocket nervously, expecting the fat man to come back blasting any second.  Instead, after the sound of heavy metal dragging against the floor in the room next door, the fat man came back with the same chain they’d used to pull the back door off its hinges.

“I’m gonna yank this fucker right off,” he said, taking the chain and looping it under and around the safe door handle.  “You sacks a shit better get the hell outta the way.”

Jake, Ava, and the thin man didn’t wait around.  They followed the fat man back outside where they could see the chain running out through the basement window and up to the trailer hitch on the back of his pickup.

The fat man jumped back inside the cab of the idling pickup and revved the engine.

“Better stand back,” the thin man said.  “That chain breaks and it could cut you in half.”

Everyone took several steps back as the fat man threw the truck into drive and floored it out across the parking lot.  The chain rapidly grew taught, jerked hard, and in an instant ripped the trailer hitch off the back of the truck.

Ava took a deep breath and exhaled heavily, shaking her head.  Jake and the thin man just stood watching, mouths open.

The fat man jumped out of the truck and stormed around to the back.  Seeing the trailer hitch laying there and his bumper askew, he looked pissed but undeterred.  “Fuck!” was all he said as he unhooked the chain from around the broken hitch and then kicked the hitch off to the side.  A minute later, he was back in the truck, tires squealing as he threw it into reverse and backed up close to where the chain lay.  Another minute later he had the chain around the truck’s back axle, and several seconds after that he was back inside the cab and on the gas.  The tires spun and then the truck lurched forward, again yanking the chain taut, only this time the truck came to an abrupt halt, then bounced and jumped while the tires squealed and smoked as they searched for traction, and then lurched forward again, dropping its ass to the ground as the rear axle snapped.  The pickup skittered and slid along for a few more feet like a dog dragging its ass across the carpet before coming to a stop. 

This time Ava couldn’t help it.  She burst out laughing.  Jake glared at her and she quickly put a hand over her mouth, but she continued to giggle and shudder at watching these three stooges compete for position of head moron.

The fat man got out of the truck hot as hell and cursing.  He kicked the side of the truck with the heel of his boot, leaving a big dent.  “Piece a shit!” he yelled.

As the stooges congregated to contemplate their next move, Ava quietly left them, walking over to the store beside the coin shop.  The back door was ajar and she quietly slipped inside unnoticed.  The business had been a woman’s boutique that appeared to hold nothing of any value, although some lingerie and a nice pair of boots did catch Ava’s eye.  Unlike Jake though, Ava understood that not everything of value revolved around guns, booze and cigarettes.

Outside, several minutes later, after things had quieted down and the stooges had finished their squabbling and sat smoking cigarettes, the fat man asked Jake, “Where’s your bitch?”

Jake looked around.  “Goddamn it,” he said.  He’d been well aware that Ava hadn’t been happy these past few weeks, but he hadn’t expected her to give him the slip…at least not yet; and certainly not now.

“That goddamn whore…” he started, but before he could finish, Ava reappeared.

“You want to come over here?” she motioned to where she was standing by the boutique’s back entrance.

Jake shut up and then stood up.  The other men followed warily, wondering just what this beautiful woman was up to and why exactly she was with a guy like Jake.

Muttering to themselves, they followed her inside and down a half flight of stairs similar to those inside the coin shop.  The store’s basement was also laid out just like the coin shop except with far fewer boxes scattered about.  

The men followed Ava all the way to the back of the basement space where the vault would have been in the coin shop next door.  In this store though, there was nothing but empty space.  There the group stopped.

“Yeah…so?”  Jake shrugged, gesturing around him.  “Great…empty space…now what?”

He watched as Ava went over and knocked on the wall that separated them from the coin shop.  Again, Jake just shrugged, “Aaaand,” he drawled, staring wide-eyed and open-mouthed at her.”

She let out a heavy sigh, “Jesus,” she muttered.  “Do I have to draw you a fucking picture?”

Jake burned with rage at the comment, but he kept silent.  He watched as Ava looked around her for something.  Not finding what she was looking for, she pocketed her own small flashlight.  “Mind if I use that for a minute?” she asked the fat man, gesturing to his longer and much larger security-style flashlight.  

“Sure,” he shrugged, handing it to her.

She took it, turned it off, and held it so that the back end faced forward.  She rammed it end-first into the drywall at about eye level.  The drywall dented inward but didn’t break.  She hit it again, and then again, and finally the end of the flashlight broke through.  She then did the same thing several inches to the left, and then did it one more time, making a total of three holes several inches wide.  Then she turned the flashlight on and held it up to one hole while looking through the other two.  Finally, she stepped aside for Jake to see, keeping the flashlight in place.

“I’ll be goddamned,” he breathed as he looked through the holes.  Then he stepped aside for the fat man and then the thin man to see.

The flashlight’s beam illuminated the inside of the vault next door.  Cans of ammo were stacked around the floor and racks of guns lined the walls.

“Hot damn!” the thin man drawled.  “Your girl’s worth somethin’ after all!”

“Ha!” the fat man laughed.  “All that bullshit, for nothing.  We could have just kicked our way right through.  All that protection in the front, but hardly anything on the sides.  Guess they weren’t too worried about the broads shopping for shoes over here stealing their guns.  Who woulda thought?”

“I woulda,” Ava wanted to say, but she just stepped back and kept her mouth shut.  This wasn’t the time or the place.

A minute later, they’d broken a big enough hole in the wall to enter the vault.  The thin man set up his spotlight in one corner to illuminate the room and suddenly it was like kids in a candy store as they gawked about at all the goodies.  

There were assault rifles, hunting rifles, shoguns, handguns, and even a couple crossbows.  There were cans of ammo stacked around the room, piles of extra magazines, and racks of hunting knifes.  

They’d hit the jackpot.

Ava stood watching the men wander about in a daze, inspecting their booty instead of hers.  Jake was so enamored with the treasure that he failed to take notice of what was happening around him.  

He looked up just in time to see Ava raise her handgun and take aim at his head.  His face fell as his emotional high was shattered and he realized that his intuition regarding Ava and the feelings of distrust he’d been sensing lately were all too real and that her loyalty to him had finally faltered.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

My back ached from carrying Emily’s stretcher.  Ray wasn’t doing much better.  Claire and I had both picked up hitchhikers too as Jason had given up about an hour earlier, opting for a piggyback ride on Mommy instead.  Meanwhile, Cashmere had been unleashed and had quickly jumped up onto Emily’s stretcher for a ride-along of her own.  Emily enjoyed the company, but even just the couple additional pounds Cashmere added to our load, wasn’t helping things.

It was slow going to say the least.  Dad and poor little Paul were hacking away, their coughs seeming to grow worse by the hour.  Pam had barfed again about half a mile back but seemed okay to continue on our trek.  Ray and I struggled to bring up the rear.  We had started our journey off strong but now had to set Emily and her stretcher down every hundred yards or so to take a breather.  Will hobbled along on his crutches in front of us.  There wasn’t much talking among the group.  Everyone was just putting one foot in front of the other at this point.

“Just think, it could be worse, Paul,” I called ahead of us, trying to lighten the mood a little bit.  “You could be in school right now.”  

It didn’t work.

“I wish I was in school right now,” he said moodily, and then started coughing again.

“Time check,” I called to anyone who cared to answer.  

There was a pause, “About a quarter to eleven,” Pam called back.

“How far you think we’ve gone?” Ray asked behind me.

“Mile and a half…maybe two,” I breathed tiredly.

“Arms are freaking killing me,” he huffed back.  

With the sun out and the weight of the stretcher, I was sweating pretty good.

“My back is about shot,” Ray went on.  “I can’t believe we haven’t seen any houses yet besides that one pile of junk we passed about a mile ago and that I wouldn’t dare set foot in,” he said.  “We must be in the most remote part of Georgia.  Just our luck.”

“Well I don’t know about most remote,” I said.  “We have to come across something sooner or later.”  

My arm muscles were on fire.  “Break!” I called out loudly.

There was a collective groan from the group as they exhaustedly began dropping their packs.  Several slumped beside the supplies they’d been carrying to splay out on the pavement and stretch sore muscles.  Others shed their packs and then stood swinging arms, twisting waists, or rolling necks to help alleviate some of the pain incurred by their loads before they collapsed in heaps onto the ground. 

Ray and I set Emily and Cashmere down.  

“I’m so sorry,” Emily said.  “I feel terrible about you having to carry me.”  She looked as though she were about to cry.

“It’s not your fault,” I said, wiping the sweat from my forehead.

“I just feel so guilty about it,” she went on.  “Maybe I can walk,” she said, struggling to sit up, then cringing and laying back in pain.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Mom,” Claire said, walking up with Jason.  She lifted the blanket covering her mother to check the burns and then re-covered her a moment later.  “They’re definitely looking better.  A few more days and you might be able to get up on your own.”

I know Claire was looking forward to her mother being mobile again.  She’d been helping out not only with the medical side of her mother’s injuries but with a lot of the personal hygiene duties as well.  That part was not as interesting to her as the burn part.  Helping her mother use the restroom and clean herself was becoming tiresome, but Claire didn’t want others to be burdened with the tasks, nor did she want her mother embarrassed anymore than she already was by having others take on such duties.

“Not one car…house…anything,” Will said, shaking his head from where he leaned against a nearby tree since sitting wasn’t easy for him due to his butt wound.  “It’s crazy.  It’s like we’re suddenly in the middle of nowhere.  It makes you wonder…”

In the distance we heard a knocking sound, “Shhh….wait,” I said, holding up a hand.  “Listen.”

The knocking went on.  It sounded like it was coming from somewhere up the road ahead of us.  It was a dull steady thudding that would stop intermittently then resume.

I looked at Ray and then at Will, “What do you think?  Should we check it out?”

They both shrugged.  

“At this point, I don’t see why not,” Will said.

“Shit, what we got to lose?” Ray sighed.

Personally, I still felt we had quite a bit to lose, but I also thought that any signs of life could prove helpful considering our current predicament.

I stood, and then walked over and offered a hand to Ray, helping him to his feet.  We moved Emily over to the side of the road in the off chance that a vehicle should appear.  Then we shouldered our rifles and headed off in the direction of the continued knocking.  

It felt good to walk free from having to carry a heavy pack or haul Emily’s stretcher.

“Sounds like someone chopping wood,” I said as we walked.  

“That’s what I was thinking,” Ray nodded.

I took a deep breath.  Part of me was excited at the prospect of finding someone who might be able to help us.  The other part of me was concerned that in this new world, no one would be willing to help us.  We might only be falling into another situation like the one we encountered back in Tipton, and I was tired of fighting.  There’d been too much of it.  Fighting in southern Illinois, fighting in Tennessee, and now we were battling the elements and starvation in Georgia.  It seemed like each time we won one battle, we were confronted with a new one.

As the group had been walking, the majority of the landscape around us had been open fields or land sparsely populated with small tress and scrub brush.  Eventually though, we came to a bend in the road where the trees began to thicken.  This was the area from which the sound was emanating.

We slowed our pace, growing more cautious in our approach.  I didn’t think it was a trap, since why would anyone be setting a trap out here in the middle of nowhere and with no one around?  Still, I didn’t think it would be smart to just go strolling up to someone without knowing what we were first getting ourselves into.

We rounded the bend in the road.  Tall pines loomed on either side of us.  I liked their cover since it helped mask our approach, but at the same time, it made it more difficult to see.  The trees cast tall shadows across the road that moved and shape-shifted around us as they swayed in the breeze.  As the road straightened out again, to our right we could see a man chopping away at a felled tree.  A horse was tethered to a nearby pine, a wooden cart half full of cut logs hitched to it.  The man’s back was to us, so he had no idea we were there until we were about 20 feet behind him when he must have sensed our presence.  He paused in his chopping, glanced over his shoulder and then turned.  Seeing our weapons he dropped his ax and made a move for a shotgun that sat resting against the far side of the tree where he’d been working.

“Ah, ah, ah,” I said, as Ray and I both raised our own weapons and took aim at him.  “Hold it right there.”  


  

He stopped instantly and raised his hands. 

I’d say the man was somewhere in his late 60s.  He wore heavy work boots, khaki pants, a black wool coat, and a tan hunting cap.  He had a bushy white beard and wore spectacles.  He actually kind of reminded me of Santa Claus.

“Just take it easy.  We don’t want any trouble, old timer,” I said to him.  

He looked unsure and somewhat frightened.

“What do you want?” he asked, his sturdy voice not indicating the emotions his face had given away.

“We’re just passing through,” I said.  “You out here alone?” I asked.  

The man nodded.  I lowered my weapon.  Ray followed suit.  We walked up close to the old man.  He had strong blue eyes that twinkled in the bits of sunlight that managed to filter their way down between the pines.  “John,” I nodded, holding out my hand once we were close enough.  

He shook it.  “Jonah,” he said, almost smiling.  

“This is Ray,” I nodded.  They shook hands as well.

“Pleased to meet you,” Jonah said to Ray.

“Likewise,” Ray agreed.

“I was just out cutting some extra wood,” Jonah said.  “Our supply is running low and it still gets pretty chilly at night.”

“You’re telling us,” Ray laughed.  “We’ve been sleeping outdoors all this past week.”

“Oh my!” Jonah said, seeming to let his guard down a bit as he appeared to realize that we weren’t here to do him harm.  “My thin blood would never allow that,” he shook his head.  “Born and bread here in Georgia and I can’t tolerate the cold, no sir.”  He paused, looking confused and scanning the area behind us.  “Just you two out here?” he frowned.

“Our families are a little ways back.  We heard your chopping and came up ahead to investigate,” I explained.

“Ah,” he nodded.  “Good thinking,” he raised his white eyebrows.  “Can’t be too careful these days,” he shook his head.  “Have to say though, we don’t get many people round these parts.  Didn’t get many before the sickness came through; don’t get any now.”

“Your family lives out here with you?” I asked.

“Just me and Wilma…my wife,” he smiled.  “You said you’re just passing through,” his brow furrowed as he thought.  “Where y’all headed?”

I shrugged, “We were hoping to make it down to Florida, but we ran out of gas.  We were camping at a spot a couple miles back, but the rain and cold really got to us and our food supply started running out.  Kind of forced us to move on.  You’re the first person we’ve seen in almost a week.  At this point, we’re just looking for a place to stay.”

“Oh, well why didn’t you say so?” he smiled.  “It’d be nice to have a little company.  We’d be happy to offer our hospitality, me and Wilma.  We don’t have much, but we’d be willing to share what we got.  How many in your group?”

“Thirteen in total,” I said.

Jonah’s eyes widen again, “Well…” he drawled, “...that’s quite a few.  I wasn’t sure there were that many people left in the world anymore.  Last time we went to town, it was months ago.  Hardly anybody left then.  Some fellas shot at us and it was the last time we left our little piece of heaven here.  I’m not sure we can fit everyone in our home, but we’d be willin’ to try.  We got a pretty nice barn too.  Better than sleeping outside.”

“Heck, Jonah, just about anything would be better than what we’ve had the last few days,” I shook my head.  “We’d certainly appreciate you letting us stay…just for a day or two,” I added.  “We don’t have much to offer either, but we got some good strong hands.”

“That’s about the only thing that’s worth a hoot these days,” Jonah smiled.  

“Tell you what,” I said.  “How about we head back and collect the rest of our group?  How far is your place from here?”

“Just up the road a piece,” he said.  “Less than a quarter mile.”

“Well, we’ll go back, get the others, and meet you here.  We don’t want to go scaring your wife by showing up at your front door uninvited and unannounced.”

“Smart move,” he nodded, grinning and patting his shotgun beside him.  “She’s got one just like this, and she ain’t afraid to use it.”

This time it was our turn to be wide-eyed, 

“Well then, we’ll definitely wait for you to make the introductions,” said Ray. 

“We have a couple injured, so it might take us a little while,” I told Jonah.

“No hurry,” he said, picking up his ax.  “No hurry at all.  I’ll be here.”  And with that, he went back to his chopping.

About ten minutes later, our entire group met back up with Jonah and introductions were made all around.  We help him load up the last few logs into his cart and then followed him to his farm.  

His home turned out to be a lovely little four-bedroom white farmhouse.  There was a white picket fence with peeling paint that skirted the small front yard, and a mailbox that tilted perilously to one side near where the front walk met with the road. 

“My granddaddy built this place in 1882,” Jonah smiled on proudly as we approached.

A huge red barn and aging cement silo that was missing its top along with many of its side panels sat several hundred yards from the home.  A large, and currently fallow garden, lay in the space between the barn and the farmhouse.  Other than that, there wasn’t much around.  There was a small grove of trees out back, a mud pit that appeared to have once been a pond, a front yard of patchy crab grass, and acres of waist-high grasses surrounding the farm that might once have been cropland.  

Jonah unhitched his cartful of wood down by the barn to be chopped, led his horse inside where he watered and then stabled it, and then he took us up to the house.  We must have been a rag-tag looking bunch, but it didn’t seem to faze his wife Wilma who was waiting for us on the front porch.  

Wilma was a motherly-looking sort with white hair on her head and a smile on her face just like her husband.  She welcomed us with open arms…literally.  Out on the front porch, she stood in a dusty white apron with arms outstretched to greet us.

“Welcome, welcome,” she beckoned.  “Welcome weary travelers.  Come one, come all, welcome, welcome.”

I felt like we were being greeted by a carnival barker, but I’d take this over gunfire any day.  

The elderly couple set about trying to make everyone as comfortable as possible.  It was almost as though they were treating this as a sort of big family reunion.  It seemed like we were all suddenly back from a long and extremely arduous trip and grandma and grandpa were here to welcome us home.

Out of respect and safety for our elderly hosts, we decided to house the sick out in the barn.  Dad was fine with it.  Little Paul wasn’t too happy about the situation, but Sharron volunteered to stay with him, and Shane thought the barn looked “cool,” so he and Joanna said they’d stay there too, which made it like a big sleepover for Paul.  

Jonah took the group down for a tour of the massive structure shortly after we arrived.  He hadn’t lied when he said the barn was nice.  For a barn, it was surprisingly orderly.  It had that wonderful hay smell to it and was nothing like the shabby old lean-to we’d been forced to shelter in a week prior.  There was plenty of room to spread out in, an old wood stove for heat, and the only other occupant was Jonah’s horse, whose name we later learned was Poobah.  We didn’t bother to ask why or how he’d come up with the name.  

After checking the place out, Joanna stayed behind with Dad, Paul, and Shane to start getting things set up for their stay.  Jonah said Wilma would bring pillows and blankets out later.  The rest of us were invited inside the house to start settling into our new quarters.

Wilma took an immediate shine to the children, especially Jason.  She chortled, and cuddled, and petted, and snuggled, and generally treated all the kids – except for Paul, who we left to keep his distance in the barn because of his cough – like they were the only kids left on earth.  She even brought out a jar of canned peaches and a small jar of raspberry jam and crackers “just for the kids” and which they “oohed” and “ahhed” over and demolished in minutes.  Then she sent a special plate of the goodies down for Paul to enjoy.

“Don’t spoil them too bad,” Claire laughed.  “They’ll want to stay with you forever.”

“That’d be just fine with me,” said Wilma.  “I love children, just love them.”  

She choked up a little as she finished the words, and I noticed a tear run down her cheek.  I felt it better not to ask about her own family situation.  I guessed that the flu may have claimed a few of her children and maybe even grandchildren as well. 

Emily was immediately given a bed in the one spare bedroom downstairs which was absolute heaven for her considering her sleeping situations since leaving the castle.  And Will was provided a comfy spot on the sofa beside the now useless television in the living room.  Here he could easily lie on his stomach and alleviate some of the pressure on his still sore and healing rear end.

The rest of us were given the grand tour of the place, which took all of about three minutes.  There were two bathrooms – one upstairs and one down – that were no longer used due to lack of running water.  There were three more bedrooms upstairs in addition to the one downstairs.  There was a nice-sized living room, kitchen, dining room, and mudroom, also all downstairs.  

Wilma chortled away, pointing out old black and white family photos as she led the tour group.  Jonah quietly followed behind the group, seeming almost embarrassed by his talkative wife.  

As we arrived in the kitchen, Wilma said, “Where are my manners.  You all must be famished.  Why don’t I warm some pitchers of water for washing up and make us a nice early dinner?”

“That would be wonderful,” I said, amazed by the hospitality we were being shown.  “I can’t thank you enough for this.  It’s been a terribly rough week.”

Wilma toddled over and took my hands in hers, “Think nothing of it dear.  Now…” she turned to Claire, Sharron, and Pam, “…if you ladies would lend me a hand, I’m sure the men would like to sit and talk a spell.”

Her attitude toward the sexes struck me as extremely old fashioned, but then again, I had to remind myself of where we were and the age of the people with whom we were dealing.  And Claire and the others seemed not to mind.  I think everyone was just happy to finally have food, shelter, and welcoming hosts.  I know I was.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

 

Jake closed his eyes and waited for death to come.  A second later, he heard the explosion of the shot.  

He was dead.  

He knew it would happen eventually, but just not this soon and not in this way; not by his lover’s hand.  But if he was dead, it felt as though nothing had changed.  In an instant, his eyes were open and he was looking at Ava, her gun still trained on him, but it wasn’t.  It was aimed slightly to his right.  As he wondered if, in some amazing stroke of luck, she had somehow missed him or if the gun had malfunctioned, he heard something heavy fall behind him.  He turned slightly to look.  The fat man lay in a heap upon the floor.  The thin man stood staring down at his compatriot, mouth hanging open, wordless as usual.  Ava swiftly moved her gun over a few inches and trained it on him.

“You have two choices,” she said to him calmly.  “You can join us or you can join him,” she nodded to the dead fat man.  “It’s your choice.”

Jake quickly realized what was going on.  Suddenly the power dynamics had shifted.  Ava was calling the shots here, but he wasn’t going to let on to this in front of the thin man.  Instead, he acted as though this was all part of the plan.  

“I…I…I’ll join you,” stuttered the thin man.

“You made a smart decision,” Jake said.  “You’re with winners now.”  His voice brimmed with confidence.  

Ava was surprised just how unshaken Jake seemed by what had just occurred.  He hadn’t planned it, and hadn’t even known what was going on, but if she knew anything about Jake, it was that he was good at adapting quickly.  He had to be for his scrawny little white ass to have gotten this far.

“What’s your name?” Jake asked.

“Chadwick,” the thin man responded nervously.

“Chadwick?” Jake responded incredulously.  “What the fuck kind of name is that?  From here on out, your name is Wicks.  Got it?”

The thin man nodded his head in silent agreement.  

“Got a family?” Jake asked.

“Just a brother,” Wicks said.

“Got a vehicle?” Jake asked.

“Uh huh,” Wicks nodded.

“Jesus, you don’t talk much, do you?” Jake shook his head.  “What kind of vehicle?”

“SUV,” Wicks said.

“How far is it from here?”

“Not far,” Wicks shook his head eagerly.

“Go get it.”

Wicks scurried back outside.

“Think he’ll come back?” Ava asked.

“He’ll be back,” Jake nodded confidently.

Suddenly Ava had her gun trained back on Jake.

Jake felt immediately vulnerable, then instantly angry, and then confused and aroused all at the same time. 

He wondered if he had again misread Ava.  Maybe she was going to kill him after all.

Jake watched as she slowly walked close enough to press the gun barrel hard up against his chest.

Ava could feel slight vibrations ripple through the gun and down into her hand from Jake’s violent heartbeat.  The sensation made her feel good…powerful.  She had control now.  But killing Jake wouldn’t do her any good.  No, she’d found something new in herself, something she had felt before but wasn’t sure exactly what to do with or how to harness.  Now she knew, and she was going to utilize this newfound power.

She slid the barrel of the gun down Jake’s chest to his stomach, paused and then moved it lower, turning it sideways and pressing its cold hard steel up against him.

Suddenly he grabbed her wrist forcefully.  She could see him gritting his teeth, his jawbones clenched, the muscles in his cheeks bulging.  She didn’t wait for his next move as she used to, instead she went on the offensive, kissing him forcefully.  She could tell he was surprised at having the first move stolen from him, but again, she was happy with the results as a moment later she felt his hands find her firm butt as he lifted her off her feet and laid her down upon the cold vault floor.  She was content to let him dominate – for now. 

They weren’t finished by the time Wicks returned.  Jake told him to wait outside until they were done.  They could sense him watching, but that was okay; they both kind of liked it.

Jake realized that letting Wick’s eyes linger on Ava’s supple body worked as an enticement to help keep him close, and more importantly, loyal through the hopes – futile though they might be – of one day getting his own chance with her.  

When they were done, they took a quick inventory of their haul – twelve hand guns, three shotguns, five rifles, five assault rifles, and numerous assorted boxes of ammunition for all the weapons.  They also counted 18 hunting knives.

“What’s that over there?” Jake asked, motioning Wicks over to three wooden crates stacked against the wall.      

Wicks ambled over and fumbled to open the top box.

After a moment of impatient waiting, Jake said, “Well?”              

Wicks lifted a bottle from inside the box and held it for Jake and Ava to see.  “Whiskey!” he grinned foolishly.  “Good whiskey.”

“Load it into the SUV,” Jake instructed.  “Then get started on the guns and ammo.”

Wicks set the bottle back inside the box and hurried to get started hauling their loot outside.

Jake pulled a pack of crumpled cigarettes from his coat pocket and offered one to Ava.  She accepted, and then he took one for himself.  He lit her cigarette and then lit his.

“Things are starting to come together,” he nodded with a cocky smirk.

“More than you know,” Ava wanted to say, but she kept silent.

After Wicks had gotten the SUV loaded, Jake pulled him aside.  “You got any buddies?” he asked the spindly man.

“Yep,” Wicks nodded.  “A few.”

“They like it here?”

Wicks shrugged, “Not really.  They’re struggling to make it like everybody.”

“You think they’d be willing to leave Memphis if the situation was right?”

“Probably,” Wicks shrugged again.

Jake walked over to the SUV.  Ava followed him and climbed into the front passenger seat.  There he paused, pulling a pen from his coat and scrawling something on a piece of paper he’d found in the vehicle’s center console.  Then he walked over and handed it to Wicks.  

“Tell them to come to this address at five o’clock tonight.  I think they’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

Wicks looked down at the paper and then back up at Jake.

Jake turned, walked back to the SUV and climbed inside.  He rolled down the window, blew a puff of cigarette smoke out and then started the engine.

“But wait!” Wicks called after him.  “How will I get home?”

Jake put the SUV into gear and called out the window as he hit the gas, “Walk!”

Wicks stood in the cold, still holding the scrap of paper Jake had handed him as he watched Jake and Ava drive away in his vehicle.  He sniffed and rubbed his nose with the back of his hand.  He couldn’t say he was happy with the situation, but he wasn’t unhappy either.  He wasn’t a leader, and he found it oddly comforting that in a world that no longer had any rules, he’d finally found someone who would tell him what to do.

 

* * *

 

Jake and Ava returned to the warehouse in high spirits although no one would have known it from their outward appearance.  They looked – just as always did – angry and not to be fucked with.  

Ava waited in their new ride as Jake got out and opened one of the warehouse doors so that they could drive inside.  They left the SUV fully loaded just in case they needed to get out quick.  The only things Jake took from the vehicle were two assault rifles, several empty magazines, a box of ammo, and a bottle of whiskey.  He smashed the neck of the bottle against the SUV’s bumper and took a long drink; then he handed the bottle over to Ava.  She took a drink just as long as his.  They stood for a minute, passing the bottle back and forth, each one watching the other as they drank, each one seeming to take just a little bigger swig with each pass of the bottle as if trying to outdo one another.

Ava’s challenge and the effects of the booze were getting to Jake.  And just as Ava raised the broken bottle to her lips for her sixth gulp, he grabbed her hand, causing her loose her grip on the bottle which fell and smashed upon the warehouse’s concrete floor.  He pulled her close up to him.  Something about her had changed.  Jake didn’t like it but at the same time he did.  He was finding her more irresistible now than ever.  He led her over to their grungy mattress laid on the cold concrete, a mound of blankets atop it.  There they did it again in a drunken frenzy that left both of them out of breath and exhausted, Jake trying his best in every way to reassert his dominance.  Afterwards they both fell asleep, naked, their warm bodies intertwined among the blankets.

They woke later to the sound of a vehicle engine outside.  Jake looked at his watch.  It was five o’clock on the dot.  As he threw on his clothes, he found himself still a little woozy from the booze he’d consumed; that and not eating anything but beans since yesterday.  His breath came out in clouds inside the icy warehouse as he dressed.  Ava slipped quietly into her skin-tight clothing behind him.

Wicks arrived with three other men, one of whom was his brother.  His brother looked a lot like him – tall, thin, and without a backbone.  The two other men were stockier.  They weren’t necessarily big, but bigger than Wicks – and bigger than Jake for that matter.  They pounded loudly on one of the warehouse doors and Jake had Ava let them inside.  Each took their share of lusty eyeful of Ava as they entered.

Wicks and his brother stood together.  The other two men stood slightly apart from them.

Jake sauntered up, not showing the least bit of interest in the new arrivals.  He slowly lit a cigarette.  The other men watched him impatiently.  Finally, one of the two heavier men, who wore a black knit cap that was rolled up on the sides like a dock worker might, spoke up.  “Well?  Why the fuck we here?”

Jake inhaled a deep lung-full of cigarette smoke, slowly exhaling as if he hadn’t even heard the man.

The man snorted and looked around at the others, fidgeting nervously with his hands.  “You the tough guy who stole Chadwick’s ride?” he asked, trying to play the big man.

Wicks started at the floor, swaying nervously, hands in his coat pockets.

Jake didn’t acknowledge the man’s question, not even taking a glance in his general direction.  Instead, he casually kept smoking his cigarette.  His silence seemed to agitate the other men.

The man in the knit cap looked over at Ava and then back at Jake.  “Who’s that?” he asked.  “Your bitch?  How’d a scrawny little fuck like you manage to haul down a piece of ass like that,” he leered, looking over at Ava again.  “Maybe you’d like to try a real man on for size,” he winked at her.

Jake knew exactly what the man was doing.  He was trying to provoke him, and probably hoping he’d anger him enough into making a mistake.  He was sure Wicks had blabbed everything to these guys.  They probably knew there was plenty of booze and guns here.  That’s why they came.  That’s what Jake had wanted.  He wanted guys who had a taste for both.

But he also knew that this was likely the same reason these guys weren’t standing together.  They were going to try to get Jake to make a move, but they figured splitting up would make it harder for him to get the drop on all of them at once.  He figured they guessed that by dividing their forces it would make it difficult for Jake to pick a primary target.  But if that was the case, Jake knew already that they had faltered in their planning.  He knew exactly who he’d go for first.  

The guy in the knit cap snorted again and shook his head.  “Come on,” he said turning to leave.  “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

Jake knew he was bluffing.

“You’re here because I asked you to be here,” Jake said.

The guy in the knit cap stopped and turned around.  “Oh, so you do speak,” he said.

Jake ignored him.  “You’re here because you like booze, you like guns…” he gestured toward Ava, “…and because you like broads.  And I can give you all those things.”

“What makes you think we can’t get those things ourselves?” said the guy who had been standing next to the man in the knit cap, and who wore no hat at all, exposing a completely bald – or shaved, Jake wasn’t sure which – head.

“If you could, you wouldn’t be here,” Jake said confidently.  “Now let’s stop fucking around and talk business.”

“Alright, let’s hear it,” said the man in the knit cap, who walked slowly back to where his buddy stood.  

Ava remained in the background, quietly watching, catlike, ready to pounce in an instant but only if the situation called for it.

“Atlanta,” Jake sneered.

“Sheesh,” the knit-capped man scoffed.  “What about it?”

“I’ve got the word that it’s become quite the party town these days,” Jake nodded, walking slowly closer to the two men.  “A land of new opportunity for those willing to take it.  And I’m going to get in on the action.  So I’m looking for a few like-minded individuals to go down there with me and take our piece of the action.  And now I’ve got the firepower to do it.”

The guy in the knit cap shook his head.  “I’ve heard the same thing about Biloxi.  Guy just came back from there though and said it was dead as shit.  So what makes you think your information is any better?”

Jake walked up closer to the guy in the knit cap so that he stood just a few feet from him.  He dropped his cigarette butt on the floor and crushed it out with a boot.  The man stood at least six inches taller than Jake and probably had a good 30 pounds on him, but from the look in the two men’s eyes, you would have thought it was the opposite.  Jake watched as the man’s eyes flickered nervously between his buddy, Jake, and Ava.

Jake looked directly, unflinchingly into them.  “Because it’s my information,” he said.

“And why should we join you?” the dude in the knit cap said, trying to return Jake’s steely-eyed stare but failing.

“You shouldn’t join me,” Jake shook his head.  “You should follow me.”

“I don’t follow anybody,” he sneered at Jake.

Jake shrugged, starting to turn away.  “Well, I guess you’ve made your decision.”  And with a lightening quick move, he let a switchblade slide from inside his jacket sleeve, ejected its blade, whirled back around, and shoved it into the man’s abdomen.  The razor-sharp blade slid into the man’s gut so easily that Jake could hardly tell it’d struck home.  The only way he knew was by the look of terror in the man’s eyes.  Before the man even had time to react to the first injury, Jake had the blade out and had whipped it across his throat, finishing him.  As the man crumpled to the floor, Jake turned to his buddy and the Wick’s boys.  They of course stood frozen.  Jake knew that they would.  They were followers.  The knit cap fellow’s bald buddy looked uncertain.  He started to reach behind him for what Jake assumed was a concealed piece.

Jake looked at him and then raised a finger, waggling it back in forth.  “Think about it first,” he said.

The man paused, his hand halfway behind him; then he glanced over at Ava.  She had two 9 millimeter handguns trained upon him that she’d pulled from holsters slung across her chest and that were concealed beneath her leather jacket.  They were her lucky guns and she carried them always.  And right now, her lucky guns were trained on him.

“Care to reconsider?” Jake asked the bald man.

Baldy’s hand reappeared, and he nodded.  “Yeah, okay,” he said.  “Atlanta’s as good a spot as any.  I’m up for a good time.”

Jake knelt and wiped his knife clean on the dead man’s knit cap.  “Good boy,” he said to the other man.  “You won’t regret you’re decision.  Anybody else want to play tough guy?” He looked up and around to the other men and then stood, knowing there was no chance of response from weakly Wicks and his brother.  “I didn’t think so,” he went on.  “I call the shot’s here.  Does everyone understand that?”  There were quiet murmurs from the Wicks boys.  “I said, DOES EVERYONE UNDERSTAND THAT?” Jake bellowed, his voice echoing through the warehouse.

“YES!” the men called back to him in unison.

“Good,” Jake nodded. “And now that we’ve got things sorted out, let’s stop fucking around and get down to business.  Now here’s the plan,” Jake sneered.  “We’re going to take Atlanta by the balls.”

Ava lowered her guns, content to watch her man do his thing.  She was fine with a little detour in the plan she’d been working over in her mind.  Going to Atlanta wouldn’t be on the top of her “good ideas” list, but it sounded a hell of a lot better than Memphis.  She decided then and there that Atlanta would just become a stopping point in her grand scheme, and she was willing to give Jake a little play time.  As long as he still thought that he was in control, she could harness him and steer him toward her true objective.  She realized that she could become the brains behind the operation; he was just the brawn…if you could call his scrawny ass brawny.  The most critical portion of her plan had begun to develop, the part that included forming up a new band of mercenaries.  

Now they had their core – albeit a somewhat rotten one with Tweedle-Dee and Tweedle-Dum, the Wicks boys.  They were order takers though, and it was good for Jake and Ava’s purposes that they weren’t independent thinkers.  The main thing was that they be well-armed, liquored up, and most importantly, well directed and led…by her. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

 

The night of our arrival at the farm, we got the best sleep we’d had in weeks.  Even those who slept in the barn found themselves warm, comfortable, and well fed.  We donated what little venison meat we had left to the cause, and it turned out that Wilma was a real wiz when it came to food preservation.  She brought out pickled eggs, canned beats, dried apples, and grape juice to add to our dinner.  It was a wonderful feast, and by the end of the meal, all of us felt full and satisfied.  It was nice to finally have a multi-dimensional meal again, adding a variety of flavors to our meat course.  Sharron was especially pleased with the options available to her, and Wilma even broke out a small jar of seasoned green beans just for her.

As Wilma puttered around in the kitchen making the dinner preparations, I noticed she had this quirky little way of asking herself questions and then answering them herself.  I figured it probably got pretty lonely at the farm, and she’d likely developed this habit as a way of keeping herself company when Jonah was out working.  It was actually kind of endearing.

Claire, Jason and I got a double bed in one of the spare bedrooms upstairs.  Pam and Ray got the other upstairs spare bedroom.  It was wonderful to sleep in a real bed again.

The next day dawned bright, sunny and warm.  It was a beautiful blue sky, and I’d say it reached somewhere into the low-60s, although the sun made it feel warmer.  I only wished we’d had such weather when forced to sleep outdoors.  

I offered our services – at least for those of us who weren’t sick or injured – to Jonah in return for the hospitality he’d shown us.  He seemed extremely grateful for the help and said he’d been having a tough time trying to maintain the farm all on his own.  He’d fallen behind on his chores and had an extensive list of projects to be handled.  We reviewed the list and started taking projects based upon our strengths and abilities.  Ray and I offered to assist Jonah in his wood cutting.  Meanwhile, Pam and Claire offered to scrape the aging front yard picket fence, while Sharron, Sarah, Joanna, and Shane followed behind them giving it a fresh coat of paint.  Meanwhile, Dad and Paul set about cleaning out Poobah the horse’s stable, and we set Will up out back on a stool with a huge pillow on it to cushion his rear, gave him a whetstone, and let him work on sharpening knife and ax blades.  Even Emily helped out.  She was provided with a supply of thread and needles and was left to work on sewing clothes and bedding that were in need of mending. 

It felt good putting in a hard day’s work and pulling our weight; and it was nice to see how appreciative of our services Jonah and Wilma were.

Jonah didn’t talk much, but when he did, we liked to listen to his stories.  He talked about growing up on the farm with his brothers and sisters.  All his siblings had left the farm after high school, moving away to the city or other states.  He had no idea what had become of them now.  He had been the only one to stay at the farm and had taken care of his mother and father until they passed away.

Wilma had been his high school sweetheart and was content to stay with him and work on the farm.  Now they were living out their final years in much the same way as they had lived before the flu, quietly on their farm, away from the rest of the world, and content to keep one another company.

I kind of envied their situation.  It somewhat reminded me of what we’d had back at the castle.  However, I was quickly beginning to realize that available resources were scarce in this part of Georgia.  

By noon, we’d finished with the wood cutting and Jonah told us he was running low on water.  After getting the wood back and stacked behind the house, he had us load a large plastic barrel onto the back of Poobah’s cart and we followed him and his old horse nearly a mile to a small pond.  He told us that the barrel typically lasted him and Wilma at least a week, sometimes longer if it rained, providing them with water for cooking, cleaning, and drinking.  But with our arrival, its level had dwindled rapidly.

“You have to come all this way just for water?” Ray asked him as we used small buckets to ladle water from the pond into the barrel.

“Use to be a pond near the barn.  Dried up last summer and never came back.  It’d been there ever since I could remember.  It was almost as though it knew the world was coming to an end and just decided to give up along with it,” he said wistfully.

When we got back, Wilma was on the front porch knitting in a wicker rocking chair.  The fence crew was already inside cleaning up for lunch.  We dropped off the water barrel and then stabled Poobah.  Dad and Paul were at the barn finishing up their own lunch that had been brought down earlier, coughing and hacking together as they ate.

“See you guys have been well fed,” I said as we led Poobah inside.

“Yes,” said Dad.  “Wilma brought us out some lunch.”

I thought I caught Dad give me a strange look when he said it, but my hunger and the thought of waiting food caused me not to question him further about it.

“Can you two make sure Poobah gets watered and fed?” I asked them, in a hurry to get watered and fed myself.  

“Sure thing,” said Dad as he started into another coughing fit.

“You all doing alright out here?” Jonah asked, walking up behind us.

Dad pounded his chest and held up a finger for us to wait.  “Just fine,” he finally managed.

I was worried about him and Paul, but I would have been just as worried were they sleeping inside with us.  Plus, then I would have had to worry about the others potentially catching whatever it was they had.  The barn was safe and warm.  The only thing that really concerned me was the dust from the dirt and hay inside.  I wondered if it was making their coughs even worse.  

As we walked back from the barn up to the house, we could hear a raised voice and what sounded like someone arguing.  Upon nearing the house, we could see Wilma, still rocking in her chair, but she’d dropped her knitting and was gesticulating wildly with her hands out in front of her and shouting loudly.

“Oh no,” Jonah said, rushing ahead of us and hurrying up the front porch steps to Wilma.  He knelt before her, grabbing her hands and holding them down as he began whispering to her in hushed tones.  We couldn’t hear what he was saying, but it seemed to have a calming effect on his wife.  By the time we reached the porch, she seemed unperturbed.  

“Lunch is ready inside,” she greeted us warmly as though nothing was out of the ordinary.  

Jonah, still knelt beside his wife, scooped up her knitting, placing it back in her lap, and then stood.  He opened the screen door and led us silently into the home.  He stopped just inside and closed the front door.  Turning to us, he said somewhat uncomfortably, “I’m sorry about that.  She gets a little…flustered at times.”

“Is she going to be okay?” I asked, genuinely concerned about the old gal.

“Oh yes,” Jonah said quickly.  “These things happen from time to time.  I think she’s just a little wound up with all the people here.  She’s not used to having visitors, and I think it’s gotten her overexcited is all.”

“Okay,” I nodded, somewhat uncertainly.  “Well, let us know if there is anything we can do to help.  If we need to give her some space or anything like that, you just tell us.  We don’t want to be an imposition.”

“No, no, no,” Jonah said quickly.  “We’re so pleased to have you here.  You’ve already been such a big help.”

I could hear Wilma starting to babble away again out on the front porch.  I caught little bits and pieces of what she was saying – something about children, but I couldn’t hear exactly what it was.

“Please, go have some lunch,” Jonah said, nodding toward the kitchen while turning back to the front door.  “I’ll just be a minute.”

I was concerned about Wilma, but I figured Jonah knew what he was doing, so I let it go.  I could see how living out here all alone for such a long time and then being inundated with people – not to mention children running around all over the place – could come as sort of a shock to the system for the poor lady.  A minute later, Jonah was back inside and sitting down at the dining room table with the rest of us to eat.

“Wilma not joining us?” Claire asked innocently, not having witnessed what I just had.

Jonah shifted uncomfortably in his chair, “Uh, no, not right now,” he said.  “Maybe a little later.  She wants to finish up with her knitting.”

And he left it at that.  

We dined on the few bits of venison that were left and that Wilma had fried up on the stove, more pickled eggs, more beats, canned peaches, and some bread that Wilma had baked.

“So Jonah, how’s the hunting around here?” Will asked.

“Used to be real good,” Jonah nodded.  “Last ten years or so though, hasn’t been worth a darn.  Used to be deer, geese, rabbit, and the pond was stocked up full with fish.  Now it don’t seem like there’s nothing come around here at all no more.”

Will nodded and kept eating.

I knew what he was thinking.  He was wondering how the hell we were all going to survive here on canned beats and peaches.  He was a meat man, and unlike his wife, he wasn’t going to be satisfied subsisting on twigs and berries.

After lunch, we heard the front door open and Wilma came inside.  As I sat feeling the pleasant effects of being fat, full and happy again, she came over and whispered in my ear, “Would you be a dear and help me bring some things up from the cellar?”

“Certainly,” I agreed amicably.  “Just give me a minute here to digest after your delicious meal.”

“Oh yes,” she said.  “No hurry.  No hurry at all.”

After a well concealed burp or two, I forced myself up from the table and found Wilma tidying up in the kitchen, wiping the counters and putting away dishes.  “Ready when you are,” I said.

She set her cleaning rag down.  “Follow me,” she smiled pleasantly.

She led me through the mud room and outside to the back of the house.  There we found two doors set into the ground at an angle beside the house and that formed the hatch to the root cellar.  At Wilma’s direction, I unlatched and pulled them open and then followed Wilma down into the darkness.

Wilma seemed to have no trouble finding her way in the pitch blackness below, and I waited at the base of the steps until she found a flashlight on a shelf and flicked it on.  

The cellar had dirt floors, and wooden shelves lined three walls.  Along the back wall of the space was a huge freezer. 

I was surprised at the lack of foodstuffs on the shelves – a few scattered jars here and there, some of which were empty or only partially full.  I followed Wilma slowly around the room, doing a quick count.  There were 17 full jars and three half full.  

“The freezer have stuff in it?” I asked hopefully.

“Why no, dear,” Wilma said smiling sweetly.  “Why do you ask?”

I shrugged as though it was unimportant.  “Just curious,” I answered her question nonchalantly.

She certainly didn’t seem perturbed by the fact that there was an extremely low level of food for the number of people consuming it.  But I began to reconsider our being here, not so much for our best interest but for Jonah and Wilma’s.  We were quickly going to eat them out of house and home in just a matter of days if we didn’t start adding to their food supply.  And we were still at least a month away from the start of the growing season.

I walked over to the big freezer.  “Is there anything in it?” I asked, not wanting to push the subject, but needing to know. 

“No,” she frowned, shaking her head as though she didn’t understand.  “You’re not thinking of robbing us now, are you?” she said somewhat defensively.

“Come on, you know we wouldn’t do that,” I said, giving her a smile, but knowing full well she knew nothing of the sort.  She just eyed me warily.  It was an awkward moment.  “So what do you need me to bring up?” I asked, wanting to change the subject.

She turned to the shelves, looking them over, and then said merrily as though nothing in the world could bother her, “Well now, let me see.  I could use tomatoes…” she pointed me to the correct jar, “…more peaches…” she pointed me to another, “…and hmm, let’s see…one of string beans, and yes, I think that ought to do it.”

I carried the glass canning jars in a cardboard box Wilma had provided me and followed her as she turned off the flashlight, put it back on the shelf, and led us up the stairs.  

“You can put them right there on the counter,” she directed once we were back in the kitchen.  

Jonah was still sitting nearby at the dining room table, but everyone else had adjourned to the front yard to continue work on the fence or to sit on the front porch with the kids and await further instruction.  

Suddenly Wilma spun around, so fast in fact that I almost dropped the last jar as I was setting it on the counter.  

“I have an idea!” she clapped her hands together almost childlike, a huge grin on her face and her eyes wide.  “It’s such a lovely day!  Let me take the kids to the swimming hole!”

I was caught completely off guard.  “But Wilma, the water will still be freezing,” I shook my head in confusion.  “Plus, the pond is almost a mile away.”

“No silly,” she shook her head.  “Our swimming hole,” she pointed out toward the area between the house and the barn.

“But Wilma, that pond is dry now,” I explained.

“Oh please, please, please!” she pleaded with me.  “Please let me take them?” she wrung her hands in front of her and then began pulling at her apron.  “I so miss children.  I want to do something…something special with them.  Oh please,” her voice grew deep.   “I just want to see them in the water.  They deserve to be in the water.”

This sudden turn from Wilma surprised and somewhat concerned me.

“I want to take them!  I want to take them!  I want to take them!” she chanted like a little kid, continuing to pull at her apron.  “I want to!  I want to!”

It was at this point that Jonah intervened, making his way from the dining room into the kitchen.  “Now Wilma, you know that pond is all dried up,” he told her.  “Wasn’t fit for swimmin’ when it was full.  That was for the animals.”

“But these children are little animals,” she said wild-eyed.  “All little children are animals!”

“Shh…shh…” Jonah soothed, coming close and holding his wife tight.  “Now you know that’s not right,” he said letting her go and taking her by the hands.  “Come along dear, you’re tired.  You need rest.  The excitement of all our guests being here just has you a little flustered.  Let’s have you lie down for a bit,” he led her away upstairs.

Jonah was back down a couple minutes later.  I was still standing in the kitchen taking it all in.  I pretended I was finding a place for the jars I’d brought up so he didn’t feel too uncomfortable about what had just happened.

He smiled at me.  “All these people here,” he said shaking his head.  “We’re just not used to it.  I think all the excitement just gets to her a little.  I’m sorry.”

“I understand,” I nodded, though I didn’t completely.  “Nothing at all to be sorry about.  I can see how thirteen strangers appearing on your doorstep out of the clear blue after all these months alone could throw you off you’re regular routine a bit.  You have been very gracious, and we appreciate it.”

“Thank you for understanding,” Jonah smiled.  

I paused for a second, trying to decide whether to bring up my concerns about the food, and then I decided it couldn’t, or at least shouldn’t, wait.  

“Jonah,” I said.

“Yes?” he tilted his head to one side, waiting for me to go on, his blue eyes catching the sunlight through the kitchen windows.

“The food situation here…it’s not good, is it?”

He took a deep breath and then walked back into the dining room.  I followed him and we sat down at the table where he exhaled heavily.  “When this thing all started, we had plenty,” he said.  “The chickens went first.  We had two cows.  Ate one toward the end of October and another in December.  And as you probably noticed, the cellar ain’t got much in it anymore either.  Used to be those shelves were stocked full.  We were expecting to maybe get to spring with what was down there.  Food starts going faster than you expect though.  And with the hunting as bad as it’s been around here lately, I’ve even been considering putting ‘ol Poobah down and eatin’ him.”  He took another deep breath, “So to answer your question, no, the food situation is not good here.  And having added all these new mouths to feed, it’s gone from bad to worse.”  His voice sounded worried.  “But I like having y’all here,” he looked at me smiling.  “And I think it’s good for Wilma to have people around again.” 
               I understood his dilemma.  He finally had the muscle he needed to get his farm back into shape, but it was too soon.  It wasn’t time to plant and he couldn’t continue to feed us until spring.  I felt bad leaving them, not only for their sake, but for ours as well.  We had nowhere to go, and in so doing, we might be signing not only Jonah and Wilma’s death warrant, but some – or even all – of our own as well.

“Let us go out and see what we can do this afternoon,” I told him.  “We might be able to come up with some food.”

He looked at me and smiled, “You have a go at it,” he nodded appreciatively.  “Couldn’t do any harm.”

“I’ll take Ray with me,” I told him.  “I know most of the others are working on the fence right now, but if you need them to do something else, you just tell them.  Whatever we can do to help, you just let us know.”

“Will do,” he said, his tone sounding a little more confident now.  I stood and patted the old timer on the shoulder, “It’ll be alright,” I said.

 

CHAPTER 17

 

Atlanta was a mess.  What had survived there was like what had survived in Memphis but ten times worse.  It quickly became apparent that what was left behind in the big cities in the wake of the flu was the absolute armpit of society.   

Upon their arrival, Jake and Ava rapidly made their presence felt in and around the metro area.  They hit several small supply dumps they’d scouted on the outskirts of town, and in the process picked up more gas, more guns, plenty of ammo and booze, and most importantly, added new mercenaries to their rapidly expanding group.  They were up to 12 members in their private army – including Ava and Jake – by the time they made their first real foray into the city.  

The spot they’d selected for this strike was a boarded up storefront that Jake had heard was a supply depot of sorts for an area trader.  Traders had become the new supermarkets for those who had survived the flu.  These entrepreneurs would keep their supplies safely and securely stashed until they decided the time was right to sell, then they’d load up some or all of their stock and take it to an area market place – typically a flea market or swap meet type environment – where they could barter for other goods, services, or a local script of some sort.  In the Atlanta area, the main such market was located in the former ‘Underground Atlanta’ downtown.  

This spot became the perfect location for all the dirty dealings of an infested city.  Pre-flu, Underground Atlanta had provided a vast array of retail shopping and entertainment options in the Five Points neighborhood.  Now it was one gigantic flea market of merchants hocking their wares to what was left of Atlanta’s consumer populace.  

Ammunition, flasks of booze, and cigarettes were currently serving as the new currencies.  Someone might trade a cigarette for a fresh tomato, a couple rounds of ammo for a fresh egg or two, or a flask of whiskey or vodka for a pound of meat.  Silver coins were given largely as change when items of exchange couldn’t be agreed upon in the heat of the negotiation or if the goods a customer or trader wanted weren’t available or available in the quantity desired.  

Boots were another hot commodity these days, as were luxury items such as batteries, toothpaste, candles, deodorant, and prophylactics.   Things like medicine and medical supplies, as well as bulkier items like guns, generators, and tanks of propane or gasoline were the new gold as they were highly prized and sought after.  

The top business in the underground markets though?  Sex.  And business in the skin trade was good.  

For Jake’s men, going to the Underground was their reward for jobs well done, and Jake ensured that the opportunity was typically only offered to his men when they earned it.  This is how he and Ava kept them in line.  Otherwise they were wild dogs without leashes, roving the landscape at will, humping whatever they could find.  Jake would only allow them time at the Underground or an area brothel after a successful operation.  Drinking, smoking, and just about whatever else the men wanted to spend their spare time on, was allowed.  But if they were caught with a woman at base or weren’t present for a raid because they were shacked up with a broad, the punishment from Jake was swift and severe.  It only took Jake making a few examples of his crew to ensure that the rest of the men fell into line with his expectations.  Sex was a powerful incentive, and Jake realized that he could utilize the energy and drive that pent up testosterone created to his advantage when conducting his raids.  

But Jake had changed his stance on Ava since his early days.  No longer was Ava his sexual lure, the motivational carrot he dangled before his men.  There were other women for that.  Ava was all for him.  Jake found that there was something about her now, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on, something that had changed about his woman.  It worried him, yet excited him all at the same time, and it made him want to keep her closer than ever before.  This was also part of the reason why he had let Ava help plan the upcoming raid on the trader’s downtown depot.  

Recently, he’d heard it through a source of his that this particular trader kept his supplies well-secured but lightly guarded.  Word on the street was that the trader only kept several guards at his supply site and a roaming guard dog.

Jake liked the sounds of this.  He’d had his men practice on a few smaller sites outside of town.  Ava had recommended starting small, hitting traders that were just getting started and had yet to hire help – or pay for protection – in order to get their men better trained for larger operations.  These raids had been relatively simple in nature and hadn’t garnered much in the way of loot.  A few cases of booze, a couple crates of ammo, some cases of personal hygiene items, a couple handguns, a couple rifles, a five gallon tank of gasoline, nine small but full propane tanks, four cases of canned green beans, three cases of baked beans, two cases of salted peanuts, 36 boxes of cereal that were nearing their expiration dates, four cases of light beer, five pounds of dried meat sticks, a few cartons of cigarettes, about $40 face value worth of 90 percent silver Roosevelt dimes, and an assortment of batteries, condoms, candy bars, gum, and cigarette lighters.

The paltry takes on these raids had left Jake feeling like it was time to move up in the world, time to take bigger risks, and hopefully time for greater rewards.  

The supply depot they’d chosen this time was in a three-story building near downtown that was nestled between two larger buildings, each five stories tall.  Looking at it on the scouting mission, Jake and Ava both agreed that the trader must either be stupid or want to be robbed.  They could have picked a dozen or more sites just on the way to the location that would have been better spots to secure such goods.  But this spot was fine with them since it would make taking the place all that much easier.

At first glance, the building looked like a real fortress and they figured that’s why the trader had probably chosen it.  The windows of the building were buttoned up tight, all boarded over with plywood.  The front door had a large steel plate bolted across it.  It appeared that only the back entrance – beside which stood an armed guard – was used for access to or from the building.  

Jake and Ava both agreed that it wouldn’t take much firepower to eliminate the outside guard as a threat.  However, they assumed that there was at least another guard, if not two or more, located somewhere inside the building, probably just inside the backdoor and probably well concealed and well armed so that they could mow down any intruders trying to enter through the sole entrance.  

Word had it that the trader himself didn’t reside at the supply dump, preferring to maintain a safe distance between him and his supplies.  A “bitch move” Jake had called it, but probably a smart one considering their plans.     

For the attack itself, Jake broke the majority of his men – two of whom he’d leave behind to guard their own home base – up into small groups, each group moving into place in a separate vehicle.  One vehicle containing two men would pull up first in front of the building just in case anything unexpected went down there or anyone inside tried to escape out the front.  It would also help divert attention from the main assault and act as a mobile reserve if necessary.  Two vehicles of two men each would cover the rear of the building and keep the guards there occupied.  It was their job to quickly eliminate the outside guard and keep anyone else inside pinned down near the rear entrance by laying down heavy fire.  Meanwhile, two of their best men – Mad Dog and Rambo – accompanied by Jake and Ava and a new man, Stiles, who Jake had hired specifically for this mission, would descend from the rooftop of one of the adjoining buildings.  

They’d picked up Mad Dog and Rambo at the Underground.  The two men were working for an area trader as supply drivers; however, they looked more like professional wrestlers than drivers.  Rambo was an ex-marine who knew guns, knives, and pretty much anything that went boom, bang or exploded.  He had long black hair, just like in the movie, and a deep booming voice, just like in the movie…thus the nickname.

Mad Dog actually had been a truck driver in his pre-flu life.  He had long dirty-blonde hair, was bigger than Rambo, but not as chiseled in his physique, and had a sort of raspy way of talking.

Jake looked ridiculously pathetic standing between the two men, like Olive Oil between Popeye and Bluto, but somehow he’d talked his talk and walked his walk well enough to lure the two men into his employment.  Ava was amazed just how far a little confidence and self-promotional hype could get someone.  But that was the age now.  Brains were out and balls were in.

Days in advance of their planned raid, Jake and Ava had ascended to the rooftop of the building next door to survey the top of the supply depot.  There was a door on the depot’s rooftop that appeared to be welded shut, but this didn’t concern Jake.  What did concern him was what lay behind that door.  It could very well be booby-trapped, or his sources might be wrong and the building could be full of any number of guards that he knew nothing about.  But that was why they had Stiles.  

Stiles was a real scumbag degenerate drunk who was good for little more than wasting oxygen.  Therefore, he was perfect for this mission.

Now, as they readied for the attack, Jake made sure that Stiles was liquored up on some especially potent grain alcohol that Jake had been saving for just such an occasion.

Jake and Ava stood watching the assault from afar, perched high atop the neighboring rooftop.  After the failed attack back in southern Illinois, they’d learned to risk their own personal safety only when absolutely necessary.  

Jake had done a bit more reading – well actually, Ava did the reading, Jake just did the listening – about how to use explosives since the previous failed attempt at the coin shop vault back in Memphis, and they’d learned what had gone wrong.  Plus, now they had Rambo.

As soon as the shooting started down in the alley, he watched as Mad Dog and Rambo set the charges at the rooftop door and then ducked to safety, having to drag the drunken Stiles to cover along with them in the process.  Moments later, a massive blast erupted.  As the smoke cleared, Jake could see the roof’s entry door hanging open, dangling askew, held to its frame by one sagging hinge.

Jake watched as Rambo led Stiles and Mad Dog charging forward, guns at the ready.  Just as they reached the open doorway, Rambo broke to the right.  Stiles – who was just behind him – started to slow, but Mad Dog, who was bringing up the rear, gave him a mighty push that sent Stiles lunging headlong into the blackness of the open door.  Mad Dog cut immediately left as both he and Rambo again took cover.  Two seconds later another huge explosion issued from within the building, and a fireball rolled out the open rooftop doorway.  

“There goes old Stiles,” Jake sneered at Ava.  “You were right.  Guess it was booby-trapped.”  He paused, and then said half to himself, “That fucking drunk couldn’t have done a better job for us if he’d tried.” 

Ava just kept watching as Mad Dog and Rambo waited a few seconds for the smoke to clear and then dashed though the open doorway.     

The entire assault took about four minutes from start to finish.  Jake was proud of himself and his men’s efficiency.  And while Ava had come up with most of the plan, Jake would never let on to this fact to his men.

Once the few defenders inside were eliminated and the building was secured, Jake and Ava entered.  They quickly found the bounty they’d hoped would be there and broke out several celebratory bottles of tequila from their take to pass among the men.  While the men drank and reveled in the success of their efforts, Jake and Ava took inventory of their spoils.  

There were several roomfuls of swag.  From cases of tequila, rum, gin, vodka, and whiskey, to cartons of cigarettes, a variety of canned and dried foods, cans of ammo, assault rifles and handguns, batteries, clothing, toiletries, and silver and gold coins, the building was a literal treasure trove.  Both Jake and Ava were amazed at the stupidity of the trader who left all this loot so lightly guarded.

After about 15 minutes of picking through their spoils, two of their men dragged in the prior owner of their ill-gotten gains.  They’d caught him in the back alley trying to get a read on what had happened to his building and the goods inside.  He was an overweight, balding, middle-aged man, and he was moaning and sobbing.  Having been beaten severely by Jake’s men, he was bleeding profusely from his mouth as well as from a large gash above his right eye. 

Jake’s soldiers hauled him up in front of their boss, who sauntered up slowly.  They stood holding the trader up between them.  Eager to let the boss handle this and get back to enjoying their tequila, they let the trader’s body sag, and then slump down so that he rested upon his knees.  Once on his own power, he quickly crumpled into a heap before Jake.

“Caught him lurking outside, boss,” one of the men said.  

Jake leered at the trader.

“Please…” the man begged, looking up at Jake, “…take what you want, just let me go.”

Jake blinked, staring at the man and then snorted.  “Well I have no problem with the first half of your request.  The second half, mmm…” Jake looked to the side and smiled, “…that might not be so simple.”

“Please don’t kill me,” the man sobbed, continuing with his pleading.  “Take it…take it all.  I don’t care.  I don’t want to die.”

“Christ…stand up,” Jake frowned, tiring quickly of the trader’s whining.  But the man continued to grovel.

Jake walked up, bent, and grabbed the man by the collar, attempting to pull him to his feet.  Unable to lift the hefty man, Jake let go and swiftly kicked him hard with a boot to the midsection instead.  The trader let out a yelp, rolled over onto his side, and then vomited all over the floor.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Jake shook his head in disgust.  “How’d a pussy like you ever survive the flu?  STAND THE FUCK UP!” he bellowed.  

But the trader just continued to shiver and moan helplessly on the floor.

“Ah, fuck it,” Jake said, drawing a handgun from beneath his jacket, aiming it at the man’s head, and squeezing the trigger.  

The trader grew still, dead on the floor.

“Fucking worthless asshole,” Jake shook his head.  “Now get him the fuck out of here,” he told the two soldiers who had brought him inside.

They reluctantly set their tequila bottles aside and grabbed the trader’s lifeless body.  Each one taking an arm, they dragged the corpse out through the back door to the edge of the entry landing outside and tossed it down the back steps.  The trader’s body bumped and rolled its way down the steps and came to rest in the dusty gravel of the back alley beside the body of his guard who’d been watching the back door.

Ava watched these events unfold quietly from across the room.  She looked down at the floor and shook her head almost imperceptibly as they hauled the trader’s body away.  Jake was tough, but he was stupid…and he certainly wasn’t a business man.  He was too impatient and his thinking too short term.    

But for now, she recognized that they were back on track and hell on wheels, quickly growing into a force to be reckoned with.  Things were progressing just as Jake had envisioned.  And that was just how Ava wanted it.

“Rambo!  Mad Dog!  You’re on watch,” Jake called to his troops.  “The rest of you, finish your bottles and get this shit loaded up.  I ain’t got all day.”

 

* * *

 

That night, after Jake had passed out, a nearly empty bottle of tequila still gripped in his hand, Ava slipped quietly away, unnoticed.  She drove the short distance to a previously agreed upon rendezvous spot – an abandoned-looking house – about a half mile from where she, Jake, and the rest of their crew were holed up.

Two men were there waiting for her.  They were young, hungry, and determined, and they were the kind of men that Ava felt had the drive to accomplish what she needed done.  They weren’t all that bright, but Ava didn’t want them for their brains.  

One of the men had shorter blonde hair, the other had dark wavy locks – both were good looking.  It didn’t appear as if either had shaved in four or five days, but Ava dug the scruffy look which was a good thing in the post-flu world. 

She pulled her SUV into the home’s two-car garage and got out.  “Hello boys,” she gave them a smile and a wink as the two men waiting inside the garage quickly concealed her vehicle with a tarp similar to the one they used to conceal their own vehicle beside where Ava had parked.  It was chilly outside, but Ava had left her jacket unzipped in an effort to showcase some of her best assets and help ensure she got what she wanted from these two pent up young men.  They eyed her hungrily as they worked to get the tarp situated.  

Once they were done, they quickly closed the garage and led her across a trash-covered lawn to the home’s back door and then downstairs to the basement.  

The basement was dark, lit only by a single overhead light.  A ratty looking sofa sat before a television with a paused video game on its screen.  A generator hummed somewhere in the dingy space.

“Have a seat,” the blonde man gestured her to a cushioned chair near the sofa.              

“You bring the stuff?” the one with the dark hair asked as Ava sat down in the chair and crossed her shapely legs that were nicely accentuated by jeans that looked as though they’d been painted on.

“Yes,” she nodded, tossing him a small baggy.  “Half now and half when you get back…just like we agreed.”

The men looked at each other, grinning goofily.  

“Just don’t go getting loaded up before you get what I need done,” Ava went on.  “Remember, you screw this up and you’ll be in a lot deeper shit than just not getting the rest of your fix.”

The two men settled down, getting serious at Ava’s warning.   

“You got a fast car?” Ava asked.

 

The two men nodded.  “One of the fastest,” said the man with blonde hair.

“Enough gas, guns, ammo?” Ava asked.

They both nodded in agreement.

She stood, walked over, and tossed an envelope down on the sofa between them.  The man with the brown hair picked it up.  

“Everything you need to know…names, directions, locations, contacts…they’re all in that envelope,” Ava said.  She knew the men had the guts for the mission, maybe just not the brains to remember all the details.  “Don’t lose it.  It could be your lifeline down there should anything happen.  Got it?”

The two men nodded again in unison.

Ava wanted to ask them if they could read – a map or otherwise – but she didn’t want to piss them off.

“Any questions?” she asked instead.

“You sure these people will be down there?” the blonde one asked.

“Nope,” Ava responded coolly.  “Anything else?”

“Well…what do we do if they aren’t there?” the dark haired one said.

“Drive back and tell me,” Ava sighed, tiring quickly of the two.  “It’s not brain surgery, you know?  You drive there, you check things out, you follow the instructions I provided you, and you come back.”  She eyed them, now wondering if they could handle the job.  “Anything else?” she asked.  

“Nope,” they both said, shaking their heads and standing up.

“Good,” Ava smiled, standing as well and walking over toward them seductively.  “Now you boys run along and get this done for me quick,” she said, dragging a finger across each of their chests and running it down across the blonde’s stomach, and then a little lower.  She’d thought about giving the young men a little taste, but decided that it would be better for her purposes to leave them pent up and wanting more…at least until they got back.  Her body…her sex, would act as an insurance policy on her investment, and it was a policy that she was looking forward to these two young men putting in a claim on.  “The sooner you get back, the sooner I can reward you,” she grabbed the blonde swiftly by the back of the head, surprising him with her speed.  She pulled him forward and down toward her and kissed him hard, biting his lip softly and tugging it out and away from his mouth before letting him go.

He looked shocked – shocked, but pleased.

“We got a deal?” she asked, already knowing the answer.

“Yeah!” the men agreed eagerly and in unison.

“Good,” Ava smiled and nodded.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

Our hunting expedition was largely a bust.  We managed to kill two scrawny squirrels that hardly had enough meat on them to feed one person, let alone fifteen.  

Jonah had some fishing poles and while we hunted, he asked Will and Joanna if they’d accompany him to the pond to fish.  Will had looked at him like he was crazy since it was nearly a mile away and he was still hobbling around on his crutches, but Jonah explained that he still had gas in his rusty old pickup, so they could drive over.  Therefore, Will agreed.

Joanna drove, and after a couple hours, they ended up catching four nice-sized fish, which, along with the two squirrel and some of Wilma’s canned items, provided a good dinner for all.  Even then, I think the others were beginning to come around to the realization that we were all living on borrowed time at the farm, and a day without catching fish or killing something on the hunt could mean a day without a good meal.  

That night I had a fitful sleep.  Claire, Jason and I were crammed into a double bed that creaked and groaned every time one of us moved.  Jason was a complete wiggle-worm and proceeded to kick me in the groin or whack me in the face repeatedly throughout the night.  Plus, there were my concerns about our food situation, which quickly occupied my thoughts every time I woke.  Added to all those issues, was the fact that the floor boards were extremely creaky inside the house, as were the stairs.  This meant that every time someone in the upstairs bedrooms got up to go outside and use the outhouse – the relocation of which was on Jonah’s “to-do” list – there was a period of creaking and cracking as the person made their way outside, followed by a similar period several minutes later when they returned.

At one point, I was sure someone was watching us sleep as there seemed to be the outline of a shadow in our doorway, but it was so dark I couldn’t really tell; and I never heard the squeaking of the floorboards as they came or went.  I was in and out of sleep so often throughout the night that I just figured it was a dream.

The next day broke dull and dreary but still mild.  After breakfast, Jonah took Will and Joanna back to the pond for more fishing, dropping them off there.  Then he came back to assist in digging the new pit for the outhouse.  It was backbreaking labor.  Ray and Pam helped us as we took turns in shifts, two digging, two resting, and so on until lunch.  Meanwhile, Sharron and Claire went on a scavenging mission to look for herbs, roots, nuts or anything that might be edible in the fields nearby.  Emily continued her sewing.  Dad played with the kids out in the barn as best he could with his hurt arm and cough.  

Wilma spent her morning working inside the house.  She was very quiet.  From where we worked in the back, I could see her come outside every now and then.  She’d stop just outside the back door, look up at the sky, sometimes gesturing toward it, and then go back in again.

I figured she was trying to decide if it was going to rain or not.  

As lunch time approached, we’d dug our “poop pit” as we’d termed it down to a depth of nearly five feet.  

“Just about another foot and we’ll have it,” Jonah nodded. “Would have taken me a week trying to do this on my own,” he smiled at us.

“Glad to be of assistance,” Pam said.

Suddenly an explosion echoed out across the farm.  “Jesus Christ!” I said, flinching.  “What in the hell was that?”

We all looked over to the farmhouse to see Wilma standing by the back door, a still-smoking shotgun cradled in her arms.

“LUNCH TIME!” she yelled and then disappeared back inside.

We looked over at Jonah whose eyes were firmly fixed on the ground.  “Guess I’d better get to the pond and pick up your friends,” he said softly.  “You all go ahead on in for lunch.”

I looked over at Ray and Pam.  They were staring back at me.  I think we were all thinking the same thing.  Uh, no thanks, Jonah.  But our bellies disagreed with us, and we cautiously made our way back up to the farmhouse where we washed up out back and then went inside to find Wilma happily setting food upon the dining room table.

 We waited for everyone to get inside and for Jonah, Will and Joanna to get back from the pond before we started eating.  I took a basket of food down to Dad and Paul who were waiting for their lunch after completing their barn chores.  Neither of them seemed to be getting any better.  Both still had their thick coughs.  Paul’s was about the same as it had been, but Dad’s was almost a constant presence now.  And he didn’t look good.  He’d lost a lot of weight and was very pale.  I was worried about him, adding his health to the growing lists of concerns I was having about our situation at the farm.

When I got back to the house, I found everyone gathered in the dining room.  Will and Joanna had caught two more fish, which boded well for dinner.  They said they’d like to give it another shot after lunch, and Jonah agreed to drive them back to the pond.

Wilma sat contentedly at the table, having finished bringing out all the food.  She had Jason nestled snugly in her lap and was spoon-feeding him canned peaches and cooing in his ear.  

I sat down at the table.  It was fairly quiet.  Every so often I’d hear Wilma coaxing Jason with another peach.  “There’s my little animal,” or “That’s a good animal,” she’d say.

I didn’t really care for my son being likened to an animal, but I reminded myself that we were on a farm and that it might just be Wilma’s way of coming up with a pet name of sorts for him.  At least that’s what I told myself.

Claire looked at me and smiled, but it wasn’t a normal Claire smile, it was forced, and I knew from the look in her eyes that she was thinking the same thing.  

 After lunch, we all went back to our respective duties.  We managed to get the new pit for the outhouse completed, the outhouse positioned over top of it, and the old hole filled with dirt.  We were hot, sweaty, exhausted, and dirty by the end of the day.  So Claire, Pam, Ray, and I asked to borrow Jonah’s truck and head over to the pond to clean up and pick up Joanna and Will.  

“I’ll go see if Jason wants to come along,” Claire said as we prepared to leave.

I watched as she walked to the farmhouse and disappeared inside.  She was back a minute later.  Jason wasn’t with her.

“He didn’t want to go?” I asked.  

“He’s inside playing cards with Shane, Sarah, and Wilma.  Wilma said she’d be happy to watch them for us until we get back.”

“Think they’ll be okay?” I asked her softly.

“I think they’ll be alright,” she nodded.  “Plus, Emily and Sharron are there with them, and we won’t be gone long.”

We made it over to the pond in just a few minutes.  Joanna and Will were sitting contentedly on the bank, their poles stuck into the earth beside them, lines dangling into the water.  The cloud-covered sun was hanging low in the sky shedding a golden hue across the landscape.  It was a picturesque scene.  

“Have any luck?” I called to the two fishermen as we piled from the pickup.

“Not much,” Will called back.  “Couple nibbles, that’s all.”  He took a look at us in our dirt-covered clothes.  “You guys are a mess.”

“Too much digging,” Claire replied.  “Mind if we use your pond for washing up?”

Will and Joanna shook their heads, no.  “I think the fish have gotten wise to us.  Either that or we’ve caught them all,” Joanna said.

We all took off our shoes and socks and tromped into the pond, standing ankle deep at its edge.  The water was bitingly cold, and we quickly washed our hands, arms and faces.  There was no way we were going any further.  The water was just too chilly.

“I have an idea,” I said, shivering in the water’s icy grasp.  “I saw a large metal watering trough that wasn’t being used back in the barn.  We could haul it over in the truck, use buckets to fill it with pond water and then heat it for baths tonight.”

“Oh, a bath,” Claire moaned.  “Sounds heavenly.”

“I’m in,” Joanna agreed eagerly.

“Me too,” said Pam.

Upon getting home, Jonah met us at the door.  “Catch anything?” he asked hopefully. 

“Nope,” Will shook his head.  “Sorry.”

Jonah shrugged, “Maybe I’ll give it a shot tomorrow.  I could use a break after today,” he stretched and then massaged his lower back with a hand.  “I already took dinner down to the boys in the barn, so you can relax and have a seat at the table,” he said.

“Thanks, Jonah,” I said, appreciating the help.  “But I don’t want you or Wilma risking your health.  I don’t mind doing it myself.”

“Ah, I die at this point, well then I die,” he shrugged.  “Life’s getting too hard, and I’ve had a good one up ‘til now.  At this point, every extra day is gravy on top.  ‘Bout the only reason I keep livin’ is for Wilma.  She goes before me, and well, I’m outta here…and I don’t mean just leavin’ the farm,” he said, giving me a wink.

“At least you have a good outlook on it all,” I agreed, not wanting to get further into the issue of our now regular struggle just to exist. 

Inside, we found the table set and dinner almost ready.  Everything was laid out and Wilma was just finishing cooking up Will and Joanna’s catch from earlier in the day.  She had breaded the fish and was deep frying them in a big skillet.  It smelled wonderful.  

Jonah and Wilma’s stove was an old fashioned version with a large flat cook top that they could heat with wood.  I made a mental note of this cooking option for possible future use as it didn’t rely upon electricity, natural gas or propane.    

Once we were seated at the table, we couldn’t help but lay into the fabulous spread awaiting us.  Knowing the food situation, I wanted to conserve our supplies, but my stomach just wouldn’t allow it.  Having everything set out buffet-style in front of us was just too much.  We couldn’t resist, and we ended up eating everything that was presented to us.  Wilma and Jonah didn’t appear to mind.  They seemed happy to have our bellies filled, and they watched us eat with contented looks upon their faces.

After dinner, I felt like going right to sleep and the thought of having to do more work really didn’t appeal to me, but since I’d brought up the topic of baths, I figured I should follow through.  We all needed them anyway.

An hour later, we had the water trough filled, a fire going outside to boil water, and the first bath takers – the team of Claire and Jason – signed up.  The rest of the night was devoted to boiling water and 15-minute baths.  That was the timeframe we allowed everyone.  It was the only way we could make it through the entire family rotation by bedtime.  About halfway through, Ray and I had to take another trip to the pond and refill the trough with water.

By ten o’clock as it was shown on the old grandfather clock that sat in the farmhouse’s downstairs hallway, we had everyone clean and in bed.

Before hitting the sack, I pulled Wilma aside.  “Do you have anymore blankets?” I asked her.

“Were you cold last night my dear?” she asked, her eyes full of concern. 

“No, actually I was quite comfortable.  It’s just that Jason, in that small bed; he wiggles and kicks so much.  I wanted to make him a little place on the floor so he could squirm around down there.  He’s already asleep in the bed right now, so I can just sneak him down there.  I doubt he’ll even wake up.”

Wilma nodded knowingly, “Ah, I see,” she said.  “A little private time with the wife,” she grinned slyly.

“Oh, no, nothing like that,” I said, shaking my head tiredly.  “We just want a good night’s sleep, that’s all.  We’re both so exhausted after all the digging today and…”

Wilma held up a hand, “Say no more.  You don’t have to explain yourself to me.  I don’t think there are many blankets left, but I might have a down comforter that would make a nice nest for that little animal of yours.”

I wanted to say something about the use of the word “animal” in referencing our son, but I was just so darn tired.  Plus, Wilma and Jonah had been such welcoming and gracious hosts, I felt kind of bad bringing it up, so I just let it be.

Wilma tottered off into their bedroom and was back a minute later with a huge, fluffy down comforter.  “There you are,” she said, handing it to me.  “I think this should work just fine.”

“Perfect,” I nodded.  “Thanks so much, Wilma.”

“My pleasure,” she gave me that grandmotherly smile, reaching up and pinching my check in the process.  “Now you have sweet dreams.”

“You too,” I said, leaving to make up Jason’s little nest at the end of our bed.  Claire joined me in the bedroom, sitting down to brush her hair at the bedroom vanity as I worked.  She wore a long cotton nightgown, lent to her from Wilma, and that actually made her look quite striking…maybe because it was so old fashioned and unique compared to more modern bedclothes.  

When I was finished, I stood.  A candle by the bed and an oil lamp set upon the vanity beside Claire were all that lit the darkened bedroom.  They were just enough to illuminate Jason’s sweet cherub face as he slept.  He looked so innocent, so peaceful.  He was sleeping so soundly that he never woke as I pulled the covers back from the bed and lifted him gently down to the floor.  There, I nestled him into the comforter, pulling a portion of it over to cover him, and sliding a pillow beneath his head.

Claire finished brushing her hair, blowing out the lamp and climbing into bed.  For a brief instant after I blew out the candle and got into bed beside her, I thought about making love.  We were alone…relatively speaking, and both cleaner than we’d been in weeks.  It was the perfect opportunity.  I felt her snuggle up close to me, reaching an arm around my abdomen.  Feeling around behind me, I found her cute little butt beneath the thin linen of her nightgown and cupped a cheek in my hand.  It was as far as I got.  I was so exhausted that I was asleep a minute later.  It wasn’t that I didn’t want to, but the body just wasn’t willing tonight.

I don’t know how long I’d been asleep when I woke with a start.  It was one of the times when you wake up as though you’ve just heard something but you’re not sure if it was real or just a dream.  

I lay motionless, straining to listen in the blackness.  This time, I was sure someone else was in the room with us.  I could sense their presence.  

As I listened, I caught what sounded like breathing over by the doorway, and then there was the soft shuffling of movement.  I nudged Claire with my elbow, but I could tell she was still asleep.

I heard the shuffling sound again.

I quietly reached over to where I’d left a pack of matches I used to light our bedside candle.  I groped silently in the darkness until I found them.  Again I heard the movement, then a soft whine and a hushed, “Shhh…” come from over by the doorway.

“Jonah?” I said softly.

“Shhh…” came the response.  

Then I heard Jason’s voice.  “Dadda?” he said meekly.

I opened the matchbox, pulled a match from within and struck it against the box’s side.  As I turned to hold it out before me, allowing my eyes adjust to the light, I heard Wilma’s voice say, “I’ve caught me a little animal.  Found it in its borough.”

“Dadda?” I again heard Jason’s timid voice say softly.  “Dadda…scared.”

My eyes strained to see in the dim light.  The match didn’t cast much of a glow about the room.  As my eyes began to focus, I could see the glow of Cashmere’s eyes in the light from where she lay on my feet near the end of the bed.  Finally, as my range of vision extended to the doorway, Wilma continued, “Now it’s time to kill that little animal and clean it for dinner.”

Just as the match light began to dwindle, a horrific image came into focus.  Wilma was standing in the doorway, a terrified Jason standing before her, a double-barrel shogun in Wilma’s hands aimed at him.

The match burned itself out.  “Wilma!” I cried.  “NO!”

Claire lurched up in the bed beside me, awake, and frightened by my words.  There was the sound of someone else in the hallway.  Then there was a huge explosion and flash of light from the shotgun.

Cashmere sprang from my feet at the sound of the shotgun and shot off into the blackness.  I scrambled to extricate myself from the bed’s blankets, but my legs became tangled in the sheets and I fell onto the cold wood floor.  The packet of matches was still in my hand, and as I lay on the floor, with a lightening quick swipe of my hand, I somehow managed to light another one.  

Now I could see Jonah’s form lying on the floor just outside our doorway.  Wilma stood staring at her husband, the smoking shotgun in her hands.  Jason was nowhere to be seen.  

“Wilma!  What are you doing?” I said as I stood and started toward her, but my movement caused the match to go out.  Again I was left in pure blackness.

A second later the shotgun went off again.  The flash from the blast temporarily blinded me.

I fumbled in the darkness to strike another match.  Meanwhile, I rushed over to where the oil lamp sat on our dresser.  I tore the glass shade away.  Losing my grip on it, I heard it smash on the floor somewhere behind me.  I quickly touched the match I’d managed to strike to the lamp’s wick.

With the room now dimly lit, the first thing I did was scan for Jason.

I exhaled a huge sigh of relief when I saw a lump under the down comforter bed we’d made for him.  Claire was up now.  But my relief didn’t last long as I realized I had no idea whether Jason had been harmed by Wilma’s blasts.

I rushed over and knelt beside his bed, ripping the comforter off of him.  He was there crying.  I did a quick inspection of him, “Are you alright?” I asked.  He just sobbed and shuddered, terrified.  As best I could tell, he appeared uninjured.  “Claire!” I called, “Stay with Jason!”

I stood and rushed over to where Wilma now lay on the hallway floor.  I held the oil lamp down to see.  

It was gruesome sight.  I saw the shotgun lying beside her.  A black pool of blood, growing ever larger by the second, was running out across the hallway’s wood planks.  Then there was Wilma, covered in blood, her head half gone.  I moved the light over to Jonah.  There was a gapping wound in his chest where Wilma had shot him.  Moving the light up to his face, his eyes were open wide, bits of blood and flesh littered his fine white beard.  It was a ghastly scene, and moments later, the rest of the house – minus Will, who was struggling to get up the stairs – had arrived on the scene.  

There was no need to upset the kids with such awful images, so I quickly ushered Sarah back downstairs to spare her from the sight.  Then I had Claire cover Jason’s head with a blanket and carry him downstairs as well.  

Claire gawked at the sight of our two dead hosts as she passed, biting her lip in horror as she skirted her way around the blood from the two bodies that was now beginning to trickle its way down the first step of the stairs.

Needless to say, no one got much sleep for the rest of the night.  Ray, Joanna, Pam, and I collected the corpses of Jonah and Wilma, wrapped them in sheets and took them down to the cellar.

Claire and Emily did their best to comfort poor little Jason who had been traumatized by the events of the night and now sat in shock, held tightly in his mother’s loving arms.  Eventually, Claire tried to feed him some sweets to take his mind off things, but at the appearance of peaches, he started screaming, “Wilma feed peaches!  Wilma feed peaches!”  

They were quickly taken away.

Eventually, he fell into a fitful sleep from which he would awaken screaming only to cry himself back to sleep a minute or two later.

I left Joanna and Shane to continue resting with Dad and Paul out in the barn.  They needed their rest and would find out about what had happened in the morning.

Once the kids were all back to sleep, the rest of us met in the dining room for a brief pow-wow on what our next move would be.

The group sat, dazed, confused, frightened.

“What the hell happened up there?” Will finally said, breaking the silence.

“I don’t know,” I said staring, open mouthed at nothing in particular on the tabletop before me.  “I woke up, heard something…heard Jason…Wilma had him, she had the shotgun, then…” I shook my head, “…then, I don’t know.  I don’t know if she got scared.  She was saying something about having found her little animal and how she was going to cook it to eat or something.”  

I was trembling as I spoke the words.  

“She had Jason and…and my light went out, and then the gun went off.”  I was on the verge of tears, but somehow I held it together.  Claire was weeping silently beside me.  “I don’t know what happened after that.  I saw Jonah in the hallway and he must have startled Wilma.  When I could see again, she’d shot Jonah, and the next thing I knew, she’d shot herself.”  I swallowed hard.  “It just doesn’t make any sense,” I said, shaking my head.

“Well, it kind of does,” said Sharron who had heard the shotgun blasts and came up from where she’d been sleeping with Paul out in the barn.  “I mean, we all saw Wilma.  She wasn’t exactly right in the head.  I don’t think any of us thought she was this far gone, but something wasn’t quite right with her.”

“Yeah,” said Pam.  “I caught her upstairs the other day just sitting on the side of her bed, rocking and mumbling to herself.  When she saw me, she stopped.  I think she had the ability to kind of hold it together when other people were around, but…well, I don’t know.  Guess you can’t ever get into someone else’s head.”

“Huh, that’s for fucking sure,” Ray snorted, shaking his head.  “Who would have thought?  They seemed like such a nice old couple.”

  “Just never know,” Will agreed.  “So now what do we do?”

“We can’t stay here,” Claire sniffled.  “Not after that.  Not after what happened tonight.  I don’t think Jason could stand it.  I don’t think I could stand it.”

“It’s not just what happened tonight,” Ray said.  “I mean, yeah, that was bad enough, but the food situation here sucks.  If we could hold out a couple months, we might be able to grow some crops, but we’re almost out of food as it is.  We can’t live off fish alone; there’s not enough in that little pond to support us all.”

“I agree,” I nodded.  “We can’t sustain ourselves here.”  I took a deep breath and then exhaled, “I’m so sick of fucking moving, but…” I shrugged, “…I guess we don’t have much of a choice.  Shall we take a vote on it?” I looked around the table.  “Do we need to take a vote on it?”

“No,” came the unanimous grumbles of response from around the table.

“Alright,” I nodded.  “Tomorrow’s moving day.  Will, will you take Joanna and head over to the pond in the morning to try to catch some more fish for the trip?”  

He nodded his agreement.  

“The rest of us will pack up the remaining food, collect the bedding, and gather up whatever else we need and load it into Jonah’s truck.  It’s not the best, but it’s got plenty of fuel, so we’ll see how far it gets us.”  

I stopped for a minute, physically and mentally exhausted, and still in shock.  “Now let’s all try to get some rest.  Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

 

We were all up early the next morning.  Most of us never got back to sleep after the night’s events.  

The day dawned bright, with a slight chill in the air and a pure blue sky.  Preparing to depart the farm was a somber affair and contrasted sharply with the beautifully sunny day.  

After a quick breakfast, we set to work on laying Jonah and Wilma to rest.  We decided to dig one large hole for both of them so that they could be buried together.  It was tempting to use the new outhouse hole since it was already dug and had barely been used, but something about putting these people – who had for the most part been very welcoming hosts – into a hole created for our waste just didn’t sit well with me.  It would have saved a lot of time and effort, but we all decided against it.

At the brief ceremony, we didn’t have much to say.  Largely we gave thanks for the hospitality Jonah and Wilma had shown us and for their assistance to us in our time of need.  We skimmed over Wilma’s issues and tried to focus largely on the good things we remembered about each of them.  We’d only been with these people a few days, yet they had quickly grown to be a part of our group, especially Jonah.  

After we’d filled in the hole and planted a small wooden cross as the headstone, we set about our duties in preparation to leave.  Will and Joanna decided that Joanna should walk to the pond with Sharron instead of drive so that the pickup truck could be left behind to be loaded and so Will wouldn’t aggravate the injury to his butt with too much walking.

Claire and I worked on bringing up the remnants of canned food from the cellar while the others began collecting belongings and bedding to take with us for the trip.  

I used the same flashlight that Wilma had used when we’d come down to the cellar together.  It was strange being there without her.                 

Claire and I looked around at the largely barren shelves for a moment and then got to work loading the few remaining jars into a wooden crate we’d found out in the barn.  We were able to get everything into the single crate, and we wrapped each glass jar in cloth to protect it from rattling against its neighbor and possibly cracking or breaking.  

When we were done, I walked over to the big freezer against the far wall.  I stood staring at it.

“What’s in there?” Claire asked.

“Not sure,” I shrugged.  “Wilma said it was empty.”

“Maybe there’s food in it,” Claire said hopefully.  “Pop it open and let’s find out.”

I thought about it for a second and then reached down and flipped open the steel latch holding the lid shut.  I could hear the pressure on the gasket seal release and a waft of air hiss out from within.  A sickening smell hit me almost immediately.

“Ugh,” I said, holding the back of my hand up in front of my nose.  

It hit Claire a few seconds later.  “Oh, dear lord!  What’s in that thing?”

Holding my breath, I gripped the edge of the freezer’s top and shoved it open.  Even in the flashlight’s dim glow, I could see that the freezer walls were covered in black mold.  It was dark inside, but near the bottom of the freezer I could see some disgusting looking sludge and empty plastic bags.

I let the top slam shut.  “Whatever it used to be, it isn’t anymore,” I said, turning back around and picking up the crate of jars.  “Come on; let’s get the hell out of here.”

Claire didn’t wait around.  The cellar was quickly being overpowered with the smell of whatever was rotting in the freezer.  “Whew,” she waved her hand in front of her face.  “You don’t have to tell me twice,” she said as she led the way back up the stairs.

Outside, a rather sizeable pile of supplies was beginning to form beside the pickup truck.  We temporarily left the food in the kitchen to keep it out of direct sunlight.  Then Ray and I drove the pickup down to the barn.  I’d seen a nice little trailer there parked behind the barn, and I thought it would be perfect for our purposes.  There was no way we were going to be able to comfortably fit all our people and supplies in the pickup alone, and while hitching up the trailer would certainly decrease our fuel economy, we didn’t have much of a choice.  

We found Dad and Paul inside the barn packing up their stuff upon our arrival.  Dad’s cough was almost constant now and it looked like he hadn’t gotten much sleep.  Poor little Paul didn’t appear to be doing much better.

It took me and Ray about fifteen minutes to get the trailer hitched to the pickup.  In so doing, we found a big can of fuel sitting behind where the trailer had been parked.

“We’ve got three quarters of a tank in the pickup,” I said to Ray.  “This ought to about top us off.”

“Good,” he nodded.  “We might need every drop.”

As we finished our work, Paul came up to me.  He looked sad and tired.  “What about Poobah?” he asked me.  “What are we going to do with him?”

The question caught me completely off guard.  With all that had been going on, I hadn’t contemplated the sweet old horse’s future.  

“Uh, gosh, I’m not really sure,” I said, the wheels spinning as I tried to think of a humane solution.  Jonah had said he barely had enough feed for the horse.  We couldn’t just leave him in the barn, and we certainly couldn’t take him with us.  If we turned him loose, he’d probably just get taken down by a pack of coyotes or wild dogs in some horribly brutal fashion.  The horse was too old and too domesticated to make it on his own in the wild.

Paul watched me, tears starting to well up in his eyes.  I could tell he had begun to form an attachment to the animal during his brief stay in the barn.  “We can’t just leave him here,” he choked out.  “I’ll ride him,” he offered.  “We already drive slow…and it’ll help us save fuel,” he added hopefully.

I smiled sadly at him and shook my head.

“We can’t go that slow,” I said.  

“Please,” he begged piteously.  “He could help us.  If we run out of gas, he could haul our supplies or we could ride him to search for more fuel.”

“I’m sorry, Paul,” I said, sadly.  “We just can’t do it.”

“But he’ll die here alone with no one to feed him.”  Then his childlike mind seemed to grasp the adult decision that had to be made.  “No,” he shook his head.  “NO!  We can’t.  I won’t let you,” he started to cry, tears running down his face.  This in turn sent him into a coughing fit.  But Dad came to the rescue.  He walked over and took Paul around the shoulders, leading him over to where he could talk to him in private.  I heard him speaking softly to him, Paul interjecting occasionally.  But finally the little guy tore away from Dad and ran to the other side of the barn where he could be alone.

“Ray and I will take the truck and trailer back up to the house,” I told Dad.  “It’ll give Paul some time to say goodbye to Poobah.”

Dad just nodded and then started coughing again.  

“Come up when you guys are ready,” I said, throwing their packed supplies into the back of the truck and then climbing inside the cab with Ray and starting the engine.

“Tough situation you got there,” Ray said as we drove the short distance back to the farmhouse.

“I know,” I nodded.  “I didn’t think about Paul becoming attached to that horse so quickly.”  I paused, “Guess I should have.  With so few friends, and his life being in such turmoil, I can see how he might gravitate to the solid stability of an equine friend.”

“Too bad,” Ray said.

“Yeah,” I nodded.  “Too bad.”

We pulled up in front of the house and spent the next hour getting things loaded into the trailer and secured.  We covered the majority of the supplies with a big canvas tarp that we’d found out in the barn.  Ray and Pam offered to ride along in the trailer to make sure everything stayed put and to free up some space in the back of the pickup.  Claire, Jason, and of course, Cashmere would ride with me up front, and the rest of the crew, including Emily, who we had fixed up with a comfy little nest in the back so that she could lay flat, would ride in the open air of the pickup’s bed.  We put Dad and Paul right behind the cab so that they would be sheltered from the wind.  We also affixed four wood poles to the corners of the pickup truck’s bed and carried another tarp – a water resistant one – folded in the back and that could quickly be affixed to the poles as a sort of roof.  We wouldn’t be able to drive with it up since we were afraid the wind would tear it to shreds or catch it like a parachute and rip it off, but it would allow us to pull over and quickly take shelter if the situation called for it.

After we had everything and everyone loaded, I told Dad to go ahead and pull the truck out to the road and that I’d be along in about ten minutes.

He nodded, understanding.  

I watched them go.  They looked like they were heading off to appear in an episode of The Beverly Hillbillies.  

As soon as they were out of sight, I walked back down to the barn.

Poobah was in his stable.  He snorted and shook his head when he saw me.  Maybe he sensed what was coming.  Or maybe he could just smell what I had with me.  I lifted a bowl I’d brought with me down from the farmhouse and pulled a cloth covering from its top.  Half a jar of canned peaches lay inside.  I knew that it was a waste of food, but I didn’t care.  I needed this one act of kindness to help me get through what I was about to do.  

I held the bowl up to Poobah.  He sniffed at it and then started to slurp the sloppy mess down.

“Whoa there boy,” I smiled at him, patting him on the check and running my hand down along its velvety side.  “There’s no hurry.  Slow down and enjoy it.”  A tear trickled down my check, followed by another and then another.  I sniffled and shook my head smiling.  “All I’ve been through and you’ve got me crying,” I said to the old horse as he finished the bowl, licking its insides clean and then nuzzling the bowl with his nose.  He looked at me and twitched his ears as if saying, “Hey, thanks – you’re alright in my book.”  

It made me feel even worse.

I sniffed again and wiped my eyes.  With all that had happened, and all the people who had died, here I was losing it over a damn horse.

I tossed the bowl away on the straw-covered barn floor.

“I’m sorry,” I told him.  “If I could take care of you, I would.  But I’ve got so many people to take care of.  If there was another way…” I stopped, choking on my words, more tears running down my cheek.  “Poor fella,” I said wiping the tears away.  “You haven’t done anything to anybody except work hard and do as they asked of you.  You don’t deserve this.”  

But none of us deserved this.  None of us had asked for this.  It was just the way it was.

I kissed Poobah’s soft nose, pulled my .44 from my waistband, aimed, and squeezed the trigger.  There was a dull thump as Poobah collapsed inside his stable and lay silent, but I didn’t have the heart to look.

The shot echoed loudly inside the barn and I was sure they’d heard it out on the road.

I lowered my gun, walked to the barn door and stood looking out across the yard and over to the farmhouse; then I looked up.  I couldn’t spot a cloud in the azure blue sky.  I stood there for several minutes letting the tears flow freely.  It felt good.  And it felt like it’d been a long time coming.  Then I remained there for a few more minutes composing myself.  

It was time to go…again.

 

* * *

 

Later that night, after we’d stopped driving and begun to set up camp, Ray pulled me aside from the rest of the group.

“What’s up, buddy?” I asked casually. 

He took a deep breath and looked at me.  I could tell there was something important weighing upon him.

“I know it’s not the best timing,” he said quietly. “But I think Pam’s pregnant.”

“Oh,” I said, wide-eyed and surprised by the news.  Then I remember myself, “Congratulations,” I smiled, slapping him on the back and grabbing his hand to shake.  “You’re sure about this?” I asked.

“Pretty sure,” Ray smiled coyly.  He leaned in close, “Pam’s boobs have gotten enormous!  They hardly fit in her bra anymore.  I mean, I’m not complaining, but I don’t think it’s just God’s way of finally answering one of my prayers.”

I paused, thinking, and then smiled.  “A little baby punkass,” I said in wonderment.  Then I laughed, “Well hey, even though it isn’t perfect timing, you can’t wait forever.  We’ll figure it out…somehow.”

He grinned goofily at me, “Thanks man, I knew you’d understand.”

“Can we go tell the others?” I asked, suddenly excited at the news after having a minute to process it.

“Sure,” he nodded eagerly.  “I’ve been wanting to since…”     

“John!” Claire interrupted, calling to me from where we’d set up camp nearby.  “John, come quick!  It’s Paul!  Something’s wrong!”

I looked at Ray.  He was looking at me.  Then we both bolted back to the camp.

It was just the beginning of what was to become yet another extremely long night.
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* * *

 

For my exceptional children.  Without your joyful presence, I would have finished this series in half the time, but the delay was well worth it.  I love you more than you’ll ever know.

 

* * *
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CHAPTER 1 

 

It wasn’t the words that indicated something was wrong so much as the way in which Claire said them.  After being married for nearly ten years, I could tell what was going on in her head or what sorts of emotions she was feeling just by the tone of her voice or the inflections in her words.   

So when I heard her yell, “John, come quick!  It’s Paul!  Something’s wrong!”  I could tell that things were bad before I even arrived on the scene.  Little Paul hadn’t just tripped and fallen down or gotten a splinter, it was something far more serious.

Just moments before Claire’s shouts, I had received the wonderful news that my best friend Ray’s wife Pam was pregnant.  My emotions went from ecstatic at hearing the news of the conception of my friend’s first child to terror as I was now faced with the fact that something was wrong with my brother’s young son.

At this point in our journey south from Chicago to Georgia following a pandemic that had decimated most of the nation’s population, maybe I should have been used to such instantaneous roller coaster rides of emotion, but I wasn’t.  We’d suffered through so many such wild swings after having to abandon our camp in southern Illinois, being forced from our mountaintop retreat in Tennessee, and now having departed a cozy farm where our elderly hosts had met a grizzly demise, I wasn’t sure how much more I could take.  It was stressful enough just trying to keep our group alive in this insane, post-apocalyptic world without having one emergency after another crop up.  And having lost several members of our group since departing the Chicagoland area about six months ago, I felt less than successful in my efforts.  Yet this sort of situation sadly seemed to be the new norm.  

The group as it stood now consisted of my wife Claire, my son Jason, my father Frank who was recovering from a gunshot wound to the arm and suffering what appeared to be a severe respiratory illness, Claire’s mother Emily who had been badly burned in our escape from Tennessee, my brother Will who was recovering from a gunshot wound to the butt cheek, his vegetarian wife Sharron, their children Sarah and Paul, a knockout looking gal named Joanna who had joined our group in southern Illinois, Joanna’s young son Shane, and my good buddy Ray – a former FBI agent – and his now pregnant wife Pam.

I was a former freelance writer and stay-at-home father turned pandemic survivor and default leader of our ragtag bunch.  I hadn’t asked for the position, but I held it nonetheless.  

By the time I arrived on the scene to which my wife Claire had beckoned me with her calls, a group of concerned family members had already clustered around little Paul who lay motionless on the ground.  Over the past week, Paul had been dealing with the same sort of respiratory illness my father had been combating.  Claire, who had been an occupational therapist in her pre-flu life and who the family often turned to for medical advice, and Paul’s mother Sharron, knelt beside the boy.  They were doing their best to revive or at least get some sort of response from the unconscious lad.  His father Will, still on crutches due to the wound he had suffered to his rear end, was standing nearby, staring down helplessly, watching as the two women worked.

“Paul!  Paul!” Claire said as she squeezed the boy’s hand in hers and then released it to lift his left eyelid.  Only the whites of his eye were visible.  

“I don’t think he’s breathing!” his mother cried.  “He was throwing up.  I just thought it was something he had eaten, but he kept on vomiting.  Then he said he felt tired and collapsed!” 

“Can you find a pulse?” Claire asked her.

Sharron felt Paul’s wrist.  “I can’t tell!” she cried, tears rolling down her cheeks.  “I…I don’t think there is any!” she said, dropping his wrist and grabbing Paul by the shoulders and shaking him.  “Paul.  Paul!” she continued to sob.  “Paul!  Honey, can you hear me?  Answer your mother!”

But her admonitions were doing no good.

Claire allowed Paul’s eyelid to close and placed two fingertips on the side of his neck, just below his jaw.  “Jesus,” she said in exasperation. “I can’t find anything either.”

It was then I remembered a technique from yesteryear, something I’d seen in an old movie or on television one time.

With spring approaching in Georgia, the days were getting warmer, but the mornings and evenings were often still cool and crisp.  This morning had dawned bright and beautifully sunny, but there was frost on the ground.  And now that it was evening, that same chill had begun to return to the air.  I yanked the pocketknife I carried with me at all times out from where it sat in my coat pocket and pulled out its blade.  I dropped down flat on my belly beside Paul, nudging Claire out of the way.  Turning my head to the side so that I could see, I held the knife blade down directly in front of Paul’s nose about an inch away.

“What are you doing?” Sharron cried, frightened at seeing the knife held so close to her unresponsive son.

“Just wait!” I hissed at her.

Suddenly a very fine film of misty haze glossed across the knife blade as I watched.  “He’s alive!” I said.  “He’s breathing!” I pulled the knife away and turned it so that the others could see the light film of condensation that had accumulated on it from Paul’s faint breath.  

I wasn’t sure what was wrong with him or what to do, so I just did what came naturally.  I put my hand on his chest, applied pressure and just began to rub my hand slowly over him while talking to him in the calmest voice I could manage with the chaos going on around me.  “Paul,” I said.  “Paul, wake up.  Wake up, Paul.  Come on hon’, you need to wake up.  Everything’s okay.  You need to wake up now.”  

I had no idea if what I was doing or saying would help at all, but it was all I could think of.  A child’s illness and the resulting helplessness a parent can feel is one of the most terrifying situations I’d ever encountered.  And it was even worse experiencing it in a world without the modern safety net of the local doctor or urgent care center to turn to for advice or immediate medical attention.  There was no one to diagnose the situation, no one to prescribe the right medications in the right amounts, and no one there to say, “This is quite common in children this age, it’s just a mild case of…”   To which parents and loved ones could respond by sharing a collective sigh of relief.

Suddenly Paul’s eyes fluttered open.

“What…what happened?” he breathed softly.

“Oh, thank god!” his mother tilted her head up to the sky and began crying, taking his hand in hers.

Paul struggled to sit up but I used the hand I had on his chest to gently keep him on his back.  “Hold tight little guy,” I said.  “Just relax, there’s no hurry.”

With the boy revived, his mother now stepped in to take over.  She cuddled and rubbed and cooed and petted.

My job done, I stood and walked a few yards away, taking a moment to recover from the extreme emotions and adrenaline coursing through me, all the while wishing I had a cigarette to help calm my nerves.  

Dad and Ray joined me aside from the group a few seconds later.

Dad was coughing as usual.  He cleared his throat after a minute of hacking and said, “We need to find a place to settle down.”

I gestured to the spot we’d picked for the night and said, “I think this is as good a spot as any we’ll find tonight.”

Dad shook his head, “No, I mean permanently.  Like back in Tennessee.”

“What the hell, Dad?” I said in exasperation.  “I’m doing the fucking best I can here.  Sorry I can’t instantly find us the Che Chalet, but the pickings are kind of slim right now.  I thought I had us a good spot in southern, Illinois.  I thought I had us a good spot in Tennessee.  I thought maybe we’d found something back at Jonah’s farm.  Nothing is working out.  I’m sorry I can’t be a better freakin’ leader.  I’m not a post-apocalyptic lifestyle expert.”

Dad stood silent, not looking at me.  

Ray was silent as well.  

I took a deep breath.  “Sorry,” I said.  “I’m just frustrated.  I’m frustrated, and I agree with you.  I want to find somewhere just as bad you do, but it seems like everywhere we try just blows up in our face.”

“It’s okay,” Dad said, coughing again and spitting some phlegm out onto the ground.  “I know it’s hard on you.  It’s hard on all of us.”

I immediately felt guilty for losing my temper.  Poor Dad was still recovering from being shot in the arm, plus being sick.  I had my diabetic wife doing her best to survive on her rationed insulin and diabetic supplies.  Paul was passing out from sickness, exhaustion, malnutrition or some combination thereof.  Pretty much the whole group was suffering in some way or another.  And here I was feeling sorry for myself and getting angry because I couldn’t find a good spot for us to settle down.  I felt so selfish.

I looked at Dad.  He was staring at me with a certain look on his face that I remembered from when I was a kid.  I knew exactly what he was thinking.

“You don’t even have to say it,” I looked at him, shaking my head and giving him a knowing half smile.   

“Say what?” he said, wanting to hear it straight from my mouth.

“What Mom would have said if she was here.”

He smiled at me.

“If you don’t like it, stop complaining and do something about it, is what she would have said,” I nodded.

“Your mother was a smart woman,” Dad said, turning to rejoin the others.  “And you take after her.  I know you’ll get us where we need to go,” he said confidently as he walked away.

After he was gone, I looked at Ray.  “I’m glad he knows it,” I said with some uncertainty.  “Just wish I did.”

Ray reached out and put his hand on my shoulder.  “We’ll be okay,” he said reassuringly, giving me a grin. “I know it too.”

“Thanks,” I nodded at him.

“Now let’s get things set up so we can get Paul and everyone else some food and rest.  Don’t forget, tomorrow’s a new day,” he said as he led us back to join the others.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

Jake opened his eyes and then immediately clamped them shut again.  The sun was bright…too bright.  He tried opening them again, and as soon as he did, he felt like he was going to vomit.

He rolled over on the floor and onto his side so that he could reach inside his right jacket pocket.  Fumbling blindly, and still without opening his eyes, he found a pack of cigarettes, fished one out solely by feel, found his lighter – also in his jacket pocket – and lit his smoke.  He inhaled deeply, eyes still shut, savoring the smoke, and then exhaled.  He inhaled deeply again, finally starting to feel the nicotine’s effects, then he tried re-opening his eyes.  This time he didn’t feel so nauseous, but he still felt like shit.

A minute later he’d managed to sit up.  He looked around the room.  Several other men were sleeping in various states of disarray.  A body draped across a dingy sofa across from him, someone slouched against the wall on the other side of the room, someone else passed out in a puddle of his own vomit near the door.  

Jake saw Ava sitting in a metal folding chair beside a card table near the window.  She was smoking a cigarette and looking outside.  Even at this hour of the morning, she looked good…damn good.  Her curvy Latina body had weathered the winter well, and she still had that soft brown glow about her skin that he found so attractive.  It complimented his pasty white flesh so nicely.

It’d been a rough ride from the south side of Chicago where they had begun their journey to Atlanta where Jake had finally hit his stride and found the success that had so eluded him up to this point. 

The flu had taken the Atlanta metro area’s population from right around 4.2 million to just under a million in a matter of weeks.  The further spread of disease from the rotting corpses and lack of sanitary services, paired with starvation, the disappearance of law enforcement, and lack of clean water, reduced the population to about 400,000.  And a combination of continued disease, starvation, and violence from theft and looting in the months that followed had left the population at right around 150,000.  Many of those 150,000 people were some of the hardest core survivors anyone would care to meet.  They were the ones who were savvy enough or tough enough – or some combination thereof – not only to have outlasted the most devastating pandemic the world had ever known, but also outlast all the things that came along with it.

Jake looked at the roomful of various supplies stacked around him.  They were running out of space in their home base because of all the loot they had been acquiring lately.  They’d hit several smaller supply dumps around Atlanta, and most recently a larger depot belonging to a downtown trader, a raid that had netted a laundry list of goods that included many of the new currencies in the post-flu age – cigarettes, alcohol, guns, ammunition, and of course, food.

Even with all this, Jake realized that they needed to find a different way – a better way – of sustaining themselves in this new world.  Making these raids was time consuming and dangerous, and they often didn’t result in enough goods to make their efforts worthwhile.  And while Jake and Ava had grown their small army of mercenaries to over a dozen men, it was still far below the number they needed to take on some of the big-time players in the city.  And turnover in their organization was high.  They’d already lost the guys they’d brought with him from Memphis, not that Jake considered them much of a loss.  

It wasn’t that Jake was afraid of taking the risk with such raids.  Just the opposite in fact; he liked the challenge, and he would never back down from a fight.  But in a sense, Jake was lazy.  He wanted to find a way for business to come to him rather than having to go out and find it.  Jake wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he was cognizant enough to recognize this shortcoming.  And while he wasn’t willing to admit his ignorance in front of his men, he used Ava’s brains and planning abilities to help him prepare most of their operations.  He knew that she was smarter than he was; but he was stronger, and that helped him keep her in her place.  Still, while her intellect was beneficial to him and his operation, it also worried him.  Her business acumen was something that he would never have, so Jake kept a delicate balance between keeping Ava close enough to use as a tool when he needed her, but not so close that she threatened his position.

Jake rose slowly from the floor, wobbling a little bit as he did so from the after effects of last night’s binge.  He squinted to focus and then blinked hard several times to clear away the fuzz.  Ava continued to watch out the window, smoking her cigarette, unperturbed by Jake.  

Jake ambled over and pulled a nearby folding chair to the table, taking a seat beside Ava.  The waft of body odor, alcohol, cigarettes, and morning breath overtook her.  She took another deep drag of her own cigarette in an effort to cover the stench.  

It didn’t work.

“Morning, babe,” Jake said, taking a glance out the window.  He saw nothing so interesting that it would capture his attention like it did Ava’s.  Two men were walking past – one blonde, one dark haired – that was all.

Jake and his crew had set up shop in one of the city’s old watershed management pump stations.  The building was built solidly and it made for the perfect little fortress.  It was a rectangular, two-story brick structure, with a much smaller pinnacle third floor directly in the center of the building that had an exit to an open rooftop.  It reminded Jake of a tinier and much uglier US Capitol Building.  

The lower floor of the pump station was devoted largely to housing the equipment and machinery that had been used to pump a portion of the city’s water supply.  There was also a small office that Jake and Ava had quickly commandeered as their private headquarters.  In addition to these areas there were several empty storage rooms and a nasty old bathroom.  The spaces were extremely dark and had to be lit by generators since the first floor was devoid of windows.  

The second floor was comprised of a large room in the center of the building that – judging from the number of desks they’d found in it – had likely been used for administration purposes.  This was the room where they now sat and that they had converted to their lounge area.  There were also several more individual offices at each end of the structure and a separate room with various control panels affixed to its walls.  

The third floor appeared to have been built for show and only housed one completely empty room and a stairway that led to its rooftop.  The only purpose for the stairway seemed to have been to access the flagpole that was now devoid of flag.

The building sat on a one-acre plot that was an entire city block.  The plot was surrounded on three sides by empty lots.  Jake liked this because it gave him a good view of any approaching intruders and long-distance lines of sight for his armed guards.  A city street ran in front of the building, across from where there was a row of abandoned homes, most of which had been built during the 1960s and 70s.  

There was only one entrance – a single large steel door – to the pump station located in the front center of the first floor.  Jake liked the lack of windows on the first floor because it reduced possible points of entry.  The plethora of windows on the second floor however provided him and his men with a variety of firing points should they be attacked.  

The pump station was surrounded by a 25-foot perimeter of dead grass and gravel that was ringed by an eight-foot tall chain-link fence topped with razor wire.

As an added precaution, Jake had positioned machinegun emplacements atop the small third-floor flagpole rooftop, which were manned at all times.  He had also mounted security cameras at each corner, as well as at the main entrance of the building that linked to television monitors inside and that were powered by generators on the first floor.  One such monitor was mounted in their lounge, above the card table at which he and Ava now sat; one was positioned just inside the first-floor entry door; and another was located in their private office downstairs.

Overall, Jake was pretty pleased with his little fortress, but he knew there was always room for improvement.  He’d seen some of the compounds of the bigger players in town and he was envious.  Their Scarfacesque mansions came complete with huge swimming pools, gated front entrances, attack dogs, and enough armed guards to fill a school bus.  Still, he had to start somewhere, and Jake knew that it was only a matter of time before his own operation rivaled those of these current masters of the universe.  

The way he’d heard it, there were three main operations in town.  They were known as “The Three Families” around the Atlanta metro area.  These families – also known as “XYZ” or “the Big Three” – controlled the core of Atlanta’s post-flu economy.  The X Family controlled the majority of the area’s fuel supply.  After the flu, the nation’s refineries of course shut down.  Without refineries, this in turn meant no new supply of gasoline.  The X Family had taken over most of the local gas stations that had any remaining fuel in them after the flu had run its course.  Once they got these stations back up and running, powered by generators, they sent their minions crawling across the city in search of additional fuel.  They siphoned gas from old cars, poured out paltry ounces from lawn mowers, trickled the remnants from weed eaters and leaf blowers, and generally stole whatever amount of fuel they could lay their hands on.  Some of the family’s minions were even learning the art of bootlegging, creating their own super-hard alcohol so strong that it could be used for drinking, driving, or a combination thereof.

The Y Family controlled the Underground where much of the city’s commerce took place.  They weren’t in the business of owning the actual supplies that were traded there so much as controlling the traders themselves.  The Y Family took a cut of all the transactions not just at the Underground, but at any other markets in the metro area.  In return, they provided safe environments – relatively speaking in the post-apocalyptic world – where merchants and consumers could conduct their trade.  The Y Family also offered personal and business security for traders willing to pay them for these additional privatized services.  For those who didn’t, well, they were on their own.  And these were the ones Jake and Ava had so far been concentrating their efforts on.

The Z Family dealt in sex.  Early on, the heads of this family had recognized that without a central government there to hamper the sex trade, it could grow into what it had always wanted to be – an accepted and exceptionally lucrative industry.  The Z Family had quickly swooped in after the flu had passed and begun to organize and advertise what remained of commerce in sex.  In turn, the industry had actually become about the only portion of the free-trade market that was now well-regulated.  The family ensured that any sexual transaction that was undertaken within their jurisdiction was both safe and fair for all parties involved.  In the process, the ladies working for them were making out like bandits, and their clients were getting a service that was sorely needed in a world where many husbands, wives, and significant others had been claimed by the flu or other post-flu hazards.  

After a time, the Z Family had even branched out into male brothels, finding that many of the ladies of the day were just as hungry to feed their sexual appetites as the men.  The family also had a hand in the medical services industry, since they’d quickly realized that their prostitutes – mostly in an effort to safeguard their own health and wellbeing – were often quite adept at pinpointing health issues in their clients.  And with the ranks of doctors, nurses, and other medical professionals having been decimated by the effects of the flu, medical services were in high demand and extremely valuable.  It was not unusual to find someone who had worked in the medial profession – often in a lesser-trained but still knowledgeable position within the industry such as an assistant or nurse practitioner – attached to a brothel or even working as one of the prostitutes so that clients could be serviced in multiple ways during their visit.  The prospects of some great sex often worked wonders to make a nasty tooth extraction or stitching a wound just a bit more bearable.  

The Three Families were run by an odd combination of former businessmen and criminals, and each family had a hierarchy just like any other well-structured organization.  There was a top-ranking official who served as the operational figurehead and who oversaw the planning and activities involved in the management of the family’s short as well as long-term objectives.  There were directors who governed their own individual aspect of the organization – things like security, transportation, accounting, operations, and even human resources.  These men and women had assistants, with managers under them, and supervisors beneath them, and so on down the line to the soldiers and peons who carried out the more menial activities and dirty work.  

The heads of the Three Families met once a month to discuss operations, air grievances, and deal with conflicts or operational overlap.  And up to this point, things had been working out very well for all three of the main players.  They had the overall situation well organized, they had crushed any opposition, and they had managed to keep problems between the organizations to a minimum.  And all three were quite content – at least at this somewhat early juncture in their expansion efforts – with the way things had been progressing.  For the remaining citizens of Atlanta, it appeared that the Three Families were as close to any sort of, if not law, at least order, they were going to get.

With the Three Families being intricately involved in so much of Atlanta’s commerce, it meant that Jake had to be extremely careful when picking targets for his raids.  Should he miscalculate and hit one of the family-controlled or protected supply dumps, he could very well find himself at their mercy.

If Jake ever wanted to insert himself into Atlanta’s local market, he had to ensure that he tread carefully until his own organization was large enough to take on – or at least defend against – the families.  In the meantime, he was content to utilize Ava – and what he was quickly finding was her apparent knowledge of or intuition regarding business and organizational management – to help him navigate the treacherous path of expanding his operation in Atlanta.  

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

That night, we dosed both Paul and Dad up on medicine.  We gave them antibiotics in addition to the cough and cold medicine they had already been taking.  My theory was that they both had pneumonia and the antibiotics that we had available might help to keep the worst of it at bay if we started administering them immediately, although I had no way of proving my theory correct.  

Claire tended to agree, but like me, she couldn’t be sure.

Whether we were right or wrong, it didn’t matter.  All that mattered was that we kept them medicated, fed, and found them a place where they could sleep indoors, and preferably in comfortable beds – not in a dusty barn or outside in the cold – for at least a few days.

That night, we let Paul stretch out and sleep in the relative comfort the pickup truck’s cab.  Thankfully, the front interior of the pickup was one long vinyl-covered seat rather two seats divided by a center console.  His mother slept sitting upright in the passenger seat with him, her lap used as the boy’s pillow.  She refused to be separated from him after he’d collapsed earlier in the day, and no one could blame her.

The rest of us huddled together under blankets in the bed of the pickup or in the sole remaining tent that we’d set up nearby.  Temperatures hovered in the mid-50s, which made the night tolerable; however, after our previous stint at the farmhouse – brief though it was – the loss of comfortable beds and warm bedding made roughing it outside again tough to endure.  

Almost all of us – except for Sharron and the kids – were up at or before dawn and ready to get on the road.  We had everything packed up and strapped to the trailer behind the pickup just as the sun was making its appearance on the horizon.  I think everyone was ready to find a place they could call home again.  Even Cashmere, the family cat, seemed antsy to get moving and hopped up into the front of the pickup as soon as I opened the door.

“Time to get rolling,” I said softly, but as cheerily as I could to Sharron, who sat inside, eyes open, petting Paul’s head.  “How’d everyone sleep?”

Sharron sat wordless, just stroking Paul’s hair as though she hadn’t even heard my words.

I looked at Paul who lay motionless, his head in her lap.

Sharron looked as though she’d been crying.

My heart leapt into my throat.  Sharron refused to look at me.

“Sharron…” I said as calmly as possible, not wanting to know the answer to my forthcoming question, but having to ask, “…is Paul…”

“Mom, I want to sleep more,” Paul moaned, stirring suddenly.

I exhaled heavily, “Oh…thank god.”  I put a hand to my chest and felt my heart racing.  “I thought…well, never mind,” I said, shaking my head.  “Tell you what, Paul.  Why don’t you stay right where you are?  Just lift your feet up so I can get behind the wheel, then you can put them in my lap while I drive.  Okay?”

“Okay,” he mumbled, still half asleep but lifting his legs up so I could sit.

I climbed up into the cab and Paul put his legs back down on me.  I started the truck and Cashmere jumped up from the floor of the pickup onto Paul’s back and nestled down atop him.

Claire brought Jason up to the front of the truck to get inside, but seeing Sharron and Paul there said, “We’ll ride in the back.”

“Thanks,” Sharron nodded appreciatively.

As I waited for Claire and Jason to get snuggled in the back with the others, I nudged Sharron and whispered, “You scared the shit out of me!”

“Sorry,” she whispered back, “I was just so deep in thought…plus I’m exhausted.  I don’t think I even heard you.  I didn’t get any sleep at all last night.”

“I forgive you,” I smiled at her, just thankful that Paul was okay.  “Just don’t ever do that to me again.”

“Okay,” she nodded back and gave me a tired smile.

Dad pounded the top of the pickup’s cab with a palm to signal that everyone was settled and ready and I pulled the pickup and its attached trailer out onto the road.  

We drove slowly on for the remainder of the day, stopping occasionally for bathroom breaks and once to fix lunch.  We made one stop to investigate a location that looked promising for longer-term habitation, but a few distant gunshots aimed in our general direction from a nearby home quickly sent us on our way again.  It was apparent that while the flu might have killed off a majority of the population, those who remained were still quite leery of outsiders.

By late afternoon, I was again starting to lose hope of finding a good spot that we could call home.  

Suddenly there was a knock on the pickup’s back window.  It was Will.

I swiveled in my seat, reaching back to unlatch the small sliding window that opened from the pickup’s cab to the rear bed.  

“What’s up?” I asked, lifting my foot from the accelerator pedal to slow our speed and reduce engine noise so that I could hear him better.

“I have a thought,” he said.

“Well, let’s hear it, because I’m out of them right now.”

“I’ve been looking at the map,” he continued.  “There’s a small town coming up in a few miles.  It looks to be off the beaten track a bit.  Might be worth checking out.”

“Long as we don’t get shot at again,” I said.  “That’s getting old.”

“My ass and I agree,” he laughed.

“How far?” I asked.

“Looks like about another ten miles before the turnoff.  We should make it well before sundown.”

“It’s worth a shot,” I said.

My spirits picked up slightly at the proposition of investigating a new site, but the realistic side of me kept my expectations in check.  We’d been down this road before.  I knew that the chances of finding a small town that was completely uninhabited and suitable for us to live in were slim.  Finding one that was inhabited and welcoming to outsiders was even more remote.  Still, we had to try.

About a half hour later, we were nearing the outskirts of the town of Olsten – if you could call it a town.  Upon first glance, Olsten appeared to be more of a village than a town.  And upon second glance, it appeared to be even less than that.  It actually kind of reminded me of the tiny town of Avers, back in southern Illinois where Joanna and Shane had joined us.  Olsten looked to be little more than a few houses nestled in close proximity to one another and joined together by a few small businesses.

I stopped the pickup just short of what appeared to be the town’s miniscule business district.  I could see several larger buildings and then some houses sprinkled throughout the area just past them.  After our previous encounters in new locations, I didn’t want to be hasty in my assessment regarding the town’s safety, and I definitely didn’t want to take the entire clan into the danger zone if it could be helped.

“Hang tight here for a minute,” I told Sharron and Paul.  Paul was awake now but still lay resting on his mother’s lap.  She wouldn’t allow him to sit up even if he wanted to, which he did.

“Can I come?” he asked, looking at me and then up at his mother.

“Sorry partner,” I said.  “You need to stay here and rest and get better.”

He frowned and said dejectedly, “Aw man.”

I was just happy to see that he was feeling better.

I got out of the pickup and went around back to get Ray.

“Want to come check things out with me?” I asked.

“Heck yeah,” he jumped up.  “Anything to stretch my legs for a minute,” he grabbed his rifle and hopped down from the trailer.  “My ass is sore as hell after riding in that bumpy trailer all day.”

We walked the brief distance down the center of the road leading into town toward where the cluster of buildings that comprised Olsten’s miniscule downtown sat.

This little business district consisted of two buildings on each side of the street.  To our right, there was an empty – and by empty, I mean not just devoid of people after the flu but devoid of any occupying businesses before it – two-story brick building that looked to be on its last leg and ready to collapse at a moment’s notice.  Beside it sat an aged three-story wood structure that appeared once to have served as the area’s general store.  The building came complete with covered wood-plank front porch where a multitude of various vintage and antique signs were affixed to its exterior.  An old soda machine and newspaper stand sat on one side of the porch.  Across the street from these structures was a tiny post office and a small one-story building that, according to its sign, had once served as “Mary’s Diner & Thrift Shop.”  

“Interesting combination of businesses,” I said to Ray, nodding to the diner and thrift shop sign.

“Guess people do what they can to make a buck in a town this size…” he said, “…or at least they used to,” he added.

“Yeah,” I agreed somewhat absently and not really listening to what Ray was saying because I was so intent on watching for signs of movement and listening for the sound of gunshots.

We kept walking on past the buildings to where the street we were on intersected with a small paved side street.  “Oak Street” its sign read.  On past this a ways we came to a dusty gravel side street.  Its street sign read, “Maple Drive.”  

A few houses were scattered among the two streets.  It appeared that they had once been nice little homes but they hadn’t endured the effects of time and weather well.  I had a feeling that their worn looking condition had begun to take hold well before the flu had ever struck.  

Most of the homes were wood sided, and the majority of them looked to be well-constructed little bungalow-style structures.  I would guess that most had been built somewhere between the late-19th and early part of the 20th century.  The paint on most of them was peeling.  Several had porches that angled slightly to one side.  A few of the yards were ringed with small stone walls that leaned precariously out toward the sidewalk in spots.  The yards themselves were overgrown and small trees had begun sprouting up in several.  We counted a total of seven of the single-family homes.  Several lots where the previous house had either burned or been torn down were now occupied by mobile homes.

After this residential area, the main road through town continued, but the land reverted to scrubby brush-filled fields and woodlands.  

We stopped at the edge of town and turned around.  I could see our pickup truck sitting in the middle of the road about a half mile away.  “Not much to see, is there?” I said to Ray.

“Nope,” he agreed.

“Time to take a chance?” I asked, looking at him.

He shrugged, “Guess so.”

I cupped my hands around my mouth.  “HELLLLOOO!!!” I yelled as loudly as I could, my voice echoing through and around the tiny town.  “HELLLLOOO!!!” I called again after several seconds.  Then I raised my rifle at an angle and fired off a single round.  We stood waiting for another minute.  No one appeared from any of the homes or businesses.  “Just wanted to be sure,” I said, giving Ray a shrug.  

“Doesn’t mean no one’s here,” said Ray.

“I know,” I agreed.  “We’ll have to go structure by structure to be sure.  Tell you what, let’s walk back to the pickup and get the others who are able to help us.”  I paused, thinking, and then smiled, “Guess, that won’t be many at this point.  Let’s see, Claire can come with me.  Joanna can go with you.  Otherwise everybody else is either too young, too sick, too injured, or too pregnant.”

Ray nodded, “Yeah, our list of able bodies is really starting to dwindle.  We need a place like this to be able to recoup and hide out for a while.”

“Or maybe longer,” I said hopefully.

We walked back to where the others had stayed with the truck.  They watched us with curiosity.  I noted some signs of anticipation as they waited for an indication of what our next move would be.

“Looks like a decent spot,” I said, loudly enough for all to hear as we stopped beside the pickup.  “Seems like the place is deserted, but we’ll have to check the surrounding homes and businesses to be sure.  We don’t want any unpleasant surprises as we’re settling in.”  I looked around at the group.  “Claire, Joanna, we’ll need your help to check things out.  You up for it?”

They both nodded that they were.

“Good,” I said, as I rummaged inside the cab of the truck and brought out two flashlights, one of which I tossed to Ray.  “Claire, you’re with me.”

“I’m with Ray,” Joanna interjected before I could get it out.

“Yes, you’re with Ray,” I said.  “We’ll start on this end of town, each team taking a side.  We’ll hit the businesses first, regroup back here, and then check the homes.  Keep your eyes peeled and be ready.  That goes for the rest of you to,” I added, looking at those who sat in the truck.  

Before we got started, I pulled the truck and trailer a short distance back down “Main Street” as I was now calling it, and off to one side behind a large grove of trees in order to give the rest of our group some cover.  I set Dad and Will up on guard duty – Will taking a stationary position near the truck while Dad roamed the perimeter – and made sure that Sharron and Pam were also armed.  

Before we began our search, we stopped out on Main Street between the two sets of business buildings where I told Ray and Joanna, “Be careful, but also be on the lookout for anything of use.  You guys know what we need, so I won’t go through the list.  If you do come across something, you don’t have to take it right now; just be sure to make a mental note of what and where it was if you decide not to bring it along.  We can come back later and collect it when we have time should everything pan out alright here.”

“Will do,” Ray agreed.

“Meet us back out here when you’re finished, and then we can move on to the houses.”

Ray and Joanna went off to investigate the side of the street where the post office and Mary’s Diner and Thrift Shop sat.  

Claire and I began our search with a peek inside the dilapidated structure that appeared to serve no other purpose than space filler.  In the center of the building was an entry door with big plate glass windows on either side of it.  I had Claire wait a safe distance away as I kicked the front door in as carefully as I could, if such a thing is possible.  I didn’t want the rest of the building coming down on top of us while we were trying to get inside.  

After I got the door open, I mentally berated myself, realizing that I should have just thrown a big rock through the glass portion of the door or through one of the big front windows.  It would have been a heck of a lot safer.  My hesitation to do so came as a result of pre-flu exercises in self-restraint that were no longer necessary in this new world of ours.  I’d been taught for so long that such things were the acts of vandals or looters that it seemed taboo.  I guess kicking open a door wasn’t much better; it just seemed a little less destructive.  

I left Claire on guard duty outside, largely to keep her out of harm’s way, while I took a very quick look around inside the building.  

As I suspected, it appeared the place hadn’t been used for years, if not decades.  Just inside the door, a staircase led upstairs while a hallway ran beside it to the back of the building.  To either side of the front door sat offices, each with their own big plate glass window that faced out across Main Street. 

The office on the left held an old and extremely dusty desk, desk chair, and file cabinet.  The office on the right was completely empty, but like its counterpart, was also extremely dusty.  I cautiously but quickly made my way upstairs.  There were a total of four rooms.  One was filled with old boxes of paperwork.  One was completely empty.  One had been packed full of wooden chairs, many that were in severe states of disrepair, and the last – near the back of the building – had a big hole in its ceiling where a significant portion of the roof had collapsed.  I didn’t dare go inside for fear of falling through its water damaged and rotted-looking floor.

I headed downstairs and back outside.

“Nothing to see here,” I said.  “Let’s take a look at the general store next door,” I nodded to the building beside us.

“Sounds like a plan,” said Claire.

The door to the general store was also locked.  I tried the front windows, but they were locked as well.  They were nice old multi-paned windows, and while I hated to do it, I broke out a small pane on one, nearest its lock, reached inside, and unlocked it.  Then I shoved the window up and crawled through, coming around and opening the front door for Claire.

The inside of the general store was amazing.  As we searched the first floor shopping area with our flashlights, I quickly realized that it was the kind of place I wish I could have visited when it was still in operation.  

The store space had a towering ceiling lined with stamped copper-plate tiles.  Warehouse-style lights with round shades and single bulbs hung down on long, thin fixtures.  A huge wood counter with glass front and display shelving looked as though the building must have been built around it and had once served as the store’s checkout area.  An ornate antique cash register sat at one end.  

The floors were wood plank and creaked and moaned when we walked on them.  Of course almost all of the shelving units in the center of the store, as well as the refrigeration units that lined its perimeter, had been picked clean.  Things like bug spray, certain cleaning supplies, a small section of auto accessories, certain medical and sanitary items, and some pet food remained, but that was about it.

“Cashmere will be happy,” I said to Claire, picking up a can of cat food and shining my light on it for Claire to see.  “Amazing,” I said, shaking my head.  “Even when there’s nothing to eat, people still won’t eat pet food.”

“Ugh,” Claire said.  “Can you blame them?”

I shrugged, “I’d be willing to try…if I were hungry enough,” I added.  

We kept wandering about the store.  “Looks like it used to be a cozy little place back in the day,” I said, continuing to play my flashlight around the room, helping to do what the dust-covered front windows of the store couldn’t.

“Cute,” Claire nodded her agreement.

I paused, “You talking about me or the store?” I walked over and nudged her playfully.

“Both,” she smiled, touching me lightly on the arm.

“Good,” I said.  “Come on, let’s check upstairs.”  

I took her by the hand and led her back down the hallway that ran from the storefront to the back of the building and met up with a staircase leading upstairs.  

The stairway took us to a small landing on the second floor before it continued up to the third.  Here, a single door opened off one side of the landing.  I quietly tested the door handle.  It was unlocked, so after a quick courtesy knock just in case, I opened it.  Inside, we were surprised to find a large and fairly modern apartment that we soon realized comprised the entirety of the second floor.  It had two bedrooms, two bathrooms, a spacious living room, and a nice-sized kitchen.  I assumed that it had likely belonged to the building’s owners who may or may not have also operated the store downstairs.  Whoever the occupants were, by the looks of things, they were long gone.  We did a quick sweep of the place, turning up little of use, and then headed back out to the landing and up the staircase to the third floor. 

Here we found another landing.  This time two adjoining doors led from it.  The first door opened into a skinny, one bedroom, one bathroom apartment that ran the length of the building but comprised maybe a third of the floor.  It looked as though it had either been unrented at the time the flu hit or the occupant had quickly packed up their belongings and moved along at the first signs of trouble.  We expected to find a similar unit behind door number two, but upon searching the space, we realized that it was unfinished.  The area consisted of open floor space that ran from the entry door to the front of the building; its walls nothing more than bare studs with exposed piping and wiring.  A toilet was framed in with 2 x 4s where a bathroom had obviously been planned, and there was exposed white plastic piping where we guessed the kitchen was to be located.  The rest of the space housed a variety of tools and building supplies.  Sheets of drywall, stacks of 2 x 4s, rolls of insulation, some circular saws, boxes of nails and screws, and various other building supplies lay haphazardly about the space.  It looked as though the owners had been in the process of preparing to convert this area into another apartment, but their plans had been cut short either by the appearance of the flu or lack of funding.

 “This building could make for a good place to settle down if we decide to stay,” I said to Claire as we walked back out the other landing.  “Lots of space for all of us.”

“Definitely better than sleeping on the side of the road,” she nodded.

I stepped up behind Claire on the landing and slid my arm around her, resting a hand on her abdomen.  

“Maybe we could take one of these apartments up here,” I said as I slipped my hand beneath her shirt to rub her belly and then moved my hand up to cup one breast and give it a squeeze.  “Finally get some privacy.”

“Maybe after a while, once we get settled, we could even move into one of the houses,” she said, thinking aloud.

“Maybe,” I agreed, pulling her back up against me and having the real desire to settle down with Claire right then and there in one of the apartment bedrooms.  Instead, I exhaled deeply, released her breast, and said dolefully, “Guess we’d better go check the rest of the town.  Find out if there’s anyone else here before we go making plans to occupy the place.”

I could see Claire’s shoulders sag almost imperceptibly.  “Yeah, I guess we should,” she said, slowly leading us back downstairs.

I hadn’t had any real expectations of finding anyone in the town’s business district, but I wasn’t so sure about the residential area.  Therefore, we combined forces, joining back up with Ray and Joanna for the search of the town’s homes.  My main hope was that we’d find them devoid of people but with some decent supplies still remaining.  If the flu had swept through quickly enough, it might have taken out the town so fast that they wouldn’t have had time to consume all their food stuffs.

“Find anything good?” I asked Ray and Joanna as we met them out on Main Street.

“Mary’s diner has a shit ton of supplies left,” said Ray.  “Didn’t have time to inventory them all, but there’s a lot.”

“Good,” I nodded, starting to feel more optimistic about our prospects in Olsten.  Leftover food might mean everyone was gone.

“Plenty of clothing in the resale shop too,” Joanna said.  “New wardrobes for everybody.”

“Cool,” I nodded, my positivity growing.

It quickly became apparent though, that while the business section of town offered some hope, the houses were largely busts when it came to useable goods.  In our quick search through the town’s minuscule residential district, we managed to collect a few cans of food, some cooking herbs and spices, a few packs of batteries, some cigarette lighters, a box of candles, some opened packs of very stale cigarettes, and a variety of hard candies and gum.  We decided we’d come back later and conduct a more thorough search, but we had few illusions that we’d find much more than we already had.  

Unfortunately, more than anything, we instead came across the unpleasant discovery of decomposed bodies.  It was something that with the exception of Aaron Coughlin and our brief stint at the motel in North Carolina – where we’d found a pile of bodies stacked in a nearby restaurant’s walk-in refrigerator – we’d been able to avoid.  I figured that a small town like Olsten probably wasn’t at the top of the priority list for emergency services when things started going bad.  The residents were likely left largely on their own when it came to dealing with the effects of the flu.  Apparently, they’d been unsuccessful in their efforts.  In almost every home we searched, we found a corpse or corpses in at least one of the bedrooms.  Most were withered and decayed, still dressed in their pajamas, bed clothes, or robes.  Some were in the beds themselves.  Some were on the floor and looked as though they had tried to walk or to crawl to the bathroom or make it to the phone to call for help in their final moments.  We even found a body near the backdoor of one home bound in sheets and tied with ropes.  Another rotted corpse in the same house lay in the upstairs bedroom.  We guessed that the person in the bed had plans to take the son, daughter, husband, wife, neighbor, friend or whomever it was wrapped in the sheets to be buried outside.  Overwhelmed by the effects of the flu, they’d apparently never had the capacity to undertake the burial after they’d become sick.

All in all, it was a grim process.  Traveling from one grizzly scene of death to the next was something I found myself glad not to have to share with the rest of the group.  Some of the macabre images I saw in those houses would haunt me for the rest of my life.  

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

Jake always tried to dry out a little bit the day of a raid.  He didn’t like it, but he felt it important to at least try to be sober when he was leading his army of mercenaries.  Jake knew that some within his organization fought better when high or drunk.  Therefore, he tended to leave it to the discretion of his men to make similar decisions regarding their sobriety on the date of an attack.  They knew well the consequences should they not carry out their duties as required.  Jake wasn’t one to fuck around.  A screw up could result in a bullet to the brain if the offender was lucky and a slower, more excruciating death if Jake was in a bad mood or the mistake warranted such disciplinary measures.

Today’s raid was to be another simple one according to the advanced information they had.  Ava wasn’t even going with them.  Jake was going, but only because he was bored.  These types of raids were becoming child’s play to him now and weren’t really doing it for him anymore. 

Jake was ready for something more, something new.

“You sure you’re not going today?” he asked Ava.

She turned her head away slightly to avoid the waft of Jake’s breath as they sat at the card table in the pump station’s lounge area.  “Yes,” she said.

“Good,” Jake nodded, as if it was exactly what he wanted.  “Then I want you to come up with something better than these bullshit raids we’ve been going on lately.”  He gestured around the room, “Look at all this shit!  I’ve got nowhere to put the stuff anymore and we have to pay the fucking Y Family’s ridiculously high fees to try and move the shit we don’t want down at the Underground.  They’re the ones making out like bandits while we have to grovel like dogs fighting for scraps.”

“So what do you want me to do about it?” Ava looked at him.

“Come up with a plan…a plan to get us out of the trenches.  I want to stop going out and hunting.  I want the goods to start coming to us.  I want to be where the Three Families are.”

“We’ve got a long way to go to get to that point,” Ava said, crushing out her cigarette.  “And how exactly do you expect me to come up with a plan to get us there?  You think I have these things just rolling around in my mind ripe for the picking whenever you like?  I’ve got to find the locations, scout them, find out what’s there, determine how they’re secured, and make sure they’re not protected by the Three Families.  It’s hard enough developing these small raids, then you’ve got to paint a fucking picture for the halfwits you have working for us,” she said with a hint of exasperation as she looked around at the heaps of flesh that Jake considered his army and that lay sprawled around the lounge.  

“You mean working for me,” Jake corrected her.

“Whatever,” Ava said with attitude as she shook her head in disgust.

Jake stood and grabbed her violently by the arm, pulling her up from her chair and close to him so that the wafting stench of his breath hit her full on.  She cringed more from the smell than the pain of his grip.  She actually kind of liked the pain.

“You get one thing straight,” Jake glared at her, teeth clenched.  “I call the fucking shots here.  You might be a little better at coming up with the ideas, but I’m the one out there risking my ass to execute them.  Without me, you’re nothing.  You just remember that,” he sneered at her, releasing her arm.

Ava sat back in her chair and lit another cigarette, nodding slowly.  “I’ll remember,” she said. 

“Good…you do that,” Jake nodded.  “Now I want a new plan, a bigger plan when I get back later.  You got it?”

Ava sucked at her teeth and then took a deep drag of her cigarette and exhaled.  “Yeah…I got it,” she said.  “But these things don’t just materialize out of thin air.  There’s a lot of work involved.  It’s not as easy as you think, and it takes time.”

“Then I suggest you get started,” Jake said as he turned and walked away.

Ava already had a plan; far more of a plan than Jake would ever know, but like a huge dam holding back a lake of information, she wasn’t about to open the floodgates.  Rather, she would release a more steady flow a little bit at a time, using it to generate the power necessary to secure her position within their expanding organization.  If she told Jake everything now, he wouldn’t need her.  And with Jake, if you weren’t necessary, you were expendable.  Without information, Ava’s position was tenuous at best, and while she knew that Jake still loved her sex, sex was easily replaceable, especially here in Atlanta.     

While Ava sat there, quietly finishing her cigarette, Jake made a circuit around the room, rousing each of his lounging men often with a smack to the head or a boot to the gut.  Then he stormed out of the room.

Meanwhile, his men moaned, groaned, burped, and farted their way into various states of semi-awareness.  Some lit cigarettes, some fished cans of beans from crates scattered around the room to eat for breakfast, while others rummaged through cereal boxes, fishing out handfuls of cereal for their morning meals.  A couple washed down their food with swigs of whiskey or tequila.

Disgusted by the sights, smells, and sounds, Ava departed the room.  “I’m going for a walk,” she said quietly.  

No one seemed to care or even take notice as she left.

She walked downstairs to the massive steel door that acted as the only way into or out of the pump station.  One of Jake’s men sat slumped, sleeping in a folding chair.  His assault rifle lay across his lap.  He was supposed to be watching the monitor and guarding the entrance.  Ava knew the job was boring as shit, but it was necessary nonetheless.  She awakened him with a swift kick to the shin.

“Ah…fuck!” he cried, jolting awake.  “Why’d you do that?” he asked, rubbing his shin sorely.

“Why do you think, dumbshit?” Ava frowned at him.  “Just be thankful it was me and not Jake who found you asleep on the job.”

The henchman frowned, shrinking back from Ava, knowing that he was in the wrong.  A little cowering might just help keep Ava quiet to Jake about what she’d seen.  The man sat, staring at her.

“Well?” Ava said, waiting as the henchman stared at her, oblivious.  “Open the goddamn door!” she said, frustrated at his incompetence.  She shook her head as she stood waiting for him to unlatch and then swing the heavy steel door open for her.  These guys might be tough and good at fighting, but they sure as hell weren’t worth much otherwise.

She stepped outside, blinking and squinting from the sun’s rays as she gave her eyes time to adjust from the pump station’s dark, dank interior to the blazing Georgia sunlight.  She walked the short distance to the chain-link fence that surrounded the perimeter of their compound, unlocked the chained gate, stepped through, and relocked it behind her.  She looked up at the pump station’s third floor tower.  She could see the head of one of their machine gunners watching her over the rooftop.   She walked on past their fleet of vehicles that was comprised largely of pickup trucks and large SUVs.  She could easily have had her choice of one of them, but she preferred to walk whenever possible.  She spent enough time pent up inside that stinky, claustrophobic pit of a pump station, and it was nice to get out and enjoy some fresh air occasionally.  And while walking these days wasn’t as safe as driving, Ava could take care of herself.

The first few times she’d gone out on her own, Jake had been pissed.  He’d insisted that she take along a bodyguard.  But eventually, and after she’d come back one day carrying the severed penis of a man who’d unsuccessfully tried to rape her, Jake had relented, realizing that Ava was indeed capable of handling herself when out on her own.

He’d passed the severed member proudly among his men both as a trophy to show off just how badass his woman was but also as a warning that she was not one to be fucked with should they have any ideas of their own.  

Ava had shown that her silky smooth skin could easily be shed to reveal the venomous asp concealed within.

Today’s walk wouldn’t be a lengthy one, but she was prepared nonetheless.  A razor-sharp, eight-inch knife strapped to her thigh, and her two “lucky” 9 millimeter handguns fit snugly into holsters that were strapped tight against her body and concealed by her black leather jacket would leave anyone who made an attempt on Ava instantly sorry they’d tried.

This morning, her hike took her to a shabby-looking brick bungalow that most would have thought abandoned.  The front windows of the house were broken out.  The front door stood wide open.  Trash and clothing littered the front lawn.  

Ava walked around to the back of the home where the garage was located.  She peered through one of the grime-covered windows.  She could just make out a vehicle beneath a beige tarp.

It was all she needed to tell her what she wanted to know. 

She walked to the back of the house.  Here the door was not only shut, but locked.  Ava had been here before.  This door led directly to the basement of the house where the two individuals for whom she was searching, resided.  She looked around, ensuring that nobody was watching and then knocked softly on the door.  She waited a few seconds, and then knocked again, louder this time.  Several seconds later, she heard some rustling behind the door, several locks click, and then the door creak open.

An unshaved, yet handsome face peeked from behind the door.  “We were hoping it might be you,” said a dark-haired man as he opened the door wider and stepped back to allow Ava inside.  “You bring the rest of the stuff?” he asked eagerly.

“We’ll get to that,” Ava said calmly as she entered the home and followed the man downstairs.

They entered into a large, yet musty and sparsely furnished basement with a concrete floor.  The space was dimly lit by a single overhead light.  Just like the last time Ava had been to the home, she caught the hum of a generator concealed somewhere within the basement.  A blonde-haired man sat on a couch before a television.  He was playing a video game. 

“While things change, somehow they stay the same,” Ava shook her head, smiling sadly.  “We still have our grown up boys, playing with toys.”

The blonde-haired man paused his video game, turning around.  Seeing Ava, he stood.  His boyish good looks radiated through the poor lighting of the basement.  “Ava,” he grinned, approaching her, arms outstretched, “good to see you.”

“I don’t think so,” Ava said, refusing his hug and pushing him back from her.  He was obviously high.  “Business first…” she paused, smiling at each of the men in turn, “…then pleasure.”

“So the other half of our stuff?” the dark-haired man asked her again.

“Yeah, I got it,” said Ava.  “How was the trip down south?”

“Okay,” he said.  “Ran into some tough guys outside Jacksonville, but we took care of them.  Other than that, everything was cool.”

“You get the information I asked for?” Ava said.

“We got it,” the blonde man nodded.  “How’d you know those guys would be down there?” he tilted his head, giving her a quizzical look.

“Call it my female intuition,” Ava said.  “They were pretty badass back in the day, so I figured the flu – if they lived through it – would have them thriving after it passed.”

“Yeah, they seemed to be set up pretty good.  Here,” he handed her an envelope.  “We wrote down everything you wanted in there.”

She took the envelope and handed him a half-full baggy of white powder in exchange.  

“We all good?” the man grinned at her.

“Yeah,” she nodded back. “We’re all good.”

“You want to stay and party with us?” he asked, looking her up and down as he handed the bag over to his buddy who immediately moved to a nearby table, sprinkled some of it out, tasted it, and then divided it into neat, thin, three-inch-long lines.

“I’ve got a little extra time to kill.  Why not?” she shrugged out of her jacket.

“Holy shit,” the blonde guy said, staring wide-eyed at the weapons strapped to Ava’s chest.

“Come prepared or not at all is what I always say,” smiled Ava.

“I guess,” he said.

Ava ditched the jacket, but not the guns.  She walked over to the table.  

“Ladies first,” the handsome blonde gestured to the lines of cocaine laid out on the table.  

Ava knelt, sniffing a white line up her nose.  At the end of it, she twitched, shook her head, and wiped her nose with the back of her hand.  “Damn that’s good shit,” she said.  

The two men giggled goofily and then eagerly followed suit.

“Time for some tunes!” said the blonde, sauntering over to a stereo and flipping it on.

Soon all three were naked together on the sofa.  Ava let each of the men take his turn with her, then both at the same time.  Being with them made her remember how nice it was to be with men who focused on her rather than solely upon themselves during sex.  She had to admit, it’d been such a long time that she’d nearly forgotten what it was like to truly feel pleasure.  She was so used to concentrating on the needs of the other party that she had to remind herself to relax a little bit, sit back, and enjoy the ride.

After they were done, Ava got dressed while the two men lounged in sex and drug-induced ecstasy.  They looked half dead.  Ava felt alive, invigorated.  As she pulled on her pants and laced up her boots again, she looked over at them, “Thanks boys.  Stick around; I might need your services again.”  

And with that she left.

The two men looked at one another, unsure when Ava said “services” exactly what she meant.  Either way, they were fine with it.

 

* * *

 

Back at the pump station later that afternoon, after Jake and the boys had returned from their raid and stashed their accumulated loot, the men gradually filtered upstairs to the building’s makeshift lounge.

“Hang tight before you start celebrating,” Jake told the men who had already selected their choice bottles of booze for the evening’s consumption.  “We need to go over some stuff.”

While the men sat, booze in hand, impatiently awaiting their leader’s speech, Ava spent five minutes reviewing their next move with Jake in private before they rejoined the men.

Jake of course started the meeting, talking big and taking all the credit for Ava’s ideas.  Then he turned it over to Ava to handle the specifics.  This had become their usual routine, mainly because Jake either didn’t know or couldn’t remember all the details and intricacies of the plans.  But Jake didn’t care since he figured his men didn’t know any different.  They thought he was calling all the shots, and that’s all that mattered.  Plus, Jake liked having Ava by his side.  That sweet little piece of ass helped remind his men of who he was, what he had, and why he had it.

Ava had noticed something lately though when she was addressing the organization.  When they’d first started having these sorts of gatherings, Jake’s men tended to leer lecherously at her.  They seemed to see her as little more than a sex object, her sole purpose to serve their master and be devoured with their eyes.  Lately however, things seemed to have changed.  Ava could sense a difference in how the men looked at her and how they responded to her presence.  While she could still see the lustful looks in their eyes – that sexual appetite that men had difficulty hiding – she could also see something else, something new, something different, something growing.  She could feel it in the room.  Before, when she talked, the men would often talk over her, make lewd comments, drink or smoke; but now they listened, and listened closely.  While Jake might have been too blind or too ignorant to notice it, Ava wasn’t.  She could feel the men’s respect, her position and her power within the organization slowly and silently growing – and she liked it.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

While there weren’t many homes in Olsten, it took us a good hour to make a sweep of all of them.  We wanted to err on the side of caution to ensure our stay in the town would remain a safe one.

Afterwards, we rejoined the rest of our group and gave them a brief and very general rundown of what we’d seen and found.  After this, we took a vote to decide upon our living location, selecting the general store as the best place for us to settle down.

Our first order of business after this was to unload our supplies and then move the pickup and trailer so they weren’t sitting conspicuously out in the open where potential passers-by might notice them and get suspicious.  While Olsten appeared to be a true ghost town, and was far enough from any major roads or highways not to draw much if any notice from other travelers, after our previous experiences, we weren’t taking any chances.

After getting everything unloaded and inside the store, and the truck and trailer safely stashed behind the building, it was nearly dark out.  We ate a bare-bones dinner and crashed out, making ourselves comfortable upon the available beds and sofas scattered throughout the two finished upstairs apartments.  Due to her still-healing burns, we kept Emily resting downstairs in the store area to minimize the pain and discomfort both to her as well as ourselves by trying to maneuver her up the stairs on her stretcher.  She was fine with this, and we used a bundle of pillows and blankets to make her as comfortable as possible.  Dad said he’d stay downstairs with her to keep her company and ensure she had whatever she needed.

The rest of us decided that since we were in a new environment, to be on the safe side, we’d set up a night watch.  We split the night into two-hour shifts, splitting them between Ray, Will, Joanna, Claire, and me.  We found a rocking chair up in the second-floor apartment and hauled it down to the front porch.  I felt like Pa Kettle sitting outside on the porch, rocking away, my gun laid across my lap.  It was actually kind of nice.  I had the 2 a.m. to 4 a.m. shift, and the peace, solitude, and complete stillness of the early morning was kind of soothing.  I listened to the crickets chirp and the wind rustle leaves or pieces of paper and trash down the town’s deserted central thoroughfare.  It was all very relaxing.  I would have been happy to comfortably nod off in my rocker like the old timers before me who had probably done so in the exact same spot.  I’m sure plenty of old fellers had whiled away many a summer afternoon sitting here rocking on the general store’s wood-plank front porch in days gone by.

At around ten minutes to four, Joanna came out and joined me in the darkness.

“You’re early,” I said after she’d pushed through the storefront’s screen door, closing the main door behind her and coming to stand beside me as I rocked.  “Still got ten minutes until your shift.”  

“Couldn’t sleep,” she said.

“How’s Shane doing?” I asked.

“Fine…I guess.”  She paused, “How are any of us doing, really?”

“Guess you’re right,” I agreed.  “But maybe we can call this place home for a while…maybe longer.”

“Maybe,” she said, but her voice didn’t sound confident.

“How are you doing?”              I asked after an awkward silence.

“Same,” she said shortly.  

Ever since the mountains of Tennessee, where Joanna had revealed that she had feelings for me, things had been slightly strained between us.  It’s not that I didn’t find her attractive – just the opposite in fact.  Maybe that’s what made things feel so uncomfortable.  I didn’t fully trust myself around her and therefore tried to act more innocent than I was actually feeling.  I think she knew there was something there, but it was something that would never be realized as long as Claire was in the picture.  And I guess that maybe my understanding of this made me even more uncomfortable.  I had to trust everyone in our group not just with my life but with the lives of my family.  And while I trusted Joanna, it made me slightly nervous knowing that she had feelings for me that would go unrequited while Claire was by my side.  It wasn’t that I thought Joanna would ever do something intentionally to get Claire out of the way, but when faced with life or death decisions that could affect Claire or her well-being, I’m afraid that a decision – consciously or not – might be made by Joanna that could allow Claire to be removed from the picture and in turn open the door for her to take a place by my side.  I of course would never voice these concerns to her, as I guessed that doing so would only make things worse, but they were there nonetheless.

“We should pull a few extra mattresses and bedding from the houses around town tomorrow and bring them over here,” she said in the blackness.  She slowly walked over to the porch’s front steps and took a seat.  I watched her, my eyes having adjusted to the darkness so that I could make out her blackened silhouette.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I said.  “We can take the trailer from house to house, loading up anything we need.  This time we can take our time and make more thorough searches too.  See if we can find any more food.  I’m going to talk to Sharron tomorrow too.  I’m hoping that once Paul’s better, she could start working on a garden.  If we’re planning on being here for a while, we should start getting the ground ready for planting.”

“I wouldn’t mind finding a bottle of whiskey or beer or anything to drink for that matter,” Joanna added.  

“You’re telling me,” I chuckled.  “I could go for a stiff drink myself.”  I fished in my pocket for one of the packs of stale cigarettes I’d found in a house we’d searched yesterday.  I stood from the rocker, walked over and bent.  “Cigarette?” I asked, nudging Joanna’s shoulder in the darkness to alert her that I was offering her one.  

“Thanks,” she took it and waited as I lit it for her and then lit one for myself.

I sat down on the steps beside her where we continued to smoke largely in silence.  Occasionally, one of us would offer a brief observation on the night or the town, but neither of us seemed to want to get into anything deeper, and certainly not anything regarding each other. 

After I’d finished my cigarette, I flicked the butt away out onto Main Street and stood. 

“I think I’m going to try to get a bit more sleep,” I said.  “You got everything covered here?”

“I’ve got it,” she said.

I turned and walked up the steps, “See you in a few hours.”

“See you,” she said.

 

* * *

 

I awoke later that morning to the sun blasting through the open blinds of a nearby window.  We’d slept – Claire, Jason and I – in a queen-sized bed in one of the second-floor apartment’s bedrooms.  Cashmere was curled up between Jason and me.  She eyed me sleepily, watching as I yawned and stretched, and then following suit. 

I rolled quietly off the bed, doing my best not to wake Claire or Jason in the process, and walked out into the apartment’s living space.  Joanna had slept on one living room sofa and had left Shane sleeping on the adjoining love seat when she came out to relieve me on night watch.  Will and his family slept together in the master bedroom, all four of them squeezed into a king-sized bed. It seemed that little Paul was on the mend – as was Dad – and we hoped that the medications we were administering were doing the job.   Meanwhile, we gave the upstairs apartment to Ray and Pam so that they could enjoy a little privacy together and pregnant Pam could get some much-needed rest.

I got a drink of water from a bottle I’d left on the kitchen counter, grabbed the pack of cigarettes I’d left beside it when I came in earlier from watch, and made my way downstairs and back out to the front porch to make sure Joanna was doing okay.

I was surprised to find when I arrived that she wasn’t at her post.

I looked at my watch.  It was a quarter to seven.  Technically, she was only on watch until six, but I’d assumed she’d stick around out front or come back upstairs to rest with Shane afterward.  

Something was up with her, but I didn’t know exactly what.  It bothered me, and while it wasn’t my business, at the same time, it kind of was since she was now a part of our family.  I wanted to be there for her if she needed it, but I also didn’t want to become overly intrusive so that it appeared that I cared in a way that was inappropriate to our current situation.

I leaned against one of the porch’s support pillars and lit my cigarette, bothered by it all, but determined to do my best not to be.  After a moment, I pushed off the pillar and strolled slowly across the porch.

I inspected the old soda machine, making a mental note to break it open later and search its interior for forgotten sodas.  Just past the soda machine there was a newspaper dispenser.  The dispenser contained copies of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution.  

Such an item was now completely useless to us, but for some reason, I paused before it.  Looking down, I could see newspapers still inside.  The headline on the lead paper’s front page blared, “PANDEMIC WREAKS HAVOC WORLDWIDE!”

The date above the headline was September 12th.  

It suddenly hit me that this was the last newspaper ever delivered here…maybe the last edition ever printed by this particular publisher. 

I found myself instantly curious.

I realized that we actually knew very little about society’s final days and how things developed with the spread of the flu.  Since we’d been down in the vast forests of southern Illinois, and cut off from the data-dependant world during the nation’s death throws, we’d largely isolated ourselves not just from the effects of the flu itself but from the last days of the world as we knew it.  Now I found myself with a sort of morbid curiosity about how things had played out.  

I stood there, staring at the machine and the newspaper inside.  Part of me wanted to know; but part of me was fine not knowing.  It really made no difference now.  And it would likely be an intensely depressing edition to read knowing the final outcome, but still, human curiosity pushed me to know more about how the majority of my fellow human beings had met their demise.  Like not being able to turn away from a freeway accident, a dark side of me wanted to see, wanted to know more, wanted to understand and observe.

I fished in my pocket for quarters and then felt foolish.  It was yet another of those old reactions that no longer fit in today’s world.  I thought for a moment, then went and got a big rock from around the corner of the building.  I used it to smash a large enough hole in the dispenser’s front so that I could pull out the display newspaper.

Since no one else had yet made it downstairs, I started to peruse the paper.  I first pulled out the advertisement and auto pages that comprised a good three quarters of the newspaper’s bulk and set them down on the porch.  I also pulled out an entire four-page insert of obituaries, the top of which noted, “Special Obituary Section in Tomorrow’s Edition.”  I dropped this onto the porch as well.

I was left with the front page news section, the financial page, and the sports and entertainment sections.  

The front page’s headline article spent a brief paragraph reviewing the flu, its origins in China, and how it had spread throughout Asia, into Russia, and then to Europe at almost the same time as it hit the US.  Africa and South and Central America had been hit soon thereafter, and then Australia, which had managed to stay flu-free for several days longer than any other continent.

The article touched on how, as the flu reached each new country or continent, it began spreading almost instantaneously, the number of cases growing exponentially in the ensuing hours and days.  

Then it discussed statistics.  This was what I found most interesting.  

The piece noted that computer models were estimating eventual worldwide exposure at close to 90 percent in the next week to ten days.  The mortality rate at the time was running somewhere between 85 and 95 percent, although the writer made sure to note that statistics were spotty in this regards due to the disease’s rapid spread and the chaos at many area hospitals and medical centers nation and worldwide.  

The article ended with a brief section on the CDC response, which from what I read, appeared to have been lacking in any real fortitude.  The piece noted that the CDC had run through the standard flu-fighting advice – hand washing, staying indoors whenever possible, and wearing face masks to help reduce transmission of the disease – but had done little else to combat the flu’s spread.  An unnamed source at the CDC was quoted as saying that several drug companies were in the process of working on a new vaccine; however, it would likely be weeks or even months before the new drug was available in the doses necessary to start combating the current pandemic, which as the author noted in his final sentence, would likely be of little help considering the flu had already spread worldwide in less than three weeks time.

Then there were a litany of other articles in the main section.  Almost all them focused on various aspects of the flu and its effects.  There was one about how to protect against the flu.  There was another about looting in the Atlanta area that also discussed similar situations in other big cities across America and around the globe.  The article below this one discussed what to do to protect your home, family or business against looters.  There was also a sizeable piece about the Atlanta metro area services that were currently closed or operating at minimal capacities.  A huge alphabetical listing of area closings ranging from schools and libraries, to hospitals, city halls, social clubs, and even churches, accompanied the article and comprised almost two entire pages.

The financial section was brief to say the least.

It started off with an article about Wall Street and how markets would be closed for a seventh consecutive day.  Then there were pieces about the huge worldwide financial ramifications of the flu, and yet another about the best companies to invest in to make money off the pandemic.

I had to laugh when it read this one.  “Still preaching stock investments and greed up until the very end,” I wondered aloud to myself as I shook my head sadly.

The sports page was another meager section.  Nearly every type of sporting event had been cancelled or postponed, and all public venues shuttered for the foreseeable future.  There was even a piece about notable figures in the sporting world who had caught the flu or already succumbed to its deadly effects.  Pictures of famous athletes from basketball, football, soccer, baseball, auto sports, and more lined the page, their condition or date of passing noted below each face.

The entertainment page ran a similar section for television personalities and movie stars.  Then there was an article about the effects of the flu on reality television and how certain channels that relied heavily on revenue from these sorts of programs might fare during and after the flu.  Filming for many such programs had already been suspended, delayed or cancelled.

I ended up spending probably 30 minutes reading.  It was amazing how even with the world apparently on the brink of disaster, people still seemed to be looking beyond the flu, discussing how things would be handled afterwards, who would be handling them, how the recovery would take place, how much it would cost, how it would be paid for, and by whom.  There never seemed to be any consideration that there would not be any going on “as usual” after the flu ravaged the world.  It hit me as such an arrogant outlook upon the situation – a truly human approach to such a catastrophe.  From what I was reading, it was as though the band was content to keep playing as the Titanic went down.  

 The lack of foresight astonished me, although I wasn’t sure why.  It was exactly the reason why I had urged my family and friends to leave the Chicagoland area and join us in the isolated region of southern Illinois when the presence of the flu in our area had first come to my attention.  I knew that many people – and society as a whole – had difficulty looking past their next cup of gourmet coffee or upcoming credit card bill.  How could they be expected to think about and prepare for the long-term effects of a worldwide pandemic?  How could they ever begin to consider that our federal government – the same government that was largely viewed as a pain in the ass when people were forced to abide by its many rules and regulations, but at the same time was expected to come to the rescue during every major flood, hurricane, superstorm, or earthquake – might not be there for hand-holding and cajoling during a cataclysmic event?

It was something I never would understand.  I guess that people had just gone for too long without having to truly take care of themselves.  The safety net the government had cast across the nation allowed them to dismiss the possibility of events that could one day endanger them.  Sure, they liked to watch movies and read books about such disaster scenarios, but they weren’t ready to take action and prepare themselves for these types of events.  That required effort.  That was time consuming and troublesome.  And heaven forbid someone think they were being silly or look at them oddly if they prepared for these sorts of catastrophic events. 

I lifted my head from reading and noticed someone walking toward me down the middle of Main Street.  

It was Joanna.  

I folded the paper and tucked it under my arm for further reading.  Funny enough, as I did so, a part of my old-world thinking told me, “This paper might be worth something one day.”  Then I chuckled at myself for the ridiculousness of the thought and walked down the front porch steps and out to the street to meet Joanna.

“You know, you shouldn’t just wander off like that,” I called to her in greeting.  “Makes people worry.”

“I didn’t just wander off,” she said, giving me a stern look.  “I knew where I was going.”

“Where were you going then?” I asked, curious and slightly concerned that she’d leave the general store unaccompanied and without letting anyone else know.

“What?  You my dad or something?” 

I noticed a certain tone in her voice.  

“I have to clear everything with you first?” she went on.
              “No,” I said, feeling slightly attacked.  “But I tend to worry when people disappear these days.  It’s not exactly a safe world anymore.”  I paused, “And there’s Shane to consider.”

“First off,” Joanna started, and I could tell by her tone that I was in for it, “the world never was safe.  It’s probably safer now than it was before.”

I decided quickly that her statement certainly held some merit.  

“Second,” she continued, “why are you worrying about me?  You should be worrying about Claire and your own family.  And third, Shane’s mine to worry about, and I’ll take care of him no matter what.”

She stood staring at me, almost angrily.

“Fair enough,” I nodded.  “You’re right.  I should be worried about Claire and my own family.  What you fail to recognize though, is that you and Shane are a part of my family now.”

“Humph,” she sniffed.  “Yeah right,” she said, blowing past me and heading for the store’s front porch.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I turned and called after her.

“Whatever you want it to mean,” she said as she kept walking, not even turning back around to look at me as she answered.

I watched her walk up the porch’s steps and disappear inside through the front door.

I shook my head, not understanding.  I’d gotten used to dealing with Claire who was so simple to read, so amicable, so easy to get along with.  I didn’t understand what was going on with Joanna.  I had a feeling that were I to do a little soul searching, I could probably figure it out, but right now there were other, more important things to focus on.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

Manufacturing in the post-flu world was nonexistent.  And what people were able to create was typically consumed shortly thereafter.  What remained of society lived largely hand-to-mouth now.  This meant that when many of the supplies that had been left after the flu – things like fuel, guns, ammunition, food, bottled water, boots, clothing, electronics, medicine, and the likes – were gone, they were gone.  There would be no factories to replace durable goods.  There would be no farmers to grow more food, and if there were, there would be no trucks or trains to transport the surplus to urban areas.  And while the numbers within population centers had been drastically reduced, Ava was amazed at how even just a small percentage of the previous population could rapidly consume the remnants left behind by a once civilized and productive society.  

Without the ants there to replace the crops, the grasshoppers would soon fall on hard times.  

Ava gave the nation’s metropolises a year – maybe two or three if they were like Atlanta and slightly better organized – before they began to crumble under the weight of their own degenerative populations.  Then the fighting would begin anew.  It would be like the months immediately following the flu.  Right now, things were comparatively calm because there was still enough to go around or be stolen by the substantially reduced population.  But once the excess began to dry up, people would begin to fight among themselves again, diminishing the already decimated ranks until there were just enough people to sop up the excess for a while longer, and then the sequence would start all over again.  Ava guessed that this cycle would continue to run itself again and again until the remaining populace became so tired of squabbling over the scraps that they gave up, got organized, and became productive again, or until no one was left to fight over those scraps.  Either way, she wasn’t going to sit on her hands and wait to see what would happen.     

Ava had quickly realized that growing their private army was going to be a necessary evil if they were going to compete in Atlanta.  They needed manpower to execute raids, defend their spoils, and carry out all the menial tasks that she and Jake neither had the time nor desire to handle.  Ava also realized that there was a point at which “peak manpower” in the post-flu world was reached.  Hitting this point meant that it was just as much or more trouble to add new bodies to their organization than their productivity was worth.  More men meant more mouths to feed, more alcohol and cigarettes to provide, more guns and ammo to supply, more potential for dissent or mutiny, and more mad dogs with the potential to overstep boundaries that could bring the wrath of the Three Families down upon the entire organization.  And while their operation had yet to achieve this point, Ava knew that at some point in the near future they would reach it; and once they did, things could quickly get out of hand.  

Ava envisioned two distinct options when it came to the expansion of their empire.  Either they kept growing until their operation turned into an overweight, slow moving, inefficient blob that would eventually succumb to one of the aforementioned fates, or they kept it lean, mean, trim, and agile, which would allow them to move when necessary and take what they wanted when they wanted it.  

She looked at the development of their own little army as a general might.  They could take Russia’s World War II approach of mass assaults and just throw bodies at bullets, which at times had benefits when looking to trim some fat, or you could develop a more professional army.  

Personally, she was a fan of the latter.  

The problem that she saw within their own organization was that their band of miscreants was anything but a professional army.  And while she and Jake were decent leaders, they weren’t combat trained.  While Jake liked to think he was something special when it came to leading his men into combat, Ava recognized that neither of them had the proper skills to develop their band of mouth-breathers into any sort of truly cohesive fighting unit.  

She’d been pondering what to do about this issue for some time since she knew that Jake certainly wouldn’t be losing any sleep over it.  It wasn’t that he didn’t care; he just didn’t know how to resolve it.  And he figured that was why he had her.

This was when Ava began to formulate the current portion of their longer-term plan, the first phase of which they were preparing to execute today.  And as far as she knew, none of the Three Families had yet laid claim to the items that were on her appropriation list, which surprised her since they could prove to be some of the most valuable.  She guessed that due to the size of their organizations and relative lack of competition, they hadn’t felt a need for such things and likely believed that should they ever become necessary, they could just take them.  She could already see that the families were becoming overconfident in their positions of power, and today, she hoped to use this slight miscalculation to her advantage.

But right now, she needed some cannon fodder, and she knew just where to find it.  

She’d learned that it helped to leave Jake behind when she went on the type of recruiting mission that she had planned for this morning.  His presence was often a turnoff to prospective recruits.  He was the up front and forthright type, which Ava found an attractive quality.  There was no beating around the bush with him.  However, many others found it to be a severe character flaw, something that made him instantly dislikeable to many.  And when you were trying to get people to lay their lives on the line for a bag of drugs or a case of booze, you often needed all the people skills you could muster.  

Ava however, had discovered that drug addicts or alcoholics, while incredibly unreliable in a fight, were often quite eager to come along on just about any sort of mission and put themselves in extreme levels of danger to acquire their fix.  And in the post-flu world, there were plenty of people looking to dull the heavy doss of pain the world had dealt them with any remedy they could lay their hands on.  

These people tended to congregate with other like-minded individuals.  Ava wasn’t sure if the reason for this was the feeling of security their numbers provided, the ability to share product, or just because misery loved company.  Whatever the case, like hoards of maggots to a piece of rotting flesh, they always seemed to find a spot near a steady supply, whatever their particular poison.  And Ava was turning out to be one of the most reliable sources around.  

She’d started in the Atlanta drug trade purely by accident.  In one of the many warehouses they’d raided, she’d stumbled across a truckload of drugs.  Heroin, cocaine, marijuana, pills – they were all there.  Jake didn’t do drugs – other than partaking heavily in alcohol and tobacco – and therefore was largely uninterested in the supply.  Therefore, he was willing to let Ava do with it as she pleased.  Ava wasn’t big into drugs either.  She was more of a recreational user, but she understood the power of drugs and substance abuse and how it could be used to their advantage.  So she had their men haul the supply back and stash it at the pump station where it could safely be stored and doled out when the situation called for it – and right now, the situation called for it.

There was a big apartment building just down street about six blocks from the pump station.  Ava knew that this was where some of the more degenerative addicts tended to congregate.  It was a real pile of shit building and the “tenants” lived in squalor to put it nicely.  The place smelled of human waste and decomposition of every sort, and Ava hated going there, but sometimes it was a necessary evil.  It was a great way to pull short-term manpower into their organization.  This worked out extremely well for their purposes.  It acted as a sort of temp agency that Ava could pay with a product she cared little about.  Better yet, when the men perished in battle, Ava actually felt kind of good about it since their deaths were quick by the gun rather than long and drawn out by way of the needle – plus, it saved her having to pay them.

Today she took Rambo and Kill King – their sharp shooter and self-proclaimed “sniper extraordinaire” – along with her for security.  It wasn’t that Ava couldn’t handle herself, but addicts were crazy.  They were quick to lose their cool and willing to do just about anything to get drugs when they were desperate.  This often played into Ava’s hand when it came to bending them to do her bidding, but she liked to have some muscle on hand to kick some crack-addict ass when necessary.  Sometimes these guys needed a little slapping around to get the point across, and Ava wasn’t going to get her hands dirty with that sort of work.  There was a difference between taking risks and just being stupid, and Ava wasn’t going to get herself killed or stabbed or jabbed with a needle just trying to temporarily bulk up their ranks with a few junkies.

While the drug house was only a ten-minute walk from their base at the pump station, Ava had learned to drive rather than walk.  They took a crew cab pickup truck that Jake had acquired a few weeks earlier, a beastly large thing with a big bumper guard, flood lights affixed to the top of the cab, and an engine that roared eight cylinders to life every time the gas was touched.

The pickup was Ava’s vehicle of choice for this sort of operation.  She chose it for several reasons.  First, she’d found that if she gave the druggies a time and location to show up for an operation, most of them never did.  Taking them back with her was the safest and most efficient way to ensure they arrived on time to meet their work obligations.  Second, taking them in any sort of enclosed vehicle immediately left the interior of that vehicle ripe with any number of stenches.  Being able to load her prospects into the open air of the pickup’s bed kept them outside and the stink to a minimum.  

Sometimes these trips were fruitless as the druggies were either all hopped up on their supply or were out scavenging for barter items to exchange for drugs.  Today though, Ava hit the jackpot.  They were able to acquire a total of six recruits.  She didn’t even bother to ask their names.  It didn’t matter.  Most of them appeared not to have taken their first hits of the day, or if they had, they were disguising it reasonably well.  

Ava gave them all a little taste – just enough of a downpayment to get their blood up and some life into them – with promises of more to come.  She showed the addicts their prize if they came through for them in the day’s operation, a display tray of little baggies – a Tapas-style feast of remedies to satisfy their almost insatiable appetites for self-destruction.  It was enough to get them motivated and cooperative, but Ava knew that this collaboration wouldn’t last long.  The light doses of drugs she’d provided would only last an hour or so and then they’d start to get agitated or lazy or both.  

This is why they were heading straight for their next target.  Jake and the rest of the crew would meet them there.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

We spent our first full day in Olsten settling in and getting organized.  I have to admit, it felt good to have a place to call our own again and be able to start thinking about things in terms that ranged into the weeks and months ahead rather than just days or even hours.

We took a vote that morning and decided to make the general store our official home.  Not only did the location give us plenty of room to spread out, it also had a nice basement for storage that we hoped to fill with food from our eventual garden.  There was plenty of space upstairs for living and sleeping, the building’s height gave us good vantage points to watch the surrounding area – and shoot from if necessary – and maybe most importantly, unlike most of the homes in Olsten, there were no dead bodies inside the structure.  None of us had any real desire to have to move rotted or still-decaying corpses in order to live somewhere.  

In the afternoon, we moved additional beds and mattresses – at least those that didn’t have bodies still in them – from several surrounding homes over to the store to ensure that everyone had their own comfortable bed to sleep in.  We also took pillows, blankets, and other available furnishings to make our stay in the store’s living quarters as comfortable as possible.

In our scavenging, we found a working generator, some multi-gallon tanks of gasoline that we were able to fill by siphoning from several of the town’s abandoned vehicles, more canned and dehydrated food, and a gas grill with some propane tanks that were still partially full.

All in all, it wasn’t a bad day’s work, and we felt good about our prospects in the new location.  Things stayed quiet all day, and it didn’t appear that anyone else lived in the area which was just fine with us.  And even though we were reasonably certain of our isolation, we still decided to keep our night watch up, at least for a few more nights until we felt more confident in our situation.

 

* * *

 

Two weeks after our arrival to Olsten, we finally felt at home.

We’d created a space for Joanna and Shane by putting a bed, a table, some chairs, and several other items in the unfinished third floor apartment.  This gave them some privacy and allowed them a double bed of their own in which to sleep.  

By this point, almost everyone was up and around again.  Paul and Dad were over their illnesses, and Dad’s arm was out of the sling, and while not fully functional, it was certainly in much better shape than it was prior to our arrival.  Will was walking with the help of just one crutch.  Even Emily was up and around, walking gingerly with the use of a cane that we’d found in one of Olsten’s empty homes.

In the store’s downstairs area, we’d dismantled all the shelving units to open up the available floor space.  It was a sizeable area with everything removed, nearly 30 feet by 40 feet.  We’d converted a good chunk of this space into an indoor play area for the kids.  They spent much of their time playing out on the front porch or on the desolate Main Street.  It definitely took some time for the parents’ pre-flu jitters of seeing their children playing in the middle of the street to wear off.  The indoor space served more as a location for them to entertain themselves when darkness or weather didn’t permit outside play.  

The rest of this store area was sectioned off for Emily and Dad to have as their bedroom so they didn’t have to go up and down stairs.  We hung large sheets on ropes to partition the space and give them some privacy.  It was kind of sweet and old fashioned.  They each choose to have a single bed divided by a tiny nightstand to avoid the appearance of impropriety, especially with the grandchildren around.  It reminded me of the parents’ bedroom on the set of some 1950’s television show.

We spent the majority of the two weeks after our arrival to Olsten getting things set up for the long term.  We dug two pits out back, about 50 yards from the general store, and built outhouses for both sexes.  I made Jason a special seat that was smaller in circumference in order to minimize the chance of his falling into the pit below.  And once we explained to him that he was like a bombardier in an airplane, dropping his “poo-poo bombs and pee-pee missiles” on the enemy below, he started to enjoy using the outhouse.  It was hilarious to stand outside and listen to him make shooting sounds and explosions as he went potty.  

We also took time to shore up defenses on our general store home, boarding up any open and unnecessary windows on the first floor and adding security bars across the front and back doors that could be slid into place at night.

We decided to turn the plot of land directly behind the store into a garden.  Ray, Joanna, Claire, and I spent two days with hoes, rakes, and shovels, tilling up the earth to prepare it for seeding.  Sharron meanwhile, spent her time with Paul and Sarah scouring the area for seeds to plant.  She worked through the various homes and garages, compiling a variety of seed options from old planters, seed packets left in drawers or cabinets, and later on, the plants themselves as they began to sprout around town in gardens left untended, out in the wild, or in odd spots like old garbage and compost piles.

Thankfully, while we were waiting for our green thumb of the group to get things rolling, and the weather to start cooperating enough to plant, we were able to consume the little remaining food we’d brought with us, the items we’d collected in the homes around town, as well as food we’d taken from Mary’s diner.  

We’d been pleasantly surprised when making our second search of the diner to discover that Ray and Joanna’s initial report of substantial supplies at Mary’s had not been exaggerated.  In fact, we found that there was still a multitude of food stuffs that had amazingly remained untouched during and after the flu.  We found large salvageable bags of dried pasta, rice, dehydrated mashed potatoes, powdered drink mix and powdered milk, as well as sizeable amounts of sugar, salt, pepper, flour – which had been invaded by meal bugs, but that were easily sifted out – crackers, dried cereal, grits, oatmeal, potato chips, pickles, olives – both black and green – relish, various condiments and syrups, and cases of sodas.  

We guessed that much like the corpses that remained in many of the homes, there just hadn’t been time to deal with evacuating these goods, and Mary – or the owner of the establishment if it wasn’t Mary herself – had either died or skipped town, leaving this plethora of supplies behind.  Then, due to the swiftness of the spreading disease and the distance of the town from the highway or any other towns, here the food had remained, graciously untouched by man or animal until our arrival.  

Whatever the reasons behind its being there, we were ecstatic to find the food, and we hauled the supplies back to the store where we could hide them safely in the cool darkness of our basement.  We collected sealable plastic containers and bags from around town into which we transferred much of the food to help keep it fresh longer and reduce the chances of bugs getting into it.  Most of the time though, since I assisted with or prepared much of the food, I never said anything about the tiny insects I discovered that had made their way into some of the rice and pasta.  They really didn’t hurt anything, you couldn’t taste them, and people only seemed to get fussy about them when I mentioned their presence or they saw their tiny carcasses.  If anything, I figured the little buggers added some extra protein to our meals whenever they occasionally surfaced.

We also collected certain medical, sanitary and cleaning supplies from the homes around the town.  With water at a premium, things like hand sanitizer, disinfecting spray, sanitizing wipes, and paper towels all came in handy.  Ray and I scavenged the bathrooms and closets of the community coming up with things like hand soap, toothpaste, extra toothbrushes, mouthwash, floss, antibiotic ointment, feminine hygiene products, and tons of toilet paper.  We undertook this job ourselves to spare others from the ghastly sights and smells that issued from some of the homes’ previous occupants.  

We found several cases of hospitality-style toilet paper and paper towel rolls in a back storage room at Mary’s diner, which added nearly 200 rolls of toilet paper to our stocks and probably enough paper towels to stretch from Olsten to Atlanta.  While these paper products were not as cushy and comfortable on the tush as some of the name brands, who were we to be connoisseurs?  We were just thankful to avoid having to use wet cloths as we had back in Tennessee.  We knew that eventually we’d likely have to revert to that sort of sanitary wipe after we’d exhausted our supplies, which with 13 in our group, wouldn’t take as long as some might think.

But above all else, the biggest find from inside the diner’s storage area was beer…cases and cases of beer.  I was as surprised by the find as everyone else, but I supposed I shouldn’t have been.  Thinking about it afterwards, if the food was there, why not the beer?  It’s not like the first request of people dying from the flu is for a cold beer.  

In all, we found 16 cases of assorted beers.  By the looks of it, there hadn’t been much else to do in Olsten before the flu but drink.  In addition to the regular beer, there were two cases of pumpkin spice ale that appeared to have been ordered for the upcoming fall season.

We shuttled all this across the street to the store and hauled it down into the cool depths of the basement along with the food.  We celebrated our find by powering up the generator, turning on the upstairs apartment’s refrigerator, and sticking half a case of beer and half a case of soda in the freezer to get it cold quick, and the other half of each case inside the refrigerator.  

By the end of the evening, all the beer had been drunk by the adults, much of the soda had been consumed by the kids, and the refrigerator was again turned off.  The adults were left pleasantly buzzed and relaxed while the kids frolicked and played out in the street, burning off their sugar highs.  We even allowed little Jason to partake in the soda guzzling.

“Fuzzy in the nose,” he wriggled up his face, twitching and rubbing at his nose as the soda’s carbonation tickled him.  

All things considered, I felt very positive about our choice to settle in Olsten.  It seemed that the rest of our group was getting used to and enjoying the new surroundings as well.  

Our greatest challenge came with the water situation.  Upon our arrival, we’d set out a variety of containers beneath downspouts around town to act as rain catchers, and for the first few weeks in Olsten, we’d been greeted by several heavy downpours that had helped us keep these containers full.  However, I didn’t like relying on intermittent weather that was anything but consistent.  We tried using the generator to power up the general store and several of the surrounding homes in hopes that they were on well systems, but we didn’t have any luck.  We just got a murky mess of orange-colored muck from the faucets.  I quickly realized though that even if we had tapped water from these sources, once we ran out of fuel to operate the generator or if the generator died, we’d again find ourselves in the same predicament.  

Therefore, we began making regular searches for additional water supplies.  This also gave us the opportunity to see what the wildlife situation was in the surrounding area since the carnivores of our group were becoming a bit ravenous.  

Unfortunately, the land surrounding Olsten was a combination of thin pine forest and scrubby grassland.  It was not the best environment for finding larger game.  Most of the wildlife we saw came in the form of scrawny squirrels.  The little buggers actually looked more like malnourished rats.  They certainly weren’t the pudgy critters that we found in abundance back in the Midwest and Appalachians.  The scrubby things would stare at us as we passed, almost as though they were inviting us to put them out of their misery.  But it wasn’t worth the bullet it’d take to kill them, so most of us just ignored them.  Paul however, took it upon himself to accept the role of “squirrel catcher,” making little slip-knot nooses to ensnare the tiny tree rats.  He’d spend hours watching them, seeing where they lived and where they buried their goodies.  Then he’d carefully lay out several kernels of corn or similar seed that he’d stolen from his mother’s surplus stock, using it to set his traps around the area.  

Amazingly, he was more successful than any of us imagined.  His father showed him how to skin and clean his catches, picking off the paltry few ounces of meat they afforded us.  Paul would often come home from an afternoon of hunting with two or even three pitiful little carcasses that he would proudly hold up for all to see.  Then he’d go around back to his “cleaning area” as he called it – and old stump behind the store – and work until he’d gotten all the meat and usable bits he could off the squirrels.  

We’d often incorporate Paul’s offerings into our dinners in some way.  Of course his vegetarian mother wasn’t particularly pleased with his newfound role, but she seemed proud that her little man was doing his part to help provide for the group.  And if nothing else, it gave him a purpose, kept him from fighting with his sister Sarah, and got him out of Sharron’s hair for a few hours each day while she and Sarah toiled in the garden.   

It took us a while, but eventually in one of our searches, we came across a small pond a few miles away.  While it wasn’t much, I figured it would work as a water reserve should we encounter a dry spell when we couldn’t collect enough rain water for our needs.  The downside was that we’d have to drive there with the pickup to make the trip worthwhile.  That meant burning precious fuel; but it was a tradeoff we were certainly willing to make should the situation arise.  

With a stable water source discovered, the adults of our group began occupying their days with a variety of duties.  With everything from washing and mending clothes, doing dishes, and searching for and preparing food, to cleaning our guns, conducting repairs on the store, helping in the garden, and watching the youngsters, it almost seemed as though our days were busier in Olsten than when we’d held occupations before the flu.  Meanwhile, the kids – when not assisting with certain aspects of such duties – found wonderful and creative ways to play together and entertain themselves.

The pieces of the puzzle felt as though they were falling into place in Olsten just as they had back in Tennessee.  And while it was a nice feeling, it also tended to worry me since I knew our situation could change in an instant.  Still, I was happy to have things settled, even if there was no guarantee they would remain that way.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

Ava had gotten her lead from an area trader, but she never took such information at face value.  She always had the details verified first, and often did some of her fact checking herself, just to be on the safe side.  Ava was willing to take risks, but they needed to be calculated risks.  She didn’t throw darts at a board like Jake.  Jake just didn’t care.  He was willing to toss men into the meat grinder at will to achieve his goals.  Ava didn’t mind doing this in certain situations, but lately she’d become more selective about who was placed in harms way, in what sorts of situations, and to achieve what goals.  

While Jake didn’t realize it, Ava was slowly weeding out the bad apples and keeping the most valuable, most trusted, and most loyal members of their organization.  She was developing a more specialized core in which each member had his distinct purpose, skills, and abilities.  

Rambo was the former marine who was a badass in just about ever sense of the word.  He knew guns – not just how to use them, but how to clean them, repair them, and care for them.  He was good with a knife and knew his way around explosives.  

Mad Dog was a little wild, but only in battle.  He was big, but not beefy, and with more muscles than brains; but he was one hell of a wheel man and had gotten Jake and Ava out of some sticky situations when the going got tough.  

The Kill King was a military man as well, and he was one hell of a shot.  After the flu, he’d lost an eye while trying to steal a car.  He now wore a patch over the eye but it didn’t seem to hurt his aim.  In fact, the loss of the eye only seemed to make the other eye stronger, sharpening his aim and increasing his accuracy.  

Ava had also added three other men to this core of their operation.  The first of these men was Johnny Switchblade.  He was a younger man compared to the rest and was deadly accurate with a knife either up close in hand-to-hand combat or when throwing at targets from afar.  

The second man was Steel Will.  He was one of just a handful of black men who had worked in the coal mines of West Virginia before heading south after the flu.  The perilous work in the mines paired with being a minority in the mountains of West Virginia left Will imperturbable in just about any situation.  Threats, fistfights, gunfire, explosions, whatever; he never batted an eye, a characteristic that Ava found extremely valuable when working with the rest of Jake’s crew who often lost their cool when things started heating up.  Steel Will was their second best wheel man behind Mad Dog.  

And finally there was the Fallback Man or just “Fallback” for short.  The Fallback Man had been a career criminal.  From bank jobs and burglaries to identity theft and plain old pick-pocketing, he’d run the gambit when it came to stealing things.  However, with this lengthy resume of experience behind him, he’d only served a brief stint in prison for a job he’d pulled back in high school.  He’d unwittingly gone in to rob a gas station one morning at the same time the local cops came in for donuts each day.  He’d had a gun on him and the ill-timed robbery had landed him two years in the pen for what would have been a lousy $200 take.  He’d quickly learned his lesson.  After this, Fallback would work and rework every plan for an upcoming job until he got it perfect, creating multiple backup plans in the process.  He’d never gone into a job unprepared again, thereby keeping himself prison-free throughout the remainder of his career until the Su flu had abruptly ended his work.  The flu was one of the few things he hadn’t planned for, but he’d quickly adjusted to the new environment and soon found himself thriving in the post-flu world.  

Sometimes, when Jake wasn’t around, Ava liked to pick Fallback’s brain for things like the quickest access points to a particular building, the best ways to get into and out of places unnoticed, or how to scout a location and glean the most valuable bits information.  She recognized him for his true talents and value rather than as just another hired gun, which was how Jake saw him.

And while Jake didn’t know it, when it came to their raids, Ava often tried to manage things so that this personal core of bodyguards remained close to her and relatively out of harm’s way.  She felt that they had earned this right either through their tenure within the crew or some combination of their dedication, loyalty, or skill set that they brought to the table.  Of course she always ensured that they were present at a raid and involved in some way since she wanted to keep them involve and their skills honed, but at the same time, they often acted more in supporting roles rather than as part of any frontal assault.  The men recognized this, and in turn, repaid Ava with an increasing level of loyalty although no words to this effect ever passed between them.  There were no contracts, no agreements, simply an unspoken arrangement between them that both sides understood and appreciated.              

Ava’s intelligence on their current target was pretty good, and she’d already scouted the location well in advance to the day’s assault.  However, she realized that the spot was going to be well guarded and she had informed her best men of this fact.  They knew what this meant – stay out of harm’s way whenever possible, don’t do anything stupid, and don’t get too crazy.

The day’s target was a National Guard armory.  Supposedly there was a trader, his personal bodyguard, and five or six hired guns holed up there.  These men had converted a portion of the compound into their own private base that was comprised of a block of four large buildings.  The structures included one building that served as barracks for the trader’s guards and that faced a small warehouse where most of their supplies were kept.  The two other buildings were vehicle garages that also faced one another.  One was reportedly empty and the other supposedly housed some impressive pieces of equipment.  

The four buildings were separated by two, 80-foot wide boulevards that intersected in the center of the four structures.  

Ava knew that many of the vehicles and weapons from this location – as well as many other National Guard armories around the area – had been depleted during the flu in the state’s failed attempt at maintaining law and order.  Much of the larger equipment – tanks, armored vehicles, and the like – had been set on fire and destroyed during the post-flu looting and rioting.  Many of the smaller arms, ammunition, and weapons accessories were carried off by survivors of the flu’s aftermath.  However, word on the street had it that there were still several armored vehicles housed at this particular armory location.  Ava had learned about the vehicles weeks earlier, but she hadn’t said anything to Jake.  With Jake pushing for a new objective, she needed something to placate him.  She also felt that it was the right time and the right way to strengthen their fighting force without adding additional members.  She’d heard rumblings that the trader currently at the armory was in negotiations to sell off the vehicles to the Three Families.  That would only increase their strength and leave Ava and Jake with fewer resources for expanding their own area of influence.  Ava realized that it was a risk, taking food from the hands of the families, but until a deal was officially done, these items were still up for grabs.  

Up until now, Ava hadn’t felt comfortable taking on such a well-defended target since she wasn’t sure their organization could handle it.  This was why they had thus far been tackling smaller, easier objectives.  She wanted to make sure the men had some training first.  Like the big college conferences taking on smaller opponents early in the season, it allowed her men a chance to get a feel for their team’s capabilities and work out the kinks against lesser opponents.  Ava realized that while such early victories could be valuable learning experiences and confidence boosters, they could also lead to a team becoming overconfident and complacent so that when they were really put to the test, they faltered under the pressure.  

This would be her team’s first big test on the road, and it was the reason she’d picked up the drug addicts.  She needed some front-line cannon fodder as a hedge against loosing too many of her own men.  

While it’d taken her some time, she’d finally managed to explain her plan in detail to Jake so that he understood how everything would go down.  They would leave four men at the pump station as a rear guard to protect their own supplies.  Rambo and Mad Dog would head this small team.  Jake didn’t like it since Rambo and Mad Dog were two of their best guys, but Ava had convinced him that it was a good idea to leave some loyal long-termers behind to ensure the security of their home base.

According to the intelligence report Ava had received on the armory, most, if not all of the trader’s guards would be in or around the vehicle garage at the time of their attack.  The trader himself and his personal bodyguard would likely be in the compound’s main office inside the warehouse. 

There would be three assault waves.  

Before the assault began, Kill King and the Fallback Man were to slip into the compound unnoticed and take up positions atop the second vehicle garage.  This would give them a perfect vantage point and direct line of fire to where the main assault would be taking place across the street and really to just about any other place within the compound.  There, the Kill King could work the magic of his deadly pinpoint accuracy.

Of the men they’d brought with them for the assault, the first wave would be comprised of the expendables – the addicts.  If they lost a few or even all of them, so be it.  One of the newer recruits would drive them in a pickup truck that they’d welded steel side-panels to.  These panels rose to a height of about three feet around the bed of the truck in order to provide additional cover.  The truck would enter the compound and the junkies would unload in the boulevard’s intersection between the armory’s four main buildings serving as more of a distraction than anything.  These men would then take up positions around the garages and warehouse and lay down covering fire for the second wave of the attack while the pickup left.  It would circle around to relative cover near the rear guard that would be comprised of the heavily-armed and always prepared Jake and Ava who would ride with Johnny Switchblade as their driver.

The second wave would be comprised of the newer additions to their organization.  These were the guys that they had picked up over the past few weeks.  There were five of them in total, and they would be organized and led by Steel Will who would drive them in.  They would arrive in a steel-paneled SUV complete with welded tire-guards and reinforced steel bumper for ramming.  Gun turrets had been cut into the steel side-panels that covered the windows in order to allow men to fire from relative safety within.  Steel Will would ram the SUV through the main garage’s entry door at which point the Fallback Man would descend from his position atop the roof and rally any remaining addicts to join the second wave in entering and taking the armored vehicle garage.  

Ava and Jake would arrive with Johnny Switchblade in their own armored SUV along with the pickup truck.  They would act as mobile reserve and third wave to handle the mop up or take care of any unexpected situations.

It wasn’t a perfect plan, but Ava recognized that no such plan ever was, and leaving it up to Jake would have resulted in a frenzied melee that involved absolutely no plan at all.

Ava crawled into the backseat of the crew cap pickup as they drove and opened the sliding glass window so that she could explain the plan to the druggies.  She didn’t really care if they understood it or not.  Their role was to unload from their current ride into the armored pickup waiting just outside the armory.  From there they would drive inside the armory grounds, pile out, guns blazing while trying not to get shot in the process.  

They were a distraction – that was all; a way to divert the attention of the trader and his men while her main attack force arrived. 

 

* * *

 

At 11:45 a.m., they sat a mile outside the armory.  Kill King and the Fallback Man had left 15 minutes earlier to scout the location and take up their positions on the garage rooftop.  Jake went through the plan again with the men as though he’d developed the whole thing himself.  He seemed to like showing off for the druggies, although Ava had no idea why he’d try to impress such scum.  Nonetheless, if Jake was happy, she was happy since it kept him out of her hair.  

With five minutes to go until the attack was to start, they handed out firearms to the addicts.  They were given loaded assault rifles and an extra three full magazines.  Then they were quickly ushered by Jake into the back of the armored pickup where, if there was a mishap with one of the firearms, in his words, “No one important would get hurt.”

There were two reasons Ava had picked noon as their chosen “go” time.  First, the information she had collected told her that the trader and his men were typically in the middle of lunch.  She hoped that they would be eating, drowsy, maybe a little drunk, and altogether unprepared for an assault during their meal.  Second, noon was as long as she dared keep her addicts pent up waiting to go.  She’d gathered them at around eleven, and the effects of the small drug doses she’d handed out would be starting to wear off, which could leave them less brazen.  She didn’t want them all deserting her at the last critical moment.  She’d learned in previous raids that often when one druggy got the nervous itch to go, it set off a chain reaction, and within seconds they’d all be tucking tail and fleeing.  This kind of last-minute desertion could ruin the whole plan.

Engines were then fired up and the addict-bearing pickup rolled ahead.  It was followed by the armored SUV, while Jake and Ava’s personal SUV brought up the rear.  They would watch the attack from the cover of their SUV about 100 yards from where the main assault was to take place.  Before they rolled, Johnny Switchblade got out and raised a thick steel plate up in front of their windshield and locked it in place.  Thin slits – just big enough to see through – were cut into the plate for driver and passenger, providing them with a safe way to view the attack.  

Jake sat slouched in the middle of the backseat like the king he felt he was.  Ava sat in the front passenger seat beside Switchblade as he drove.  She liked to watch the attack.  It provided her with the data she needed to make adjustments to future raids.

Minutes later, the junkie-filled pickup truck crashed through the locked chain-link gate right on time, skidded to a stop near the center of the armory intersection, and the addicts were out of the pickup, finding cover, and laying down some wildly inaccurate fire just like they were supposed to.  Ava knew that with only four magazines, and without the discipline to be selective in their targeting, the addicts would quickly burn through their ammo allotment.  Therefore, timing was everything.  Get the second wave there too early and the junkies might get confused and turn their fire on their own men.  Get them there just a little too late and the junkies would be wiped out and the armory’s defenders would be ready and waiting for them.  

Two of the junkies focused on the small warehouse where the main office was alleged to be located.  Two others aimed in the general direction of the vehicle garage that was the focus of the main attack.  Another peeled off rounds at the nearby barracks.  And the final junky just seemed to be spraying fire erratically and indiscriminately back and forth between all the buildings.  

It didn’t take long for the trader’s guards to react to the attack.  Just as the armored pickup was rounding the corner and escaping between the barracks and the empty vehicle garage, the first two armory guards made their appearance, exiting out a side door from the main garage and cutting down one of the addicts.  The two men took cover behind a nearby stack of wood pallets where they concentrated their fire against the druggy whose fire was all over the place and who had made the poor choice to shoot first and take cover later.  He was quickly gunned down too.  

Another man appeared from the garage and darted over to a parked car beside the warehouse office.  Meanwhile another appeared from the barracks, laying down a hail of gunfire that cut down the unsuspecting druggy who had taken up a position nearby.  Quickly, three of Ava’s addicts were down, and the other three were down to their last two magazines of ammo.  As the armored SUV arrived on the scene, crashing through the main garage’s vehicle entrance, ripping it off its rollers and leaving a gapping hole behind them, Ava and Jake slowed to a stop well away from the action where they could continue to watch the remainder of their plan unfold.  

Another of the trader’s men sprinted from the barracks carrying a big duffle bag while two more joined the fight from the warehouse office.  Ava assumed these two were the trader himself and his personal bodyguard.  They took cover behind a stack of steel barrels while the man with the duffle bag ran for cover and disappeared behind some wood crates nearby.

Ava, watching through binoculars, could see the first man from the barracks drop suddenly and lay motionless on the ground, dead. 

“One down,” she said aloud.  Several bullets pinged off their SUV’s protective windshield armor as Ava watched unflinchingly, remaining focused on the battle ahead of her.

She saw the Fallback Man on the ground, having left his position on the rooftop to gather up the remnants of the junkies.  He had just gotten them all together and ready to enter the garage when another was cut down.  

They were down to just two.  

Ava angled her binoculars upward so that she could see through the thin slats the armored windshield provided, up to the rooftop of the second garage.  She could just make out the barrel of a rifle protruding from the roof’s ledge.  A flash of light issued from the barrel and she looked back to the battle below to see another of the trader’s men who had been sheltering behind the stack of pallets sprawled on the pavement.

“Two down,” she said.  She didn’t like not being able to see what was happening inside the main garage, but she had to trust that their men were taking care of business.  She watched as Fallback positioned the two remaining junkies at the main garage entrance so that they could provide covering fire.  He gave each of them several extra magazines of ammo and then darted inside.  Seconds later, rumbles and then smoke issued from inside the garage as Ava guessed Fallback had likely finished off the remaining defenders with grenades.

Things were looking good.  That’s when Ava noticed the man with the duffle bag.  Another man had joined him; the one who had previously been taking cover behind the car.  The other man had a heavy machinegun set up and was laying intense fire down upon the main garage.  Bullets ripped into the side of the building and the two remaining druggies went stumbling for cover.  Then he swung the machinegun toward where Jake and Ava’s SUV sat idling.  Ava could see the flashes of light pouring from it, and seconds later, heavy caliber bullets began thudding into the vehicle.  Suddenly the SUV sank at an angle under them.

“Got one of the tires,” Johnny Switchblade said.  

Bullets struck their protective steel plate over the windshield; but this time, they didn’t “ping,” they thudded.  As they hit, they left huge dents in the thick plating, cracking the windshield’s glass behind it.

Ava pulled her head back reflexively from the lookout hole through which she had been viewing the battle.

“What the hell do they have?” Jake cried.  “Johnny, get us the fuck out of here!”

They heard bullets thumping into the front of the SUV.  Johnny threw the vehicle into reverse and hit the gas but nothing happened.  Ava peeked out the view slot in front of her.  She could see steam hissing out from under the SUV’s hood.   

“She’d dead,” Johnny called, trying to get the SUV restarted.

“They must have got the engine,” Ava yelled.  “We’re going to have to bail.”

Jake was gathering up their assault rifles from the back seat.  “We’ll go out through the cargo area,” he called.

Ava took another glance through her viewing hole.  Just as she did so, the fire on their position lightened.  At first, she thought that maybe one of their guys had gotten the machine gunner, but what she saw instead horrified her.  The man with the duffle bag was standing straight up now, a tube resting upon his shoulder.  Suddenly there was a flash of light.  Smoke issued from the tube as a projectile, wafting a trail of smoke behind it, sailed through the air headed straight for their SUV.

“ROCKET!” Ava screamed, ducking down in her seat and covering her head.

 

 

 


  

CHAPTER 9

 

“Let’s go shopping!” Claire said as the group lounged on the general store’s front porch one warm April evening.

No one said anything, and I turned to give her a look as if to say, “What are you talking about?”

“I’m serious,” she went on.  “All of us girls should go shopping tomorrow.  I’m dying in these heavier clothes.  We haven’t got anything to wear to keep us cool in the summer and it’s starting to get damn hot here.  I’m not going to wear jeans and sweatshirts when it’s eventually 95 degrees and sunny out.”

“She makes a good point,” said Pam, rubbing her gradually-growing belly gently where her baby bump was now starting to show through her long-sleeved shirt.  “I don’t have anything in terms of maternity clothes, and I’d like to be as comfortable as possible this summer with the heat coming on like it is.”

“It’s actually a great idea,” Claire’s mother Emily said after considering it.  “I’m up for it!”

“Me too,” agreed Joanna.  “And Shane needs summer clothes too.”

“We could shop for everyone’s summer wardrobe,” Claire said excitedly.  “We’ll make a day of it at Mary’s resale shop….cocktails before we go, and then shopping.”

“Then, lunch back here prepared and served by the men,” I offered.  “That is, if you all aren’t too busy?” I said, looking around at the rest of the guys.

“Ooh,” the girl’s cooed.  

“Sounds delightful,” said Emily.

“I never pass up a free meal that I don’t have to make,” said Pam.

“Then it’s a plan,” said Claire.  “We’ll meet here at say…eleven tomorrow morning?” she asked the other ladies.  

They all agreed that eleven would work.  

And so it was a date.  

Claire’s spur-of-the-moment idea actually ended up being a wonderful time for all involved.  The next day broke bright and beautiful and stayed that way.  There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the high temperature for the day touched 80 degrees according to the old thermometer nailed to the storefront.

The gals – with exception of Pam – each had pumpkin-spice ale before they left for the resale shop, giving them a nice “shopping buzz” as Emily termed it.  Pam’s beer was set aside for after her pregnancy, giving her something to looking forward to.  Ray said that her share of booze collected by the time she gave birth would serve as her eventual “push” present.  

After their beers, the girls all headed over to Mary’s, taking young Sarah with them, where they spent almost two hours sorting through the variety of clothing left inside the resale shop.  

As soon as the ladies left, the men got to work.  Ray and I drove the pickup and trailer to a nearby home, bringing back a big picnic table we’d seen behind the house.  We drove it back, unloaded it, and hauled it up onto the store’s front porch.  Then I left Ray with Will and Shane to get the table set and ready.  Paul offered to watch Jason while we worked, and I let him.  They stayed inside the store’s first floor area, zooming around playing tag or pushing toy cars upon chalk-drawn outlines of racetracks on the old wood-plank flooring.

Meanwhile, Dad and I worked in the kitchen.  I had laid out our menu the night before and was ready to start work as soon as the girls were gone.  I got the gas grill fired up and had left water on to boil while we’d gone to pick up the picnic table.  I also got much of my dessert – an apple crisp – ready ahead of time since the apples were already cooked and canned – one of the last vestiges from Wilma’s food stocks brought along from the farm.  I used granola cereal drizzled in honey as my “crisp” topping, and since we didn’t have ice cream or whipped cream, I made a powdered milk and honey glaze and left it in a pitcher from which the gals could drizzle it over their dessert as desired.  

Dad worked on the hors d’oeuvres and appetizer.  The hors d’oeuvres included a mixture of olives, pickles, and little canapé-like items that Dad created using potato chips, and toppings formed from the various condiments, spices, olives, and relish we’d found at Mary’s diner.  

Our appetizer was simple but soothing.  We served grits lightly topped with maple syrup.              

My main course was a pasta dish with a sauce created from a can of stewed tomatoes and seasonings also from Mary’s.  

The women came back with bags loaded full of shorts, t-shirts, shoes, and more.  Some clothing was more suitable for fall wear, but it could be converted to fit the rising summer temperatures with a few scissor snips.

The men nearly fell over when they saw Joanna.  We’d never seen her bare skinned before.  I mean, we could tell she had a great body hidden somewhere below all that winter clothing, but I don’t think any of us knew just how great until we caught a glimpse of her returning from the shopping extravaganza sporting some of her new attire.  She was wearing a button-up, orange and white plaid shirt from which she’d removed the sleeves.  Her petite jean shorts hugged every curve and melted away into creamy white thighs and the sort of long, smooth, yet muscular and quite shapely legs every man dreams of and that only stopped when they met the cute little Converse tennis shoes she wore with no socks. 

I had to wonder if she was doing it just to torture me, and I did my best not to stare.

In sharp, and somewhat libido-crushing contrast, Claire came back sporting a too-big Georgia Tech t-shirt, baggy “mom” shorts, and unflattering black sandals.  I found it kind of cute in a way that only a husband could; still, I couldn’t help but wish she’d followed Joanna’s lead during their wardrobe selection.  

But I wasn’t about to mention my disappointment.

After our lovely shoppers settled around the picnic table under the shade of the store’s covered porch, we sent Shane and Paul out with the trays of hors d’oeuvres.  The girls were immediately smitten with their tiny waiters and “oohed” and “aahed” over the spread set before them.  

Will and his wounded rear helped watch Jason since he was having trouble serving and walking at the same time.  Meanwhile, Dad and Ray followed behind our miniature wait staff with cold beer in real glasses that we’d brought down from the upstairs apartment’s refrigerator.  I mentioned to Ray that it would probably be fine for Pam to have a small glass just to tingle her taste buds.  But with it being his first child, and knowing the birth would likely have to take place without a doctor present, he and Pam were being extra cautious.  I couldn’t say I blamed him.  Claire and I had been much the same way with Jason.  Instead, Ray mixed her a special glass of chocolate milk from the powdered milk and chocolate syrup we had on hand from Mary’s.  

Dad, Ray and I served the appetizer and main course, while Paul and Shane acted as bussers, removing finished dishes and going to retrieve more beer for those who wanted it.  For dessert, we let the boys take a break from their work and join in the delicious apple treat. 

It was a fabulous feast, and the women relished the attention that was lavished upon them.  It’d been too long since they’d had time to relax and indulge in some pampering.  It also made us men feel good again to be able to provide our women with some level of comfort and spoil them just a little bit.  I think that more than anything, it was the feeling of a slight return to normalcy that made us feel the best of all.

After the women were finished, the men sat down to eat and have a beer themselves, the boys enjoying a soda as their payment for a job well done.

Later, we all lounged contentedly on the front porch, basking in the late-afternoon warmth, watching the kids play in the empty street, and enjoying a day that would live on in all our memories.

 

* * *

 

“Moo doggy!” I heard Jason yell outside.  “Big, big moo doggy!” he kept on.

Claire and I were inside the store sweeping the first floor’s play area free from dust and debris the kids had tracked in during their last play session.

Jason had been playing out front in the street with Paul, Sarah, and Shane.

Moments later, I could hear the sound of Paul’s voice from the street yell, “Holy crap!”

I looked at Claire just as Jason yanked the screen door open, stepped inside, and let the door bang violently shut behind him – something we’d asked him to refrain from doing more times than we cared to count.     

“Biiiiig moo doggy!” he drawled, pointing behind him toward the front door, his eyes wide with excitement.

Claire and I leaned our brooms against the store’s front counter and followed him back outside.

The rest of the kids had stopped their play and moved aside, watching a single lowly cow amble slowly down the center of Main Street.

“Paul,” I whispered softly, not wanting to scare the cow, “go grab some of the rope you use to make your squirrel traps.”

He hustled off as we continued to watch the cow saunter along.  It would wander a few steps, stop, stare at something, or just look at the ground, then walk on a bit further.  

Eventually, it noticed a few clumps of grass in an empty lot just passed Mary’s where it stopped for a bite to eat.

It was there that I wrangled the beast.  Maybe “wrangled” was a strong word.  Carefully slipped the noosed rope that Paul brought for me over its head was a better description of what actually happened.  And she wasn’t quite a “beast” either.  In fact, she was more of a dopey-eyed sweetheart that passively allowed me to lead her over to the front of our store where I gently tethered her to the porch railing.

“Now what?” Claire said, looking at me, hands on her hips.

I shrugged.  “I don’t know.  We can milk her I guess.”

“You ever milked a cow before, farmer Pete?” she asked.

“No,” I said, bending to look at the udders hanging from beneath the cow.  “Can’t be too hard though…can it?”

“I have no idea,” Claire shook her head.

“What the hell is that?” Pam said, making her way from inside the store.  Ray, Dad, and Sharron were behind her.

“Cow,” I said proudly.  “Milk maker for your future baby,” I nodded to Pam and Ray.  

“You ever milked a cow?” asked Ray.

“No,” I said again, starting to take offense to everyone seeming to think that I couldn’t handle such a task.  “Can’t be too hard though.”  

Of course I would come to find out later that my statements were false, as milking a cow was definitely harder than I thought, especially for a city boy like me.

“Wonder where it came from?” Dad pondered.

“Probably escaped from some farm after the flu hit,” I said.  “Likely ate all the available feed that was in her barn or stable or wherever they kept her and then escaped in search of more.  I bet she’s just been wandering from place to place eating at will.  She certainly doesn’t look malnourished.  I’m kind of surprised that wild animals haven’t gotten her by now.” 

“Where are you going to keep it?” asked Sharron.

“I don’t know,” I said throwing my hands up in exasperation.  “The damn thing just got here.  I thought you all would be happy.  You seem like it’s going to be some sort of great burden.”

Turned out, the arrival of our dear bovine friend was a burden; much more of a burden than I’d ever dreamed.  It wasn’t the fault of old Bessie – that’s what we named her – it was just her nature as a cow.  But I was surprised to discover just how much a cow needed to eat, and more importantly, drink.  Food wasn’t so much a problem.  There was enough grass in the surrounding area for Bessy to munch on.  Each day, I had Paul tether her in one of the nearby yards as he went off on his squirrel hunting trip.  At night, we’d hide her in one of the garages closest to us so that she could sleep safely away from the dangers of roaming coyotes or packs of wild dogs.  

The real problem that soon presented itself was that Bessie ended up out-drinking the entire group, and we quickly found ourselves having to make a trip every couple days to the pond several miles away just to keep her supplied with water.  And while I was eventually able to learn how to milk her, what she consumed in water fast became more of a liability than the asset of fresh milk she provided.

After nearly a week, we realized that we were expending more time, energy and resources on keeping Bessie watered and fed than on many of the more crucial aspects of our survival.  And with still months to go before Pam gave birth, we debated whether we might be better off just cutting our losses with dear Bessie.  

Paul offered the idea of tethering her out by the pond; but I shot the idea down due to the possibility of wild animals getting to her, and in such an event, we would have wasted a whole lot of good meat.  Sharron didn’t like the idea either, and was in favor of just putting Bessie back on the road from whence she came, but I again thought that cruel punishment as it would only be a matter of time before wild animals – or other people – would get her once she was on her own again; plus, it’d be a waste of valuable resources.  I said putting Bessie down for our own purposes was the best idea, but being the good vegetarian Sharron was, she raised a stink about it, so I put the idea on the back burner for a few more days.

What ended up finally forcing our hand on the issue was when Bessie got loose early one morning and Sharron found her in the garden.  Sharron was the bovine’s last bastion of hope and salvation, but when Sharron realized that our pet cow had nibbled some of her burgeoning vegetables and trampled several others, Bessie’s best bet of seeing another day rapidly dwindled. 

Since I had found her, learned how to milk her, and had become somewhat fond of the old girl, Ray offered to do the deed for me, which I appreciated.  I guess he could tell that I’d been somewhat affected by having to put Jonah’s horse, Poobah, down back at the farm.  But I declined his offer, manning up to do the deed myself.

And so, sweet Bessie met her sad demise.  However, I had to admit, the thought of fresh burgers, juicy steaks, beef stew, and plenty of jerky made the loss of Bessie somewhat easier to bear.   

To preserve the meat that we didn’t dry, we powered the upstairs refrigerator’s freezer just long enough to make a good amount of ice.  Then we filled several coolers full of ice and meat and stored it down in the store’s relatively colder basement.  

We’d repeated this ice-making process twice a week to ensure that the meat remained fresh.

Bessie’s beef was welcomed by everyone but Sharron of course, who cursed Bessie and the meat she’d given us, reminding us of what “that damned cow” had cost us in terms of lost crops.

I nodded and agreed with her, all the while enjoying mouthfuls of delicious Bessie, savoring each bite as I never had before.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

Jake, Ava, and Johnny Switchblade all ducked down in their seats, bracing for the impact of the incoming projectile.  They held their breath and waited, having few illusions that their SUV’s light armor would hold against such destructive firepower.  They had outfitted the SUV with some additional steel plating around its exterior to protect against gunfire but not against heavier caliber weapons and explosives.  

As they crouched, waiting, they heard the rocket hiss toward, and then past them as the rocket went wide.  There was a distant rumble as it exploded somewhere behind their SUV.  

“They missed!” Jake yelled.

Ava sat up and looked outside.  She saw the guy with the rocket launcher ducking down, apparently to reload.

“Let’s go!” Ava cried, scrambling into the backseat and grabbing her weapon from Jake before throwing herself into the cargo area of the SUV.  Johnny Switchblade tumbled into the backseat with Jake behind him.

Just as Ava was getting ready to shoot the glass out of the SUV’s rear window to make their exit, the machine gunner who’d taken up position next to the guy with the rocket launcher opened up in force again.  Bullets began thumping into the SUV and it lurched downward further as the other front tire was taken out.  A hole was suddenly ripped through the armor plating across the windshield and bullets tore into the top of the driver’s seat.  

The occupants inside threw themselves down as low as they could get as the immense firepower trapped them within the vehicle.  Ava knew it would only be a few seconds before the next rocket arrived, and she feared it wouldn’t miss this time.

Suddenly the gunfire stopped.              

Ava took the opportunity to raise herself just enough to aim her assault rifle at the SUV’s back window, turn her face away to protect it from flying glass, and squeeze off several rounds.  She turned back to see holes in the glass, the glass itself crackled but unbroken.  She spun herself around on her back and kicked the window into a thousand pieces that fell out onto the ground.  Then she cleared the remaining glass away with the butt of her rifle.  “Come on!” she yelled to the others as she slid out the back and dropped down onto the pavement.

She crouched and took a peek around the corner of the SUV toward where the guys manning the machinegun and rocket launcher had been.  Neither one was immediately visible.  Ava could see the machinegun propped upon a crate, but no one was behind it.  Suddenly the guy with the rocket launcher popped up beside the machinegun, the launcher on his shoulder.  She was staring straight down the center of the tube.  Jake and Johnny Switchblade dropped down from the back of the SUV beside her.

“Incoming!” she cried, pulling her head back from around the SUV and laying flat on the ground.  She knew the front of the SUV would bear the brunt of the impact and was more concerned about flying shrapnel or being crushed under flaming car parts or the SUV itself after the rocket’s impact.  She felt a body fall atop hers.  She thought it was Jake, but instead looked up into the face of Johnny Switchblade.

“Keep down!” he said firmly, doing his best to envelop her body in his for added protection.  For some reason, Ava wasn’t surprised that it wasn’t Jake.

They all waited for the sound of the rocket and the ensuing explosion.  Both came, but not as they expected.

What they had missed in their escape from the SUV and ensuring efforts to take cover was a well-placed shot from the Kill King still perched atop the garage adjacent them.  The shot struck the heavy machine gunner in the head, dropping him lifelessly to the ground.

The King’s second shot occurred just as the man with the rocket launcher prepared to fire the round that would have demolished Jake and Ava’s SUV.  It stuck the man square in the chest, spinning him around to the right.  As he fell, the rocket launcher fired, sending the projectile hissing toward the warehouse office and directly at the steel barrels where the trader and his bodyguard were taking cover.

The Kill King’s shots and the rocket’s impact instantly quieted things down around the armory grounds.  As Jake and Ava recovered, they could still hear some light fire coming from inside the main garage from what they assumed was their men mopping up.  Moments later, they saw the Fallback Man and Steel Will exit the garage.  They waved the all clear, and Jake, Ava, and Switchblade made their way up to where they stood.  Shortly thereafter, they were joined by the Kill King.

“Good work up there,” Ava said to him.

Jake ignored her comment.  He didn’t like giving credit; he only liked taking it.  He felt that his men were rewarded handsomely for their efforts, so he didn’t think it necessary to go groveling to them with gratitude after a job well-done.  It was their job, and they should do it right without his having to thank or compliment them.

“What’s the situation inside?” Jake asked, nodding at the garage.   

“We lost two of the newer guys,” Steel Will said.  “And there are two of your boys left,” he nodded to Ava.  “They’re itching for their payment.”

“Give it to them and drop them off,” Ava said to Johnny Switchblade.  “Find a vehicle around here and take that.  Make sure you get their guns.  I know they’ll try to keep them.”

Switchblade nodded and left to go find a new vehicle, round up the couple remaining junkies, and give them their fix.              

“I don’t think they’ll be up for another of our raids,” Steel Will said.  “They seem pretty shaken up.”

“Who gives a shit,” Jake spat as they walked over to where the final rocket had impacted near the warehouse office.  Smoke still rose from the pile of jumbled and shredded steel that had once been stacks of fuel drums.  “Junkies are a dime a dozen.  They don’t want to fight anymore, then fuck ‘em.”  He kicked aside a drum that had been torn in half to reveal what they all took to be the remains of the trader.  He’d been ripped in half at the waist.  His bodyguard lay dead nearby in a pool of blood.  “Let’s get to the important stuff,” Jake said to Steel Will, turning and heading toward the garage.  “What’d we get?”

They followed Will inside the garage through the rolling door that had been forced off its tracks by the armored SUV as it punched its way through.  Several of their men were dragging dead bodies into a far corner of the structure; others were reloading weapons or tending to minor injuries.  

A generator was running nearby.  Extension cords snaked their way from it and to an array of overhead lights and power tools stationed between three hulking armored personnel carriers.  Ava recognized them as the Stryker armored fighting vehicles that her intelligence gathering had informed her would be at the armory.  

The Stryker was an 8-wheeled vehicle, weighing between 16 and 18 tons depending upon the particular model and armaments.  It had 14.5 millimeter armor and could reach a top speed of 62 miles per hour.  Standard armament was the Protector M151 Remote Weapon Station.  The station could be equipped with a .50 caliber machinegun, 7.62 millimeter M240 machinegun, or the Mk-19 automatic grenade launcher. 

Jake walked over for a closer inspection, ogling his prizes.  

One Stryker looked set and ready to go and appeared to be armed with a .50-cal machinegun.  Another Stryker – armed with the M240 machinegun – was in disrepair and had an array of engine components scattered on the floor around it.  It appeared that the trader and his men had been in the process of stripping down this particular vehicle for parts to use for fixing the third vehicle that was armed with the Mk-19 automatic grenade launcher.

  “Glad they didn’t have time to open up one of these bad boys on us,” Jake said, staring at the monstrous vehicles around him.  “Don’t think we would have come out the other side of that engagement too well.”

“No shit,” breathed the Kill King.

Jake walked around the vehicles, his minions following him.  “Extra tires,” he pointed to a pile beside one vehicle.  “Looks like more ammo over there,” he pointed to several large crates stacked against the wall.  “Will, you think you can get these up and running?” he asked.

Steel Will stared at the machines.  “Well…” he paused, considering, “…that one looks okay,” he pointed.  “This one here…” he walked over to the one with parts strewn around it, “…looks pretty well shot.  That one over there,” he nodded toward the one that was in the process of being repaired, “it looks promising.”

“Two outta three ain’t bad,” Jake nodded.  “Tell you what,” he said, the little emperor taking over, “King, you and Fallback round up the rest of the men.  Search the place…the barracks, the warehouse, anywhere there might be some loot.  Have the guys pull out anything of use.  Make sure they get that heavy machine gun and the rocket launcher they used on us during the attack.  Load all that shit up into the pickup.  Once you’re done, Fallback, you take the truck and two guys back to base and get it unloaded.  You stay there as security, but send Rambo down here.  Rambo will help Steel Will get these Strykers fixed up.  We’ll have to conceal them once we get them back to base, but we’ll deal with that later.  King, you stay here with anybody else who’s left as security and help with the vehicle repairs.  Make sure we take these extra tires, ammo, parts, tools, and whatever else is of use laying around here for the armored vehicles.  It’s not like we can pick up spare parts for this shit whenever we need them.”  He looked around at his men.  “Any questions?”  He stared at them.  

They shook their heads.  

“No?” said Jake.  “Well then?” he stared.  “Get the fuck moving.”

The men all departed to get started on their various assigned duties.  Jake stood there, arms folded, proudly watching as his soldiers scurry off to do his bidding.  Then he turned to Ava.  “Not a bad haul,” he said.

“Not bad at all,” Ava nodded her head.

“A bit more fucking dangerous than I thought it’d be though.”

Ava was about to respond with something to the effect of, “It is an armory.  Did you expect them not to have weapons?”  But he didn’t give her the chance.  Instead, Jake stepped close, glaring at her.

“You need to get your shit straight before we really get our asses handed to us one of these days.  We almost got blown the fuck up back there.  If it hadn’t been for the Kill King, we’d be blobs of shit to be scraped up off the fucking pavement.”

“That’s why I put him up there,” she tried to defend herself.  “He was to handle situations just like…”

But Jake interrupted, “You put him up there?  You mean I put him up there.”

Ava opened her mouth to speak but Jake smacked it closed.  

“You get this through your thick fucking skull,” he glared at her.  “You might be one fucking fine piece of ass, but don’t get to thinking you run this show.  I let you give your input so that you feel good about yourself, and every once in a while you get lucky with one of your schemes.  But these guys...” he gestured around him to the men working, “…they don’t fucking respect you.  They respect me.  To them, you’re just another sperm bank, and without me here to keep things in line, you’d better believe they’d be passing you around until you were all used up, then they’d toss your ass out on the street…if you were lucky.  So remember that.  You go prancing around here all high and fucking mighty like you’re Queen of fucking Sheba or Cleopatra or some shit, and you’re gonna get your fucking ass beat.  You fucking got me?”

Ava stared at him silently and then slowly nodded.

“Good,” Jake said.  “Now, let’s go have a look around at some of these buildings.  I want to see what else we got.”

Ava knew what Jake really wanted, and she’d give it to him – for now.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

As April eased into May and then June, we began to fall into a groove in Olsten.  It had been a wet end to spring, so our water supply had been holding out reasonably well, especially after Bessie had moved on to that great green pasture in the sky.  But the last week had been dry; and yesterday, we’d made our first trip in about three weeks over to the pond to bolster our water reserves.

By this point in our stay, almost everyone was healed and healthy.  It was nice not seeing anyone in need of a cane or crutch for support or hearing anyone hacking and coughing miserably due to illness.

All of us were beginning to find our niches and fall into a regular routine of sorts.  

Many of us would start our day by helping Sharron and Sarah in the garden before it got too hot.  That’s where much of our water supply had gone since the last rain, keeping our crops from wilting in Georgia’s severe afternoon sun. 

We’d built a nice little fence around the garden to help keep critter damage to a minimum.  However, since Cashmere was truly enjoying the run of the place, Sharron was having a hard time keeping her from turning the garden into her own vast litter box.  I tried to explain to Cashmere that she didn’t need to help fertilize the crops, but she didn’t seem to pay my words any heed.  I figured she just felt she was doing her part to contribute to the collective group effort.

I had built our family pet a little kitty door in the store’s back entrance.  She’d trip-trop in and out at will.  Occasionally she’d proudly bring in a bird – sometimes dead, sometimes not – often jumping up and casually depositing it atop our sheets early in the morning after a long night’s hunt.  More than once, I awoke to Claire scrambling out of bed in terror as a wounded bird flopped its way around the covers.  I’d get up and remove the poor thing while Cashmere sat perched upon the bedroom window sill gazing curiously upon us, watching to see how her masters dealt with the gift she’d presented.

The garden itself was coming along nicely.  Things were starting to bud, sprout, and flower, and Sharron said it wouldn’t be long before we could start harvesting certain items like tomatoes and peas.  The rows of corn she’d planted had sprung up to about ankle high and were well on their way to meeting the old farmer adage of “knee high by the fourth of July.”  

During our labors as farm hands, we’d take direction from Sharron on what needed to be propped up with stakes or fencing for support, what needed to be watered and in what amounts, and where things needed to be trimmed or thinned out. 

There was still a bit of burger meat left from old Bessie, but not much more than a few meals worth, so we were doing our best to ration it.  And while the supplies we’d hauled in from Mary’s diner were holding out, the addition of fresh vegetables would certainly help bolster our supplies and add variety to our diet.  We hoped that we’d be able to grow enough of certain items to can or dry in order to provide us with food for the fall and winter seasons.  With the poor hunting we’d encountered around Olsten, we had no illusions that things could get a little bleak during the colder months if we weren’t able to stockpile ample food reserves.

Thankfully, we’d discovered a few apple trees nearby along with a couple peach trees which added to our food stocks.  And Sharron had pointed out various trees from which we could harvest nuts in a few months time.  

Most days, we typically tried to get our most laborious chores done by noon.  Then we’d clean ourselves up, have lunch, and enjoy what were commonly becoming extremely hot afternoons either by having siestas inside or sitting in the shade of the front porch.  

Each of us had our particular chair of choice out front.  I had the old oak rocker we’d brought from upstairs.  Claire had chosen a wicker rocker from a nearby home.  Will selected a recliner we’d hauled over from one of the trailers.  Sharron preferred a straight-backed and terribly uncomfortable-looking dining room chair from one of the homes that she said was ergonomically correct and great for posture and back support.  From her upright position she’d often mend clothing or knit little items for the kids to wear during the upcoming winter.  She had already created a litany of booties, blankies, hats, mittens, and more for Ray and Pam’s baby.  They were extremely grateful, but I couldn’t resist giving my sister-in-law a hard time, telling her that if we were back in the old days, I’d consider renting her out as labor in a third-world sweatshop.

Joanna had rigged a hammock in one corner of the front porch that the group often rotated taking turns napping in.  She had posted a sign-up sheet beside the hammock to reduce arguments about whose day it was for some luxurious lounging in the gently soothing sway of its roped confines.

Emily and Dad had chez lounge chairs at the far end of the porch, away from the yapping of the younger generations and where they could read or do puzzle games and crosswords in books they’d acquired from the resale shop across the street.

Ray found a love seat on which he and Pam could sit comfortably together.

During most of our afternoons on the porch, the kids would first get a “lesson session” with one or more of the parents.  With each of us having a particular expertise or strong background in at least one particular academic area, we felt that we provided a general and all-encompassing education upon which our youngsters could draw.  We of course worked on the standard subjects like math, reading, writing, history, and science, but much of our time was devoted to topics like general hygiene, health, diet, weapons handling and training, and survival skills.  In our new world, we felt that these subjects were even more important focus areas than the book learning.  In addition, we also agreed that some of the most important educating came by helping in Sharron’s garden.  This work provided adults and kids alike with the skills and knowledge necessary to grow and harvest their own food.

After this early-afternoon school time, Jason would get a story and then a nap while the three older kids went off to play.  Jason would typically sleep for an hour or two and then join them.

Hats and sunscreen were requirements when the kids were outside, but often, the scathing Georgia sun would keep them in the shade of the front porch or inside the store’s first-floor play area, at least until evening when the sun’s fierce rays began to subside.  

The range in ages between the kids made them surprisingly self-sufficient for the most part.  The older kids could handle Jason, and the age differential between them all meant that they were more willing to play with and care for one another rather than compete and fight with each other which took some pressure off the parents.

We’d collected a slew of toys from the houses around town as well as the resale shop to help keep our youngsters entertained.  It was wonderful to watch them play together and use their imaginations.  It was also interesting to see how their play had changed over the months since the flu.  Television shows, movies and video games were rarely discussed except for maybe an occasional passing reference to a show, term, or character that was once common knowledge among children.  It was kind of weird realizing that Jason would likely grow up never understanding such references.

I think that while all of us seemed to be enjoying our situation in Olsten, the kids were adjusting the best.  They would often play around the building or on the side of the street in the shade of the storefront, filling up toy trucks to haul rocks and dirt, or they’d build streets and racetracks in the gravel where they could push toy vehicles.  Jason loved filling little dump trucks full of stones and gravel at the bottom of the store’s front steps and pushing them a short distance to dump their loads and then reload them to repeat the process over and over again.  He could literally spend hours there playing quietly by himself.  Sometimes the boys would set up platoons of tiny army men up on the side of the porch or along the steps, often accompanied by toy tanks, trucks, and jeeps, and have battles in which pebbles were used as rockets, bombs and artillery.  They’d sit a few feet away and bombard one another’s forces until one was declared the winner, and then they set up their troops and start all over.  Sarah usually sat out these little wars, content to dress a doll and play with it nearby or pick flowers and dandelions.  

But it seemed like the activity the kids most enjoyed playing was “store” inside our own general store’s first floor.  They would set up a variety of items that were “for sale” on the store’s long oak countertop and inside the glass display cases.  There they would pretend to sell all sorts of stuff.  Dandelions, sticks, rocks (or “gems” as they called them), wood blocks, faux pieces of plastic food, books, other toys, and sometimes even pieces of real candy if we doled them out as special treats.  All fair game when they were playing store.  What they liked best about the activity was that they got to use real money since we adults no longer had a use for it.  The kids found using real cash “cool,” so we made a conscious effort to accumulate as much cash and coins as we could find from our searches of the homes and stores around town.  The kids loved it when we would come home from searching an area and plunk down a bag of change or give them a wad of now worthless bills.  Sometimes they’d divide their little group up so that one of them operated the store, one (usually Paul) ran the bank, and the other two acted as customers.  I found it interesting to watch them interact and run their little businesses or negotiate a bartered deal of some sort for their purchases.  The adults all agreed that transacting their commerce in negotiated trades would likely be the best training for a future in which there was no guarantee that a standard currency as we once knew and utilized the US dollar would ever be necessary again.

As things wound down most afternoons, we’d start getting dinner ready.  Sometimes we’d cook a little Bessie on the grill out back.  Since we were trying to conserve our supplies, we’d typically make tiny sliders, mostly just to get the taste of the meat, and then combine them with sides of things like dehydrated mashed potatoes, pasta, rice, and other filler food to extend the dish.  Most evenings – much to Sharron’s delight – we’d end up going vegetarian or using tiny bits of Paul’s collected squirrel meat, marinated in a sauce of some sort, to work into a dish for flavor, substance, and some protein.  Sharron usually ended up eating a similar meal to ours but with various nuts or beans mixed in rather than squirrel meat for her sources of protein.  Sometimes, just one or two of us would cook; other times it would be more of a family affair depending upon the intricacy and size of the meal.  The kids often preferred cereal as their dinner of choice, and most of them had become accustomed to having it in a powdered milk mixture.  Paul still complained about the “funny taste” occasionally, but there wasn’t much choice about the matter.

After our dinners, as the sun would begin to set and the evening air started to cool, the parents regularly allowed themselves a beer, which was now more like half a beer as we tried to ration our supply in this area as well.  We’d sit on the porch in our respective chairs and watch the kids as they entertained themselves out in the street playing ball, hide-and-seek, tag, or catching fireflies.

 We’d spray the kids with bug repellent to help keep the mosquitoes away.  We soon realized during our evening sittings that the nighttime birds we had noticed swooping around us above the store weren’t birds at all – they were bats.  And the bats of the town soon became our allies in the defense against mosquitoes as they consumed many of the pesky nuisances.  

Some evenings, after a bit of sitting and watching the kids, we’d break off into groups, going for walks around town.  Our “evening constitutionals” is what we called them.  Sometimes just a few of us would go.  Other times almost the whole group would head out.  Sometimes we’d break off into several small groups.  Other times we’d all walk together.  There was never any pressure to go on these walks or expectations to be there at a particular time, but for many in our group, it became a kind of nice way to wind down after a long day.  We’d talk about the day’s events and discuss what we were going to do tomorrow, what projects we had planned, or what we’d put on the back burner and wanted to get to at some point in the near future.

One such project involved working to clean up several of the houses so that each individual segment of our group could have their own, adding a bit more privacy to our lives and making Olsten back into a town – our little town.  

Things were finally beginning to shape up as I had envisioned them.  Our enclave appeared safely forgotten by the outside world.  

My main concern was our water supply for the rest of the long, hot, Georgia summer.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

Work came first in the hours following the National Guard armory raid.  It was nearly two in the morning before the repairs were done on the Stryker armored vehicles.  They were then driven back to base and safely stashed out of sight in a large shed that Jake had his men quickly erect behind the pump station.  

The machinegun that had been used against Jake and Ava’s SUV during the raid was mounted atop the pump station roof along with the Protector M151 Remote Weapon Station’s 7.62 mm M240 machinegun that had been stripped from the one Stryker that couldn’t be fixed.  

Jake’s men had scavenged an array of supplies from the armory.  Canister upon canister of ammo, assault rifles, tools, food, alcohol, cigarettes, silver coins, and more.  Jake was like a kid in a candy store – or maybe more like a sexually depraved scumbag in a strip club – as he stood watching the parade of supplies offloaded from the trucks.  

After all their loot was safely stashed with the rest of their hoard inside the pump station, and the Strykers were concealed under cover of the shed, Jake posted two of his newer recruits to man the machineguns atop the roof, and another at the main door, and then allowed the rest of his men to partake in a raging party that went on for the next 24 hours.  

Ava didn’t partake.

She knew that the days immediately following the strike against the armory would be the period during which it was most likely one – or even all – of the Three Families might come after them in reprisal for the taken weaponry.  

But as the hours ticked by, nothing happened.  And as Jake and his men finally slipped into an exhausted slumber on the dawn of their second day of debauchery, Ava breathed a light sigh of relief and took a little time to finally enjoy some peace and quiet.

Still, she knew that she couldn’t relax for long.  Now that they had their new instruments of destruction, she understood that Jake would be itching to use them.  Plus, she needed to replace their losses from the armory raid.  They had lost several of their newer recruits and she wanted to ensure that they had the manpower available should the Three Families just be biding their time waiting to lay claim to the Strykers.  It was actually an opportunity that she’d been waiting for, but she knew she had to tread carefully when it came to how she made her next move.  

Before Jake’s partying began in earnest, Ava had pulled him aside and pleaded her case.  She talked about the Three Families, how they might retaliate, and how their own organization should be ready for anything.  And that since they’d lost a few guys, she explained, they should at least replace them, if not add a few more just to be on the safe side.  

Jake didn’t really give a shit if she brought in more guys.  He wanted to get drinking and didn’t want to be bothered with the recruiting process, which was exactly what Ava had hoped.  He personally felt adding more fresh faces unimportant now that they had the Strykers to “take care of business” as he put it.  But he told her that if she wanted to waste her time that she should go ahead.  

And Ava did just that.

This was Ava’s chance to expand their organization in a different way – her way.  First, she took a walk over to where “Brownie” and “Blondie” – as she now referred to the brown and blonde-haired men – lived.  While she didn’t want the two young men who she’d been using to conduct her own personal assignments to reside at the pump station with the rest of the crew and where Jake could exert his direct influence over them, she at least wanted them on the payroll.  

In the basement of their dilapidated home, she negotiated their contract with drugs.  She would provide them with just enough to keep their steady habit going, but not so much that they would become the sort of degenerates that she found expendable in battle.  She would also provide them with food and supplies.  In return, they would be at her disposal for whatever she – or Jake – needed.  They didn’t like the mention of the Jake part too much, but they were willing to agree to the terms if they could count on Ava to provide them with a steady stream of product.

A buddy of theirs was visiting when Ava arrived.  He was older; Ava estimated probably somewhere in his late-30s, maybe early-40s.  The guy had a bushy beard and had worked construction in his previous life.  He was a prepper sort from northern Georgia which was what had enabled him to outlast the flu.  He and his brother had traveled down to Atlanta after their supplies ran out.  His brother had died about a month back and now “Bushy” as Ava nicknamed him, was on his own and doing some work for an area trader.  He was looking to move in with Brownie and Blondie.  Bushy liked to party too, but he wasn’t into the hard stuff.  He was strictly a booze and weed man.  

Ava saw this as a dual opportunity.  In her brief visit, she decided not only to add Bushy to the company payroll, but to pick his brain regarding the trader for whom he’d been working.  From what he told her, it sounded like this particular trader could provide a perfect future target for their crew.  He was operating several gas stations, but he’d yet to fall under the umbrella of protection the Three Families – and the X Family in particular – offered.  

Much of Bushy’s day, he explained, was spent scavenging gas, something he intensely disliked due to his constant run-ins with others working the same locations for a few measly ounces of fuel.  Free gas was becoming harder and harder to come by as all the easily accessible vehicle and equipment tanks had largely been siphoned dry.  With the low-hanging fruit now picked clean, people were often being threatened, beaten, shot, or worse over a quart or two of gas from a lawn mower or motorcycle, and Bushy said it just wasn’t worth the risk anymore.

The offer from Ava to ditch all that and join up with her crew where things were more comfortable and the raids typically only took place once or twice a week and resulted in far greater rewards, piqued his interest.  Ava told him that he was free to live with Brownie and Blondie at the house, but he needed to be at her and Jake’s disposal whenever necessary.  

She also mentioned that as an unspoken rule, the men all reported to her first and foremost, although this was never to be mentioned to Jake.

They all agreed to her terms.

And thus, Ava was pleased with the day’s work.  She’d accomplished all she’d set out to do and then some.  The addition of Bushy and the knowledge he brought with him about the trader for whom he’d worked had been an unexpected bonus.  And best of all, none of these men knew or had been influenced by Jake.

 

* * *

 

Ava told Jake about her new recruits – Brownie and Blondie at least, not Bushy.  She didn’t want him to think she was hiding things from him.  She also told him that the men weren’t coming to live at the pump station.  

Jake didn’t like it at first.  He said that it was bullshit that she was hiring people and then not bringing them around to pull their weight.  But Ava understood her position with Jake, and she knew that she still controlled the power of sex over him and could occasionally put her foot down and make a fuss as long as it wasn’t over something really important to Jake or done in front of the other men.  

She bitched to him that it already stunk like shit in the pump station with all his men around.  And with summer in “Hot-lanta” fast approaching, she didn’t want to add further to the “pig sty” the place had already become.  She said this all in her bitchiest tone, and Jake knew well just how Ava could get.  When she was in one of her “moods,” he did his best just to placate her and shut her the hell up.  She usually got pissed off about stupid shit like cleaning the place up or where the guys were taking their pisses, so he didn’t mind making these occasional concessions.  They were typically minor in nature, and as long as it kept Ava putting out, he was willing to go along with her little requests every once in a while.  What did he care where these two fucks lived?  As long as he could depend on them to carry a gun and shoot halfway straight when the time came, he was fine with it.  

Jake had bigger things to focus on – like finding a place to do some serious damage with his Strykers.  He wanted to play with his new toys.  After giving Ava her way regarding her new recruits, he told her to develop a plan for executing this mission, which was exactly what Ava hoped he would do. 

With several such targets already in mind, it didn’t take long for Ava to provide Jake with their first strike location.  It was a tiny gas station several miles away that was not yet in control of the X Family.  It was really just a fun run, and Ava knew it.  

Jake plowed the two Strykers in and lit the place up with the .50 caliber machinegun, taking out five guards in the process.  Then he refueled several support vehicles they’d brought along for the raid.  They couldn’t refuel the Strykers since the gas station wasn’t carrying diesel fuel, an increasingly scarce and valuable commodity.  

Once they were done, Jake used the Mk-19 automatic grenade launcher to blow the place to kingdom come.

Ava was disgusted by the waste of the remaining fuel at the gas station as well as the ammo they used to destroy it, but it was a huge morale booster among the men.  It made Jake look like a big shot.  And who could deny that boys didn’t love blowing shit up?  An explosive firework display was not however, the way in which Ava had envisioned the Strykers being utilized, and she planned the next raid accordingly.

Ava had more grandiose visions in mind and therefore convinced Jake to go along with her next plan.  It actually hadn’t taken much convincing.  Jake was having a blast playing Captain Destructo, but at the same time, he was still tired of the small-time raids and bored with what he now termed, “the same old shit.”

What was quickly becoming difficult for Ava though, was finding targets that hadn’t already been laid claim to by the Three Families.  Their reach was becoming increasingly all-encompassing around the Atlanta metro area, and both Jake and Ava felt the pressure of their presence in the dwindling assets that remained unclaimed.  

This aspect was only part of the problem for their burgeoning organization.  The bigger issue was finding a place to keep all the supplies that they were acquiring.  It had become a real pain in the ass to hoard and to store all the stuff they were accumulating on their raids and they were running out of room in and around the pump station.  At the same time, they didn’t yet have the manpower to store and secure supplies in off-sight locations.  Not only this, but they were quickly realizing that they couldn’t feed their crew with guns and bullets.  They had more than enough destructive firepower, but not enough food, booze and cigarettes, which were the lifeblood of their organization.  Even though they were being successful in their raids and accumulating plenty of “stuff,” they were still living largely hand to mouth.  They’d load up on food, cigarettes and booze, and within a week, it’d all be gone.  Their organization had absolutely no willpower to restrain themselves and ration their supplies.  The men drank and smoked incessantly and ate like ravenous dogs.

The dilemma of how to keep their operation supplied with a steady stream of such items of course fell to Ava.  But it didn’t take her long to come up with a solution to their problem.  While she pretended to ponder the issue for several days before bringing it to Jake, she knew exactly what she wanted to do the minute Jake made the request of her; she had just been waiting for him to bring it up.  Things went so much smoother when Jake thought that he was the one calling the shots, not her.

Ava used the two interim days that Jake thought she was working to develop the plan to gather intelligence instead.  She sent several teams of two men each out to learn which remaining area traders were still untouched by the Three Families.  She had already compiled a short list, but she needed more to fulfill what Jake expected to be the next portion of their planned expansion.             

At the end of the two days, Jake cornered her in the downstairs office of the pump station.  

Ava was ready.  

The office was a private space where only she and Jake were allowed.  It was a small room, maybe eight feet by ten, was sparsely furnished with an old wood desk with desk chair in the center, and a four-foot tall file cabinet against one wall.  The room was illuminated by florescent tube lighting powered by the station’s generator.  Anything else in the office had been removed to make space for boxes of supplies that lined just about every inch of wall space.  

Jake and Ava kept the swag here – the best booze, the best smokes, the best guns – the best of anything and everything they had a taste for.  

“What ya got?” Jake said, riffling inside a box atop one stack.  There was the sound of ripping cardboard as he rummaged and finally came out with an unopened pack of cigarettes from a carton within.   

Ava stood before the desk like a good employee as Jake sat down in the creaky chair behind it.  He put his feet up on top, knocked a cigarette out of the pack, and lit it.  Ava pulled a piece of paper from her pocket and unfolded it.

“What’s that?” Jake nodded at the paper, frowning.

“It’s a list of our next targets,” Ava said quietly.

Jake reached out a hand.  

Ava dutifully handed him the paper.  

He looked at it, sucked on his cigarette, exhaled, and then said, “I thought I told you I was getting tired of these same old fucking sites.  I don’t see anything on here that looks any different than the targets we’ve already been hitting.”

“The types of targets are the same,” Ava agreed.

“So this is the pile of shit you’ve taken two days to come up with?” Jake said, tossing the paper angrily down on the desk.  He clenched and re-clenched his fist menacingly.    

“It’s not a pile of shit,” Ava said.  

“The targets are the same, so it’s a pile of shit,” Jake retorted, standing up.

“The targets are the same, but what we’re going to do with them is not.”

Jake looked at her and then slowly sat back down.  “Keep talking,” he said, suddenly interested again.

“These targets have yet to be claimed by the Three Families,” Ava said.  “That means that right now, they’re up for grabs.”

“Uh huh,” Jake nodded.  “So?”

“So we’re going to take them,” Ava said.  “But we’re not going to do it like usual.  We’re not going to go in just like we always do and blow them to shit.  We’ll take our whole crew, take the Strykers, and lay down some heavy fire…generally make a big show of force.  But we’re not going to destroy the place or kill the trader.”

“So what’s the point then?” asked Jake, not following.

“The point is, we want to shake these guys down…put them on the payroll so to speak.”

“Okay,” Jake said.  “So what does that mean?”

Ava took a deep breath, wanting to tell Jake what a fucking idiot he was, but instead, she kept her cool.  “Look around,” she gestured to the piles of crates stacked nearly floor to ceiling inside the cramped office.  “We don’t have room for storing more shit.”  She picked up a boxful of winter gloves and dumped them out on the desk in front of Jake.  “And we don’t need gloves, and we certainly can’t eat gloves,” she said, picking one up and then dropping it in distaste.  “We don’t need a bunch more stuff.  What we need is a steady stream of supplies or the ability to get the things we want when we want them.  It’s always feast or famine around here.  We need to build our own family.  And to do that, we need to recruit traders that will pay us for protection.  This way, we get paid weekly dividends, and they pay us these dividends by way of the supplies we need and in the amounts we need them.  Make sense?”

“Yeah…I guess so,” Jake frowned.  “Sooo…they’re pretty much paying us not to kill them each week, right?” he struggled with the concept.

Ava thought, then shrugged, “You could say that…or to keep them safe.”

“I guess that works too,” Jake nodded.

“Jesus, you fucking idiot!” Ava wanted to scream, but she remained imperturbable.  “If you’re good with it, and you’re ready, I thought that we could start tomorrow.”

“Ha!” Jake, scoffed.  “I’m always fucking ready.  You ought to know that by now.”  He stood up and walked around the desk to where Ava stood.  He stopped close to her, reaching around her waist and grabbing a butt cheek in hand, pulling her up against him.  

As much as she sometimes hated him, he still had a power over her.

“Good job, babe,” he kissed her hard, shoving his tongue into her mouth.  It was like a lizard, poking, searching, twitching, flickering.  Ava hated the way Jake kissed when he was trying hard to play the macho role.  He sucked at her bottom lip hard as he pulled away. “We’ll prep the men tonight,” he told her, giving her rear a hard smack that echoed in the tiny office and out into the hallway.   

 

* * *

 

Each of the first three raids Ava had planned went off like clockwork.  They threw their forces into the attacks en masse, hitting the targets with a “shock and awe” style assault led by the Strykers.  The sight of the armored vehicles, paired with some heavy .50 caliber machinegun fire and a couple grenades lobbed into the fray served as enough to have the traders and their men quickly capitulating at each of the targets.

The sites that were chosen were picked not only because they weren’t yet linked with any of the Three Families, but also because the particular traders dealt largely in food as opposed to weapons, clothing, fuel, or other sundries.  And right now, food was what Jake and Ava needed most for their operation to continue to grow and thrive.  

The ensuing negotiations after each location surrendered were quick and one-sided.  The traders involved really didn’t have a leg to stand on.  Of course they pleaded their cases citing the needs of their own families and employees to eat, as well as their having to pay exorbitant fees to the Three Families do business at the Underground, but this was neither Jake nor Ava’s concern.  Jake actually felt they were getting off easy, and he told the traders that a truck would be by weekly to pick up a predetermined list of items.  Ava had taken some time to lay out their weekly supply needs and then divide them into equal portions to be split among the five area traders they planned to involve in this first phase of their expansion.  If a particular trader couldn’t come up with the exact items or amounts required on his particular list, he could substitute with similar items or with items on a secondary list of supplies that Ava provided and that she knew could be exchanged for the stuff they needed.

The traders didn’t like it.  But what choice did they have?  And Ava made sure to keep the requests upon the traders’ resources reasonable since she understood they might scurry off in search of help from the Three Families should her demands prove too excessive.  As long as Jake and Ava were able to keep their requests less than what the Three Families would require of the traders for protection, Ava felt they would remain loyal – at least until the Three Families eventually forced them into submission.  

Ava only needed to buy herself a few months.  It was now mid-May, and while Jake remained blissfully unaware, this particular phase of Ava’s plan was really only meant to last through summer.  Then the Three Families could have it all.

The last two raids turned out to be a bit more difficult than their predecessors.  Word had spread about Jake and Ava and the armor they had acquired, and the traders were now better prepared for the possibility of their swift and devastating arrival.  They knew that if they could outlast the first few minutes of the massive assault, they might be able to stave off the rest of the attack.  

In Jake and Ava’s fourth assault, the trader and his men – of which there were at least a dozen – countered Jake’s Mike Tyson-like attack with an Ali-style rope-a-dope.  They allowed for more flexible defenses, putting several men out front to absorb and defend against the initial brunt of the Strykers’ blows, largely sacrificing this front line to the intense and deadly firepower of the armored vehicles while holding the majority of their forces in reserve.  

This tactic initially caught Jake and Ava a bit off guard, but they were able to safely penetrate deep enough into the enemy’s perimeter with the use of their armor to cut the defenses and defenders to pieces.  In the process though, one of the Strykers was hit by heavy gunfire, destroying three of its four right-side tires.  This had momentarily immobilized the vehicle and the defenders were able to lob several grenades at it.  The Stryker would have successfully handled the grenades if one of them hadn’t landed on, and become lodged in, the remote weapon station’s 50 caliber machinegun atop the vehicle.  The station was subsequently blasted to bits.  Not only this, but as the men inside the Stryker had exited the immobilized vehicle, Steel Will had been shot through the hand, temporarily costing Jake his second Stryker operator.    

While they had a replacement weapon and extra tires back at the pump station, the loss of such prized and valuable equipment irked Jake, and they didn’t have anyone other than Steel Will and Mad Dog readily trained on operating the Strykers.  

Jake was ready to kill the captured trader when the fighting was finally over, but Ava stopped him, reasoning with him that the trader was more valuable to them alive.  Instead, Jake upped the ante and took half of the food that the trader had on hand in payment for his damaged Stryker in addition to the trader having to fulfill the weekly list of goods that Ava provided him.  

The trader started to bitch, but he was quickly silenced as Ava told him to consider himself lucky to have escaped with his life and then whipped the butt of one of her 9 millimeter handguns against the side of his head, knocking the man unconscious just in case he was stupid enough to continue with his outburst in front of Jake.  She felt she was doing him a favor.

The injured Steel Will managed to limp the damaged Stryker back home where they were able to conduct repairs both upon him as well as the vehicle.

The next assault came a week later.  Jake and Ava didn’t want to wait this long as they were hoping to carry out all their planned attacks in rapid succession to maintain the element of surprise.  The injury to Will and the repairs to the Stryker though had forced them to postpone their plans.  With their final target likely realizing that they were on Jake and Ava’s hit list, Ava took a little more time to prepare for this last raid.

She had thought about giving their planned objective the option to surrender first.  Ava had actually considered this option for all five of their planned assaults, but she was concerned that giving them advanced warning would allow the traders to better prepare their defenses for what they knew was coming.  Therefore, she decided force was the best policy in these types of situations, shooting first and allowing the traders the chance to show just how willing – or unwilling – they were to succumb.

With this final target having had ample time to prepare, Jake and Ava thought it pertinent to do a little extra prep work.  This particular trader and his men had chosen a good base of operations.  They had set up shop inside an old bank.  The building was constructed of red brick and concrete, and according to Ava’s reports, the trader and his crew had stashed most of their goods in the big walk-in vault upstairs and a secondary vault where the safety deposit boxes were located downstairs.  

Jake and Ava decided to start off as usual.  They felt that a little heavy hitting with the Strykers wouldn’t hurt, but they wouldn’t go charging headlong into the defenders’ line of fire.  Instead, they’d let loose on the bank building from afar. The plan was to sit back and plug away with the remote weapons systems, taking out any easily visible targets, then they’d edge their way in slowly, letting the attack come to them.  

As their barrage began, Steel Will – his wounded hand bandaged but functioning – pulled up in the first Stryker and unloaded with the M240 machinegun they’d used to replace the previously destroyed 50 cal.  There was no reason to get up close right away with the firepower they had.  Sending Steel Will in first was just a way to rattle the trader’s cage and introduce themselves.  Will raked the building, shooting out all the glass windows and doors and shredding the boards and plywood they’d affixed as secondary protection for these areas.  He punched enough holes for Mad Dog – operating the second Stryker – to follow up a couple minutes later and conduct a little business of his own.  Mad Dog launched several grenades in through the bank’s front doors and then several more in through the windows that Will had blasted open.  

All this was just to shake things up a little bit.  

Jake and Ava had learned from their last experience.  This time they weren’t getting in close enough to risk their armored assets unless it was absolutely necessary.  

Next, Mad Dog had one of his men switch things up a little, moving from explosive grenades to gas rounds.  This was the changeup that Jake and Ava hadn’t used yet in any of their raids and figured the trader and his men wouldn’t be expecting.

Mad Dog fired in three shells and then they waited for the gas to do its work.  Jake and Ava watched from inside Mad Dog’s Stryker.  They knew the trader and his men wouldn’t come out through the front door.  That would be walking right into the lion’s den.  This is why they’d thought to have Kill King, Rambo and the Fallback Man circle around back.  

As the trader’s men began exiting through the rear of the bank to escape the gas, Rambo and Fallback hit them with heavy machinegun fire from a covered position about 50 yards from the exit.  This fire wasn’t meant to stop them, just slow them enough so that Kill King could do his thing.  The defenders started scattering as Rambo and Fallback laid down an intense barrage, but they didn’t get far before the King had dropped two of them and wounded another.  Seconds later, about six more guys – including the trader – emerged with hands up, having seen their comrades gunned down and unable to stand it inside any longer.  They were coughing, crying, wheezing, and vomiting from the gas.

The fight was over almost as quickly as it’d begun.  In all, Ava estimated it lasted about seven minutes from their arrival to the trader’s surrender.  It was somewhat anti-climactic, and Jake almost seemed a little disappointed that their opponents hadn’t put up more of a fight.                  

With this final trader now soundly defeated and under their control, Ava and Jake had collected the five traders they needed to secure a regular and reliable food supply.  In the process, they’d also developed a nicely trained and heavily armed little army.  All things considered, the plan had gone even better than Ava expected.  

However, there was still one thing that bothered her.  While the armored personnel carriers were hell on wheels in battle, they were also gas guzzling monsters.  Worse yet, they consumed diesel fuel, which was becoming increasingly rare in and around Atlanta.  After the past few raids, both vehicles had consumed much of their supply.  The behemoths now needed to be fed, and siphoning a few gallons here and there wasn’t going to cut it.

As Ava pondered this issue, she began to realize that the Stryker’s excessive fuel consumption might actually serve as the “out” she needed to eventually get Jake to unwittingly agree to the next layer of her plan.              

 

CHAPTER 13

 

It’d been about three weeks since the last rainfall.

During that period, I’d noticed a significant drop in our reserve water supply at the pond.  The pond itself wasn’t large, maybe an acre in total, and it was so shallow that I could almost walk across it.  I’d guess it was probably only about six feet at its deepest point.

A week earlier, I had driven a stake into the ground at the pond’s water line.  That marker now sat nearly six inches from the water’s edge.  Added to this dilemma was the fact that we were using up valuable fuel driving back and forth between the store and the pond to fill our numerous water containers on almost a daily basis.  The garden seemed to be taking increasingly large amounts of our precious water supply.  

To compensate for our increased visits, we started working on developing a better system for transporting larger quantities of water in the pickup.  We removed two bathtubs from several of the older, more dilapidated homes in the area, sealed their drains, and fitted them into the back of the pickup to increase our water-hauling capacity.  But we had yet to finish securing them to the truck bed to keep them from sliding around as we drove.

Looking back on it, I found myself second guessing my Bessie decision.  I wondered if it would have been better to have kept the sweet cow alive.  Then we could have built a cart for her and had her haul the water for us rather than using the truck.  She could have tanked up on water while at the pond and then brought the rest of our water back with her, no gasoline necessary.  But it was too late now, and she would have been yet another drain on our already meager water supply.  

To hedge our bets when it came to staying liquid, we decided to make more scouting missions, expanding our search radius in hopes of finding other creeks, ponds, lakes, or springs.

Unfortunately, we had absolutely no luck.  

Any streams we found were dry.  And the one pond we came across was so muck-filled and nasty looking that we figured it would be more trouble getting any useable amount of clean water from it than it was worth.  Plus, it was out in the middle of a field with no easy way to get a vehicle to it.  Five days after finding it, it was completely dry anyway.  Looking at the map, there were several larger lakes and a river around 15 to 20 miles from Olsten, but getting there and back would rapidly diminish our available fuel supply.

So we stuck to doing what we’d been doing, hauling water from the pond to the store, ramping up our efforts to get the pickup modified with our new water-hauling tubs.

One morning while Ray, Will, Dad, and I were working on this critical project, I decided it’d be a good idea to ask Claire for an update on her insulin and diabetic supplies.  The steady diet and variety of foods from which we now had to choose had helped us to better regulate her blood sugars.  And she had been doing a fantastic job of conserving her available supplies.  But this didn’t mean that we could choose to ignore her condition.

I watched from my position in the truck as my lovely wife made her way from the garden, across the dusty yard, and toward the back door of the general store.  Her hair was as blonde as it had ever been due to the regular blasting it received from the Georgia sun.  Her creamy skin had baked to a toasty almond color.  Over the past few months, her gymnast’s frame had become more muscular and lean, yet it still exhibited those feminine qualities that I found so appealing.  Shapely legs, a sweet, soft outward curve of her abdomen, and that cute little supple butt that I never failed to find the urge to squeeze when the opportunity presented itself, were thankfully all still there.  I was proud to call her my wife even if there remained very few people to whom I could do so.

I watched in admiration as she disappeared inside the store to review her supply levels.  

Shaking myself from my hormone-induced daze, I glanced over at the garden to where Claire had been working before I made my request.  I noticed that while all the other women were busy working away, Joanna stood, silently watching me.  As soon as we made eye-contact, she turned back to her work watering rows of corn.  No one else seemed to take any notice, and I quickly and quietly returned to my own work.  

It wasn’t yet ten o’clock, but it felt like it was already 90 degrees.  I wasn’t sure if it actually was or if it was just a combination of the humidity and the unobstructed sun beating down on us that made it seem so hot. 

About ten minutes later, Claire was at the back door, waving me in for a break from my labors to give me an update on her supply situation. 

I climbed down from my perch upon the pickup’s bed and walked over.  “How are we doing?” I asked her, always apprehensive of her answer.  Even though I’d been married to Claire for nearly a decade, I still was no expert when it came to diabetes and how best to regulate the condition.  

Before the flu, other than urging a well-stocked kit of emergency supplies, I’d always left the tending to and tracking of the disease’s effects upon my wife’s lovely body largely up to her.  It wasn’t that I didn’t care.  If I hadn’t cared, I wouldn’t have pushed her to build the ample reserve of supplies that had kept her alive since the flu.  But since she had dealt with the disease since she was a child, she was by far the expert in the family; and frankly, it’d just been easier to let her handle it.  Plus, up until recently, there’d been little cause for me to become so heavily involved.  In the past, Claire had regularly-scheduled doctor visits to ensure everything was being handled properly, help monitor her blood sugar levels, and adjust her insulin as necessary.  She had drug companies to send her regular amounts of insulin and other supplies and to provide upgrades as new monitoring devices or insulin pumps became available.  And at the time, in a worst-case scenario in which a device broke or something else went wrong, there was always a pharmacy, hospital or emergency care facility just a few minutes away should it be needed.

Then the flu hit, and with it, all of those safeguards were eliminated. 

I think it actually took less time for me to realize the immense ramifications of such an event for Claire’s well-being than it did for her.  Due to my being so prepared and aware of the possibilities and eventualities of the effects of something like a pandemic, I’d spent time pondering how we would handle things like Claire’s condition.  She on the other hand, had always been one to hold faith in the status quo and believe that everything would turn out okay given time.  The idea that one day there might not be drug companies to produce more insulin or pharmacies from which to pick up a quick prescription was one that never entered her mind until I came into the picture; and even then, it was more something she preferred to leave to me to worry about, as in her mind, it was an impossibility.  And how could I blame her?  We’d always lived in a world where things had just been the way they were.  Such amenities and services had always been there for her and would always continue to be there…until they weren’t.

I think that the gravity of the situation – and the realization of the possibility of there never being another vile of insulin produced in our lifetime – hadn’t truly struck her until we reached Olsten.  Having lived in a town for several months now without the arrival of one visitor, without the sound of one other vehicle other than ours, without one airplane passing overhead, and without televisions, radios, the internet, or cell phones, had finally and cruelly driven the point home.  She hadn’t made a big fuss over it or anything like that.  Claire wasn’t that way.  Concerned or carefree, happy or sad, excited or frightened, Claire always seemed to manage to mask her emotions incredibly well.  But lately, I’d noticed something in her; something that hadn’t been there before.  It was almost a melancholy sadness about her.  Anyone else would have said she was acting the same as usually, but as a husband, I could tell something just wasn’t quite right with her.  It made sense though.  Coming to the realization that in a few months’ time, the items necessary to keep her alive and with us in this world might forever be gone, was something no one would likely be able to handle without it changing part of their demeanor.

The hard part for me, was figuring out how to handle her, handling this.  I didn’t want to make things worse by seeming overly concerned, as that might make her even more worried about the future.  Yet, at the same time, I didn’t want to seem blaze about it, acting as though I didn’t care that her supplies might run out soon.

Claire sat down on the back porch steps and I sat down beside her.  I took her hand in mine and held it, resting them together on her leg.  She proceeded to give me a run down of what she had left.  

When she’d finished going through the list, I asked, “So how many months?”

She looked at the blazing blue sky above us, considering.

“If we really stretch it?” she asked.

“If we really, really stretch it,” I emphasized.

She took a deep breath, still thinking.  “I’d say, two or three…maybe four or a little bit longer.”

I nodded, “Okay.  And you’re feeling good?”

“Yeah,” she nodded.  “I get a little more lightheaded and nauseous occasionally since I’m taking more time between shots.  And I’m eating more snacks.  But other than that, things seem to be okay.  It’s weird being on shots again instead of on the pump, but I’m pretty much back in the groove.”

“Good,” I nodded, squeezing her hand.  “The nearest big cities are Macon and Valdosta.  In a month or so, I’d like to try to make a trip to one of them to see what the situation with medical supplies is.”  I looked up at the sky, “I just wish it’d fucking rain here first so that we could stop hauling water for these crops all the goddamn time.  We’re going to burn up all our fuel doing that.”

She squeezed my hand back and smiled, looking into my eyes, “I know you’ll take care of me…of us,” she said.  “You’ve already done it for almost a year now, and you’re getting better at it every day.  You’ll figure things out.  I know you will.”

I looked away from Claire, her confidence worrying me but at the same time providing a deep sense of pride and inspiration.  

I looked over at the garden and saw Joanna watching me again.  Our eyes met, and then I looked back to Claire.  She was looking over at Joanna too, watching her watch me.  Then she looked back at me, that melancholy look back on her face.  I squeezed her hand again, “We’ll figure it all out,” I nodded, trying to reassure her.  

Claire just nodded, gave me a half-hearted smile, and stood.  “Okay,” she said.  “I’d better get back to work.”

“Don’t overdo it, okay?”

“Okay,” she agreed softly as she walked back to the garden.

I continued to sit on the porch another minute, watching her and thinking, and trying to figure out what to do.

 

* * *

 

By late afternoon of that sizzling June day, we finally finished making our modifications to the pickup truck.  With two full-sized bathtubs – their drains plugged – affixed to the bed of the truck for added stability, we were ready to haul several hundred gallons of water all in one trip.  Best of all, we’d fitted the tubs with plywood covers in an effort not only to help keep the water in the tubs during transport, but to keep bugs, debris, and animals out of our water source.  We wanted to keep the water in the back of the truck when at home, using the tubs as storage tanks.  We had a plan to attach rubber hoses to the drain areas that could be opened to supply us with water whenever we wanted.  So rather than hauling 50 containers or more around in the back of the truck, and then having to pour water from them whenever we needed it, which often resulted in spillage and waste, we now had a central reservoir that could easily provide us with a nearly week-long supply in a much simpler and less wasteful manner.

The problem we faced now that we had the means and capacity to transport our water was whether we’d have enough to keep it filled.  Our pond was falling to a level that concerned me, and without rain, I could see that between the evaporation from the fierce sun, consumption by any animals that might frequent the area as their own water source, and our hefty draw upon the dwindling supply, the pond might only last another month, and that was if we were lucky.

I decided to take the truck over after dinner and test out our water hauler.  I had found that evenings, when the sun had started to set and things had cooled a bit, were the best time of day to conduct this sort of work.

After dinner, as the rest of the group retired to the front porch and the kids began a game of tag out front, I announced, “I’m going to take the truck over to the pond and get it filled.”

“Want any help?” Will asked.  

“Yeah, we’d be happy to lend a hand” Ray offered.

“No, that’s alright,” I said.  “I’m good.”  

I was actually looking forward to having some time alone.  I found it nice to take a few minutes beside the pond and just relax in solitude occasionally.  I loved my family, but sometimes it was nice to be alone with my thoughts away from noisy kids and friendly but talkative adults. 

Everyone was settling into their respective chairs, and a few beers were being popped.

“I’ll keep your beer cold for you,” said Dad.

“Thanks,” I nodded.  “Well, I’m gonna get going,” I bent to kiss Claire goodbye, something we always did now, even for little tasks where we would only briefly be apart.  After all we’d been through since the flu had struck, we’d realized just how precious, as well as how fragile life could be, and that it could quickly and easily be taken from us in an instant.

“Mind if I tag along?” asked Joanna.

The request caught me off guard.  It also made me feel very uncomfortable.  As I stood from kissing Claire, I could feel my wife’s eyes burning into me, waiting for me to answer.  I didn’t want to make a big thing out of the request, since really it wasn’t a big deal, or at least it shouldn’t be.  

There was a sort of uncomfortable silence among the group as they waited to hear what I’d say.

“Sure,” I said in as upbeat a way as I could manage and as though it were Ray or Will or Dad or anyone else in the group making the request.

I honestly couldn’t think of why Joanna would want to go along.  Well, actually, I could think of one reason.  But if that was the case, I found it odd that she would make the request in such a public forum.  

“Alright, let’s get going,” I said as casually as I could.

I wasn’t about to stand around and wait for people to start their gossiping right there in front of us.  They could do that when they took their evening constitutionals around town later that evening.  I felt bad for Claire though, as I knew that she would certainly realize what the hot topic of conversation was when small groups started braking off for their walks without benefit of her company.  

But what was I supposed to do?  Say, “No Joanna, you can’t come.”

That would make things seem even stranger.

So I just acted as though everything was normal and that I was taking my best buddy along for the ride.

Joanna and I made almost the entire trip in silence.  As we neared the pond, my curiosity got the better of me.  “So to what do I owe the honor of your accompaniment on this extremely exciting and intensely interesting endeavor?”

She waited for a few seconds and then said, “We’re leaving.”

I frowned, not understanding.  “No,” I said shaking my head as we approached the pond. “We just got everything set up here.  We can’t leave now.”

“I didn’t mean the group,” Joanna said.  “I meant me and Shane.”

I still didn’t understand.  There were many things about Joanna that I didn’t understand, but this was one that truly befuddled me.

“But why?” I asked.  “Did we…did I do something wrong?”

“You’ve done nothing wrong,” Joanna said, looking at me and putting a hand on my knee as I drove.  “That’s part of the problem.  You’ll never do anything wrong.”

I laughed aloud, not because it was funny, but more because I found it rather ironic.  “I feel like I’ve done everything wrong ever since we left southern Illinois.”

She shook her head.  “No, I didn’t mean like that.  I meant that you would never knowingly do something wrong that would hurt your family.  It’s a very admirable quality, and one that makes me care about you even more, but at the same time, it’s one that means I’ll never have the chance to be with you.  I was watching you with Claire today at the garden, and I could see how much you love her.  It hurts.  It hurts me every time I see it, and I just can’t take it any more.”

She paused, and we drove on in silence for a minute before she said, “I don’t think you have any idea what it’s like.”

“What what’s like?” I asked, playing dumb.

“Waking up every morning and seeing the man you care about enjoying his life with someone else.”

“But Joanna, there’s nothing I can do about that.  It doesn’t mean that I don’t care about you and Shane…that the whole group doesn’t care about you and Shane.”

“I know that,” she said.  “But it’s not the same.  It’s not the way I want you to care about us.  I want you to care about me and Shane the way you do about Claire and Jason, and I’m realistic enough to know that’s not going to happen.”

“You’re a part of our family though,” I said.

“I know, and I thank you for that and for all you’ve done, but it’s your family, not mine.  You have your wife, your Dad, your brother, your son.  I have Shane.”

“No,” I said forcefully.  “You have all of us too.  You’re just as much a part of this family as anyone.”

She looked at me, “You don’t really believe that do you, John?”

“You are,” I said, not quite as convincingly as I’d hoped.

“We’re not,” she said softly.  “And that’s not your fault.  You’ve tried to incorporate us in every way.  And you’ve done a wonderful job at it, and of helping us.  I don’t think we’d have made it without you.”

“You’d have made it,” I said, knowing that she would have.

“But it’s time for us to move on.  It’s almost lonelier being around the group and seeing everyone with someone of their own.  Think about it.  Ray has Pam, and soon they’ll have a newborn baby.  Will has Sharron.  You have Claire.  Even your Dad and Emily have gotten together.  Sure, I have Shane, and I love him more than life itself, but it’s not the same.  You know that.  I need to find my own life and a life for Shane, and I think we’re ready to do that now.  I’ve had enough time to learn how to adapt to this new world and survive in it.”

“It’s dangerous out there, Joanna,” I looked at her.

“It’s dangerous everywhere,” she said.  “I can’t keep watching you build your life without me.  It’s just too hard.  I need to find my own place and hopefully a place to grow a family of my own with Shane.  You’ve been great to Shane and have been integral in helping to raise him to the mature boy that he is…but he needs more.  I need more.”

“He’s a wonderful little man,” I agreed, taking a deep breath.  “I’ll miss him.  I’ll miss you,” I paused thinking.  “You’re sure about this?” I asked, as we rolled to a stop near the pond.

“Yes,” she nodded solemnly.  She took her hand off my knee, leaned over, and kissed me on the cheek.  “You’ve been nothing but wonderful,” she said, a single tear sliding down her face as she said it.  “And believe me; I’ll always be indebted to you for what you’ve done for us.”

I shook my head sadly and looked out the pickup’s dusty windshield at the pond in front of us, bewildered by this unexpected turn of events, but not necessarily as shocked as I thought I might be.  “I can’t talk you out of…”  I stopped suddenly.  “Somebody’s been here,” I nodded ahead of us at two deep ruts in the mud beside the pond’s edge.  

The stake acting as my water gauge was gone.  

I killed the truck’s engine and opened my door.  “Somebody besides us.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

With the oppressive summer heat now starting to settle over Atlanta as June eased into July, Ava realized it was time to start finalizing the remainder of her plan.  The weeks following their rapid-succession raids had proved her strategy correct, providing them with a steady flow of the resources necessary to continue to feed the little war machine that she and Jake were building.

With things relatively calm for the moment, Ava decided to make another trip to see Blondie, Brownie, and Bushy in their dilapidated abode.  This time she drove.  

The three men were glad to see her and appreciative of the drugs and alcohol that she’d been steadily supplying.  Brownie and Blondie hadn’t taken part in the first few raids, but after the incident with the Stryker being damaged, Jake had called upon them for the fifth and final raid.  They had acted largely in supporting roles, serving as more of a rear guard and available reserve if necessary.  Jake hadn’t been impressed by the look of the two, and seeing as how he knew little about them and they hadn’t yet been battle tested alongside his own men, he’d been wary of using them in any sort of integral role in what he thought might be a pivotal battle.  

This was fine with Ava.  In her opinion, the less contact Jake had with them, the better.

Ava brought an extra few baggies of assorted drugs and a case of whiskey – Bushy’s booze of choice – with her.

“I need you to take another trip for me,” Ava said, after they’d finished unloading her vehicle and bringing the supplies down to the dingy basement of their home.

“Sure,” Blondie said.  “But we’re low on gas,” he nodded as he sparked up a joint and held it out to her in offering.

“No thanks,” she waved it away.  “Gas won’t be a problem.”  She quickly scribbled an address on a pad of paper she found lying atop a disorganized coffee table where an array of drugs and drug paraphernalia was scattered.  “Stop by here and tell them Ava sent you.  They’ll fill up your car,” she said as she ripped the piece of paper off the pad and handed it to Blondie.  

“We’ll need extra for the trip though,” added Brownie.

“I’ll send one of our guys over with a couple five gallon cans,” she said.  “After that, you’re on your own.  I give you too much, and Jake’s going to notice and start getting suspicious.”

“Should be enough to get us close,” Blondie agreed.  “We can get a little bit more from your contacts while we’re there.”   

“Should we take Bushy here with us?” Brownie asked.

“No,” Ava said.  “I need him here.  Plus, another body in the car means more weight, and more weight means more gas.”

“So what do you need us to do down there?” asked Blondie.

She looked over at Bushy.  “Bushy, there are two envelopes on the dashboard of my car.  Go get them.”

Bushy nodded and headed upstairs.

Ava waited until he was gone and then said, “I want you to go to the same city you did last time.  When you get there, just feel out the situation.  Find out exactly who is running things around town and how.  Find out how business is being conducted.  Learn about what supplies are available, in what amounts, what’s scarce, what’s plentiful, how trades are being conducted, what’s used as currency…that kind of stuff.  You know how we have the Three Families up here?  See if they have something like that set up down there.  Try to find out how everything is organized – or even if they’re organized.  Then I want you to meet up with the same guys you did last time.”

“Got it,” Brownie and Blondie nodded.  “They seemed like pretty cool cats.”  

“No partying though,” Ava eyed them.

“Awwww,” they moaned in unison.  

“I don’t want you guys to be gone any longer than a few days, and that includes travel time.  If Jake needs you for something, I don’t want him wondering what the hell you’re up to.”

Bushy was back with the envelopes.  He handed them to Ava.

“When you see my contacts there, give them this,” she said, handing a rather bulky envelope over to Brownie.  “Don’t open it…and make sure it gets to them.”

“What’s in it?” Blondie asked.

“None of your fucking business,” Ava replied calmly.  “If I wanted you to know, I would have told you.”

“So when do you want us to leave?” Brownie asked.

“As soon as you have your gas.  My guy will be here about an hour after you fill up your car…which will be right now.”

“You want us to leave now?” Blondie said, surprised.

“Did I stutter?” Ava frowned.

“Uh, no…” Blondie said, “…but we were…”

“Listen,” Ava interrupted, “I don’t have time for this.  If you get this done and done right, there will be big things coming your way.  That’s all I can say.  If you fuck it up, well…” she squinted, looking at them, “…all I can say is that you’d better just keep on driving until you run out of road in Key West because your lives will be worth shit.”

They looked at each other and then back at her.

“Got it,” Brownie nodded his head nervously.

“Bushy, I want you here,” Ava went on, unperturbed.  “Keep an eye on the place while these boys are gone and be ready if I call on you for anything.  She handed him the other envelope.  I’ve got another raid I’m planning.  I want you to scout out the various locations I’ve written down in this envelope.  Find a good one and one that’s protected by the Three Families.  I want you to infiltrate it.  Make it look like you’re hard up and need work.  I want someone on the inside after we carry out the attack.  Shave off all your facial hair before you do this and wear a hat so that you won’t be recognized by any of our men.  I know I haven’t introduced you to the group, but I don’t want to take any chances in case I was tailed here.”

She looked it him.  

“Understand?”

“Will do,” the bearded man nodded solemnly.

“You have no problem with changing your appearance?” she pushed.

“Don’t really like it,” he shrugged.  “But it’ll grow back.” 

“Good,” Ava nodded.  And with that, she left the three men.

 

* * *

 

Ava did her best to get Jake to spend the next two days in a drunken stupor, but he was growing impatient about the fuel situation.  The Strykers were both nearly out of gas, and he wanted his toys up and ready to be played with whenever he so desired.

“What’s the big hurry?” Ava asked him on the afternoon of the second day when Jake was bitching more than usual about the lack of fuel while boozing it up in the pump station’s upstairs lounge.

“Don’t you fucking worry about it!” drunken Jake yelled angrily, throwing his half-finished bottle of whiskey against the wall so that it smashed, spraying whiskey on several of his men who sat drunk and half-asleep on a sofa nearby.  “You’re not the only one who can plan stuff!  I got things going on here too.  Don’t think you know everything,” he babbled at Ava.

His words worried her, but she knew Jake; anything he had brewing was likely small-time stuff.  He lacked the capacity for big thinking.  It was probably some half-assed deals for booze and guns.  He got so wrapped up in the little stuff that he just couldn’t see the forest for the trees and he ended up stepping over dollars to pick up dimes.  

“I want the plan for getting the Strykers fueled ready by morning!” he yelled at Ava as he stormed away to find another bottle of whiskey.

Ava walked up to the rooftop of the pump station where Rambo and Mad Dog were quietly sharing a bottle of tequila.  They liked to keep to themselves.  Ava couldn’t blame them.  She lit a cigarette and then offered one to each of them.  They accepted, and in turn passed over the tequila bottle.  She took a big mouthful and downed it in one gulp.

“Ahh,” she exhaled and then inflated her lungs full of cigarette smoke to wash down the tequila. 

Mad Dog watched Ava and sneered.  Then he looked over at Rambo.  “Now there’s a broad for you,” he nodded.  “Always admired a woman who could hold her liquor.” 

Ava handed the bottle back over to Rambo who in turn took a long drink himself.

Rambo swallowed the tequila as though it were water.  “I always admired one who could fuck,” he mumbled, staring into the dregs of the tequila bottle.

“Well, you boys are in luck, because you’re in the company of a woman who can do both…and do both well.”

The men laughed.  

“You’re alright,” said Mad Dog.  “Not like any woman I’ve ever known.”

“Me either,” said Rambo, running a hand through his long, greasy black hair.

The men were tough, hardened not just from post-flu life, but through rough living well before the flu ever hit.  These guys lived a post-apocalyptic lifestyle before anyone had even heard of the Su flu.

“So what’s it like being the only chic around here?” Mad Dog asked.  “Gotta be kinda cool, right?  I mean, I can only imagine being the only dude surrounded by a bunch of badass broads.”

Ava snorted, “It ain’t all it’s cracked up to be, believe me.”

“You miss gettin’ your toes done and all that girly shit, right?” Rambo asked.

“Not really,” Ava shook her head.  “I was never really into that kind of crap.”

“Well, if you’re down for a pedicure, I’m sure Rambo here will join you,” Mad Dog laughed.

“Fuck you,” Rambo sneered, tilting the tequila bottle back and finishing the last few ounces in one giant gulp.  Then he tossed the bottle behind him and over the roof’s ledge.  A few seconds later, they heard it smash below.

“I don’t want to see Rambo’s feet,” Ava grimaced.  “They’d probably have to break out the grinders to sand down his nails.”

Ava finished her cigarette and stood.  “You boys staying up here for a while?”

“Yeah,” came the response.

“You want another bottle?”

“Sure,” they answered, perking up at such offered service from the boss.

“Then go fucking get it yourself,” Ava sneered at them as she left.

The two men looked at each other and grinned as Ava walked back downstairs.

“Now that’s a broad,” Rambo nodded.

“You said it,” Mad Dog agreed as they watched her go.

 

 

 

* * *

 

Bushy was back to Ava with her requested information less than 48 hours after she initially provided him with the envelope containing her three potential gas station targets.  He obviously wanted to make an impression on her, and did.  Ava liked efficiency and appreciated timeliness.  He’d also lost the beard, shaving about ten years off his appearance in the process.

Ava took the information he had scrawled next to the names on the list up to the roof of the pump station where she could have some privacy.  Two men she didn’t know very well were manning the rooftop machineguns.  She sat down and quietly studied the data; then she pulled out her cigarette lighter, flicked it on, and touched the flame to the paper.  She held it until it was almost entirely consumed and then dropped the remnants over the ledge.  She watched the scrap of flaming paper flutter to the ground below and burn to blackness, then stood and walked back downstairs to find Jake.  

She had located the perfect target for their fuel needs as well as the best fit for the continuation of her own grand scheme.

When she explained the plan to Jake, he was all for it.  He was itching to get the Strykers refueled and ready to go.  

Ava explained to Jake that their options of available targets had been minimized due to the X Family now controlling so many of the area gas stations as well as the shortened travel radius provided them by the Strykers current fuel levels.  He nodded that he understood and then moved on to more important things like deciding which bandana to wear for the attack.  His disinterest didn’t really bother her.  She mainly wanted to inform him so that he didn’t come back to her afterwards when something went wrong – which she knew it would.  That’s how Jake was.  If something bad happened, he was quick to look for a scapegoat, but when things went right, there was no stopping him from taking all the credit.

The next morning, they rolled out.  Moving on a target just a day after providing Jake with the information was a little quicker than Ava had hoped he’d act, but she didn’t think it would alter her overall plan too much.

The raid went off without a hitch.  Some of the defenders scurried off or surrendered without firing a shot.  Jake was surprised by this.  He even mentioned the lack of backbone they showed and wondered why they hadn’t mounted any sort of real defense.  

He soon found out why.

As his men refueled their trucks and poured untold gallons of diesel into the armored vehicles, Jake hauled the location’s owner roughly inside the gas station to explain a few things about what was going to happen to him and his operation.  

Jake pushed the man forcefully down in a chair and got rolling on his now memorized spiel.  He told the owner how he would be working for Jake and making regular payments in fuel.  In return, Jake wouldn’t kill him, and would even protect him.

“You’re working for me now,” Jake leered down at him, brimming full of confidence.  “Each week, I’ll have my men bring their vehicles over and fill them up.  This ought to fulfill your protection tax to us.  Any questions?”

The station owner just smiled at Jake.

This of course pissed Jake off.  “What’s so fucking funny?” Jake spat as he punched the owner hard in the stomach, causing him to keel over off the chair and onto the floor where he coughed and sputtered from the blow.

Eventually, the owner managed to haul himself to his knees.  He stared up at Jake.  “You really fucked up,” he said.  

Confused, Jake glanced over at Ava who had been watching from afar, and then back to the trader.  Then he kicked the trader violently in the side, causing him to fall back onto the floor.  “What’d you say?” Jake asked angrily.

“I said…” the station owner said to Jake, coughing and wiping some spittle from his chin, “…that you really fucked up.  We already got protection here,” the owner glared at Jake.

Jake looked at Ava again, worried this time.  Ava just watched.

“Yeah, we’re under the protection of the X Family,” the owner said.  “And I don’t think they’re going to appreciate you coming here and taking their gas.”  The smile was back on the gas station owner’s face.

Jake was scared now.  The owner might not have seen it, but Ava did.  Jake’s right hand clenched and unclenched reflexively and the fingers on his other hand move independently as though they were tickling piano keys.  They were signs only someone who’d been around Jake for a while would recognize.

Jake swallowed.  “Well…” he said sounding somewhat uncertain now, “…guess that’s bad news for you and your men.”  He grabbed the station owner by the collar and pulled him to his feet, shoving him ahead and back outside through the station’s front door.

“Round up the rest of his men and bring them over here!” Jake yelled to his soldiers, pushing the station owner up against the side of the building face first and then spinning him around.

Jake’s minions rushed around grabbing several men who sat on the ground in front of the station – their hands bound behind them with plastic zip ties – and pulled them to their feet.  

Ava saw the nearly unrecognizable Bushy among them. 

“Line them up beside their boss,” Jake said.

“What are you doing?” Ava asked, walking up beside Jake.  This wasn’t part of her plan.

“If this place really is controlled by the families, we have to eliminate any witnesses,” Jake told her.

“But they’re going to find out anyway,” Ava argued.

“How would they find out if we kill these guys?  Who’s going to tell them?” Jake said, starting to get defensive.

“Word gets around,” Ava continued.  “The families have their ways of extracting the information they want.”

“Yeah, well, at least this will buy us a little more time since there won’t be anyone to give us up right away,” Jake said.

Ava realized she couldn’t argue the point with him.  She didn’t like to see people needlessly executed, but she couldn’t risk pressing the issue with Jake and having him get suspicious. 

Suddenly Jake whirled around on Ava, catching her slightly off guard.  “I have an idea,” he grinned, holding out a pistol to her.  “You do the honors.”

She looked at him.  “Come on,” he urged, grinning at her and pushing the gun into her hand.  “It’s been a while since you’ve had any fun.  You can kill these assholes.  It’ll be good for you.  Plus, you fucked this raid up, so you should have to fix it.”

Ava silently but obediently took the gun from Jake’s hand.

Jake kept babbling on about how Ava hadn’t had the chance to show much backbone to the men lately and how they’d all get a kick out of seeing her put these guys down.  But all Ava could focus on was Bushy.  He was first in the line of prisoners, and as Jake guided her up directly behind him, all she could think about was how to stop this.  While she kind of liked Bushy, she also needed him in his new position.  Losing him would be a setback, and she had no desire to kill the man.  She was also afraid that the sight of potential execution could lead Bushy to betray her in an effort to save his own ass.  While she knew such an attempt would be futile if he tried, it could burn her in the process, letting on to Jake that she had been undertaking plans of her own behind his back.

She stood behind Bushy, the gun in her hand, her mind spinning as she tried to come up with some sort of excuse to get these men off the hook, but she couldn’t.

She started to turn around to say something to Jake.

“Hurry the fuck up!” Jake shouted.  “We ain’t got all fucking day here!”

His words forced her back around and pushed her forward in the grim task.

She slowly raised the gun, positioning it just inches from the back of Bushy’s baseball-cap adorned head.  She put her finger on the trigger, held her breath and began to squeeze.

 

 

 

  CHAPTER 15

 

The morning of July 4th broke bright, sunny, and dry…just like every day before it for the past month.  

Joanna and Shane had departed a week ago.  We had hauled one of the town’s remaining abandoned vehicles – a mid-sized, 2009 SUV – from its garage and got it up and running for them.  We also gave them several weeks’ worth of food and water as well as all the fuel we could spare, which wasn’t much.  It got the SUV up to about a third of a tank.  Joanna was also given a rifle with a box of ammo and a handgun with 20 rounds.  It wasn’t much, but we didn’t have much to spare.

When asked where she would go, Joanna said she wanted to continue south.  She wasn’t sure exactly where.  She hadn’t seen the ocean for years she said, and Shane had never seen it.  The idea of spending some time – even if it was just a day or two – on a sandy beach where Shane could play in the sand and ocean waves appealed to her.  But mainly she said she was just going to play it by ear and see what was out there.  

Her lack of any sort of true plan worried me, but I had confidence in her.  Joanna could take care of herself – and Shane.

We were sorry to see her go.  Well, maybe not Claire.  My darling wife almost seemed relieved.  I was pretty sure she knew that Joanna had feelings for me.  I think women have a sixth sense for that kind of stuff.  I don’t think she quite knew whether I was – or had been – receptive to those feelings, and that’s why she wasn’t too broken up about Joanna’s departure.  Oh, she put on all the airs – she gave hugs, kissed cheeks, and told Joanna and Shane how much they’d be missed.  She loaded Shane up with toys to keep him entertained while they traveled.  But everything she did, while done pleasantly and helpfully, was also done in an effort to assist in readying Joanna and Shane for their departure as opposed to trying to convince them to stay.

I was extremely worried about the two of them venturing out on their own, but I tried to remain positive and supportive of Joanna’s decision while at the same time reassuring her that if she changed her mind or ran into trouble, she was always welcome back with us.  I realized that Joanna was so strong willed that urging her to stay would only push her away faster. 

The morning of their departure was a somber affair.  There wasn’t much left to say other than to wish them a safe journey.  Jason cried that he would miss Shane.  Shane cried that he’d miss Jason.  Then Paul and Sarah began to cry too.  By the time Joanna and Shane made it to their vehicle, tears were being shed by nearly the entire group.  We all stood on the store’s front porch and watched as they pulled away and slowly faded from view down the dusty road that we’d arrived from just a few months earlier.

I can’t say I completely understood Joanna’s decision, but I did my best to support it.  I was sad to see her go, but kind of relieved at the same time.  With her departure that strange feeling of tension that existed inside me whenever Claire, Joanna and I were all together also left.  I could see something change in Claire too.  It was as though a weight had been lifted from her.  Her spirits picked up noticeably and she just seemed altogether happier.  I don’t think it was noticeable to the rest of the group, but it certainly was to me.  At night she’d snuggle just a little closer or she’d touch me lightly on the arm or chest.  During the day, she’d look at me and smile or I’d catch her watching me while I worked.  They were small, almost indiscernible things, but I noticed them and could read them like a secret code that was indecipherable to the rest of the world.

It took a few days to get used to Joanna and Shane not being around, and we tried to remove any reminders of their presence, not out of disrespect but to help us move along with the healing process.  

In the meantime, we were still waiting for rain.  I found myself constantly looking up at the sky throughout the day in hopes of seeing some dark clouds approaching on the horizon.  Most of the time though I was met with a bright blue sky adorned with an occasional puffy white cotton-ball cloud.

The pond – our reserve water supply that had now become our only water supply – had shrunk significantly.  I estimated it now to be about a third the size of when we’d arrived to Olsten.  I’d stopped using my wood stake to try to gauge just how much the pond was decreasing in volume each day as it was plain enough to see that that without rain, it wouldn’t be there much longer.  

I was extremely worried regarding our ability to remain in Olsten now, but I tried not to show my concern to the rest of the group.  I knew it had to rain sometime.  I was just hoping that we could make it through the summer.  I had great confidence that early fall would bring precipitation with it, although I recognized that my confidence could be sorely misplaced.  Once summer was over, our crops would be grown and harvested and the drain upon our water resources would be substantially reduced.

Due to the water situation at the pond, I had begun making my regular water re-supply trips entirely on my own.  I did so to alleviate any stress among the others.  We’d all done enough worrying for a lifetime over the past year.  I felt that the rest of the group should have a much deserved break from some of the anxiety of this extremely stressful world in which we now lived.  

There were just too many damn concerns.  A continued food supply was a constant concern.  Safety was a constant concern.  Health, dietary, and sanitary conditions were constant concerns.  Pam’s pregnancy was a concern.  Claire’s diabetes and her stock of supplies were concerns.  And now our water supply was a concern; and it was one I just didn’t want to add to everyone else’s list.  

Joanna had been the only other person who knew about the mysterious tracks I saw at the pond the day we’d traveled there together, and we’d agreed not to say anything to the others.  And with Joanna’s departure, I remained the sole barer of this worrisome revelation.   

During my water collection excursions, I continued to find the occasional tire track or foot print that I knew was definitely not mine.  While I didn’t particularly like the fact that someone else was sucking precious water from our pond, I also recognized that it wasn’t exactly our pond.  It was just a pond, in a field, out in the middle of nowhere.  For all I knew, it could very well be their – whoever “their” was – pond just as much or more so than ours.  More than anything, I was curious about who was visiting the pond, where they lived, and more importantly, whether they could pose a threat.  But I figured that as long as our paths didn’t cross, hopefully we could share the pond amicably and without dispute.

So when the 4th of July rolled around, I did my best to set my troubles aside and enjoy myself for a day.  

We’d been planning something special for the holiday since before Joanna and Shane had left, and we did our best to convince them not to depart until after the celebration.  We told them to wait another week as the festivities just wouldn’t be the same without them.  But once Joanna had made up her mind to go, she was antsy to be on her way.  

We began our Independence Day celebration at noon.  It was kind of weird.  It was our first such celebration since the flu had ravaged America and destroyed our nation as we once knew it.  Were it not for the holiday’s ingrained presence in our being, we really wouldn’t have had much of a reason to celebrate it.  The United States, as it once was, no longer existed.  We were now all on our own.  States were only represented on old maps or in name only.  In a way, the flu had made our independence complete.  We as a people were no longer reliant upon governmental services at any level.  There was no longer a centralized banking system.  There was no standard health care.  There was no IRS or income taxes to be paid.  Heck, there weren’t even incomes.  As far as we knew, each man, woman, and child who remained in the confines of what was once considered a land of states united by a common government, common society, and common vision for life and living, was now solely responsible for his or her own care, well-being, and actions.  Talk about a true Independence Day.  I thought about moving the holiday’s date to the first known reported case of the flu for next year’s celebration.  But upon further consideration, I decided that while more fitting, it would also be a somewhat macabre reminder of those we’d lost, and might be better fit to a new Memorial Day rather than a new Independence Day.   

If nothing else, the date of July 4th now represented an opportunity to take a break from our normal routines, relax, and enjoy one another’s company while celebrating our common pasts and shared memories formed in a land once known as the United States of America.

We began our celebration with noontime beers.  Actually, we made our drinking into a kind of game…a modified “century club” in which we took a shot of beer every five minutes – rather than every one minute as the standard game dictated – for a period of 100 minutes.  We hoped that this would slow our drinking and allow us to make each shot count and better stretch our beer supply throughout the day.

Even with our slowed rate of consumption, after about a dozen shots or so, we were feeling the effects of the beer due to our reduced tolerances.  Each small shot came with a brief toast made by someone in the group, either to a person or an event, past, present or future.  Ray and Pam’s brewing baby was toasted.  My mother was toasted.  Claire’s father and brother were toasted.  Janet was toasted.  Our new home in Olsten was toasted.  Joanna and Shane were toasted.  Our future – as unclear it was – was toasted.  As we got further into our drinking, I made a toast to old Poobah, the horse I’d been forced to put down back at Jonah and Wilma’s farm.  Claire toasted Bessie the cow for the meat (the very last bits of Bessie) she’d provided us for our celebration.  Everyone raised their shot glass to that one except for Sharron.  Even Cashmere the cat was toasted.  And by two o’clock, all the adults in the group were pretty well toasted too.  

It was a searing-hot afternoon, and between our lowered tolerances and dehydration from the amount of moisture our depleted bodies were losing to sweat, we were feeling the alcohol’s full effects – and it felt good.

Even I was able to forget my troubles for a while and lose myself in just enjoying good drinks, good family, good friends, and good food.

Speaking of food, we had a lovely spread from which to choose when it came time to eat.  Will and I worked the grill, cooking up the last of Bessie for our burgers.  For an appetizer, Sharron brought out fresh-baked bread.  She served it warm and with apple butter that she made with apples gathered from several trees on the outskirts of town.  It was delicious.

“I wanted to make corn-fritters in the shape of hot dogs for everyone, but our corn isn’t ready yet,” she sighed.

She was right.  While the corn was certainly coming along, and was well past the “knee high” level on today’s benchmark, it still had a ways to go.

Along with her bread and apple butter, Sharron also made rice balls that she rolled in a salt and powdered parmesan cheese blend and that we dunked in a marinara sauce made from our own homegrown tomatoes.  These items hit the spot and were extremely filling.  They probably could have been a meal in themselves, but it was a party, and the rest of us were ready for meat.  

Besides Sharron, everyone had Bessie burgers.  These delectable treats were served with pasta salad that included some of our own garden’s fresh tomatoes and cucumbers, as well as olives from Mary’s diner.  There was an array of salad dressings from which to choose.  Sharron begrudgingly allowed us servings of her bread to use as buns for our burgers after buttering her up by telling her how awesome it tasted and how “it would just make our burgers.”  We used tomatoes, pickles, olives, and salad dressing to top our delicious meat treats.

While the adults continued their beer binge, going for an extended version of our drinking game, the kids were allowed to indulge in any type of soda they desired.   

Sweet Paul, not wanting to leave Cashmere out of the celebration, presented our dear kitty with a live mouse, much to his mother’s distaste.  Sharron gave him a good scolding for allowing the cat to “torture the poor thing” but looked the other way nonetheless.  Meanwhile, Cashmere was in heaven, playing with her new toy.  Later that afternoon, I caught her sitting on the front porch, a tail protruding from one side of her mouth. 

“You’re one sick puppy,” I smiled at her.

She just gazed at me contentedly.  It almost looked as though she were grinning.  I figured she probably had the whole damn mouse in her mouth.

“Happy Fourth of July,” I bent, scratching her between the ears.  She toppled over on the porch, rolling back and forth in the sun.

For dessert, Sharron broke out surprise peach and apple pies as well as an oatmeal apple cobbler that was to die for.  We found ourselves salivating at the mere sight of them and found that they tasted even better than they looked.  We thanked her profusely for her efforts and ensured that she remained in steady supply of pumpkin ale – her drink of choice – for the remainder of the evening.

After dinner and dessert, we sent the kids to burn off some calories playing hide-and-seek while the adults waddled to the front porch and collapsed into our chairs to digest.  

“Man, I could really use another beer to keep this booze buzz I’ve got going,” said Ray.

“Me too,” said Will.  “What about it, bro?” he looked over at me.

I thought about it for a minute.

“Come on,” moaned Claire.  “It’s the Fourth of July.  Let’s celebrate.”

“Yeah,” Sharron cajoled.  “Stop being such a stick in the mud.  You can stop worrying about conserving supplies for one day.”

The others watched me with little hope of me giving in.

Finally I said, “Fuck it.  Let’s drink!”

“What?” cried Will in disbelief.  “You’re giving in?”  He looked around wide-eyed at the others.  “I can’t believe it!  My brother…the planner, the preparer, the organizer, the rational rationer?  Amazing!  Absolutely amazing!  I guess he’s just given us the go ahead to really open this party up!” he laughed to the others.

And so we did.

The next hour or so we spent comfortably drinking on the front porch.  We chatted, told stories, laughed, reminisced, and drank more than we should have.  It felt good to finally throw caution to the wind a little bit and let my guard down.  Did I think about all the beers that we were consuming too fast and how they could be extremely difficult to replace?  Yes.  But did it feel fantastic just to try to focus 100 percent – or at least 95 percent – on relaxing, having fun, and enjoying life for a few hours?  Hell yes!  

As the beer intake grew, my worries faded until they eventually disappeared completely.  And with the setting sun came the cool of the evening which helped us rouse ourselves from our languid lounging on the front porch to amble down and join the kids who were still frolicking out in the street and doing laps around the store.  

I felt kind of bad for Jason.  He lagged so far behind the older children.  But he didn’t seem to mind, and as I watched him forge ahead, I was glad to see that he was pushing himself extremely hard to keep up.  I reasoned that this sort of drive and motivation would likely be just the kind of thing he needed to succeed in our harsh new world.

We watched as the kids finally began to slow, tired by their rambunctious rampaging.  Eventually they stopped – panting and out of breath – by the front porch where they fished cans of soda from the ice-filled cooler where we’d placed our assortment of beverages. 

“Make sure you’re getting soda out of there,” Sharron chided.  “I don’t want any drunk children on my hands this evening,” she muttered.

“A little beer might do them some good,” Will said.  “Give us a little privacy later tonight,” he gave his wife a double-eyebrow raise and a sly grin.

“Keep dreaming,” she gave him little encouragement with a narrow-eyed stare in return.

“Awww,” he moped as he leaned up against one of the porch pillars near the steps.  “I remember my grandfather giving me beer when I was only five,” he said, taking a deep drink from his bottle and then holding the glass up to cool his forehead.

“Yeah, and do you remember how that turned out?” Dad asked from his seat beside Emily on the other side of the porch.

“Kind of,” Will said.

“You were sick all night.  Your poor mother stayed up with you while you threw up in the toilet until the wee hours of the morning.”

“Yeah…I guess I do kind of remember that now that you mention it,” Will nodded.

“I would highly advise against letting the kids partake,” Dad continued, “especially if you have any real hopes of getting some alone time with your wife later tonight.”

 The kids were now trying to organize a little baseball game, but with just three of them, one of whom was too small to contribute much to the contest, they were failing miserably.

“Reminds me of when we used to get neighborhood games together,” I said.  “Remember that, Will?”

“Good times,” he agreed.  “Guess they’ll never know what that’s like,” he said, nodding somewhat sadly toward the kids.  “They’ll never go to a pro ballgame and eat a hot dog, or try to catch a foul ball or home run.  They won’t get to see a World Series champion crowned.  Heck, they’ll never even get to watch another ballgame on television.”

We all sat quietly, our enjoyment of the evening somewhat tempered by Will’s gloomy realizations.

“They may not ever know enough kids to even play a real baseball game,” Ray added.

“Nothing more American than baseball and apple pie, right?” said Claire. 

There were murmurs of agreement from among the group.

“Well, we have the apple pie, thanks to Sharron,” Pam said, “just not the baseball.”

We fell quiet again, still considering these thoughts before I said, “Well, if they won’t get to watch baseball on television or play it with the neighborhood kids, we’ll just have to give them a taste of what it’s like.”

“What do you mean?” asked Pam.

I picked up my beer, walked down the front porch steps, and turned back to the others who were watching me.  “Come on,” I said.  “Let’s get a game going.”

“But we don’t have gloves,” said Claire.

“Come on,” I grimaced.  “All we’ve been through and we need gloves?  We’re hardasses now.  We don’t need gloves.  Sharron’s probably got so many calluses on her hands from all that gardening she could catch a major leaguer’s line drive and not even feel it.”

She nodded, inspecting her hands, “He’s probably right.”

The others started to stir, hefting themselves from their comfy positions.  It took quite some effort to overcome the effects of the beer, full bellies, and contented relaxation, but we were willing to do it for the kids.  

Everyone made sure to bring their drinks along with them though.

As we got our blood flowing again and found our motivation to play, we took some time to split up into teams.  Even pregnant Pam played.  We just made sure she stayed out of harm’s way and that we used a softball we’d found at the resale shop rather than a regular baseball to make things a bit safer for all involved.      

It was a wonderful end to a wonderful day.  We played until it was so dark out that we could no longer see.  We kept score for a while, but by the end of the game, the adults were so drunk and the kids were so confused and wound up on late-evening wildness and sugar-highs from their soda binge that no one knew what the score was, nor did they care.  All that mattered was that things almost felt like normal again, and for a few brief moments, it was as though we were back living in the pre-flu world.  You could have told me we were normal Americans enjoying a normal 4th of July, and I would almost have believed it for a minute.  

But we weren’t – not here, not anymore, not in the post-flu age.  This wasn’t the second millennium AD; rather, we were approaching 0001 AS – “After Su.”  And no matter how hard we tried, there was no escaping this harsh new reality.

 

 

 

              CHAPTER 16

 

Ava stared at the back of Bushy’s baseball cap-adorned head.  She felt her finger tighten on the trigger, squeeze it, and then relax.  

She exhaled heavily, the gun starting to drop.  She couldn’t do it.  She couldn’t shoot Bushy.  Maybe it wasn’t that she couldn’t, but she didn’t want to, and she shouldn’t have to.  She’d been with Jake for too long for this type of shit.  She shouldn’t have to prove her worth.

Suddenly the sound of gunfire rang out somewhere behind her and bullets ripped into the side of the gas station above and around where the men were lined up for execution.  Ava whirled around along with Jake and the rest of the men just in time to see a spray of gunfire issuing from three vehicles approaching up the street.  Their soldiers instantly sprung into action, hustling to take cover and return fire.

“Get the Strykers on ‘em!” Jake yelled.

As the vehicles neared, Ava could see they were pickup trucks mounted with heavy machineguns in the rear beds.  She also noted that each was painted with a large and very bright orange “X” on their side panels and hoods.  It was the sign of the X Family.  The families painted most of their property – their own or that of which they were protectorates – with the X insignia.  The particular gas station that they had just attacked was a new acquisition – something Ava knew because of the intelligence report from Bushy but that Jake wasn’t aware of.  It had therefore yet to be painted with the Family’s “X” brand insignia and had in turn made for the perfect target for Ava’s intentions.

“Take the Strykers and…” Jake started to yell, but a bullet zinged off the curb beside him and a fragment zipped into the side of Jake’s leg.  He collapsed on the ground, holding his leg and writhing in pain.

Ava rushed over and helped him to his feet, more anxious to extract herself from harm’s way and the role of executioner than get Jake out of the line of fire.  “Come on, you’re hurt; let’s get out of here,” she urged. 

Jake was a tough guy – or at least he acted the part in front of his men.  The sight of someone else’s blood didn’t bother him in the least.  But when it came to his own precious body, he didn’t handle injuries well.  He turned into a whiny, sniveling wimp who required constant attention, and Ava decided to use this fact to her advantage to get out of her current predicament with Bushy.  Ava had the ability to cast a sort of spell over Jake when it came to injuries.  He allowed her to baby him, and she played the role of nurse and caregiver well when he was hurt.  

Ava quickly helped Jake back to a waiting Stryker.  “Back to base!” she cried, as Rambo assisted her in getting Jake in through the rear of the armored vehicle.

Typically, she knew that Jake would want to stay and fight.  But she realized that right now, he would be more concerned with his own injury than fighting it out with the X Family’s men just to preserve his image.  She also realized that he’d be more willing to go along with a tactical retreat if she was the one to order it rather than him.  This way, he could blame her for the whole debacle when they got home, using her as the standard scapegoat to explain why they hadn’t held their ground.  He could tell his men that it was Ava who had screwed everything up in the first place with her poor planning.


  

But Ava was fine with this.  She’d happily take the blame this time even if it meant that a few more welts and bruises would be added to her collection.

 

* * *

 

“Where the FUCK are they?!” Jake bellowed.

“Where are who?” Ava asked, playing dumb.

Most of the men who were not on watch were sitting around the pump station’s second-floor lounge, playing cards, drinking, smoking, and otherwise doing a whole lot of nothing.  Ava didn’t like being confronted like this in front of them.

“First you fuck up the gas station raid and have us attacking one of the family-controlled sites, and now, when I need all fucking hands on deck, I can’t find these two fucking jackoffs you’ve hired behind my back!” he yelled.

“I didn’t hire them behind your back,” Ava tried to defend herself.  “I asked you before…” but he didn’t let her finish.

“You think the Three Families are going to sit around and wait for us to get organized.  Look!  Look around you!” he gestured to the lethargic soldiers.  “These assholes are just sitting here!  They need leadership, and I’m trying to give it to them.  But I can’t lead men who aren’t here!  Now where the fuck are they?”

Ava didn’t know what to say.  She’d hoped she’d be able to use Jake’s injury to distract him from the failure of the raid, but the tiny flesh wound was easily bandaged and wasn’t even enough to waylay the typically wound-averse Jake.  Now he was on the rampage, and she couldn’t tell him the truth about Brownie and Blondie.  She hadn’t realized he’d be asking for them so soon, and she didn’t have a story ready to explain where they were.  The two men weren’t due back until at least tomorrow, and Jake knew nothing about Bushy.  

“I don’t know where they are,” she said, which was partially true.  “I’m not their fucking keeper.”

Jake smacked her across the face with the back of his hand and then pushed her up hard against the wall, a hand on her throat, squeezing.  “You know exactly where the fuck they are,” he growled, his face just inches from hers.  His eyes were bulging, his lips curled back in a snarl, and the muscles and veins in his neck twitched and writhed like a bucket full of worms.  “You’ve probably got them up to some nonsense behind my back you conniving bitch!”

Ava could feel the eyes of the men upon her.  She didn’t want to appear weak, but at the same time, if she tried to stand up to Jake, it would only make the situation worse.  Now was not the time for a confrontation, so she decided to try to diffuse the situation.

“Jake…” she struggled to talk with his hand squeezing tight her throat.  “Jake…just let go…and we can talk.”   

But he didn’t let go.  He kept squeezing.

“You’d better tell me you fucking bitch or I swear to god I’ll kill you.  I fucking swear it.  Where the fuck are they?”

“Jake…please…” she struggled, her airway being squeezed closed.  “Please, I…I don’t know…I swear.”

The pressure from knowing that the families were bound to attack them at some point in the near future was getting to Jake, and Ava knew it.               

He kept squeezing.  Tears formed in Ava’s eyes and she started to cough.

“I…I…” was all she could get out.  She gasped for breath but nothing came.

“You put us in this fucking situation with your fucked up plan to hit that gas station.  Now you’re telling me you don’t know where your…where my men are?” 

Ava’s eyes started to roll back in her head.  Her vision blurred.  She coughed, but couldn’t regain the lost breath, choking, gasping.

Suddenly a large, tattooed arm fell upon Jake’s wrist, lessoning his grip on Ava’s throat.  Ava’s eyes angled right and she blinked the tears away to see.  

It was Mad Dog.

“Boss,” he said.  “I know where they are.”

Jake turned to face him, surprised, and simultaneously releasing his grip on Ava who took a huge suck of air and somehow remained standing.  Her body wanted to collapse for lack of oxygen.  But standing was the only thing her brain could think to do to show some sign of strength and resolve to the men observing their leaders in conflict.

“Where are they then?” Jake hissed.

“They’re all fucked up,” Mad Dog said.  “I took ‘em over some shit the other day.  Didn’t think there’d be any harm in it, but they did the whole bag all one once.  They were celebrating the gas station hit.”

“But they weren’t over at their place,” said Jake.  “I had it checked.”

“I know, boss.  They’re holed up in one of the Z Family’s brothels.  I’d go and get them myself, but that probably wouldn’t be a very good idea considering our current situation.  I don’t think the people that run the brothel know they work for us, but they sure as hell know me.”

“I’ll tell you what is and isn’t a good fucking idea,” said Jake angrily. “You leave that up to me.”  Thinking about it for a second, he said, “No, I guess that would be pretty stupid, walking into the lion’s den just to try to get those worthless assholes back.”

Mad Dog nodded.  “I think we just have to wait for them to come to us, boss.”

Jake nodded, looking away at the wall, slightly calmer now, “Yeah, I guess so.”  He glanced at Ava, and then back to Mad Dog, and then around the room at the men watching them.  “Alright, the rest of you are here, so get the fuck to work!” he shouted.  “We’ve got to get this place ready.”

The men in the room looked at him and then slowly started to get up.

“I want this place like fucking Fort Knox…Alcatraz…goddamn Iwo Jima!  Round up all the extra ammo you can find.  Get every gun fucking loaded.  I want extra guys on the roof.  I want guys stationed in the Strykers ready to go.  Get your fucking asses moving!” he shouted.  Then he stormed out of the room.

Mad Dog walked over to Ava.  “You alright?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Ava said, rubbing her neck.  “Fine.”  She looked at him.  “Thanks for covering my ass.”

“No sweat,” he nodded.  “Guess I’d better get to work.  Sounds like we’re going up against the families.”

“Yeah,” Ava said.  “Sounds like it.”              

 

* * *

 

Ava was sure that Jake would be ready to pack things up and call it quits when he’d learned they’d encroached upon the territory of the Three Families.  She was positive he had at least that much sense.  There was no way they could take on the families.

Unfortunately, she’d given Jake too much credit and he’d jumped the gun quicker than she’d expected on the most recent raid.  She knew Jake was an egomaniac, but this was ridiculous.  His image of himself and his delusions of grandeur were apparently overriding any common sense.  Ava had miscalculated.  Jake was starting to believe his own hype.  It was like he had some sort of Hitler complex and seemed to have a desire to go down with the ship, although from the way he was acting, it was almost as though he thought they could win a fight against the families.  And maybe – with the support of their armor – they could win one battle; but not a prolonged war.  

Maybe Ava had underestimated Jake.  Then again, no she hadn’t.  She knew that deep down he was still that same loser she’d met on Chicago’s south side who was driving a little piece of shit used car and who couldn’t or wouldn’t hold down an honest job.  While the post-flu world had changed him, it hadn’t changed him enough.  What she had underestimated was Jake’s ability to believe his own warped bullshit.  He was content to be the megalomaniacal ruler of his own tiny kingdom.  He had his food, his booze, his smokes, his guns, his armor, and his little private army that he could march around and treat like slaves.  That was enough.  He had no desire to achieve more, nor did he have the vision to do so.  To Jake, this was Shangri-La.  

Ava recognized where she’d faltered in her planning.  She’d made it too comfortable for him.  She’d organized things too well, and now it was screwing up her own plans…royally.  This was the first part of her preparations that hadn’t gone accordingly, and it scared the living shit out of her because it was the focal point upon which everything else hinged.  Instead of running to the safety of a new location as Ava thought Jake would, he wanted to stay and fight, facing the full on wrath of the Three Families.  Ava had no desire to die in Atlanta.  She hated Atlanta.  It was hot, boring, and ugly.  It’s why she’d hoped that making this most recent hit on the family-controlled gas station would force Jake to pull up stakes and move on to a new location…a location of Ava’s choosing rather than Jake’s.  But with Jake at the helm, it looked like the odds of that happening were decreasing by the hour.  Every minute they remained in their little rat hole decreased the odds of escape.  She felt trapped.  It was like they were holding out in the Alamo, just waiting to be overrun by the Mexican army.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

 

I don’t think I’d ever seen a dry spell last as long as the one through which we suffered in Olsten’s blistering-hot summer.  It’d been over two months with little more than a five-minute drizzle one late-July afternoon.  It wasn’t enough to even dampen the dust.

As we lay in bed late one balmy night after Jason had fallen asleep, Claire wriggled up close to me.

“You’re worried, aren’t you?” she asked, laying her hand gently upon my bare chest.

“Aren’t I always,” I half snorted in the darkness.

“More than usual though,” she said, her breath soft on my neck.

I decided to break the bad news to her.  

“The water level at the pond is low,” I said.  I decided to leave it at that.  I didn’t feel it necessary to tell her just how worryingly low it was.  And I definitely didn’t want to get into the fact that I’d seen signs of others making use of the same watering hole.  “Seems like you’ve been in better spirits lately though,” I added, looking to change the subject.

“Oh,” she said nonchalantly, trying to sound surprised, but I knew better.

“You were glad to see Joanna go, weren’t you?” I probed.

There was silence in the darkness.

“It’s okay, you can be honest,” I said.  “I won’t think you a bad person if it was a relief to see your only competition for the group’s best looking woman take a hike.”  

We needed to talk about it.  I could tell that the subject had been weighing on her.

There was more silence.  Finally Claire said, “Was there something between you two?”

Now it was my turn to consider my answer carefully.  “Yes,” I said.  “There was a connection.  She was a beautiful, strong, intelligent woman, but it never moved past that.”  I decided not to mention the kiss back in Tennessee.  It hadn’t led anywhere and it certainly wouldn’t do my efforts to reassure Claire any good.  Plus, it wasn’t me who had initiated the kiss, and I hadn’t even kissed back.   “She wanted more with me,” I went on.  “But both of us had the respect for you and the sense to realize that there would never be more.  That was the main reason she left.  She needed someone and wanted to give Shane a father.  Since I couldn’t be that man, and she realized that I would never leave you, she needed to find someone who could fill the role.”

I could feel Claire exhale heavily on my neck and then sniffle.

“Don’t cry,” I said surprised.  “You believe me, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” Claire said, half laughing, half sniffling.  “That’s why I’m crying.  I’m so happy…so relieved to hear you say it is all.”  She hugged me tight in the blackness of the night.  “You’re so good,” was all she could muster.

“I try,” I said.  “Sometimes it’s awfully hard.”

“She was beautiful,” Claire said.

“Oh, now you say she was beautiful,” I scoffed.  “Now that she’s gone.”  

“Well, I damn sure wasn’t going to say it when she was here.  I didn’t dare give my competition a leg up on me.  I’ve been jealous of that woman since you damn near killed her running her over with the car back in southern Illinois.  Do you know how hard it’s been being nice to her all this time?”

“You could have told me when she was here,” I nudged Claire playfully in the ribs.  “Maybe we could have worked out an arrangement…maybe a little ménage e trois?”

“You’re bad,” Claire laughed, sliding herself up and over to straddle me. 

“If I was bad, there’s plenty of ways I could have shown it with ‘that woman’ as you refer to her.”  I reached around her waist and smacked her butt lightly and then gave it a squeeze.  

Claire bent down and kissed me on the neck, the cheek, and then the lips.  “But you didn’t.”

“Nope,” I said.  “I saved myself all for you.”

She kept kissing me in the darkness.  It was a steamy Georgia night, and our bodies were doing nothing to decrease the stifling heat inside our bedroom, but Claire felt so good on top of me that it didn’t matter.

We enjoyed one another more passionately than we had in a long time…maybe ever, the emotions of my fidelity to Claire and the relief that we both felt in one another’s honesty taking over.                

Claire eventually rolled off me, both of us exhausted and satisfied.  She left one leg draped across my lower abdomen.  We lay there, breathing heavily, contentedly.

“Thank you,” she said softly.

“My pleasure,” I said.

“No…” she paused, “…for…for staying true.  I know it must have been hard.”

I breathed in deeply, “Well, in some ways yes…but in more ways no.  Let’s just say the body was willing but the mind wouldn’t comply.  Plus, you shouldn’t have to thank me for such things.  But since you are; thank you too.”

“For what?” she said.

“For making my resistance so easy.  There was never really a choice to make.”

She hugged me close again and kissed me on the cheek.  “I love you,” she said dreamily.

“I love you too,” I said, reaching down and giving her tight little butt a final squeeze and then leaving my hand there as we both drifted contentedly off to sleep.

 

* * *

 

The next morning, the group sat munching their breakfasts on the front porch in the relatively cool morning air.  A light fog lingered, masking parts of our tiny town and waiting to be burned off by the cruel and ever-present Georgia sun.

After we finished our morning meals – that largely consisted of slices of bread and pieces of apple pie that Sharron had churned out, and that for better or worse, had as of late become regular staples of our diet – Claire pulled me aside.  

“Will you watch Jason for a few minutes while I run over to Mary’s?  I noticed that he needs a few more pairs of shorts, and I need to look for another pair of shoes for him?”

“Sure, no problem,” I said.  “We’ll hang out here on the front porch and play with toys.  Sound good, buddy?” I asked him.

Jason looked up at me from the piece of pie he’d been working on; a bit of crust stuck to the side of his face.  “Trucks with Daddy!  Yay!”

“Guess it’s fine with him too,” I smiled at Claire.

She waited as I took our dishes inside and came back out carrying a bucketful of dusty and dirt-covered metal and plastic toy cars, trucks, haulers, and assorted heavy equipment.  I dumped them out on the porch and Jason dove in, immediately sorting them into piles that I’m sure made sense to him, but that I could assign no such order to.  

“I won’t be long,” Claire called behind her as she made her way down the front porch steps and across the street to the resale shop.  

The others were busy taking their plates inside, cleaning up after breakfast, and getting ready for work in the garden, which was now coming along quite nicely and starting to repay our efforts with a sizeable selection of harvestable items.

“I’ll be out to help as soon as Claire gets back,” I told Sharron.

Soon, Jason and I were alone on the porch.  He had designated a small pile of the crummiest vehicles for me to play with while he kept the majority for himself, shoving them about haphazardly while making puttering, revving, and vrooming motor noises.

After just a few minutes of this, from the corner of my eye, I noticed movement.  

It was Claire.  

She stopped halfway across the street, beckoning me to her with a hand.  

I didn’t want to leave Jason alone, so I said to him, “Oops, looks like Mommy wants us, buddy.  Come on, she probably needs you to try on some shoes.”

“Awww,” he moaned.  “No shoes.  I go barefoot.”

“Sorry partner; got to have shoes,” I told him, standing from my pathetic pile of toy junkers and clunkers.  “Let’s go,” I took him by the hand.

Claire waited as we made it down the front porch steps.

“Something’s wrong,” she whispered as we approached.

“What do you mean?” I said, instantly alert.

“I think someone’s been in Mary’s,” she continued to whisper.  “I mean…besides us.  Come on,” she turned.  “I’ll show you.”

“Hold on,” I said, grabbing her hand, handing Jason over to her, and then feeling around behind me for the .44 that I always carried in my waistband.  After our previous encounters, it was almost a part of me.  Instead of carrying a wallet with cash, credit cards and identification, I now just carried a handgun.  “Are you sure no one’s in there right now?”

I didn’t want her – and especially Jason – following me into a potentially dangerous situation.

“Yes,” she said.  “I looked all around.  No one’s there.  It might just have been an animal…I’m not really sure.”

She led us around back to the building’s rear entrance.  The back door was standing wide open.  We walked inside and into the main display room of the resale shop.  Clothing was strewn all over the place.  Shirts and pants were scattered across the floor or lay in disheveled piles of disarray upon tables and shelves.

“We didn’t leave it this way the last time we were in here,” said Claire.  “And I’m almost positive we closed the door behind us.”  She paused and said nervously, hopefully, “You think an animal could have found its way inside and done this?”

I looked around at the array of clothing that had been scattered about the space.  My mind immediately flashed to the tracks at the pond and I wondered if it was the same person or people who had done this.  

“I mean, I guess animals are a possibility,” I said, not really believing it.  “But I don’t really think it’s probable.  Raccoons are mischievous, but their damage is usually done in the hunt for food, not a new pair of shoes or some summer duds.  This looks more like people to me.  You sure you guys didn’t go wild and leave the place torn up like this on your drunken shopping extravaganza, or that maybe one of you didn’t sneak back over here on your own?”

“I know we didn’t leave the place like this,” she gestured around her.  “Society may have crumbled, but we haven’t all reverted to Neanderthals just yet.  As for one of the others coming back in search of something, I guess it’s possible, but I can’t see anyone in our group doing something like this.”  She looked at me and shrugged, “Joanna maybe?”

“Maybe,” I shrugged back.  “She could have been upset about leaving or just needed to find something in a hurry and didn’t care how she left the place.  I don’t really see that in her, but I guess you never know.” 

I bent and picked up a couple shirts off the floor and put them on a nearby table.  I turned and walked to the back door and pulled it closed, hearing its latch click shut.

  Claire and Jason followed, standing close behind me.

“And you’re sure you guys closed the door behind you after your shopping trip?” I asked her.

She shrugged.  “I think so.  I can’t really remember.  We were all talking, and we were already feeling our pre-shopping drinks, so I don’t know if anyone was really paying that much attention.  I’m pretty sure we did, but I can’t be positive.”

I nodded, understanding.  “Well, I guess we can’t rule out animals completely then, although I have to say, I think it’s pretty unlikely.  Hopefully, if it was people, they got what they needed and moved along.”

“You think we should tell the others?” Claire asked hesitantly.

I thought about it for a minute.  “I mean, let’s say it was people.  They didn’t bother us.  They had their opportunity, I mean they were right across the street, and apparently they didn’t do anything more than rummage through the clothes and leave them in a mess.  And we can’t say for sure that it wasn’t one of our own.” 

I thought more about it and then said, “I think we should casually ask around and see if anyone has been over here.  If it was one of our people, then we’ve got nothing to worry about.  If it wasn’t; well, then I guess we’ll just have to keep a more watchful eye on things.  I don’t want to go freaking everyone out over nothing; but at the same time, I don’t want to let this get out of hand if it is outsiders.  I don’t want it becoming another Tipton where people start getting the idea that they can take advantage of us and steal our shit.”

“Okay,” Claire said.  “I’ll mention it individually among the women and see if Joanna said anything about coming over here before she left.”

“Sounds good,” I said, picking up Jason.  “Now let’s find this guy some shorts and new shoes.”

 

* * *

 

Over the subsequent days, we subtly questioned the rest of the group about Mary’s without raising any concerns over our inquiries.  We had picked up and reorganized the resale shop before leaving and had closed the door behind us – ensuring that it was latched – to help us better watch for future trespassers.  However, there were no indications that any in our group had made the mess, and we saw no other signs of people rummaging around inside Mary’s in the following days; therefore, our concerns began to dissipate and the event gradually fade from our minds – that is until about three weeks later.  

As July faded to August, our garden was doing fantastic.  The corn was ready to pick and nearly every other vegetable we’d tended was either ready or already providing us with harvestable bounty.  This was also the period during which we’d been using the most water for our crops.  Putting a further strain on our dwindling water supply, I’d quietly been filling almost every available sealable water container I could find with clean drinking water to act as a reserve.  The pond was just a few feet from empty now.  Without rain, I gave it about another week.

Everyone was excited about the prospects of a good harvest and the chance to begin drying and canning in preparation for winter.  We’d already been able to put aside nearly a dozen jars each of stewed apples and tomatoes, as well as several containers of pickles and canned peaches.  Sharron had made several jars of apple butter that we hoped to spread on her delicious bread throughout the winter.  Our flour supply was holding out, but it was nice to know that we could use ground corn to supplement our supply if necessary, making corn tortillas, muffins, and cornbread out of any extra we had.

Things seemed to be coming together nicely.

That’s why when Sharron came running inside early one morning hollering about there being tracks in the garden, we were all taken by surprise, most of us figuring that she was referring to animal tracks – but she wasn’t.

We all followed her out the back door to see what the commotion was all about.

“Bastards!” Sharron exclaimed, pointing at several of her green pepper plants that had been ransacked of their bounty.  “These were loaded with peppers!  Now look at them!  Gone!  All of them gone!”

Then she walked over to where several stalks of corn were missing from a row.  “And here!” she pointed angrily.  “They didn’t just take a couple ears, they took the entire plant!  The…entire…plant!” she repeated in astonishment.

We scouted the area, finding a number of tomatoes, cucumbers, and squash missing as well.

“There are footprints between the rows; that’s how I know it wasn’t animals,” she said.  “Look!  Our people never walk on the ground between the rows, they know better, but here…” she pointed around the rows of corn, “…and here, you can see where they trampled the area right around the base of the stalks.  You can see their footprints!”

I took a deep breath.

“I think it’s time for a meeting,” I said.  “Let’s all head to the front porch.”

Everyone followed as I led them around to the front porch where some of us took seats and others stood.  Jason sat on Claire’s lap.  I almost felt like we were reliving our experience in Tennessee all over again.  Just as we started to get everything settled and situated and things going the way we wanted, strangers began invading our territory.  I just hoped that here in Olsten, we’d be able to avoid the same final result that we encountered in Tipton.

Once everyone was situated and quiet, I began to speak.

“First off, I want everyone to stay calm about this,” I said.

“Easy for you to say,” said Sharron, who was on the verge of tears.  “I’ve put my heart into growing that garden.”

“I know you have,” I said compassionately.  “We all have, but especially you; and I know how much the garden means to you.  But we can’t lose our heads about this.  It might have just been a passer-by who was in need of food and was too frightened to ask us for it.  We all know how people have changed since the flu.  Not everyone is like us.  Remember Tennessee?  If others have had encounters similar to ours, they could be extremely wary of meetings with other people.” I took a breath.  “That being said, I’ve seen tire tracks other than our own out by the pond.”

“What?!” cried Will.  “And you didn’t tell us?”

“I’ve never seen anyone out there, just the tracks,” I defended myself.  “And who am I…are we…to say that water supply belongs solely to us?  For all we know, we could be trespassing on someone else’s land, taking their water, and they’ve been allowing it all this time.  So who knows, it could be the same people.  Maybe they feel they’re owed something for our water use.”

“Doesn’t mean they can just waltz in here and take without asking,” Sharron pouted.

“Why?  We have…if it is their water,” said Ray.

“It’s all conjecture at this point,” Dad chimed in.  “We don’t know who it was, how many of them there were, or what type of person or people they are.”

“Your father’s right,” agreed Emily.  “I think we need to keep our cool about this but be safe at the same time.  We could set up a watch system again, like we had back in Tennessee.  Maybe it’d help us catch these people and talk to them so we can at least find out who they are.  They might even be willing to work with us.  They could have valuable information about the area and be able to help us find more water nearby.  I mean, they haven’t shot at us yet or anything.”

I nodded in agreement.  “That’s smart thinking,” I said.  “But there’s something else.”  Everyone fell silent, waiting for the other boot to drop.  They could tell it from my voice.  “A few weeks ago, Claire and I went to Mary’s resale shop.  It looked like someone had been there.  The back door was open and clothing had been strewn around.”

“You didn’t tell us that either?” Will said, his face showing astonishment combined with disappointment.  “Big bro, come on.  You’re faltering here.  You’ve got to keep us in the know.  You could be endangering us all by not telling us this kind of stuff.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.  “But we just weren’t sure.  We didn’t know if an animal had gotten inside and made the mess or maybe it had been one of our own group.”
              “That’s why you were asking us about being over there a while back,” Pam said to Claire.  “I remember thinking it was a weird question, but I figured you were just getting desperate for topics of conversation.  Now I get it,” she nodded.

“We thought that maybe one of you or one of the kids had gotten in there and made the mess, although we figured it wasn’t likely since we aren’t the kind of people to do that sort of thing,” I explained.  “Then we thought that maybe it was done by Joanna when she left, that she might have been upset or in a hurry to find some last-minute clothes for Shane.  We just weren’t sure, and it didn’t seem like a huge deal at the time.  Who are we to say that all those clothes are ours?  And whoever or whatever it was hadn’t bothered us in any way, so we kind of let it go.  Now, it’s a different story though.  The clothing incident and the tracks at the pond, now paired with this garden theft, well…it changes things.”

“So we’re going to be back on guard duty again at night?” asked Dad.

“Looks that way,” I sighed.  “We should keep the kids close to home too.  Paul,” I looked over at the young man, “we all appreciate your squirrel hunting efforts, but I think it’s time to call it quits for a while.  At least until we know what’s going on with these outsiders and what sorts of people we’re dealing with.”

“Awww…alright,” he agreed glumly.  

Will patted his dejected son on the shoulder, gave him a proud smile and then ruffled his hair.

“Since Joanna has left us, we’ll have one less person to help with taking watches.  Therefore, we’ll break the nights up into two shifts.  This will help alleviate the strain on everyone.  Each couple will get a night.  Claire and I will start off tonight unless anyone has any objections.  You guys can figure out who takes watches after that.  Sound good?”

Everyone solemnly agreed.  I could feel the tension back in the air now.  It sucked.  For a few wonderful weeks, things had been about as good as I could have imagined them.  But now it seemed like we were back in the endless cycle in which we arrived to a location and worked hard to settle in and make it our own only to find ourselves disturbed by outsiders.  It was getting old, and I could only hope that this time would be different.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

The days following the gas station attack saw multiple reports come in from patrols that Jake had sent out as well as from various contacts he had around town.  Word on the street was that the Three Families were well aware of what had happened, who was responsible, and that they were planning to extract their revenge.  

The question was, when?

Neither Jake nor Ava had the answer, but as long as they had some time left to prepare before the attack came, they were going to make the most of it.

In one of their first steps, Ava took several guys and went hunting for druggies.  Pickings were slim though.  Word had even filtered down to the lowlifes of the world that Jake and Ava were on the Families’ shit list and that their days in Atlanta were probably numbered.  Ava only managed to come up with a total of seven addicts to whom she offered food, a place to sleep, and of course, their poison of choice in return for their temporary loyalty.  

They converted a portion of the pump station’s downstairs into a sort of flop house where they pulled in extra mattresses, a few folding chairs, and two card tables.  They also set several five-gallon buckets around the room in an effort to absorb some of addicts’ various bodily functions.  These guys crapped, pissed, vomited, and otherwise made revolting messes pretty much wherever they pleased, so it didn’t take long for a severe stench to build inside the room.  It disgusted Ava, and she told the guard they’d posted outside the room to keep the druggies from running off to make sure the door remained closed at all times. 

As part of their plan to preserve their defensive assets, Ava had convinced Jake to remove the Strykers from the property and hold them in reserve at a secret location.  Should the pump station be overrun, she explained, they risked losing the vehicles before they could utilize them in their full capacity.  By moving them to a safer location, Ava hoped that they could bring them to bear at a critical point in the fight to turn the tide or at least to evacuate any survivors to safety.  

Under the cover of darkness, they slipped their precious armor from the shelter of the nearby shed to several abandoned garages about a half mile behind the pump station.  It was a risk not having them immediately on site as part of their frontline defenses, but Ava was afraid having them there would open them up to the immediate and full force of any attack and the potential for them to be captured and then used against them.  It would only take the Strykers two or three minutes to reach them from their new location when called, and they would act as a sort of mobile reserve.  It fell to Fallback Man and Steel Will – along with two other men assigned to them – to secure and maintain the vehicles in states of readiness until they were needed.  The men bunked down inside the armored vehicles and were told to be ready to move at a moment’s notice.  They could be reached via radio communication when the situation called for it.  Ava had made sure that the Strykers were stocked with enough food, water, guns and ammo for the men to hold out for at least a week without returning to the pump station.

Meanwhile, Jake was working to improve the defensive perimeter around the outside of the station.  He set his men to work on a variety of projects, most of which had been devised by Ava.  Several men worked on filling cloth bags and pillow cases full of dirt and sand to be stacked around the machine gun emplacements atop the roof and inside the front entrance, making for increased protection against gunfire.  They made a similar sandbag emplacement atop the roof where the Kill King could operate both as sniper and long-range spotter.

Other men worked at opening up small holes in the pump station’s lower exterior walls, knocking out one or two bricks in various spots around the front and sides of the first and second floors.  These would serve as protective viewing and firing ports.  A hole, two bricks high and one brick wide, was just the right size to see and to shoot from, yet still remain fairly well hidden and protected.

They also had men – headed by Rambo – set up explosive charges around the pump station’s perimeter.  Both Jake and Ava realized that these booby-traps wouldn’t deter an assault by the families, but they’d at least slow one down, hopefully taking out a few of their men in the process and rattling the cages of the rest.  

After the men were done with the majority of these preparations, Jake and Ava decided to make another move, which while dangerous, they hoped would pay off.  They decided to break up their already small army even further.  Jake in particular didn’t like this decision, as he had become used to maintaining the upper hand in a firefight and enjoyed having the odds stacked in his favor.  Ava quickly realized though, that if he was insistent on staying in Atlanta and taking on the families, numbers and firepower weren’t going to be in their favor no matter what they did.  Therefore, the best they could hope for was harnessing the element of surprise.

Rambo was given three men and two armored pickup trucks to take to a nearby house on their left flank about a half mile away.  Mad Dog was given two men and an armored SUV to take to a house on their right flank about 100 yards down the street.  Both were to conceal their vehicles in the homes’ garages, and both were reachable by radio.  They would stay put until contacted by Jake or Ava.

This left Jake and Ava with a handful of men and the druggies to defend the pump station.  Johnny Switchblade was placed in charge of the “addict squad.”  He wasn’t thrilled with this assigned duty but he did his best to ensure all of them were at least trained on the weapons they were given and how to reload them.

There were also six newer recruits, three of whom Ava took to man heavy machineguns upstairs.  One would man a rooftop machinegun alongside Kill King.  Ava instructed Kill King and the machine gunner not to fire at any approaching men or vehicles until she or Jake instructed them to do so, even if they began taking heavy fire themselves.  She positioned the other two men on the second floor and had them set up machineguns in opposite ends of the building.  At each of the pump station’s two wings were rooms that had windows facing out three sides of the building.  This gave the gunners a 180-degree view of their surroundings and allowed them to fire across the front, rear, and side of the building.

Jake took the other three men to help cover the downstairs and manage the junkies.  

An SUV and two pickup trucks were parked out back as getaway vehicles if things got too hot or the Strykers couldn’t reach them in time.  They were also loaded with supplies just in case.

Once the majority of the exterior surroundings were prepared, Ava had some of the men pull anything flammable or explosive inside the building away from the walls and stash it securely in closets or in interior rooms.  They also issued gas masks – taken from their raid on the National Guard armory – to all the men.  Extra clips were handed out and canisters of extra magazines and bullets were strategically placed around the building near defensive positions to enable the quick and easy reloading of weapons.

Since there was only the one main entry at the front of the pump station, in an effort to avoid being trapped inside the building, Ava had several of the men knock a “bug out” hole in the building’s rear exterior wall.  The bricks were then replaced so that the weakened point would be unnoticeable to the unsuspecting eye and clasps were drilled into the bricks on either side of the hole where a large steel plate could be slid.  This would provide a secured escape hatch that only required the steel plate to be removed from the inside wall and the bricks pushed outward allowing those inside to escape to the waiting vehicles out back.  And in a worst-case scenario, one of the Strykers could be backed up to the pump station wall allowing direct access to its armored safety through the escape hatch.

After all this was done, there was little else to do but to wait and to worry.  Ava had heard that the Three Families reportedly had a nearly 300-man combined regular security force between them that they could bolster to well over 500 should the situation call for it.

Considering that she and Jake had about two dozen men – including the junkies – Ava definitely didn’t consider the odds in their favor.  Even with the armor and all their defensive preparations, things were looking bleak in Ava’s eyes, but not in Jakes.  He marched around, sucking a bottle of tequila, chest out, barking orders – the little general.  He seemed to be reveling in his position and enjoyed watching all the preparations being made.

As darkness descended upon their fortress, Jake settled down to watch out the window and drink from his second bottle of tequila of the day.  Meanwhile, Ava quietly slipped away unnoticed by anyone except Johnny Switchblade who was on guard duty at the front door, and he knew better than to ask questions.  She needed to take care of something before the shooting started, and she didn’t trust anyone else to do it.

Ava was tough, but she didn’t consider herself particularly athletic.  On this particular trip though, she literally ran the brief distance from the pump station to Brownie and Blondie’s house.  Upon arriving, she took a minute to catch her breath and peek inside the garage.  She saw their covered vehicle and knew that they were back from their mission.  She quickly took another couple deep breaths, wiped the sweat from her brow, walked over, and knocked on the back door.  

Moments later, Blondie answered.

“Hey,” he greeted her with a big grin.  “Good to see you.”  Then he frowned, “You haven’t seen Bushy have you?” he asked.

She pushed past him and down the stairs to the basement.  He followed close behind.  

Brownie was there lounging on the sofa.  “Howdy,” he waved.  “We got the…”

“Listen,” Ava interrupted.  “I don’t have much time.  The Three Families are preparing to attack the pump station.  The attack could come at any time.  Jake wants you to help with the defense.  I covered for you and said you were at one of the brothels, so that’s where he thinks you’ve been.  So if he mentions it, just play along.”  She took a deep breath, her lungs still oxygen-starved from the run.  “You get the information I needed?” she switched topics once she’d recovered.

“Yeah,” said Brownie, standing and grabbing an envelope from a nearby table.  “It’s all right here,” he handed it to her.

“Good,” she said, folding the envelope in half and sliding it into her back pocket.  “Now here’s what I need you to do.  You need to go find Bushy.”

“Now?” Blondie said, looking at her tiredly.  “We just got back,” he moaned.  “It was a fuck of a long drive.”

She handed him a baggie of white powder.  “Here’s a little pick-me-up,” she said.

He looked at it.  “Not much,” he said, sounding dejected. 

“Enough, but not too much,” Ava said.  “Anyway, find Bushy…he’s probably at the gas station I sent him to work at, here’s the address,” she handed Blondie a slip of paper.  “You still have the direction’s I gave you to get down south?”

They nodded that they did.  

“Tell Bushy to find a vehicle, follow those directions back down there and link up with my contacts,” Ava went on.  “I know it’s short notice, and he’ll probably have to steal a car and some gas.”  She fished an envelope out of her pocket and gave it to Blondie.  “Give him this.  It’s a letter of introduction like I gave you two.  My people there will take good care of him until I arrive.”  She wanted to add, “If I arrive,” but didn’t want to give the men any reason to doubt her.  “Once you’re done, beat it back to the pump station as quick as you can.  And remember, you’ve been at one of the Z Family brothels if anyone asks.”  She paused, taking another deep breath as she eyed the two men.  “You got all that?”

They nodded.  “Got it,” said Blondie.  “Find Bushy and send him south with the letter of introduction.  Then beat it back to you and Jake at the pump station.  And we’ve been at one of the Z Family brothels.  Right?”

“Yes,” said Ava.  “Just remember, you guys get this done, and there will be rewards down the road,” she smiled at them.  “BIG rewards.”     

“Alright,” Blondie shrugged.  “You’re the boss.”

“Okay, I’ve gotta go,” Ava said.  “And so do you.”

And with that, she hustled back upstairs and made her way quickly back to the pump station.  She stopped running about 100 yards from the building to allow her enough time to compose herself.  

Upon reentering the station, Jake was standing there waiting for her.

“Where the fuck did you go!” he yelled angrily.

“Christ, I need to get out of this fucking dungeon once in a while,” she said defensively.  “I wanted a smoke so I decided to take a walk.  I get tired of being locked away in here.”

“Jesus, I don’t know about you,” he shook his head and then looked over at Johnny who stared on passively.  “Women!  Are you fucking stupid or what?  All those explosives we put out today, the families waiting to attack us at any minute, and you decide you want to go for a walk.  I fuckin’ swear; if you weren’t so fuckin’ smart, sometimes I’d think you were fuckin’ stupid.”  He walked up behind her.  “I don’t want to have to worry about you getting your pretty little ass blown off because you’ve wandered outside like an idiot.  From now on, you don’t leave this place without telling me first.  You got that?”

She nodded, giving him her cutest little smile, “Jake…” she said eyeing him sweetly, “…you worried about me?”

“Aw fuck,” he said, embarrassed.  “Don’t pull that shit in front of Johnny here.” He wacked her on the ass, his hand smacking hard against her taut behind so that it echoed through the pump station’s hallways.  Then he pushed her ahead of him, “You just get that sweet little ass back upstairs where it belongs.”

After she was gone, Jake turned back around and walked over to where Johnny Switchblade sat in a folding chair near the door, his booted feet propped up on a small wood table.  He was fiddling with one of his knives.  

Jake violently kicked Switchblade’s feet off the table.  “What the fuck’s wrong with you?” he spat.

“What do you mean, boss?” Johnny looked at him, surprised.

“Don’t you ever let her walk outside by herself again without letting me know first.  You got that?”

“Yes, boss,” Johnny said, eyeing him but staying seated.

“You’d better,” Jake said, turning around and stalking back upstairs.

Johnny watched him go with a steely-eyed glare.  He took his knife and jammed it down hard, blade first, into the wood tabletop where it stuck fast.

 

* * *

 

The next day passed uneventfully.  Brownie and Blondie arrived in the afternoon.  Jake was pissed at them and gave them a verbal thrashing, but they stuck to Ava and Mad Dog’s story about spending the last few days in a brothel, so Jake quickly got over it.  He needed every warm body he could get, so he looked the other way.  He ended up assigning the two men to Ava to help out on the defense of the second floor.  She positioned one on each side of the building in rooms near where she’d set up her heavy machineguns.

The first shots from the Three Families were fired the next morning at dawn.  The families likely thought this the best time for an attack in hopes of catching Jake’s men half asleep, half drunk or both.  And in fact, some of them were, but that didn’t mean they weren’t ready for a fight.  Within seconds, almost all of them were up, ready, and returning fire.  And the ones who weren’t were quickly roused by a rampaging Jake who stormed through the pump station, shouting and administering swift kicks to sluggish asses.

Another minute later, all of Jake’s soldier’s were at the defense of their tiny castle even though the first of the Three Families’ men had yet to fully reveal themselves.  But Jake and his men didn’t have to wait long.  The first wave of attackers soon swept out from behind the abandoned houses across the street from the pump station where they’d been sheltering while laying down a heavy amount of fire in hopes of softening up their target.  

Meanwhile, several pickup trucks and cars full of guys roared down the street from both directions.  One car, followed by a pickup truck rocketed toward the chain-link fence that surrounded the pump station.  As the lead car neared, it hit one of the pressure-sensitive explosive charges that Jake and his men had laid in the street.  The front of the car lifted upward as flames billowed from beneath it.  As it came back down, the front axle broke and the vehicle skidded to a stop.  The driver and guy in the passenger seat slumped dead while two other men stumbled from the backseat and fell in a daze out onto the pavement.

From upstairs Ava screamed, “Open up!” to the machine gunners on the second floor.  They sprayed the area around the car with fire, tearing the two survivors apart as they struggled to crawl behind their smoking and still flaming vehicle.

The pickup truck following them stopped about 15 yards behind the car’s smoke and flame-billowing carcass.  The driver angled it across the street’s center lines so that the men inside could shelter behind it while laying down fire at the pump station.

While this was going on, two pickup trucks approached from the opposite direction.  The first one hit another of Jake’s landmines with a right front tire.  The force from the ensuing blast pushed the pickup up onto its left two wheels and eventually sent it cascading over onto its side, spilling its contents of men that were riding in the back bed out onto the street.  One of Ava’s machine gunners swung around to make quick work of them.  The pickup behind it screeched its tires, breaking hard as it angled to a stop so that it could provide cover for its occupants.   

Bullets being fired from the men behind the trucks began to ping off the pump station’s steel door and thud into its thick brick walls creating hundreds of little puff-clouds of dust as each bullet pock-marked the red-brick building.  Ava watched from the second floor.  Downstairs, Jake was yelling at the druggies as he walked around giving them little snorts of coke to get them psyched up for the fight.

Ava watched as dozens of men filtered between the houses across the street from the pump station.  She could also see an approaching SUV fitted with steel plates for additional protective armor.  It angled its way around the still-smoking car out front, and a second later, made a sharp right-hand turn, ramming the pump station’s front gate, and forcing it open.  Just as it entered the pump station grounds, it hit Jake and Ava’s final well-placed explosive.  The blast ripped several of the steel plates from the vehicle and stopped it in its tracks as it burst into flames.  Ava ran to the left side of the building to direct the fire of her machine gunner at the disabled SUV, but the action was unnecessary.  Both of her heavy machine gunners already had their fire trained on the SUV by the time she got there, and the addicts on the first floor had opened up through their firing portholes with a chaotic barrage.  The trapped occupants inside the stranded SUV had a decision to make – stay inside and be burned alive or try to escape and likely be mowed down.  As the doors opened and several men jumped out, it became obvious which they’d chosen.  Two of the men put up a feeble attempt at covering fire as the other two men attempted to make their retreat – but they failed miserably.  The wild fire that the addicts were laying down from the protection of the first floor, and the machinegun fire from the second floor, cut them down before any of them managed to fire off more than a few rounds.

Ava was somewhat surprised at how willing the men of the Three Families were to die and how poor their tactics had been thus far, but she had to remind herself, these were not trained professionals.  Like her own men, these were guys who tended to like guns, like to shoot things and blow stuff up, and who enjoyed violence.  While such characteristics were helpful in getting men to fight, they didn’t necessarily translate into good discipline and a well-trained, efficient, and cohesive fighting unit.  Most of these guys were thugs, and they acted – and fought – accordingly.  Ava wondered too, if some of these guys were drug addicts.  The Three Families very well could have chosen to employ tactics similar to her own in an effort to thin their ranks of some dead weight by deploying their dregs first to open up the station’s perimeter, while at the same time getting a read on how the pump station was defended before sending in their heavy hitters.

A similar type armored SUV was approaching from the right side of the street.  It didn’t make the same mistake as its counterpart; instead, it selected one side of the station’s perimeter fencing for its breakthrough.  In the process, it ripped a 30-foot gash in the fence, dragging the section along with a tangle of razor wire with it as it crashed through.  The location of the SUV was in a bad spot and Ava’s second-floor machine gunner on that side of the building was having difficulty getting a good angle on the vehicle.  She had Blondie covering that side of the building from the second floor too, but his fire alone wasn’t enough against the heavily armed men.  She stood in the second-floor lounge, looking at the television screen for the camera mounted on that side of the building.  She could see men jumping out of the SUV and taking cover around and behind it.  One man became entangled in the razor wire as he exited.  Ava watched as he struggled to extract himself.  The razor-sharp blades slashed viciously at his legs, hands, arms, and finally as he tripped and fell to the ground, began to tear its way into his torso and face.  She winced and looked away from the man being sliced up like bologna and over to the other men around the vehicle.  She watched as one of the men took aim at the camera and fired.  

The screen she’d been watching went black.

Meanwhile, the men approaching from the houses across the street had made their way up to the vehicles lined up in front of the building and had taken cover behind and around them, adding fire to the intense barrage the pump station was already taking.  Suddenly Ava saw a flash of light from behind one of them, and seconds later, an explosion rocked the front door.

She ran downstairs.  Jake was there along with Johnny Switchblade.  Smoke was billowing in from around the door, but it appeared to have held against the blast.

“I don’t think it’ll take another shot like that,” Switchblade yelled.  

“Get some of your men over here to cover the front door,” Jake called back.

Switchblade hustled off to collect a couple addicts that he lined up behind sandbag barriers in the hallway just inside the front door.

Ava hustled back upstairs to her gunners.  Just as she made it to the top of the stairs, there was another intense explosion.  As she entered the lounge area where she’d been just moments before, and ran across to the right side of the building, she saw that the area had been obliterated.  The window where her machine gunner had been stationed was now just a gapping hole.  Pieces of her gunner were strewn around the room.  She saw his torso lying on the center of the floor.  The machinegun lay near where the window used to be.  She dashed inside the room.  Bullets were zipping off the bricks outside and some were plugging themselves into the room’s plaster walls.  She dove onto the floor, grabbed the machinegun, and slithered back to the room’s entry doorway.  From her position, she could see more pickup trucks with mounted machineguns pulling up outside.  She guessed that it was the second wave of the assault.  They just had to hold out a bit longer.  Things were going pretty much as she had expected.  She had guessed that the families would send in a light attack force first to probe for weaknesses and feel out where the heaviest defensive firepower was positioned.  Once they had those areas pinpointed, they would start focusing on them as they just had by taking out her machine gunner.  She figured that once they felt they’d softened the place up enough, they’d bring in their third wave and really start letting them have it, finishing them off quickly.  This was what she was counting on and was why she had held off on bringing all their forces to bear right at the beginning of the fight.

With the arrival of the pickups, she figured that it was close to time for the final assault.  She knew that they were risking being overrun if they waited too long.  A rocket propelled grenade exploded near where she’d stationed Blondie in the next room.  She couldn’t see the damage but she could feel its impact from the shudder that ran through the building after the grenade hit.  She had no idea whether Blondie was okay or not and didn’t have time to check.  Another grenade hit downstairs a second later, knocking the building’s thick steel entry door off its hinges.  Ava could hear Johnny Switchblade and Jake shouting and then the men they had covering the front entrance open fire.   

It was time to open up the rooftop.

Ava dropped the heavy machinegun she was carrying and dashed up the stairs to where the Kill King and her third heavy machine gunner were crouched waiting behind their sandbag emplacements.  “FIRE!” she yelled.

The machine gunner let loose with a sickening barrage that immediately ripped through three men who were making a dash for the front entrance.  Meanwhile, the Kill King started doing some damage of his own.  First he took out the guy with the grenade launcher.  He drew a breath, held it, aimed, squeezed the trigger, exhaled, and watched.  A bullet ripped through the guy’s head, dropping him to the ground, and along with him, the launcher.  The King didn’t like to aim for the chest if at all possible due to many of the Families’ men wearing body armor.  He preferred a sure shot to the head whenever he could get it.

One of the grenade launcher guy’s buddies scrambled from behind the cover of a nearby vehicle to try to recover the weapon.  Just as he reached it, the Kill King took him out with a single shot too.  Then the King turned his attention to the SUV inside the pump station perimeter which presented the most immediate danger to the building being overrun.  With nearly a 360 degree view around the building, the King could pretty much have his choice of targets as long as they weren’t too close to the side of the structure.  But he had to act quickly before the attackers got a read on his position or before they got inside the pump station itself.  Bullets were already starting to pound into his defensive sandbags, and he could feel the heat of the attack turning toward him and the gunner laying down heavy fire beside him.                             

The King could see through the SUV’s passenger-side window, the head of one of the attackers crouched behind its open door.  He drew a breath, held it, aimed, squeezed the trigger, exhaled, and watched.  The SUV window shattered and the head disappeared from sight.  A second later, a body tumbled out from behind the door and lay motionless on the ground.

The King angled his rifle’s scope slightly to the right.  He couldn’t see another head anywhere, but underneath the driver’s side door he saw a knee planted in the ground as one of the defenders crouched for cover.  He drew a breath, held it, aimed, squeezed the trigger, exhaled, and watched.  His bullet ripped into the exposed knee.  A second later, a man sprawled out into the open from behind the door, writhing in pain.  Realizing that he was in danger, the man immediately began scrambling back to the cover of the SUV, but it was too late.  The King squeezed the trigger again, sending a round into the middle of the man’s neck, killing him instantly.

Suddenly an explosion erupted just below the King.  A grenade round had hit the building just below his position.  The heat from the blast rolled upward, burning his face, and the smoke temporarily blinded his one and only eye as he ducked for cover behind his sandbag emplacement.  He looked over beside him.  The machine gunner was staring at him with lifeless eyes, a hole in the side of his face. 

King blinked hard and fished from his pocket a clean cloth he carried with him at all times to wipe his eye.  As he recovered his vision, he saw someone next to him push the body of the gunner aside and start firing the machinegun.  

It was Ava.

“Didn’t expect to see you here!” he yelled over the machinegun’s chatter, putting his rifle’s scope back to his eye.

“You know where that round came from?” Ava yelled, pausing her fire just long enough for King to yell back to her, “No!”

“Give me cover and I’ll find him though!” the King called.

Ava swept the vehicles in the street with gunfire, momentarily quelling the amount of return fire they were taking and giving the King the chance he needed to locate his target.

While he’d been focused on the SUV, someone had retrieved the grenade launcher from the dead man he’d dispatched just a minute earlier.  The guy was taking cover behind the first car that had been destroyed by one of Jake’s land mines.  The Kill King zeroed in on the man just as he stood to fire another round.  He drew a breath, held it, squeezed the trigger, exhaled, and watched as a flash issued from the grenade launcher at the exact instant he fired his own shot.  

The man with the grenade launcher dropped to the ground, dead.  At the same time, there was a deafening explosion as the Kill King’s rifle was ripped from his hands.  Instantaneously, he was on his back and buried under sandbags.  There was grit in his mouth, his nose, his ears, and his eye.  He gasped for breath, choking on the dust and debris.  The weight of the dirt and sand in the bags pinned him in place and he struggled to free himself.

Suddenly he felt hands upon him, hands digging in the dirt and sand around him, and the pressure being relieved as someone pushed sandbags off him.  As he blinked to clear his eye, he could see Ava – blood on her face and a cut below her right eye – working to extract him.  He pulled his right arm from beneath a sandbag and Ava helped him to his feet.  She pulled him along with her off the rooftop to the stairwell. 

The Kill King could see the right arm beneath Ava’s torn and tattered jacket was oozing blood from a deep gash.

“You okay?” he asked, spitting more dirt and sand from his mouth and wiggling a finger in one ear to clear the ringing.

She nodded, “I’ll live.  You?”

“I think so,” he said.  He blinked hard, “Got something in my eye.  But I think it’ll be okay.  Can’t afford to lose that one too,” he shook his head as he cleared the debris from his eye.

“Come on, let’s get downstairs,” Ava said, leading him along.  

They helped one another back down to the first floor where Ava guided them into the office.  King was limping from where one of the heavy sandbags had fallen awkwardly on his knee and Ava still seemed somewhat dazed.  The King collapsed into a chair while Ava fumbled on the desk for the radio.

She found it, turned it on, and squeezed the talk button.  “Go!” was all she said before she collapsed to the floor.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

 

Four days had gone by since we’d discovered the garden invasion, and with each passing day, we felt a little bit better about the situation.  There had been no recurrence of the trespassers in the garden, nor any sign of their reappearance anywhere else around town.  

Ray and I had recently been back to the pond to refill the pickup’s tanks with water, and while I had noted some fresh tracks in the dirt around it, and the water level noticeably decreased, our water-hauling work proceeded without incident.

Over the ensuing days, we decided to harvest as much as we could from our plantings just to be on the safe side and to avoid leaving any tempting fruit on the vine so to speak.  We collected any ripe – or near ripe – tomatoes so that they could finish the ripening process safely indoors.  We collected carrots, cucumbers, corn, and more.  We also temporarily transferred our water from the back of the pickup into any remaining available containers we could lay our hands on and sent an armed party out to load the tubs full of apples and peaches so that Sharron could start cooking, canning, and using them in baking in an effort to help bolster our food supplies.  Paul, Sarah, Emily, Pam, and Dad helped Sharron unload the fruit and then assisted with peeling, cutting, and dicing, as well as preparing containers and boiling water.    

On the fifth day, we felt reasonably secure with our food stocks bolstered, our garden picked clean of harvestable items, and all the fruit we could handle pulled from the peach and apple trees.

That evening, it was again time for me and Claire to take over the night watch.  I let her take the first stint from 6 p.m. to midnight since it was the easiest to cover.  By this point in the summer, it didn’t even get dark until after nine, so it really didn’t feel like there was much of a night shift to cover until the second portion of the evening was in full effect.  

While this was nice for the person covering the early portion of the night, it kind of stunk for the person who had the second half, as it made it difficult to get any rest ahead of their shift due to the still-lit evening sky.  

This was the case for me tonight.  It seemed like I had just dozed off when I felt Claire’s gentle touch wake me.

“Ugh,” I moaned groggily.  “Already?”

“Yep…already.  Sorry hon’,” she said as she slipped into bed beside me and I slowly slid my way out.

“See you in the morning,” I groaned.

“Uh huh,” she answered drowsily.

I was envious of her, but I knew that duty called and that it was only once or twice a week I had to endure this hardship.  It was a small sacrifice to make to ensure the safety of our group and its resources.  

In the darkness, I located my blue jeans draped over a nearby chair and wriggled into them.  I found a t-shirt on the same chair and slipped it over my head.  Then I located my .44 on the shelf I’d mounted on the wall beside the bed that allowed me to store our firearms within easy reach for Claire and me but out of reach of Jason’s tiny hands.  I shoved the weapon into my waistband.  And finally, I retrieved the automatic rifle from a wall-mounted rack above the bed where Claire had placed it upon returning from her watch.    

I rubbed the sleep from my eyes with the thumb and middle finger of my left hand and headed downstairs.

The first thing I did once outside was make a quick check of the garden.  Finding that all was quiet on the backyard front, I moved around the store to take up my post on the front porch.  

Everyone had their own watch routine which I actually liked since it made it harder for anyone who might be observing us to get a feel for regular patterns to our shifts.  My personal preference was to break up each hour into two mini-shifts.  The first half hour I’d spend watching the front of the store, and then I’d circle around back to spend a half hour there.  However, whenever I got bored or began feeling sleepy, I’d make an unplanned circuit or two around the store to help wake me up and pass the time.  This also helped keep the watch more interesting, and more importantly, keep any prospective intruders off guard.

That was my theory at least.

Ray had told the group that it was good to change things up to keep us from falling into a monotonous routine.  He had said that routine was the enemy on numerous fronts.  Not only did it make our patterns easier to spot to outsiders, but it lulled us into a sense of complacency where we began to see and do the same things in habitual ways.  Instead, he had said, we should vary our watch patterns as it would keep our eyes “fresh” and help us stay more alert.  Changing things up helped our minds stay more active because it acted to “reset” them as we moved from place to place.  He noted a study that had been referenced in his FBI training in which people had been given a simple list of five items to remember in one room of a house – the living room for example – and then asked to recall that same list as soon as they moved into another area of the house.  The list might have contained things like eggs, butter, vacuum cleaner, mop, and toothpaste.  They’d often easily be able to recount the items over and over again in the room in which they’d been presented with the list, but once asked to recite it just a few seconds after entering another room, very few of the study participants had been able to recount the full list with any regularity.  Ray told us that it was because of a sort of reset our brains did as we moved into a new location.  In a kitchen we began thinking about things like food, cooking, and eating.  In a bathroom we began thinking about shaving, using the toilet, taking a soothing bath or shower, etc.  This new train of thought caused our brains to loose focus on what we had been thinking about just moments before and focus on the things presented to us in a completely new environment.  This, he said, was the reason why we might have noticed ourselves occasionally entering a room of our home for a certain reason or purpose only to realize once we got there that we couldn’t remember exactly why or what we’d gone there for, which we all agreed had happened to us in the past.

It made sense once he’d laid it all out for us, but I didn’t think I would ever have thought about it otherwise.  And so, this was the approach I adopted in an effort to make my shift as interesting as possible while keeping myself relatively alert and aware as I changed locations regularly.  

I kept a pack of gum handy since the cigarettes had run out long ago, and this helped keep me busy too, chomping away and blowing bubbles.  I’d found that making mental lists of things we needed to do or prepare for the approaching fall and winter months also helped the time pass faster.  

Tonight, I was thinking largely about water.  I wasn’t as worried as I had been since we’d soon be done harvesting our crops which would alleviate much of the strain upon our water supply.  And I figured it had to rain sometime.  I didn’t have much hope for the remainder of August, but I was praying that the rain gods would be kinder to us in September.  

As a hedge against the gods overlooking my oft-made requests, we’d managed to build up a reserve supply of several hundred gallons of clean water kept in the basement.  This way, even if the pond dried up completely, we’d have something to keep us going for at least a couple of weeks, and maybe longer if we used it solely for drinking and little else.  

The night air felt surprisingly cool, cooler than it’d felt in weeks.  It was nice, and it made it almost enjoyable to be out at this time of night.  I listened to the soft chirping of the crickets.  Somewhere in the distance, a coyote yipped.  I sat on the front porch steps thinking.  Fall would arrive soon, and then winter.  I was worried about our food stocks…our meat supply more than anything.  Poor Paul could only snag so many squirrels, and he was currently on hunting probation since our meeting last week.  And as a group of eleven, ten of whom ate meat, we needed more than an occasional paltry few ounces of squirrel flesh to keep us fed.  

I knew that Sharron would do her best to pinpoint trees for nuts as another source of protein, but again, the energy expended harvesting and shelling the nuts for their tiny bits of flesh was almost more than they replenished.  

There was a soft breeze blowing tonight, and paired with the cool evening air, it made me shiver.  I heard a bang somewhere in the distance down by the town’s sprinkling of houses, but it didn’t concern me.  Several of the homes were in a severe state of disrepair and were well into the process of breaking down and falling apart.  One of the trailers had some loose roofing that would flap around in the wind, and I guessed that this was what was responsible for the noise tonight.  

This was another area of concern for my mental list making.  We needed to decide whether to stay put in the general store or move into the houses and start working on them before their condition worsened.  If we waited much longer, they would be beyond repair and the choice would be made for us by the efforts of Mother Nature, Father Time, and Old Man Winter.

I sat for a few minutes considering which houses were still salvageable and which of those needed the least amount of work to make them livable.  All of them needed at least some work.  And then of course there was the issue of removing the previous occupants.  That would have to be dealt with first and foremost and was not something I was looking forward to.

Before I knew it, my watch read nearly two o’clock.  I stood, did a perimeter check, and ended my circuit at the rear of the store.  Once there, I did a short walk around the garden, checking the chicken wire fencing with my flashlight, not so much to look for trespassers of the human variety but to search for small holes through which squirrels, rabbits, raccoons, and other small critters could wriggle.  After making a few minor adjustments to the fencing, I went and checked the water tank levels in the back of the pickup truck parked nearby.  I had replenished them several days ago after they’d been emptied of fruit.  Both tanks were just a little under halfway full.  Even with the covers atop them, we never filled the tubs more than about three-quarters of the way to keep slopping and spillage to a minimum on the way home.  I gave us another three or four days before I’d have to make another trip to the pond, unless it rained, the odds of which I didn’t think were in our favor.

I then killed a few more minutes checking that the back door was locked and that the outside entry doors to the basement were secure with a padlocked chain around them.  

Both were.

This done, I decided to heed Ray’s advice and vary my routine a little.  Rather than stick around out back, I wandered up front where I took up a position smack dab in the center of Main Street and where I could see up and down the town’s central thoroughfare, if it could be considered such.   

I gazed for a moment up the road in the direction we’d entered town several months ago, remembering the evening we’d rolled slowly and cautiously to a stop just a few feet from where I now stood.  I thought about the fears we’d had when we’d arrived and the concerns about how we might be welcomed.  I remembered the relief I felt upon realizing that the tiny town was deserted.  And I remembered myself thinking that Olsten resembled the type of town I’d envisioned us eventually settling down in.  

I liked Olsten.  Was it perfect?  No.  Would anywhere be perfect?  I doubted it.  The castle back in Tennessee was probably about as close as we’d come to perfection, but even that had its faults and had eventually been ruined by the townspeople of Tipton.  But this place had a homey sort of feel.  It was quaint, quiet, and maybe most importantly, completely ours.

I took a long, deep breath, inhaling the fresh country air that was no longer touched by man or machine other than the small environmental footprint of our own group’s creation.

I turned around to look toward the other side of town, to where the houses – and potentially our future home – sat.

From the corner of my eye I noticed a faint glimmer of light coming from one side of town.  It took me a few seconds to focus on the spot and it seemed as if it was gently pulsating, slowly growing in size.  Another pinprick of light caught my eye from across town on the other side of Main Street, and then another, and another.  I couldn’t figure out what was going on or what was creating the lights.  It was like tiny Christmas lights had been strung up across town.

But then I realized, if these lights weren’t natural, then they were manmade, and manmade could mean trouble.

I walked quickly back to the front porch to alert the others, never taking my eyes from the lights that appeared to be coming from each of the homes around Olsten, and were growing in size by the minute.  That’s when it hit me…they were fires.  Somebody was setting our town ablaze.

I darted up the front porch steps.  

“FIRE!” I yelled, dashing through the storefront and continuing on back to the stairway and up the stairs to the second floor.  I flung the door to our apartment open.  “FIRE!” I yelled again.  “They’re setting fire to the town!  Will!” I cried.  “Get your gun!  Claire!  Sharron! Get the kids down to the basement!”

Then I raced upstairs to the third floor apartment, shoving the door open.  “Ray!  Get guns and ammo and meet me downstairs, they’re setting fire to the town!”

I hustled back downstairs, but by the time I got there, it was too late.  Dad and Emily were hurriedly dressing themselves in their first-floor bedroom as I heard vehicle engines outside on the street.  Seconds later, there was the sound of smashing glass and an eruption of flames on the front porch.

“They’re burning the building!” I yelled.  “Out the back!  Grab everything you can!”

There were two more crashes of glass as objects smashed into the front windows and the room lit up from outside with flames that quickly spread across the porch and up the dry wood framing of our old store.

I stepped to the front door to survey whether it was possible to combat the flames, but a hail of gunfire drove me back inside and I dove for cover behind the store’s huge front counter.        

I crawled along behind the counter until I could safely stand, and then I made my way back upstairs.  Along the way, I yelled, “Grab what you can!  The store’s on fire!”

I burst back into our apartment.  It was hard to see, but the growing flames outside were providing some light through our windows.

I found Claire throwing on clothes.  Jason was sitting on the bed in his underwear crying.  “Get Jason out of here!” I shouted.  “Grab anything you can save on the way and get out back!”  I grabbed several rifles and a can of ammo along with Claire’s diabetic supplies.  “I’ve got your supplies,” I called to her.  “Follow me down.”

She grabbed Jason, his clothes, and a few other items and followed me back out to the hallway.  Will, Sharron and the kids met us as we made our way out to the landing.

“What’s going on?” Will said.

“The building’s on fire,” I explained.  “Get the kids outside and then help me save what we can.  Guns, ammo, food, medicine, and water…those are the priorities.”

Ray and Pam came rushing down the stairway behind us.  I didn’t even wait for them to ask, giving them the same rundown.

At the bottom of the stairs, we met Dad and Emily.

“Wait here,” I told the group now formed behind me.  “Will, Ray…come on.”

I didn’t want to lead our families outside and into the path of danger if there were armed intruders still present.  I led the two men out the back and around front, ready for anything.  But it was quiet outside now, the night illuminated by the numerous blazes burning around town.  All we found was an empty street.  In the distance, I could see taillights disappearing down Main Street between the burning homes and back toward the direction of the pond.

Across from us, Mary’s was on fire.  Flames were also shooting out of the post office’s front windows.  The decrepit old building next door to the store was engulfed.  

The entire town was burning.  

I turned to see the front of our own building being licked by flames as they crawled their way up the walls and inside through the front door.

“Come on,” I said to Ray and Will.  “We’ve got to get everything we can out of the store before the entire place burns to the ground!”

They followed me around back to where the others were waiting.  We got the kids sheltered by the pickup parked nearby, handed over our rifles to the women, and charged back inside.  The first thing I did was to close the door dividing the store area from the rear of the building and the back staircase leading up to the apartments, hoping that it would help slow the spread of the fire and buy us a few extra minutes.  Then we ran back upstairs.  There, Ray and Will collected the rest of the guns and ammo while Dad and I grabbed pillows from the bedrooms and shed them of their cases which we then began filling with all the food we could grab.  With three of them a piece crammed full, we hustled them back downstairs and dumped their contents out on the ground.  “Claire, can you grab stuff from the basement?” I asked, tossing her the padlock key and not waiting for a response before hurrying back upstairs.    

Will and Ray’s next trip was for additional food, toiletries, and any medical supplies.  While the fire had yet to break into the upper floors, the smoke pouring through cracks around the windows and doors was growing thick.  Just as we made it back downstairs with our loads, the closed door separating the front of the store from the rear staircase began to give way to the fire, releasing a wave of scorching hot air as flames began to fight their way through and around it.

Knowing that it was getting too dangerous to attempt another trip upstairs, we helped Claire move stuff from the basement.  We managed to collect a lot of the preserves as well as about 50 one-gallon jugs of water.  At one point, I was carrying three jugs in each hand.  But soon, smoke engulfed this lower portion of the building as well, and fearing a collapse from above, we were forced to abandon our efforts.

We fell exhausted on the ground a safe distance from the store and watched as it burned before our eyes.  It didn’t take long.  With no rain for months, the place was a tinder box, and about ten minutes after we’d made our last trip, the roof collapsed.  Shortly after this, the third floor went, taking the second, and then the first floor along with it down into the basement.  And about forty-five minutes after the whole thing started, our store – along with the rest of Olsten – was completely burned to the ground.

Our group sat in stunned disbelief.  We had expected another attempt on the garden, maybe a confrontation of some sort, or even a possible exchange of gunfire, but not this.  We didn’t even know who our attackers were.  There had been no warnings, no gradual escalation, just a well-coordinated attack that resulted in complete and total surprise and had laid waste to our entire town.  

We had been ready, but not for this, and the more I thought about it, the angrier it made me.  I was mad at myself for not having us better prepared, but I just hadn’t envisioned such an all-encompassing attack.  I thought something directed solely at us or our residence, but not at the entire town.  I hadn’t even considered it.  And why?  Why had they gone this far?  Why hadn’t they just tried to make contact with us to see if something couldn’t be worked out?  And why were they so pissed off in the first place?  Was it because of the water?  Were they just asshole people who didn’t want us around?  Were they afraid of us?  

I couldn’t make sense of it, and this left me even angrier.  Back in Illinois and in Tennessee, at least I could see some method to our aggressors’ madness; but here, I didn’t even know who our assailants were or why they they’d picked us as targets.  I did have to admit that their tactics were extremely effective.  I could see no other way but to leave.  If their goal was to be rid of us, it had certainly worked.  And this probably made me angriest of all.  

I stood up and walked over to the truck.  I punched the door’s side panel hard with a fist, actually denting the metal.  “Fuck!” I hissed.  “Fuck!  Fuck!  Fuck!  I can’t fucking believe this!  Here we are again!  Why?” I cried, looking up at the sky.  “Why?  Why can’t we just live in peace?  Fifty fucking people left in the whole fucking world and we can’t just leave each other the fuck alone?”

Everyone was looking at me, but I didn’t care.  I was tired.  Tired of relocating.  Tired of starting over.  Tired of planning.  Tired of preparing.  Tired of constantly trying to see the future and failing.  For the first time since the flu, I actually found myself truly longing to be back in our old society.  Sure, I had missed things about our old way of life, but until now, I felt that we had a chance of succeeding in this new world.  But now, I was starting to feel like we might not make it.  I was physically and mentally exhausted, and the thought of having to start all over again – to have to load up the truck and find a new place, to lay down roots, and try to get everything set up again – left me feeling even more exhausted and apathetic.  

For the first time since the flu, I felt hopeless.

“I’m sorry,” I said to the group, shaking my head.  “I’m sorry.  I’ve let you down.  I should have seen this coming, and I didn’t.  I’m just…so…sorry.”  

It was all I could muster.  I couldn’t think of anything else to say, and anything else I could have said would largely have been pointless anyway.  I’d blown it, and I knew it, and all the responsibility I could take for it now wouldn’t matter.

Ray walked over and put his arm around me.  “We’re all alive…and unhurt…that’s all that matters,” he said.  “None of us want to start over, but we can, and we will, and we’ll succeed.  You’ll see that we succeed.” 

Then he hugged me.  

I don’t think that Ray had ever hugged me.  Heck, I don’t know if I’d ever even seen him hug Pam.  It wasn’t much, but it was enough.  It was what it took to pull me back to reality.  

I nodded and took a deep breath.  “Okay,” I said.  “Okay.”

I looked around at the ground, now blanketed with an assortment of supplies.  There were piles of food, jugs of water, boxes of medicine and personal care items, guns, ammo boxes, stacks of clothing.

And then, as I stood their absorbing the entirety of the situation, it started to sprinkle, the raindrops landing like tiny cold bugs upon my face.

I looked up at the sky.  It was thick with clouds that masked the stars.

I started to laugh, “Really?!” I cried.  “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” I held my hands up to the sky.  “Now?  After all this time?”  I just stood there looking up at the sky, shaking my head and laughing.  It was all I could do to keep my sanity.

“Alright,” I said after several seconds, pulling myself back together and taking over, “let’s get this stuff loaded onto the trailer and covered up.  Get the guns and ammo stashed in a dry place first.  Ray, Will, Dad…help me unbolt these water tanks from the back of the truck.  Claire, put Jason in the truck’s cab so he’s out of the way!  Sarah, you keep an eye on him.  Claire, put Cashmere and your diabetic supplies in there too so they’re safe.”

And so we spend the next hour, loading up the few remaining possessions we had, slipping in the mud and soaked to the bone in the pouring rain.

“There’s got to be a place,” I said as Will and Ray helped me lay a tarp we had salvaged atop the supplies in the trailer and secure it.  

“What do you mean?” asked Will.

“A place where we can finally be safe…where we can avoid all this,” I gestured around me at the charred and smoking rubble that was now Olsten.

“We need a castle with a moat where we can pull up the drawbridge and just be left alone,” said Ray jokingly.

“Yeah…no kidding,” I agreed, considering his words.  “Easier said than found.”  

Ray’s words stuck a chord with me though as we finished up loading the supplies and securing them to the truck and trailer.  I decided to make them my next area of consideration as I climbed into the pickup’s cab and fired up the engine.  

Claire sat with Jason on her lap in the middle of the front seat, and Pam – since she was pregnant – got the other front seat spot to keep her out of the rain.  Cashmere settled upon her lap for the ride.  The rest of the group sheltered in a makeshift tent we’d erected in the pickup’s bed.  

I slowly pulled the pickup and trailer from around the pile of rain-soaked and smoking debris that had just hours earlier been our home for the foreseeable future, and out onto what had once been Olsten’s Main Street.  

Now it was just a road – a road to nowhere.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 20

 

While Ava had been handling the pump stations’ second floor, Jake had been down at the front door.  He didn’t have time to worry about where she was or what she was doing.  He had swarms of Three Family soldiers heading for the building’s entrance where he had but a paltry few men – most of whom were wacked-out drug addicts – there to defend his fortress.  At first, the addicts had been cutting down men left and right.  They were all psyched up on their drug of choice up and laying down an insane amount of fire, burning through ammo like crazy; but that was fine with Jake, they had the ammo to be burned through.  It was like shooting fish in a barrel.  But Jake remembered that Ava had expected this.  She had told him that the families would likely use their dregs as decoys and cannon fodder as a way to get a read on where they had positioned their defensive emplacements.  Then they’d move in with their main assault teams.

Through their front entrance that had now been blasted open, Jake could see more men filtering between the houses across the street.  But he had bigger problems.  The men just outside their compound were laying down a ferocious amount of fire, and now that the door was down, Jake had a feeling that it was only a matter of time before the attackers gathering outside made a direct assault upon the station.  They were just waiting until they had their men in place and numbers on their side.  

Jake didn’t like it, but again, he had to trust Ava’s plan; it was their only hope.

The barrier they’d created of sandbags and steel plates just inside the pump station’s entrance was being riddled with bullets from outside, but his men were continuing to return fire from around the building.  Suddenly he saw a puff of smoke from the street, and a second later, an intense explosion erupted somewhere above them.  The firing from the rooftop ceased.  He wondered if Ava was okay, but there wasn’t time for checking on her now.  Jake knew that she could take care of herself.

One of his men at the front door rocked back hard onto the floor, a bullet hole in his forehead.  Jake reached down and grabbed the man’s assault rifle, aiming out the front door and squeezing the trigger until the weapon’s magazine was empty and then throwing it back to the floor.  He saw a man outside dash across the front lawn, angling toward the cover of the building’s front exterior wall.  Jake swung his own rifle around on a shoulder strap and fired, cutting the man down in mid-stride.  

An intense fire was now being directed at the entrance of the building from the street, causing Jake and his men to have to crouch for cover behind their barriers.  They held their weapons just over their sheltered positions to fire.  After a moment, Jake peeked his head overtop the sandbags and saw a group of six more men moving toward them across the lawn.  He was able take down one of them, but the others made it to the cover of the building’s exterior wall.  Seconds later, a grenade rolled in the front door.

“Grenade!” Jake yelled, hitting the deck. 

The explosion ripped through the building’s entry hall, tearing into the sandbags and blasting some of them over onto the men.  They hurriedly worked to replace them as best they could.  

Just as they got their barrier halfway back together, two more grenades rolled in.

The ensuing blast was devastating.  Two of Jake’s men who were still working to finalize the repairs to their bulwarks were torn apart, and Jake and two more of his men were hurled backwards down the entry hallway.  

Jake opened his eyes to a scene of chaos.  He was stunned, dazed; he looked around him.  The man next to him was bleeding from the mouth and ears.  A lone arm lay beside him.  He moved the fingers on each of his hands to make sure it wasn’t his own and then did a visual double-check.  Another man next to him was struggling to stand, but kept falling in the blood that now covered the floor, making it a slippery mess.

As Jake struggled to stand, he turned to look at the front entry.  As the smoke began to clear, he could see men pouring through it and more out on the lawn moving toward the doorway.

“JOHNNY!” he screamed.

From the side room where most of the drug addicts were still firing away like madmen, Johnny Switchblade appeared.  He whipped a throwing knife at the first attacker to enter the building, hitting the man in the neck.  The man went down, spraying a hail of bullets in the process.  

As Jake moved to avoid the gunfire, he slipped, going down hard on the floor, landing in the ooze of blood and body parts it had become.

Meanwhile, Switchblade pulled a handgun and fired continuously, hitting the next man through the door and killing him instantly while wounding the man just behind him.  But there were just too many of them.  The fourth man in line hit Switchblade in his mid-section like a linebacker, just as he ran out of ammo.  They both went down to the floor.

One of the addicts stepped into the doorway to assist but was immediately gunned down before he could get off a shot.

Jake scrambled to stand, again slipping in the blood and gore, but eventually making it to his feet.  He let loose with a full magazine, temporarily clearing the doorway of attackers.  He pulled the empty magazine from his weapon and searched for another but found none.

He frantically felt around his body for another magazine; then, realizing that he was out, pulled his backup piece.  Another attacker appeared at the doorway and Jake fired, hitting the man, but he kept coming.  Jake kept firing until the man finally dropped and he was again out of ammo.

He threw his gun to the floor and prepared for the end.  From the corner of his eye, he saw Johnny Switchblade, still grappling with the man who had tackled him.  The man seemed to have the upper hand and had his hands around Switchblade’s neck, squeezing the life out of him.  But Jake knew better.  He watched as Switchblade’s free hand moved down to a holster attached to the side of his leg.  In an instant it was all over, the handle of a four-inch blade protruding from the side of the attacker’s neck.

Switchblade rolled the man off him and onto the floor, pulling the knife from his neck in the process.  As he did so, five more men entered the doorway.

Suddenly there was an intense explosion outside.  Jake and Switchblade hit the deck.  A second later, a deafening hail of gunfire from the hallway behind them ripped into the men who had just entered through the doorway.  Several of the men were hit, several more ducked for cover behind the sandbag emplacement near them.

It was Ava and the Kill King.  

“Hit the deck!” screamed Ava as she threw a grenade into the doorway.

The attackers saw the grenade and bolted back outside.  The ensuing blast killed two of them and picked the last few up like ragdolls, tossing them back out onto the pump station’s grass and gravel lawn.

Ava and Kill King slipped and skidded their way over and helped Jake to his feet, guiding him to the entry doorway.  

The trio stumbled over dead bodies and debris, pausing to help Johnny Switchblade to his feet as they walked to the front door.

Outside, they could see men from the Three Families running back toward the houses across the street amid an onslaught of explosions and gunfire. 

Ava’s plan had worked perfectly, and they had caught their enemy unprepared for their double-flanking maneuver that had been carried out with near perfect timing, just as the invaders were focused primarily on overrunning the pump station and delivering the death blow to Jake and his men.

Ava’s radio call had reached the Strykers at the critical moment.  The two armored vehicles that had patiently been waiting under cover about a half mile behind the station had split up, one making a wide and sweeping advance around the attackers on the left side of the building while the other moved to the right.  Along the way, one armored vehicle joined with Mad Dog and his reserves while the other joined forces with Rambo and his men.  The Strykers led the way, sweeping in from each side of the street at the front side of the pump station, in effect, pinning many of the attackers between the station itself and their deadly fire.  The Stryker armed with the grenade launcher took out several of the machinegun-armed pickups while the other Stryker used its 7.62 millimeter machine gun to rake the perimeter, gunning down attackers as they scrambled for cover or just plain ran away.  Meanwhile, Mad Dog and Rambo followed in their armored pickups and SUV on cleanup duty, mopping up any stragglers.  

Any remaining attackers – of which there were few – either fled through the empty lots surrounding the pump station or back between the houses through which they’d arrived.

 

* * *

 

There was little celebrating the amazing victory that Jake, Ava, and their men had achieved.  The pump station was literally destroyed and was now useless as a base of operations.  Its perimeter fencing was in shambles; the entry door had been obliterated, and there were gapping holes throughout its exterior walls.  As the remnants of the Three Families’ men dispersed, inventory was taken of the losses on both sides.

Ava was both saddened, yet somewhat relieved to discover that both Brownie and Blondie – who had both been stationed on the second floor – had been killed.  Brownie had two bullet wounds to the chest, Blondie one to the head.  Ava felt for the two men, but at the same time, it took care of a problem that had been bothering her.  Brownie and Blondie were the only two people – now that she’d sent Bushy on his own private mission – besides her who had some idea of her plan and who had met her contacts down south.  This concerned Ava since they weren’t the sharpest tools in the shed.  She realized that an unwitting slip of the tongue while under the influence or otherwise could have sunk her ship with Jake.  But now, with them both dead, she didn’t have to concern herself with such things.

Added to the list of casualties were four more of their personal army dead and three wounded, not including the battered and bruised Jake, Ava, Johnny Switchblade, and the Kill King.  One of the wounded men had a gunshot wound to the right arm, another had taken shrapnel to the left hand, and still another had been hit in the head by a large chunk of flying brick and had a concussion and massive scalp laceration.        

Of the addicts they’d collected for the fight, four were still alive, which wasn’t bad considering their skill and the overall condition in which they’d fought.

Meanwhile, they counted 22 of the enemy killed, and six wounded.  These six were quickly added to the kill count for a grand total of 28.  Jake and Ava guessed that there were likely more wounded who had escaped, but they had no idea of just how many.

“Rambo!  Mad Dog!” Jake bellowed as things settled down around the station.  “You two are on guard duty.  Post the Strykers out front and be ready for follow-up attacks!”  He walked inside, stepping around the bodies of fallen men.  Ava followed him.  “Switchblade!  Jake continued.  “Gather up some men and drag these fucking dead bodies outside!”

He walked to the downstairs office.  Ava followed him.  Inside, he grabbed two bottles of tequila from an open box.  He handed one to Ava, then took a blue bandana from his pocket, spit on it, and wiped some of the blood from her face.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Looks like you took a pretty hard knock there, babe,” he nodded at her head.

“I’ll live,” she said, pounding back a mouthful of tequila and then using a small mirror to affix a bandage to the wound.

Jake took a deep swig himself and then tied the bandana around the laceration to Ava’s arm.

“So what’s the plan?” Ava asked.

Jake snorted.  “I should be asking you,” he said.  “You had their attack mapped out pretty damn well.”

She nodded, wanting to smile for the credit he’d finally given, but daring not to.  “Question is…what now?” she said.

Jake took a deep breath and then another long drink of tequila.  He leaned against the side of the desk and shook his head, “I don’t know.  We sure as hell can’t take another attack like that…not here at least.  Those last couple addicts are ready to bust out of here.  I’d be surprised if they aren’t gone already.  They knew they were coming to fight and to shoot at people, but I don’t think they had any idea it was going to be something like that.  About half our guys are dead or fucked up.  We’ve got the Strykers, but they’re not enough on their own.  We can’t hold this place in the shape it’s in.  We’ve got to move.”

“If we stay in Atlanta, the Three Families will hunt us until we’re dead,” Ava looked at him and fished a pack of cigarettes from her pocket.  She pulled out two, light them in her mouth, and then offered one to Jake.  He took it, and they both smoked in silence.

“Any thoughts?” Jake asked.

“We stay here and we’re dead,” Ava said, hoping to plant the seed but not water it too much before it took root and grew in the dirt that comprised Jake’s tiny brain.

“But we’ve got things going here,” Jake said.

Ava shook her head, “We had things going here.  Now those things are over.  We can’t take on the Three Families, and we can’t outlast them.  Today was just a precursor of things to come.  The only thing we can do is outrun them.  We’ve got the Strykers; we can get out of here and start over.  We know how to do it now.  It’ll be much easier next time around.”

Jake smoked…and drank…and considered.  He moved around the desk and collapsed heavily into the office chair that sat before it.  Then he said, “Yeah, but where?”

It was the question Ava had been waiting so long to hear, and she pounced upon the opportunity that Jake had just presented.

She moved up close to him and slowly squeezed her way around and over him so that she was straddling him on the chair.  

“We need a vacation,” she said, stroking his check and rubbing a hand down over his chest.

“Ha!” he laughed.  “No shit!”

“What do you think about going south?”

“We’ve already gone south,” he said, not understanding.

“No, I mean further south…somewhere with sand…the ocean.  I want to be able to lay on a beach with you somewhere, relax in the sun, take a break, drink tequila…enjoy ourselves for a little bit somewhere warm, somewhere with water…somewhere like Florida.  We’ve got the Strykers fueled and ready to go.  We could fill the other vehicles up with the rest of our supply and be on our way within two hours…maybe less.”  

Jake thought about it for another minute.  “Go south,” he said softly, thinking aloud.  He tilted his head back in the chair and looked at the ceiling.  “Might be a good idea,” he pondered.

“You have to make a decision though…and fast,” Ava urged.  “I don’t want to be here when the Three Families get regrouped and come at us again…and they will.  It’s only a matter of time.  What we just went through…that was only their first attempt.  They’re bound to get more organized and bring more firepower next time.  They won’t be defeated again.”

“Let me think for a minute,” Jake frowned.

Ava slid off his lap and down onto her knees before him.  “You do that,” she said quietly.  “You think…and relax…” she looked up at him subserviently while undoing his belt and unzipping his pants, willing to play the submissive sex object to achieve her objectives.

And Jake was content to let her do just that.  He kept his head rested against the back of the office chair, his eyes half closed, his mouth slightly open as he stared at the ceiling while letting Ava work her magical mouth up around and over him.

Ten minutes later, Jake was up and barking orders as his remaining men busily packed up the trucks and armored vehicles with the supplies necessary to lay down roots in Florida.
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CHAPTER 1

 

It was a scorching late-August day in north Florida.  Gordon was almost asleep – feet propped on his garage office desk – when the CB radio on his desk squawked loudly, jolting him back awake.  He reached over and fumbled for the receiver.  Finally pulling it from its resting spot, he drawled a bored sounding, “Yuuup.”

“Gordon…Hank here.  Got a big rig over on 95, ‘bout two miles south of Earl’s old place, next to the pond.  You know the spot?”


  

“Yuuup,” Gordon drawled again.

“Better get over there quick.  Got a load of diesel in it, but I saw some fellas pokin’ ‘round there this mornin’.”

“I’m on ‘er,” said Gordon.

  He hung up the receiver and stiffly removed his booted feet from the desk, the top of which was littered with candy bar wrappers and empty chip bags.

He swiveled in the dusty, vinyl office chair.  “Alright boys, we got a nibble.  Let’s go check ‘er out,” he called into the garage behind him where men worked clanking away on engines beneath open vehicle hoods or leaned against walls fiddling with greasy car parts.  On Gordon’s command, they slowly started tearing themselves away from their mechanical puzzle pieces and began wiping hands, picking up rifles, loading ammo, and conducting weapon checks.   

Gordon was nearly 60 years old, and he looked every day of it.  He’d spent a lifetime banging cars back into shape and listening to people bitch about how much he charged to do so.  They’d never understood what it took.  And just as he’d finally gotten the money together to buy his own garage, the flu had struck.

He’d pulled almost his entire family – of which there were more than a few – through the damn disease that had swept the country, wiping most of its population out in the process.  Now he felt it was his time to relax once in a while when the opportunity presented itself.  He was almost tempted to let the boys go check this one out on their own; but he was awake now, and he liked to get away from the shop occasionally, so he figured he’d tag along.  He looked at the oscillating fan that scanned the room – back and forth, back and forth, back and forth – doing little more than wafting the humidity-laden air around the stuffy office.  If nothing else, this little trip would give him a chance to enjoy the cool of an air-conditioned vehicle for at least an hour or two.  It was only one o’clock, and the boys had just finished their lunches; if he let them go off on their own now, he wouldn’t see them again for the rest of the day.  Their full bellies would likely end up sleeping under a shady grove of trees somewhere or fishing far away from the boss’s watchful eye…even when that eye was half asleep. 

Even after the flu, Gordon had found that there was still a livelihood to be had in the auto repair business.  While the market was greatly diminished, the people left in the area still needed to get around.  And while they could steal cars, with fewer and fewer running vehicles to be had almost a year after the flu, and there being no supply of new car parts on the market, the knowledge necessary to fix and maintain vehicles was proving to be a valuable commodity.  

While such work kept him fed, with a family his size, it was more than just him that needed feeding.  A large family in this new world could work both for and against someone, and Gordon had been savvy enough to realize this fact early on.  After the wave of post-flu chaos broke and receded, he’d set his boys to scavenging the narrow corridor along I-95 and the coast that stretched between south Jacksonville and north Daytona where they lived, loading up on the things he recognized retained the most value for post-apocalypse living.  Fuel, vehicles, food, guns, ammo, medicine, clothing, cigarettes – they were all fair game; and Gordon and his family had made quite a lucrative little business for themselves over the past year, controlling much of the trade that went on in this part of Florida.  Gordon recognized the niche he could develop in the area as long as he stayed away from the heavily-populated – and significantly more dangerous – urban environments. 

So when Gordon took the call informing him that there might be a semi-truck with a tank full of diesel fuel – a highly prized commodity these days – still out there for the taking, not only was he surprised that it was still there, but excited too.  Diesel was getting hard to come by, and the thought of sucking out a barrel-full free of charge got Gordon’s motor running. 

He left his brother Jack and cousin Doug behind to watch the shop.  He took his four sons: Jeff, Billy, Jerry, and Barry; and his three nephews: Edwin, Ian, and Andrew along with him.

They split themselves into five vehicles.  While it would have been more economical to take just one or two, they’d learned through experience that this wasn’t always the wisest move and that the small investment in extra fuel could pay off in saved lives.

While Gordon had balls big enough to ballast the Titanic, he also had brains.  This was how he managed to keep his family alive during the pandemic and then have them not only survive but thrive after it wreaked its havoc.  Gordon had discovered early on that when traveling in this post-apocalyptic age, it was best to make it look as though you had numbers on your side, even if you didn’t.  While eight guys could have easily piled into two SUVs, or the back of one pickup truck, it wasn’t the smart move.  And even though Gordon and his boys kept their vehicles well-maintained and knew their stuff when it came to making repairs on the fly, there was never a guarantee against mechanical failure.  In a world where people shot first and asked questions later, being able to get into, and often more importantly, out of a situation quickly, could mean the difference between the success and failure of a mission, and life or death for his loved ones.

He rode along with Jeff, his oldest boy, in a souped-up Mustang.  He chose this less protected vehicle for speed rather than safety.  As the general of the group, he often needed to be mobile since he would most likely be calling the shots, not firing them.

The others divided themselves into two lightly armored SUVs and two pickup trucks.  The SUVs carried two men with machineguns and was meant to bear most of their defensive capabilities should they encounter trouble.  The two pickup trucks were driven by one man each and were for hauling their scavenged finds.

While their group only consisted of eight guys, tinted windows on all of the vehicles kept their true numbers a mystery to anyone with potential designs on making a move against them.  At the same time, their string of vehicles appeared a quite formidable convoy.  Like those big false-eyes grown on the wings of certain types of moths, the added vehicle numbers were a sort of façade that made their group look bigger and badder than it really was.  Gordon’s hopes were that this would act as a deterrent to violence, which, while always an option, was never his first choice if at all possible.

 Gordon followed his troops out of the garage to their parking lot full of vehicles where his son’s Mustang was parked.  Like opening a hot oven, a blast of oppressive heat hit Gordon in the face as he opened the car door and lowered himself into the Mustang’s leather passenger-side seat.  A minute later, the air conditioning had cooled the inside of the car considerably and the hair on Gordon’s arms began to bristle while his skin goose-pimpled in delight.  He shivered in chilled ecstasy.

“Oh man that feels good,” he breathed, leaning back comfortably, adjusting his seat while his son, Jeff, revved the motor, threw the car into drive and peeled out of the garage parking lot and onto A1A.  

“Cool it, hot rod,” his dad told him.  “We gotta wait for the others.”

“I know, I know,” Jeff nodded, having heard it all so many times before.  “This ain’t my first rodeo.”

“Then don’t act like it is,” his dad chastised, pulling a .45 caliber handgun from the center console and removing the clip.  He eyed the clip for a moment and pushed out a few rounds from inside to inspect them. 

“I wish you wouldn’t play with that thing,” Jeff said, his eyes in the rear view mirror as he took his foot off the accelerator to let the rest of the convoy catch up.  “You’re gonna accidentally shoot me one day.”

“Huh, huh,” his father chortled.  “Yeah right, ‘accidentally’,” he nodded, giving his son a sidelong glance and double-raised eyebrows.

“Funny,” Jeff said, not smiling, and still watching in the mirror.  “What the fuck are they doing back there?  Christ, Nana could drive faster,” he shook his head.

Gordon pickup up the car’s CB radio, “Move your asses,” he growled into it.

Moments later, one of the SUVs, accompanied by one of the pickups, passed them to take the lead.  This was their typical convoy alignment, two protective vehicles in the front, Gordon – their commander in chief – in the middle, with two more security vehicles bringing up the rear.

It took them just under half an hour to cut from route A1A – which ebbed and flowed along Florida’s coastline and outer banks – over to US1 and finally to Interstate 95.  Over the past year, they’d become accustomed to making this run.  And Gordon had to admit that even though he was a Florida resident, born and bread, it had to be one of the most boring and just plain ugly drives that the beautiful US of A – or whatever it was called now – had to offer.  

The drive was largely an unbroken, eye-blurringly boring blend of scrubby undergrowth that was knit into a thick mesh of vegetation mixed with swampy marshland.  Hardly anything had been built along the corridor except for a couple gas stations near the turnoff for US1 and a small correctional facility out in the middle of nowhere.

Gordon had to admit, putting the correctional facility out here away from everyone and anything and in the middle of a jungle-like environment had been a good idea.  He figured that even the most desperate of escapees would turn right back around and ask to be re-admitted after seeing what they had to contend with once outside the prison.  Escaping the facility would be the easy part, its interior a plush pleasure palace compared to what awaited them outside.  There could be 95-degree temperatures often accompanied by comparable humidity, a blazing blue sky and the sun beating down as though you were in the Sahara, or there could be a torrential, monsoon-like downpour that made you feel as though you were mucking it out in Malaysia.  Then there was mile upon mile of terrain to navigate with no safe haven from poisonous snakes, ravenous spiders, swarms of mosquitoes, armies of sand flees that invaded every inch and crept into every crevice of your body – and of course, alligators.  Add to this the web-like netting of vines, trees, bushes, thorns, and spider webs, and there was a good reason why this part of Florida had yet to be developed.    

 Once past this corridor of blandness, there was the crisp, clean, modern, heat-rippled black snake of asphalt that comprised Interstate 95.  Numerous vehicles had been ditched here during the past year, often due to running out of fuel; and Gordon and his crew had been able to harvest a variety of parts and supplies from these abandoned relics.  It was unusual to actually find a vehicle that still had any fuel left in it – let alone diesel fuel – and this was part of the reason why he was in such a rush to get to this particular tractor trailer before anyone else.               

Once on the highway, it was only about a half mile from the exit until they saw the big rig sitting lurched over on the northbound shoulder.  Gordon hoped that there might be more treasures waiting to be discovered inside the trailer.

His convoy pulled up, creating a sort of half-moon perimeter around the truck, alerting any potential new arrivals that they had laid claim to the wreck.  Gordon and his salvage crew climbed from their vehicles.  Several of his men took up positions on the highway – two facing north and two facing south – as lookouts and to provide a defensive line should anyone else decide to take a stab at their loot.  Gordon and the rest of his boys inspected the scene.  Two men went to check the truck’s fuel tank while Gordon and Jeff went around behind.  Jeff popped the back of the truck, but they were disappointed to find it had either been traveling light or its contents had already been offloaded.                

Gordon walked around to the front of the semi.  Being outside the air-conditioned comfort of the Mustang, he was sweating already.  “Alright, pull that pickup with the siphoning equipment and barrel in the back around and let’s get to work.  We ain’t got all day.”

His two youngest son’s, Jerry and Barry sprung into action, getting the pickup truck with a 100 gallon drum strapped to its bed pulled up alongside the rig where they could begin the process of sucking out the diesel fuel. 

Gordon and Jeff walked a safe distance away and each lit up a cigarette.  Once common, cigarettes were now a luxury.  One of the scavengers Gordon regularly did business with had begun growing and drying tobacco and was in the process of creating his own hand-rolled cigarettes.  Gordon had arranged to purchase the entire first batch, and pending their quality, wanted to be the scavenger’s distributor once he perfected his craft.  Even if the quality wasn’t there, Gordon really didn’t care.  The few remaining people on the planet didn’t have many remaining indulgences, but cigarettes had become one of them.  Even for non-smokers, cigarettes could be used to barter for food or other necessities, and therefore they had become a valuable commodity to almost everyone.  Either way, Gordon wanted to get his hands on as many of these freshly-produced smokes as he could.  Like alcohol during prohibition, even a shit product was valuable simply because it was scarce.

“When’s Don supposed to be done with those cigs he promised us?” Jeff asked his father.

Gordon shrugged, “Any day now…supposedly.  Course that’s what he told me two weeks ago.”

Jeff shook his head, “You’re too easy on that guy.  Need to put some pressure on him.”

Gordon shook his head, “Everybody’s got enough pressure put on ‘em these days.  He don’t need no more.  None of us do.”

Gordon loved all his sons, and Jeff was slated to one day take over the family business, but Jeff was also impatient.  He’d yet to develop the understanding and tolerance for occasional delay that often comes with age.  Gordon had been very much like him, at least until the flu hit.  Since then, he’d mellowed a little.  He found the change in him somewhat surprising considering the numerous pressures and responsibilities that came with this new world.  But Gordon had come to realize just how precious life was and how important developing and maintaining human relationships was in a world where human beings were about the scarcest resource of all.

Gordon finished his cigarette and flipped the butt away onto the highway’s shoulder where it landed, bounced, and rolled to a stop, sending a tiny smoke trail up into the stagnant and breezeless Florida air.  

He walked to where his two sons were pumping diesel fuel out of the big rig.  Jeff followed close behind.

“How we coming?” he asked the boys, both of whom were in their mid-20s.

“Almost done,” Barry said, wiping away the sweat that was dripping down his forehead and into his eyes and that caused him to blink and squint as he spoke.

“How much we got so far?” Jeff asked.

“I’d say getting close to half a barrel,” said Jerry.

Jeff nodded, “Not bad.  If we…”

One of their northern lookouts gave a shrill whistle, “We got company!” he yelled behind him.

Gordon and Jeff both looked north.  In the afternoon sun, they could see the glint of vehicles approaching in the distance.

“Alright boys!” Gordon yelled.  “Let’s mount up!  We don’t need any trouble.  We got what we came for.”

Jerry and Barry quickly finished their pumping.  “We got just about all of it,” Barry said.

“Good,” said Gordon.  “Let’s go!”

They all packed into their respective vehicles and made for the exit ramp that would lead them back to the relative safety of home.

Gordon’s sons, Billy and Jerry, took the lead in one of the SUVs.  The pickup hauling the diesel fuel and driven by his nephew Edwin was right behind them, and Gordon and Jeff followed closely behind their captured booty.  Barry – Gordon’s youngest son – followed in the other pickup, and nephews Ian and Andrew provided rear cover for the convoy in the other SUV.

As they took the exit, it put them heading east and back toward the coast.  

Gordon adjusted his side mirror.  “Slide right so I can see,” he told Jeff.

Jeff maneuvered the Mustang over slightly out of line with the rest of the convoy that was traveling down the center of the two-lane road.  

About a minute after they took the exit, Gordon could see vehicles pulling into line behind them, three abreast; and they were closing quickly.

“They’re followin’ us,” Gordon said to Jeff.  “We could have some trouble on our hands.”

“We can handle them,” Jeff said confidently.  “We’ve been through this before.  Get home quick enough and we can catch ‘em like rats in a trap,” he nodded.

Just as he finished the words, two monstrous vehicles pulled out from the cover of the scrub brush lining the road about a half mile ahead of them.

“What the fuck are those?” Jeff frowned, lifting his foot from the accelerator slightly as the vehicles leading the way in front of them began to slow.

“Looks like armored vehicles,” said Gordon, pulling his handgun from the center console as two Stryker armored personnel carriers converged lengthwise across the entirety of the road, blocking the convoy’s route forward.  “And it looks like we’re the rats in this trap.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

Our group had been so happy, so content, so isolated.  I thought we’d finally found a place we could call our home.  We’d remained pleasantly untouched by the outside world in Olsten, Georgia for most of the spring and summer months until we were suddenly and brutally assaulted by an unknown enemy that had literally burned our town out from under us.              

This shocking turn of events had left our tiny town smoldering and in complete ruins, and we realized that Olsten was apparently just another stop on our long road to nowhere.  That road had led us from the Chicagoland area down to the vast forests of southern Illinois, to the mountainous terrain of eastern Tennessee, and after our stint in Olsten, to the moist, buggy wastelands of north Florida.

Frankly, all of us were sick and tired of having to pack up our lives and move on after being routed from spots where each time we thought we had settled down.  The family road trip used to be something we enjoyed prior to the Su flu, a pandemic that had ravaged the world’s population.  Such trips had been things to look forward to with anticipation, excitement, and a sense of adventure.  They were opportunities to spend time with the family away from the pressures of school and work.  Now such travel was dreaded – even feared.  It was difficult, dangerous, and could even prove deadly.  We’d thought – or maybe just hoped – that such journeys could be set aside for a while when we’d finally found Olsten.  We’d settled in and had our lives set up quite nicely there, but we’d again been forced from our home, which seemed to be becoming a recurring theme in our post-flu lives.  

And so, here we were again, scavenging, suffering, and living hand to mouth.  

We’d left Olsten several days ago.  Mysterious Molotov cocktail-wielding attackers had arrived in the middle of the night and evicted us from the general store we’d converted into our home.  Thankfully, we’d salvaged a fair amount of supplies from the building before we’d been forced to stand nearby and watch it burn to the ground.  

Even with our supplies, Florida in the summertime was proving to be a tough foe.  We were finding that clean drinking water and gasoline were the hardest items to come by.  And with the heat and humidity that the “Sunshine State” was throwing at us, we were going through more water than we’d expected in an effort to stay hydrated.  We were trying to limit ourselves to half a gallon of drinking water a piece each day, but with eleven in our group, we were still quickly consuming a fair amount of our supply.  The only good thing was that the oppressive heat seemed to be keeping our activity – and in turn, our appetites – in check.

We were hoping to make it to the coast in the next day or two, but it was slow going.  We’d drive for a few miles before finding a spot with some abandoned cars or an empty home to search for fuel, food, water, or other useable supplies.  The old farm pickup with attached trailer that we were using as our transportation was running with its tank perilously close to empty.  And constantly having to stop and look for more gas to continue our trek had kept our progress to a snail’s pace.  Our efforts had only yielded us a paltry few gallons of gas.  It seemed like it was always just enough to get us to the next spot where a few more precious ounces awaited.  I dreamed of the day that we’d come across a huge tanker truck from which we could fill our vehicle’s tank and then some.  But I was afraid that in this day and age, such a dream was just that, a dream.  With no oil wells or refineries running to create and process fuel, and with other survivors of the flu having consumed or hoarded much of the excess supply over the past year, it was becoming increasingly difficult to scavenge gasoline.

My old college buddy, Ray – an FBI agent in the pre-flu world – who had joined our group back in the forests of southern Illinois with his now pregnant wife Pam, had said we might try grain alcohol in place of gasoline, but alcohol was probably even harder to find these days than gasoline.  It was one of the few luxuries still available to people to help take their minds off lost friends, and loved ones, and the cruel realities of the post-flu world.  There was no cable television, no sporting events, no movies – unless you had a generator and fuel to power a DVD player and television, which even if you did, you weren’t likely to waste such valuable resources on movie watching.  There was no running water for soothing baths or hot showers, no electricity or natural gas for cooking romantic dinners, no doctors to diagnose and prescribe something for that achy back or those debilitating migraines, and no pharmacies to fill prescriptions.  There were no date-matching services to pair you with your ultimate love interest, no mindless online videos featuring piano-playing cats or screaming goats to take your mind off things for a minute or two, and no cell phones, tablets, or instant messaging.  It had become a world in which surviving to see another day was the ultimate luxury.  

And even if you somehow managed to achieve several of those aforementioned luxuries, it was a constant battle to maintain them or keep someone else from taking them.  Gone were the laws and order of the civilized world.  Small segments of the current society had retained some semblance of its former self – certain rules, regulations, and inherent characteristics of dignity, civility, and chivalry – but there was no law enforcement to maintain order among those who chose to follow their most basic human instincts and ignore the laws and protocol of the land once known as the United States of America.  Since the flu had created a “sink or swim” sort of mentality, many of those who had survived were the ones willing to do whatever it took to stay alive, which often meant having to do the unthinkable.  

Our group had been lucky in that I had always been a planner and a prepper.  I had foreseen a situation not unlike the Su flu coming long before it ever arrived.  And while as a writer in my pre-flu life, maybe the idea of such a situation ever coming to fruition seemed more the basis for a book than reality, I had undertaken the preparation process nonetheless, largely to err on the side of caution than due to any real expectation of such a scenario unfolding.  I had stockpiled food, several guns, ammunition, medical supplies for my diabetic wife Claire, and other emergency items.  I had even picked out a secluded spot – land owned by a family friend – in the forests of southern Illinois where we could safely hold out until things settled down and danger had passed.  And I had even sent pre-written letters with detailed instructions to my closest loved ones.  

Most of those whom I had contacted had eventually joined us.  Some never made it.  And until we’d been forced from our safe haven by a roving gang of miscreants, we’d called the place our home.  

That was nearly a year ago.  We’d been moving from place to place ever since.  We’d found a beautiful mansion we’d nicknamed “the castle” in the mountains of Tennessee, but we were forced to move on by local inhabitants incensed by our encroachment upon what they felt was “their” territory.  That was when we decided to continue south.  In Georgia, we had a brief stay at a small farm that had ended in disaster with the death of the farmer and his wife.  This traumatic event, paired with various injuries and illnesses among our group members, had forced us onward in search for a place we could finally call our own.  

Olsten, a small and secluded town also in Georgia had seemed the perfect spot.  But lack of water, and an area population that was apparently far less pleased with our choice of living location than we were, had forced our group, that included my brother Will, his wife Sharron and their two children Paul and Sarah, my father Frank, Claire’s mother Emily, and our cat Cashmere – who had joined us at the castle in Tennessee – to once again move along.

Our experiences to this point in the post-flu world had left us gun-shy and with little faith in our fellow survivors.  We now had an extreme distrust of others, and we were tired of having to start over again and again because sadly, in a world in which few people remained, we still couldn’t manage to find a place where we could live in relative peace and harmony with our fellow human beings.  

The newspapers I’d read that had been printed in the last days when mankind had such luxuries, reported that the flu’s mortality rate had run somewhere in the 95 percent range.  If that was the case, in our nation of around 320 million people, some 16 million might have been spared from the pandemic’s wide-reaching grasp.  I had few illusions though that this many people now populated what was once the United States.  It was likely that millions more had died in the ensuing post-flu months from starvation, other diseases and infections, as well as from the ridiculous sort of infighting over supplies and territory that we ourselves had experienced.  My guess was that the nation’s population was now somewhere closer to 9 or 10 million people at best, which made the inability to cohabitate peacefully with our few remaining neighbors seem even more ridiculous.  

It was just human nature I guess.  But I had to admit, I was starting to find it all extremely tiresome.  It was as though my family was on its own Trail of Tears, losing more members at each stop.  Claire’s father and brother had been taken from us in southern Illinois.  We’d lost my mother and our dear teenage friend Janet in Tennessee.  And family friend Joanna, along with her young son Shane, had left the group during our stint in Olsten.  

I was finding that I was growing extremely weary of our long journey south both physically and emotionally.  After being ousted from Olsten, Ray had made a somewhat off-the-cuff remark regarding our need to find a castle with a moat in which to reside, I took his words to heart.  This was why we had come, with the blessing and consent of our entire group, to Florida.  We were on the hunt for our castle, complete with moat, and I had an idea of where we could find one.  Getting there however, was proving harder than I expected.      

After a long night of creeping slowly along in our aged pickup truck in an effort to conserve fuel, and an equally long morning of searching for more gas, as we exited the highway onto a road that appeared deserted at first glance, I was disappointed to see smoke rising in the distance ahead of us.

“Oh great,” I said dejectedly to Claire and Jason who rode beside me in the pickup’s cab.  “What now?”

Everyone was hot, tired, and ready for some much-needed sleep, and the last thing I wanted was another problem, or worse yet…a confrontation.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

The SUV and pickup truck full of fuel leading Gordon and Jeff’s Mustang screeched and skidded to a halt as the two armored personnel carriers blocked not just the roadway, but due to their size, any hope of using the road’s shoulder or drainage ditch that ran alongside it to circumvent them.  

Jeff quickly slowed the Mustang and angled it to the left as both he and his father Gordon looked for avenues of escape on either side of them, but all they saw were walls of tangled vegetation.

The two trailing vehicles bringing up the rear of their small convoy angled up behind them creating a sort of V-shaped defensive perimeter around Gordon’s Mustang.  

Gordon knew he and his boys were outclassed and outmatched.  He watched in his side mirror as the three SUVs that had followed them from the interstate seal off their only potential escape route from behind.  Two of the SUVs angled lengthwise across the road, each covering half a lane and the road’s shoulder.  The third SUV stopped facing them, filling the center gap between its two counterparts, defending against any breakout attempt by Gordon and his men.

Armed men appeared through skylights in the rooftops of these SUVs, flipping up protective armored plates in front of them.

Gordon realized that these guys meant business.  They weren’t any half-assed locals looking to steal some food or fuel – these guys were for real.  He wondered where they had come from with such firepower, but it didn’t matter.  All that mattered was that they had it and they were apparently willing to use it.  He hoped they could just hand over the diesel they’d captured and be done with it.

But that was not to be.

The shooting started before he had even begun to consider how to approach the handover of the scavenged fuel.  A projectile fired from the first armored vehicle landed just in front of the Billy and Jerry’s lead SUV and exploded.  The front of their SUV jumped in the air, coming back down as it erupted into flames.  Gordon watched in horror as his son Jerry fell from the passenger-side door out onto the pavement.  The second armored vehicle chose this exact moment to open fire, ripping into the boy as he attempted to scramble for cover.  

Gordon stared, frozen in his seat as his boy’s bloody body fell motionless on the pavement.  There was no sign of Billy as the SUV continued to burn and be raked with machinegun fire, wavy lines of bullet holes being punched through its hood, doors and windows. 

The second armored vehicle then swung its fire toward the pickup truck containing the diesel fuel, spraying the Mustang with several rounds in the process, none of which did much damage, but it forced Gordon and Jeff down in their seats for cover as the rounds opened up several holes in their windshield.

At the same time, the three SUVs behind them commenced firing as well, peppering Gordon’s rearguard vehicles with lighter, yet still intense machinegun fire.

The first armored vehicle launched another projectile that went wide of the Mustang and exploded near the road’s drainage ditch, but Gordon knew its intended target.

“We gotta move!” he yelled at Jeff.  He grabbed the CB radio.  “Get to the weeds!” he yelled, hoping that his boys could hear him over the intense machinegun fire, and that if they could, they could do something about it.

While he knew that his troops would fight to the death for him, that death would be quick in coming if they didn’t get their asses into gear.  It was time for the general to lead his troops, and he now realized that he must lead them not just in victory but in defeat as well.

The all-encompassing fire both in front of and behind them – but especially from the armored vehicles – was so heavy, it meant that it was hard for any of his men to safely make their way to cover.  Most of their vehicles had been made inoperable by gunfire, leaving them useless in transporting them to the cover of the thick undergrowth just 40 yards away.  This meant that they’d have to try to hoof it.  The suppressive fire of their attackers was just too much.  But if they sheltered in place, they were dead for sure. 

Before he had time to contemplate it further, another projectile from the first armored vehicle landed and exploded just yards from their Mustang.  Shrapnel from the explosion ripped into the front of the car, killing the engine instantly.

“We’re dead in the water here!” Jeff yelled at his father.

The second armored vehicle had started concentrating its machinegun fire on the lead pickup that held the diesel fuel and that his young nephew Edwin had exited and now sheltered behind.  Gordon was sure the tank full of diesel would ignite any second.

He took a breath, expecting the explosion and the loss of yet another family member; but instead, the firing from the destructive power of the heavy machinegun suddenly and unexpectedly stopped.  

Gordon saw it as their chance – their only chance.

“GO!” he yelled into the CB.  “GO NOW!”

 

* * *

 

“Idiot!” Jake Steins yelled, smacking the man firing the Stryker armored fighting vehicle’s Protector M151 Remote Weapon Station hard in the back of the head.  

The man’s name was Doug, and he was a new recruit to Jake’s crew.  He rubbed the back of his head where Jake had struck him.  They’d picked up Doug just outside Jacksonville because he said he’d learned how to operate the Stryker’s weapons system in the army, which may have been true, but they sure as hell hadn’t taught him any common sense during his service.  

“You’ll hit the fucking fuel tank, dipshit!  That’s the whole reason we’re here!” Jake chastised him 

Jake shoved Doug roughly aside, “Last time I let you do something I should have done myself.  I didn’t survive the goddamn flu and make it all the way down here from Chicago to run out of gas and die in some bumfuck swamp, you asshole!”

Of course Jake was being overly dramatic, but that was Jake, and he was going to get his point across one way or another.

No matter what happened or how, it was never Jake’s fault.  In fact, he was pissed already because he blamed his men for not getting this necessary fuel earlier in the day when they’d first stumbled across it.  Jake’s Stryker armored vehicles were gas guzzlers, and while their highway fuel mileage had been decent on the way down from Atlanta – where they’d been forced to abandon their operations after coming into conflict with the city’s three controlling families – they were in desperate need of diesel to quench the metal beasts’ seemingly insatiable thirst.

Jake’s men had discovered the tractor trailer on one of their scouting missions and hauled the stranded driver off into the nearby swampland where they executed him.  But they hadn’t had with them the siphoning equipment necessary to get the fuel out of the semi.  Upon their subsequent report of the find to Jake, he had ordered the fuel-deprived Strykers safely stashed out of sight while his men gathered the requisite siphoning materials.  It was at this point that he saw Gordon’s convoy headed toward the interstate and guessed what they were up to.  Actually, it had been Ava, his right-hand woman, Latina lover, and planner for their organization who had pointed out the likely destination of the convoy and how best to handle the situation.  Once Ava was done explaining what to do to Jake in private (so that he could eventually either take full credit for the success of the operation or blame her for its failure), he radioed his men and told them the plan as Ava sat nearby – just in case he left out any pertinent details.  

The plan called for his first assault team comprised of three armored SUVs to circle around behind and observe the convoy from a distance, waiting for them to do the work of collecting the fuel.  They would then push the fuel-rich convoy back toward the coast.  Meanwhile, Jake, Ava, and the remainder of their crew would maneuver their armored vehicles into a concealed position along the roadside leading back to the coast.  Then all Jake had to do was sit, the spider laying in wait for his prey to come to him and be snarled in his web.  As soon as the convoy was within striking distance, he would maneuver his armor to block the road and bring their heavy-hitting firepower to bear while his trailing SUVs pinned the convoy in place.  

The plan had gone perfectly until dipshit Doug starting going nuts with the M151’s 7.62 mm machinegun and threatened to destroy the entire reason for the plan in the first place.

By the time Jake got settled behind the controls of the weapon system, the flies he’d drawn into his web were already in the process of trying to escape.

 

* * *

 

There was still gunfire coming from the three SUVs that had blocked Gordon’s convoy from behind, but the armored vehicles sat quiet for the moment.  That gave Gordon some hope, but it also concerned him.  He wondered if they were setting him up, giving him just enough rope to hang himself by making a break for it.  Then they could open up on him and his boys as soon as they were outside their vehicles and completely vulnerable.  

But he instantly reasoned with himself.  What choice did he have?

“Get to Barry, Ian and Andrew in the rear,” Gordon told Jeff.  “I’ll see what I can do about Billy, Jerry, and Edwin up front.”

Jeff grabbed two automatic rifles from the back seat, handing one to his dad.  “Good luck,” he said, looking at his father.  

“You too,” said Gordon, nodding.

They had both known that one day it might come to this, but neither had expected it to be today.  

Both he and Jeff shoved the Mustang’s doors open and rolled out low, taking cover behind them as best they could.  Then they each broke for their intended targets, Jeff moving faster and with more agility than his old man.  Machinegun fire was still ripping into the two rear vehicles of their convoy.  He saw the doors to their SUV open, the steel-plated panels they’d welded to them doing their job in repelling the machinegun fire they were taking.  Ian and Andrew jumped out of the vehicle and moved around to shelter behind it.  Barry was already out of the pickup parked nearby and crouching behind it for cover.

The men quickly used their own weapons to flatten the last few vehicle tires that hadn’t already been shredded by their attackers’ gunfire.  This lowered the clearance on their vehicles and in the process provided better cover and less chance of bullets ricocheting off the pavement and beneath the vehicles.  All the men wore bulletproof vests, but of course these vests did not extend below the waist, leaving feet, ankles, legs, and other vital areas vulnerable to low-flying projectiles, and ricochets were often no less damaging than unobstructed bullets.  Sometimes they were even more dangerous due to the deflected spin put on a round as it changed directions or was altered in shape.  This could give a projectile a wider surface area, a more angled trajectory or even break it into multiple fragments as it entered the body.

Jeff made it to his youngest brother Barry, who was pinned down behind the cab of the pickup and not returning fire.  He grabbed the boy by the back of his t-shirt and literally dragged him along with him, raising his own assault rifle without really aiming and letting loose with a full magazine of rounds aimed in the general direction of the three attacking SUVs.

In seconds, the two men had made it to the better cover of the armor-plated SUV where cousins Ian and Andrew were holding out.

Gordon wasn’t having any such luck.  His first stop was Billy and Jerry’s burning SUV.  Just as he reached it, a renewed assault from the first armored vehicle sent a projectile hissing over his head.  It stuck the Mustang a second later and blew it to hell.  

Gordon didn’t let this stop him as he reached the wreck of the SUV in which his sons had been traveling just minutes earlier.  Beside it lay Jerry, eyes open, dead on the ground.  He quickly moved around to the driver’s-side door.  Flames were pouring from beneath the hood of the vehicle, and the resulting heat was intense.  Gordon tried to grab the door handle but immediately recoiled as pain seared through his hand at its red-hot touch.  He used the lower portion of his shirt to grip the handle and yank the door open.  Inside, he could see Billy slumped headfirst against the steering wheel, the side of his face burnt and bloody, the front windshield of the SUV smashed in.  Gordon leaned Billy back in the seat as he prepared to unclip his seatbelt and slide him from the vehicle.  But as he looked into his boy’s face, he could see there was no point.  The young man’s eyes were open, staring lifelessly ahead, a jagged piece of steel protruded from one of them.  

Gordon wrenched himself away from the horrific scene.  Part of him desperately wanted to stay with the boy, but he had to get back to those in his family he still had a chance to help.

He ran as fast as his aging body would carry him around behind the SUV and across the short distance to the bullet-riddled pickup truck containing the diesel fuel.  

There he found his nephew Edwin pinned behind the pickup.  The boy was firing rounds that pinged harmlessly off the thick steel of the armored vehicles.

“We’ve got to go, boy!” Gordon yelled at Edwin.  “Before that thing opens up on us again,” he nodded toward the nearest armored unit.

The other armored vehicle lofted a grenade over them.  It arced high and came down right in the bed of the other pickup truck away from where Jeff had just pulled Billy.  A second later, it detonated, tearing the rear of the pickup to shreds and leaving the vehicle nothing more than smoldering scrap metal. 

The blast sent everyone on that side of Gordon’s convoy rushing for the relatively safety of the thick foliage lining the road’s edges.  Jeff, Barry, Ian, and Andrew all bolted to the north side of the road, spraying rounds at the still firing SUVs as they ran.  Just as they reached the road’s edge, Ian took a bullet to the right thigh, crying out in pain as he fell awkwardly onto the pavement.  Barry and Andrew, not having noticed their fallen family member, continued down into the relative safety of the drainage ditch nearby.  But Jeff saw his cousin fall and stopped to help.  As he did so, from the corner of his eye, he could see his father and Edwin break in a crouched run from behind the fuel-filled pickup and head toward the opposite side of the road.

Just as they made the move, the second armored vehicle’s heavy machinegun opened up again.  

In the split second that Jeff watched, he saw his cousin get hit and drop to the pavement.  His father stopped to help.  That was all he saw.  He couldn’t wait to see if they made it to safety.  Instead, he grabbed Ian, who was struggling to stand in front of him, around the waist, hefted him, and pushed him violently so that he fell forward down into the drainage ditch before them.  

As bullets zinged off the pavement around him, Jeff dove headlong into the ditch behind Ian.  Once there, Barry and Andrew helped him drag his cousin to relative cover behind a thick grove of palms.

 

* * *

 

A few minutes after the shooting stopped, and Jake’s men had secured the perimeter, the emperor himself emerged from his steel chariot.  Across from him, his queen emerged from hers.

Ava had hooked up with Jake in Chicago back when he’d been a sleazy hood pulling small-change jobs.  She was a good-looking girl searching for a man to take her places – instead, she got Jake.  

The arrival of the Su flu had been the opportunity they both had been waiting for.  For most people, the flu had been something from which to run and hide, but Jake had embraced it as the chance to finally take what he’d wanted from those less willing and less capable of doing so for themselves.  Ava had recognized this one strength in Jake, seeing a man that was willing to do whatever it took to get what he wanted in a world where fear reigned supreme.  Jake may not have looked like much, but Ava had seen something in him, at least enough to take a chance.

The lovely Latina was different from Jake in almost every way except maybe in their lust for power and proclivity toward violence.  But even the latter tendency was somewhat different from Jake’s.  Ava usually only resorted to violence as a necessary means to an end rather than as an indulgence to be savored and enjoyed as Jake viewed it.  

Jake was short and boney.  Ava was leggy and curvy and almost as tall as Jake.  Jake was pale and ugly.  Ava was brown and beautiful.  Jake was ignorant and instinctual.  Ava was smart and savvy.  Jake lived in the moment and for the moment.  Ava was forward thinking and liked to plan.  But both had guts of steel, and both were good with a gun and enjoyed what each gave the other.  

Jake provided Ava the power she so lusted after and the ability to wield that power through the plans that she developed for Jake and his men to execute.  And Ava gave Jake sex unlike any he’d had before, leaving him feeling like a real man – like the man he’d always known he was but had never been able to unleash until after the flu when his true colors would not only shine through but scorch the earth.  And that’s precisely what he’d done since departing Chicago’s south side nearly a year earlier, leaving a swath of death and destruction in a march to the sea the likes of which Sherman would have been proud.  

Jake watched as his queen gracefully exited the Stryker armored vehicle in her tight leather pants and black t-shirt.  Even after sitting inside the Stryker’s stifling steel interior for over an hour, she somehow appeared cool and collected.  Not a drop of sweat was visible on her Amaretto-tinted skin.  

He walked over to the smoldering SUV and inspected the dead man inside.  Then he moved around the vehicle to give the body laying on the pavement beside it a good kick just to make sure the man was good and dead.

Ava joined him a minute later, an old Polaroid camera in her hand.

“Wait,” she said.  “I want to get a few shots.

She took up an angle so that she could get Jake in front of the pickup full of diesel fuel.  There she snapped a shot, pausing and then waiting until she cold pull the photo from the camera as it made its exit.  She quickly shoved it into her t-shirt’s front pocket.  Then she moved to get a shot of Jake in front of the destroyed SUV.

“Here,” Jake said.  “Now get one like this,” he put one foot up atop the chest of the dead man who lay sprawled beside the SUV.  Jake sneered evilly at the camera for the grizzly shot.

Ava snapped the photo and handed it to Jake to see as the photo’s image took shape.  “For your scrapbook,” she said.

“That’s my girl,” Jake took it from her hand, grinning as he looked at it.  “It’ll look good taped up inside the Stryker.  Give me motivation for next time,” he nodded.  “Remind me just how badass I am.”

“As if you need reminding,” Ava eyed him provocatively.  She gave him a devilish smile with lips exhibiting curves that matched the rest of her body and that sent Jake’s engine revving into the red.

He stepped close to her, reaching his arm around her waist to grab her by the ass and pull her up against him.  “Just don’t you forget it,” he said as he looked into her eyes with an intense Svengali-like gaze.  Then he kissed her hard and with plenty of tongue.

As he led her away to the privacy of the nearest Stryker where he could have his sweaty, lust-filled way with her, he yelled at his men, nodding toward the pickup, “Get that goddamn fuel unloaded and split it up between the Strykers!  I want to get out of this fucking shithole asap!”

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

Gordon managed to haul Edwin what he’d hoped was a safe enough distance from the road so that they wouldn’t be pursued by their assailants.   He let his young nephew sag as gently as he could to the ground before he dropped to his knees himself, exhausted and gasping for breath.  He prayed they hadn’t been followed.  They were pretty much screwed if they had been.  Gordon had his loaded .45 on him and one spare clip in his pocket, but he had dropped his automatic rifle back on the highway when helping Edwin.

His nephew now lay on his back in the thick undergrowth, barely having moved since Gordon had set him there.  The young man took short, labored breaths that caused him to wince and to cringe with each attempt.

Gordon moved to inspect the boy and find out exactly how bad the damage was.  The first thing he did was gently open Edwin’s bulletproof vest, but he didn’t try to remove the vest completely since he dared not move the young man too much until he knew more about his injuries.  

Gordon immediately noted that Edwin had taken a bullet to the shoulder during their escape.  Gordon could clearly see the exit wound through the bloody hole it had left in the front of Edwin’s t-shirt.  

Gordon slowly and cautiously rolled the boy over onto his side.  Edwin cried out as he was moved.

“I’m sorry, boy.  But I’ve got to do this,” Gordon gritted his teeth and apologized.

Gordon continued his inspection.  It looked as though a bullet had struck the boy on the lower left side of his back where his bulletproof vest had done its job and stopped it.  Even then, as Gordon lifted the vest gingerly to look beneath it, he could see the boy’s bare skin was red and swollen and he guessed there might be a cracked rib or two from the impact.  He wondered if a lung might be punctured resulting in the boy’s labored breathing.  But the most serious wound had occurred on his right side near his lower abdomen that had somehow been left exposed as he ran.  Gordon guessed that as Edwin had turned to fire at the armored vehicles as they made their escape, the angle of his turned body and raised arms while he shot must have pulled his vest up just high enough to expose this tender area.

The young man had paid dearly for the mistake.

While the shoulder wound was bad, it was nothing compared to the gapping hole near Edwin’s midsection.  Gordon saw that he was losing blood at an alarming rate, and this was therefore where he decided to focus his efforts.  But he was no medic.  He didn’t have a clue where to begin.  The wound was big, messy, and ugly looking, and Gordon was afraid of doing more damage than good.  But he had little choice.  He took off the baseball cap he was wearing, pulled out his pocketknife and cut the bill from the mesh-netting and foam that comprised the rest of the hat.  He then shed himself of his t-shirt – something he knew he’d miss later when the mosquitoes got a hold of him – and cut off the sleeves.  He cut the rest of the shirt into strips and quickly knotted them together.  The entire process probably only took him three minutes, but with Edwin laying there, staring up at his uncle, moaning and wincing and dying right before his eyes, it seemed like it took much longer.

Gordon next cut the rest of Edwin’s t-shirt and bulletproof vest away so he could work on him more freely and use the leftover material as wadding for the wounds.  He wiped as much blood and debris away from the abdominal wound as possible with a portion of the cloth he’d cut from Edwin’s t-shirt.  Then he balled up the rest of the shirt material and did his best to cover the seeping exit wound.  Finally, he took the bill of his baseball cap, used it to cover the wadding, and tied it all in place with a long portion of his own knotted t-shirt.  He ensured that he also covered the bullet’s smaller and less dangerous looking entry wound with the cloth.  

Getting the strands of material under and around the boy was terrible as he had to lift the boy up slightly which resulted in poor Edwin nearly losing consciousness.  Gordon had no idea if what he was doing would help, but it was all he could think of under the circumstances.  It was what they did in the movies, and that was pretty much the extent of Gordon’s medical training.  Give him a bruised and battered vehicle and he could work wonders, but give him an equally beaten up human body and he was at a loss.

With this work done, he took what material was left from the t-shirts, made two more wads of cloth, and put one wad on each side of Edwin’s shoulder wound.  He then used the sleeves of his own t-shirt to slide up and over the boy’s arm and shoulder to hold the patches in place. 

He spent the next 10 minutes – which seemed like about an hour to Gordon – trying to keep his wounded nephew conscious.  Gordon kept talking to him, trying to bribe him to stay awake with promises of booze, cigarettes, pretty girls, and whatever else he could think of to keep the boy’s brain active.  

Finally, Gordon heard the sounds of vehicle engines in the distance and figured that the assholes responsible for all this were likely on their way.  There was the sound of an explosion and then silence as the engine noise faded back toward the direction of the interstate.

“All this for some fucking gas,” Gordon shook his head, looking down at Edwin.  It was enough to make him want to cry.  He had at least two dead sons, a nephew near death, and who knew how many – or whether any – of his other boys were alive.  More than anything, it made him angry that the world had come to this.  He was a businessman.  A deal could have been worked out if they’d just been able to talk things through.  But he recognized that this was no longer the way the world worked; not anymore, not in post-flu America – or whatever the country was now.  

People still paid for things, but now they often paid with their lives.

Gordon sat holding Edwin’s hand, unsure of what to do or if there was anything else that could be done to help the boy.  Several minutes later, he heard voices approaching and soon the familiar call of, “Dad!” coming from Jeff.

“Over here!” Gordon called back.  “We’re over here!”


“Just hang in there,” he said to Edwin, squeezing his hand.  “Help is on the way.”  As he looked down at the boy, he realized that his words of encouragement were pointless.  Edwin’s open eyes stared up at the sky, unblinking. 

Gordon exhaled heavily thinking not just of his own lost boys, but now of having to take this news back to his brother and the rest of the family.  It was all suddenly hitting home.  

Gordon broke down and wept freely.  

He had cried a few times in the last ten years – once when his mother had passed, and once, he was embarrassed to admit, when his best dog died a few years back.  But this time he wept.  There was a big difference.  Even when Jeff arrived, he continued to weep like a child.  He just couldn’t hold it in any longer.  It was all too much, even for Gordon who thought himself immune to such overwhelming outpourings of emotions.  And Jeff let him, understanding – at least for a minute.

“Dad,” he said, walking over and touching his shirtless father softly on the shoulder.  “We need your help.  Barry and Ian are hurt.  I need you to help us with them.”

Gordon was in a state of shock, but he moved mechanically, knowing he had to try his best to be strong for his boys.  Sons or nephews, it didn’t matter, they were all his boys.  He let go of Edwin’s hand and Jeff helped his old man to his feet.

Jeff guided his father back to the road where the remains of their convoy sat smoldering.  The pickup truck that had been hauling the diesel fuel was now burning; their last hope of getting home anytime soon destroyed in one last violent and unnecessary act by their aggressors.  

With three dead, two wounded, no vehicles, no medical supplies, no radio communication, no food, no water, and hardly any ammo left, Gordon found himself wondering whether it might have been better just to have stayed put and let the armored vehicles finish them off.  But he quickly shook himself of these negative thoughts.  That sort of thinking wasn’t him.  It was the avoidance of exactly that type of thinking that had helped him and his family survive the flu while so many around them had perished.    

Just as he and Jeff made it to the drainage ditch beside the road’s edge, they again heard the sound of approaching vehicles.

“Oh no,” said Jeff, pulling his father along faster.  “Come on Dad, we’ve got to move our asses.”  But his father resisted.

“Dad!” Jeff urged.  “Come on!”

But his dad shook his head.  “No,” he said.  “Just wait.”

“But it could be them coming back.  They might have been waiting for us to come out so that they could finish us off.”

But his father remained unswayed.  “It’s not them.”  He said the words so confidently and matter-of-factly that it worried his son.  

“Dad!” Jeff yelled.  “You’re going to get us killed!”

But his father just shook his head, unflappable in his determination.  Instead, he pulled away from his son and walked slowly, steadily up the drainage ditch and onto the road, moving passed the smoking vehicles so that he stood, shirtless, in center of the road before them.  

“It’s going to be okay, boy,” he called back to his son.  “Just wait and see.”

Jeff had no idea whether his dad knew what he was talking about, and he had come to the conclusion that his father might be somewhat shell-shocked after the battle and the loss of his boys.  Jeff swung his rifle around in front of him and moved up to the edge of the road.  Here he lay down near where the drainage ditch met with the road’s shoulder so that he could cover his dad.

He watched his father standing in the middle of the road, vehicles still burning or smoldering around him, waiting, staring down the road ahead of him.  He just stood there, not even pulling his handgun that was shoved securely in his rear waistband.

But Jeff pulled his own handgun and laid it on the ground beside him as he wriggled to better position his assault rifle in the crook of his shoulder.  His dad might not be thinking straight, so he wasn’t taking any chances.

 

* * *

 

I slowed our trailer-hauling pickup and pulled it gradually over onto the shoulder of the road as we watched the smoke rise ahead of us.  Its engine coughed and sputtered as I stopped, and it made me wonder just how much farther the late-80’s model would take us. 

We stopped about three-quarters of a mile from whatever was taking place up ahead.  I left Claire, Jason and pregnant Pam in the front of the truck and got out.  I walked around to the rear of the vehicle where the rest of the group was riding with our supplies in the pickup’s bed and attached farm trailer.

“Looks like something’s going on up ahead,” I told the others as they piled out, stretching stiff legs and sore backs.

“It’s already gone down by the looks of it,” said Ray, nodding at the rising smoke.

“My question is, after our last few experiences, do we want any part of it?” I asked, looking around at the rest of the group.

“Might be a trap,” said my brother Will.  

“Or they might need our help,” said Ray.  “Could have been an accident.  People might be hurt.”

“You’re awfully trusting for a former FBI agent,” I said, frowning at my best friend.

“Just a lowly public servant at your service,” he grinned at me, bowing slightly.

“Bullshit,” I smiled tiredly back at him.  “Don’t give me that crap.  It was your job to be wary of these kinds of situations.”

“I also served in Iraq, and I know that not all people are bad people.  Sometimes it’s about how people react to situations.  Situations can make good people do bad things.  I always felt it was my duty as a soldier, as an American, to ensure that I didn’t let that happen to me.  I tried to let situations make me better and enable me to help other people to do the same before circumstances dictated their actions.”

“Wow,” Will said, sounding surprised.  “I wasn’t expecting that from you.  But you forget…America’s gone now.  This is the land the Su flu left behind.”

“No,” Ray said, he tapped his head.  “America is still here.”  And then he tapped his heart, “And here.  America isn’t a place or a government or a certain group of people…it’s a feeling, a way of life and living…an attitude I guess.  We love our independence, but that independence gives us the freedom of choice to help others.  Personally, that’s just the way I feel.  But I also think that you can’t just go around being afraid all the time.  Cautious, yes…afraid, no.”

“Good point,” I nodded.  “So why don’t you go check it out?” I tilted my head toward the rising smoke.  “I’m going to take a nap.”

“Yeah, right,” said Ray.  “You’re too much like me.  You can’t just ignore this and let it go.  You’d never be able to sleep wondering if someone was cooking inside a vehicle or injured and dying on the side of the road when you might have done something to help them.”

I exhaled heavily, knowing that he was right.  I hated this kind of crap.  I had my own family to worry about, and now an extended family too.  But Ray knew me too well.  I always put myself in the other person’s shoes.  What if that was us up there?  Would I want someone to help or would I want them to turn tail and run in the other direction?  It wasn’t like we could just dial 911 on the cell phone and then casually head on our way, having done our good deed for the day.  

I looked around us, up and down the road, scanning for other vehicles.  Of course I saw none.  It was going to be up to us.

“Alright,” I breathed, looking back at Claire who sat swiveled in the cab of the pickup, watching me, a concerned look upon her face.  “Let’s get our guns and go check it out.  Dad, Will…you two stay here and stand guard with the others just in case it’s a trap.  Ray and I will go see what there is to see.”

We kissed our respective wives goodbye as everyone urged caution.  I realized that part of me was angry at myself for leaving my family, but another part of me agreed with Ray; and this particular part of me had a desire to help if help was indeed needed.

I think that the more persecuted our own group felt, the more I hoped we’d find someone who still exhibited a few of those altruistic qualities that we had known in people before the flu.  

As Ray and I walked slowly together, we could see multiple smoking vehicles littering the road ahead of us.

“What the hell happened here?” I said, looking over at Ray.

“I don’t know,” he shook his head.  “Reminds me of Iraq.”

“Huh,” I scoffed.  “Reminds me of accidents I’ve seen on I-294 back home.”

“No shit,” he nodded.  “Look…somebody’s up there.”

Ahead of us, I could see a lone figure standing in the center of the road before the trashed vehicles.  

“What the hell’s wrong with him?” I said.  “He’s just standing there.”

“Might be in shock…or hurt,” Ray said.  “Doesn’t look like he has a shirt on.”

“Might be a trap,” I said back.

“Might be,” Ray agreed.

The man – who looked to be middle-aged – just stood there, motionless, shirtless.  We stopped about 30 yards from him, our rifles ready and visible but not aimed at him directly.  We didn’t want to provoke the man unnecessarily.

Ray whispered, “I got somebody at two o’clock…see him…over near the road’s shoulder, by the ditch?”

I shifted my eyes quickly to the right without moving my head, catching the glint of a gun barrel in the sun and the top of someone’s head as they lay near the top of the drainage ditch that ran beside the road.

“You got him if shit goes down?” I asked Ray quietly.

“Yeah, I got him.  You take the shirtless guy.”

“Got it,” I whispered back.

Then I turned my attention to the man in the road.  “What happened here, friend?” I called to the shirtless man who continued to stand in the center of the road just watching us.

“We were attacked,” the man called back.

“We?” I said.  “How many of you are there?”

“There were eight.  Now there are five…but a couple are wounded.”

“Stay here,” I whispered to Ray as I began slowly walking toward the man.

“When did this happen?” I gestured to the burned out vehicles around us as I continued moving closer, scanning the edges of the road.

“’Bout twenty minutes ago,” the man said.  

Behind the man I could see a body lying on the pavement near a burned out SUV.

“Where is the rest of your group?” I asked, stopping maybe 20 feet from him.

“Most are sheltering in the overgrowth, and one’s over there,” he nodded toward the drainage ditch where Ray had noticed the concealed person with the weapon.      

“Why were you attacked?” I asked.

“We’d just picked up some diesel fuel.  Guess the people that hit us wanted it more than we did.”  He paused and then said, “Listen, I don’t expect you to trust us.  But can you help us?  I’ve got some boys who have injuries that need tending.  I don’t have time to explain everything right now.  I’ll ask for your help, not your trust; I don’t have time to build that right now.”

“I have one more question,” I said.

The man nodded, waiting anxiously, “Yeah?”

“How did you know we weren’t the people who hit you coming back to finish the job?”

He shrugged.  “Didn’t for sure.  You see that boy on the road back there?” he choked out the words, turning to look behind him at the body on the pavement.

“Yes,” I said, hearing the emotion in the man’s voice.  

“That’s my boy.” A tear trickled down his cheek.  “There’s another one dead inside that SUV back there, and I just lost a nephew a few minutes ago.” He paused for a minute, then said, “If you were the ones that did this, I was going to kill you…or at least die trying.”

His answer was enough for me.  “Come on out,” I called to the person in the ditch.  “We’re not here to hurt you.  We were just looking for a place to camp.”

The man in the ditch – a young, not bad looking man – rose and approached warily.  I couldn’t blame him for his cautiousness considering what had apparently just gone down.

“Where are your injured?” I asked the older man.

“Over there,” he nodded toward the jungle-like tangle of weeds and palms that lined the drainage ditch on the other side of the road.

Ray walked up closer to where we stood.

“You have medical supplies?  The older man asked.

“Some,” I said.  

“We’d be obliged if you could take a look at our wounded and maybe give us a lift back to the coast.”

I took a deep breath, thinking.  We had our own situation to consider and taking a lengthy detour to the coast was not on our to-do list.  “We don’t have much gas,” I said.  “We take you there, and we’ll be out completely.”

“You help us, and get me and my boys, both dead and alive, back home, and you can have all the gas you can carry,” the man said.

“Fair enough,” I said.  I stepped closer and held out my hand, “John Stevens,” I said. “And this here is Ray Navarro,” I nodded over to the soon-to-be-papa standing next to me.

“Gordon Parks,” the man said, shaking my hand.  “This here is my oldest boy, Jeff.  And now if you don’t mind, I’d like to get my people tended to.”

“Sure,” I said.  “Let’s see what we can do.”

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

It didn’t take long for Jake and Ava to realize that things in Miami were chaotic and disorganized to say the least.  There were several small gang-like factions that believed they ran things in their little neighborhoods, but as far as any sort of central structure in place for the commerce within the greater Miami area, there was none.

The two quickly figured out how they wanted to set things up.  Taking a page from their Atlanta experience, they decided they’d like to create a central marketplace of sorts similar to that of Atlanta’s Underground.  However, they would expand upon this idea, building a web of interconnected marketplaces off this main hub – some of which already existed in certain neighborhoods – throughout the city.  They also decided that similar to Atlanta, they would focus on fuel, sex, and free market consumer purchases as their three main controlling industries.  The main difference in their plan was that rather than dividing these various industries among three independent families, Jake and Ava would limit any confusion and act as the only controlling organization.

But before any of this could occur, they first needed to expand the membership of their organization after having downsized it significantly in their failed effort to remain in Atlanta.  This rebuilding process didn’t take long.  It wasn’t hard to find people willing to lie, cheat, steal, kill, and whatever else was asked of them for the food, booze, cigarettes, sex, and debauchery that being a part of Jake’s organization offered.  People were looking for leadership in Miami, and Jake felt that he was the perfect person to provide it, as long as he got what he wanted – unquestioned and unrequited loyalty – in return.

In private, upon the night of their arrival to the Miami area, Jake pulled Ava quietly aside, pushing several of his crew out of the Stryker armored vehicle that he was currently using as his command post.  

“So what’s the plan?” he asked her after the men were gone and he was sure that they were alone.

“You know the plan,” she said.  “We discussed it already on the way down here.”

“No,” he said, unfurling a large map of the Miami area and spreading it out on the floor in front of her.  “I want you to show me.  I know what we’re doing, but I want to see how we’re going to do it and what we are going to control on here,” he shoved his finger down hard onto the map.

Ava took a minute to search the interior of the Stryker, finally finding a black, felt-tip marker.  Jake waited silently, sitting before the map until she came back.

“Okay,” she said, sitting down beside him in front of the map.  “If the Miami metro area was hit by the flu the same way as everywhere else we’ve been so far, which I think we can safely assume it was, we probably have about a quarter of a million people at most currently left in the entire area.  That area includes going all the way up through Fort Lauderdale and into Palm Beach.  But we aren’t going to focus on those areas right away, just the Miami area.  I think that if we can get Miami, Fort Lauderdale will be easy, and Palm Beach a breeze…if we even want them.  So we probably have somewhere around 125,000 to 150,000 people left just around Miami.  It sounds like a lot, but because the area is so large, I think the majority of them are going to be sprinkled all over the place and pretty unorganized, so we can divide the city like this.”  She pointed at a long line that stretched across the map just under a bolded ‘Hollywood’ location name.  “This will be where our area of control starts…here,” she used the marker to draw a line across north Miami that followed highway 820 from A1A across to intersect with I-75.  “This will be our northern-most border for right now.”  She then used the marker to draw a line from 820 down I-75 and along the 821 Homestead Extension tollway south until it linked up with US1 between South Miami Heights and Cutler Ridge.

Jake stared at the Nevada-shaped area bordered on its east side by the Atlantic Ocean that Ava had outlined.

“That’s a lot of territory,” he breathed.  He used his finger to measure the scale in the corner of the map and then held it against the north/south line that Ava had drawn.  “About 30 miles north to south.”

“We can handle it,” Ava said confidently.  “I know we can.  This is what we’ve been waiting for.”  She traced the outline with her finger.  “Just think,” she said, running the finger along the marker lines and then over onto Jake’s thigh.  “We’ll have our own empire.  An entire city,” she continued tracing her finger around his leg.  “An entire…US…city,” she emphasized each word as her finger continued up, then around and down.

“How do we know what we’re up against down here?” Jake said. 

Ava already knew what the situation in Miami was, but she couldn’t tell Jake that because then he would want to know how she knew.  And telling him would ruin everything.

“We don’t for sure,” she lied.  “We’ll have to send out some scouting missions to get a better read on things.  We’ll start first thing tomorrow,” she continued in a breathy, almost husky, lust-filled tone.  

It was the thought of power that came with controlling Miami that Ava was truly longing for and that had her all worked up, not Jake. 

“We’ll send the Strykers out, let people know we’re here and we mean business,” she said.  “But let’s not worry about that now,” she continued massaging him.  “Let’s worry about us.”

Ava needed an outlet for the pent up emotional and power-hungry hormonal high she was feeling.

And she was content to let Jake – for the moment – be just that.

 

* * *

 

The next morning, Jake was comfortable letting Ava handle the logistical aspects of their recon work.  And she was happy to do so.  Keeping Jake’s nose out of things made her life easier in more ways than one.  She sent out groups that did little more than drive around and report what they saw.  Most of the intel they provided was useless to her, but it allowed Ava to create the illusion that she was collecting the data she had already compiled while still in Atlanta by way of the trips her men Brownie and Blondie had made.

After a couple days of this, Ava felt she’d made it look good enough to proceed with the rest of their – her – plan.

The time her recon work had bought them had also given them a chance to recruit more members for their growing organization and provided them with the manpower necessary to make their first few critical strikes.  

Ava recognized that this would be the time when they were most vulnerable.  Even though the controlling gangs around the Miami area were disorganized and unprepared for what was coming, they still far outnumbered Jake and Ava’s crew; plus, they were fighting on their home turf.  But Ava hoped that taking her plan and dividing it into two distinct stages would allow her enough time to continue to grow their numbers, yet not take so much time that they showed their hand, and in the process gave the rival gangs time to get organized.

The first stage of her plan involved adding even more risk to their already risky venture by splitting their forces.  Jake didn’t like it.  Jake liked having the upper hand when it came to numbers and firepower in a fight, but Ava told him that this was the only way that they could ensure they’d be able to secure that advantage in future operations.

Therefore, they divided their crew into two teams, Jake’s team and Ava’s team.  Each of them took around 20 guys, one Stryker armored personnel carrier, four armor-plated SUVs, and several support vehicles.  Their numbers seemed paltry when Ava considered their objective – taking entire Miami neighborhoods – but it was all they had; and the longer they waited to recruit more men, the more likely it was that someone would let it slip about what they were up to. 

Ava went over the plan time and again with Jake before they made their first move.  She was concerned that he’d botch part of the operation without her around to stay on top of things, so she pulled Mad Dog and Rambo aside in private and away from Jake and reviewed everything with them as well.  She felt better knowing that they understood what was going on, and better yet, that she could trust them to see the plan through to fruition with or without Jake’s involvement.

Ava developed a two-pronged attack for this first stage of their Miami takeover.  She chose what she knew to be two of the more lightly-controlled sections of town out of the ten total areas she’d outlined.  The ten areas included Carol City, North Miami, Hialeah, Little Havana, Miami Springs, Westwood Lake, West Miami, South Miami, Coral Gables, and Palmetto Bay.  Jake and his crew would take the northern target – Carol City – and Ava and her men would attack from the west, hitting Westwood Lake.  

During these two offensives, both Jake and Ava split their 20-man units into small squads of four or five.  In this way, they could spread out, becoming acquainted with the areas more intimately, finding out exactly who was controlling what and how.  Then they could rough some people up, break a few heads, slit a few throats when and where necessary, and assassinate the leadership of any potential resistance that wasn’t willing to cooperate.  This sort of activity quickly and brutally informed any remaining area residents in these two locations who was now in charge.  Then Jake and Ava made a final show of force at the area’s local market.  They rolled in with fangs bared, the Strykers leading the way.  And there, in crystal-clear terms, they explained to the local businessmen – as well as any shoppers – how things were going to work.  

“Either your with us or your dead,” as Jake concisely put it.  

The people of these areas were still free to conduct their business, but they would supply Jake, Ava, and their crew with whatever supplies they needed, up to 15 percent of their weekly transactions.

After this was done, Jake and Ava left a skeleton crew of six or seven loyal and heavily-armed guys behind to keep the peace, get things organized, and recruit more manpower.  One group was managed by the Fallback Man, a middle-aged, former career criminal who was great at organizing and planning.  The other group was handled by Johnny Switchblade, their man who was deadly accurate with a knife when throwing at targets or in close quarters.  

Jake and Ava picked up some new recruits to replace those left behind as their occupying force, plus a few more if possible, and moved on to the next stop on their list.

They took a little time after taking their first few locations – just 24 hours or so – to consolidate their new holdings, load up on guns and ammo, and regroup.  But Ava didn’t want to pause so long that word about their move on these neighborhoods spread to other areas around Miami or that their men began to relax and start partying.

As they continued their march forward, moving from neighborhood to neighborhood, it quickly became apparent that Miami was in dire need of leadership.  As Jake and Ava’s conquest for complete domination progressed, they rapidly gained momentum, picking up more weapons and recruits with each area they overran.  

Each neighborhood appeared to be set up pretty much the same.  There was a sort of central marketplace or open-air bazaar where area vendors would set up to sell their wares or peddle their services and residents would come from the surrounding area to shop.  

Guided by Ava’s overarching plan, they moved from the north and west, Jake pushing south, and Ava driving east.  They would eliminate any resistance, eventually meeting up and making a final push toward the sea, enveloping, trapping, and eventually destroying any retreating defenders in their path.  

Jake wondered if Ava had been an army general in a previous life.  He himself hadn’t made it past the 10th grade, but he remembered learning about World War II and Dunkirk.  The war portion of history class in particular had interested him.  Ava’s plan reminded him of Hitler’s generals trapping the British army on the coastline during their invasion of France.  The only difference was that, unlike Hitler, Jake didn’t plan on giving his enemies the opportunity to escape.  Jake’s war was a total one, and the only option in his mind was complete victory.

By the time word of their movements and territorial takeovers got out to any remaining neighborhoods, it was too late.  Jake and Ava’s organization had become too large.  They’d become a steamroller that was big enough and powerful enough to crush just about any and all opposition no matter how well prepared or organized.  And this steamroller got bigger and carried more momentum with each area of Ava’s map it consumed.

Soon, Jake and Ava began promoting their generals, providing them with their own troops and areas to overrun and control simply because the operation was of a scale far too great for just the two of them to manage.  Mad Dog, Rambo, Kill King, Switchblade, and Fallback all got a group of their own to command.  Each consisted of a platoon of about 25 men that they could split into smaller squads that were typically led by longer term and more trustworthy individuals of the organization.  Then they would conduct the same sort of operation as Jake and Ava had in the initial forays into the Miami area.  These small squads of four or five men each would spread out, casing the area, getting a feel for things, killing people who needed to be killed, and generally letting people know who was in charge.  Then they’d make their final show of force at the local market or similar symbolic neighborhood center where they could threaten or cajole the remaining populace into subservience and crush any remaining resistance.  

Ava was in charge of her own platoon of men, as well as overseeing Kill King and Johnny Switchblade who led similar platoons.  Jake of course had his own men in addition to overseeing Mad Dog and Rambo’s units.  Ava wanted it this way since she could trust Mad Dog and Rambo and they needed very little supervision to conduct their operations the way she wanted them to.  Meanwhile, she could keep an eye on Kill King and Johnny Switchblade who were more loyal to Jake and had a few of his more irresponsible tendencies.  In actuality, this left Ava controlling all their forces except for those directly under Jake, as well as those under the Fallback Man who was assigned to oversee the neighborhood occupying forces.  The Fallback Man harnessed his organizational capabilities to ensure that these occupying forces kept things running the way Jake and Ava wanted among the area businessmen and residents after the “big dogs” had moved on.   

Things were coming together just the way Ava wanted, but Jake had no idea that this was the case.

Not everything was smooth sailing though.  Several Miami neighborhoods proved tougher nuts to crack than Ava had expected.  But again, in moves that were straight out of a war strategy textbook, Ava decided to skip these areas of greatest resistance, cutting them off from any supply lines or reinforcements simply by moving past them and surrounding them.  This “island hopping” campaign through the city allowed her to control everything moving into or out of these cut off sections by overrunning the outlying areas.  She understood that while this might leave these strongholds in place temporarily, after a week or so of being cut off from food, water, ammunition, and other supplies, some of the resistance would just give up, some would be killed while scavenging for supplies, and those who remained would likely be so demoralized, exhausted, and hungry after holding out against the elements that they’d eventually just surrender.

Her plan worked perfectly.  A month after their arrival, all of the outlined areas on Ava’s map except one – a particularly strong enclave in Little Havana – were under their control.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

Ray and I waited until we met the rest of Gordon’s crew before going back to get the pickup truck and the rest of our group.  I wanted to make sure that what he’d told us was true regarding how many men he had with him and whether they were indeed injured before putting our family members at risk.                

Once we were on the scene, we worked quickly.  I was concerned that whoever had reaped such destruction upon Gordon and his men could return and do the same thing to us.  Whoever they were, they certainly had some serious firepower if they were able to take out a convoy the size of Gordon’s and leave it so completely devastated.

In addition to Gordon and Jeff, we were hurriedly introduced to Gordon’s youngest son, Barry, who’d been shot in the arm, as well as his nephews Andrew and Ian.  Ian had been grazed by a bullet fragment or piece of shrapnel across his right temple, as well as being shot through the right leg.  The bullet had passed clean through his thigh.  The wound was pretty nasty looking and I wasn’t sure how it would heal, but Claire and Pam got the two men’s wounds cleaned and patched up as best they could before we loaded everyone back into our pickup truck and trailer.

While they worked on the wounded, I took the kids to sit up front in the pickup’s cab so that we could load the bodies of Gordon’s dead sons Billy and Jerry, as well as of his nephew Edwin, onto the trailer.  We covered them with one of our extra blankets in an effort to provide some dignity to the deceased, respect to Gordon, and keep the gruesome sight of the dead men from the curious gazes of the children.  I figured that Paul and Sarah could probably handle it after what they’d been through over the past year, but I really didn’t want my little three-year-old son Jason waking up at night screaming with nightmares of bullet-ridden, burned, and bloodied corpses.

When we got the rest of the family and the remaining wounded loaded up, we started east toward the coast.  I hoped that Gordon was being truthful with us about having fuel, because we were literally running on empty.  If it was a lie, we would find ourselves stranded and having to spend some additional time scavenging the area for gas.  But Gordon seemed like a decent individual.  He’d been forthright with us so far.  Of course right now he was desperate, and desperate men said and did desperate things.

Thankfully, it wasn’t a lie.  It turned out that Gordon was actually very well situated in his little spot on the coast and we ended up spending about three weeks with him and his family.  We almost felt like prisoners – although extremely happy ones – as Gordon refused to let us leave until he felt he’d thoroughly repaid us for what we’d done to help him and his boys.  He lavished us with food, drink, new clothing, and anything else we needed.  And over the weeks we spent with him, our families grew to become quite close.  We told them the story of how we’d ended up in Florida all the way from Chicago, and they explained how they themselves had survived the flu and built their post-flu business.  

And so, over the ensuing weeks, we lived with them, we laughed with them, and we cried and mourned with them, attending the family funeral they held for the three men – their three boys – killed on the fuel salvage run.  It was a tough time for their family, but I think it helped having us there.  They seemed to appreciate the new faces, and Gordon’s wife Samantha, his daughter Danielle, as well as his brother’s wife Cindy, all made a big fuss over Jason and Pam.  Pam was now working on month number four – although without a doctor’s expertise, we relied upon our best estimate of conception – of her pregnancy and had a nice round baby bump to show for it.

We found that Gordon had a pretty nice little situation going for himself and his family on north Florida’s Atlantic coast.  He was involved in much of the trade along the stretch of coast that reached from south Jacksonville to north Daytona.  He said he preferred to stay away from the more urbanized areas as they tended to present characters like those he’d encountered the day we’d met him on his fuel run.  The results of that run-in were exactly why he liked his quieter, lesser-developed, and lesser-populated stretch of A1A.  He was a businessman, not a mercenary.  And while he recognized that guns – having replaced the cell phone as the “must have” device of those involved in regular commerce – often accompanied post-flu business transactions, it didn’t mean that he enjoyed using them.

The core of Gordon’s business was trade and transportation, but he dabbled occasionally in services since customers without tradable wares often had to pay with their time and physical labor.  

Several of Gordon’s buddies worked for him in his quite successful taxi service.  Even after Armageddon had struck, people still needed to get around, and Gordon had realized that without gas stations or reliable transportation for many flu survivors, being able to get from point A to point B was not as simple as it sounded.  He painted several of his vehicles bright yellow and would send them up and down A1A and US1 three times a week to make the run from south Jacksonville to north Daytona.  He told us that he’d tried running all the way to Miami in the beginning, but two of his cabs never returned from their trips.  Therefore, he labeled that portion of coastline too dangerous.  Now he kept his cabs close to home.  With phone service no longer available, creating a regular schedule allowed riders to be out and on the side of the road for pickup at pre-set times each Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

One of the major stops on the line was Gordon’s own trading post that was attached to his garage shop.  In this way, people could fulfill their weekly shopping needs at his store while at the same time using his cab service.  It was a win/win for him and his establishment.  He had actually been thinking of expanding his operation to open two more stores, one at the north end of his route and one to the south so that he could begin and end his cab service entirely from businesses that he owned.  The loss of his two sons and nephew had been a severe setback as he had planned on having them help get the two new locations up and operating as well as to eventually assist in running the stores and taxi service.

At the end of our multi-week stint with Gordon and his family, I let him know about our plans to continue our trek south.  He brought Will, Ray, Dad, and me over to his garage for beers while the women shopped in the attached store and picked out some new clothing and other accessories for the trip.

Gordon had a private tiki bar out back, complete with bar stools and thatched palm frond roof where we could sit comfortably in the shade.  Gordon played the role of bartender, pulling cold beers from a cooler full of ice, popping them, and lining them up before us on the bar.  Then he popped one for himself and took a long swig.   

“Ahh,” he exhaled.  “That’s good.  Amazin’ how much you appreciate a cold beer these days,” he nodded.

We all took drinks, relishing the carbonated coolness as it trickled down our parched throats.  

“So you’re leavin’ us?” Gordon said after another drink of his beer.

“Looks that way,” I nodded.  “We need to move on.  We have a plan we’re trying to stick to and we’ve been enough of a burden to you and your family.”

“No burden at all,” Gordon countered quickly.  “Fact, it’s been a pleasure.  But if you’re set on goin’, y’all best be careful out there.  The Fort Lauderdale and Miami areas ain’t like they are up here.”  Then he snorted, “Heck, even up here don’t seem all that safe anymore.  I used to think I had it made here, that I’d be able to retire soon and let the boys handle everything.”  His eyes became red and watery at their mention.  “Now that’s all changed.”  He wiped them dry with the back of his hand.  “Hate to see fine folks like y’all get yourselves into trouble.”

“Thanks Gordon,” I smiled at him.  “But we’re pretty good at taking care of ourselves.”

He nodded, “Yeah, I suppose y’all are if you’ve made it this far, but still…it ain’t no joke down there.”  He paused and took another drink.  “When y’all thinkin’ ‘bout leavin’?”

“Probably a couple days from now…if you’ll have us that much longer,” I added.

“Our pleasure,” he smiled. 

He paused, considering, and then said, “I’m gonna throw somethin’ out there for you to ponder on.  Don’t wanna put a kink in your works or anything, but it’s another option…maybe a safer option.  And options ain’t all that plentiful these days.”

We sat sipping our beers, waiting curiously to hear what Gordon had to say as we sweated in the shade of the tiki bar’s awning.

“With the loss of my boys, I’m a little short handed ‘round here now.  I could use some help, but I can’t bring just anybody onboard.  First off, the labor pool ain’t what I’d exactly call full these days, and findin’ trustworthy individuals that I can depend on is near impossible.  So many people these days will rip you off the second they get the chance or they’re drunks or drug addicts or just damn unreliable.”  He took another long drink of his beer.  “What y’all think of our families mergin’?  I think it could be a good move for both sides.  It’ll give me the extra bodies…trustworthy bodies I might add…I need to expand my little empire.  Same time, it’d give you all fine folks the opportunity to settle down.  Heck, I’d even consider givin’ you part ownership in the business with the opportunity to eventually buy out one of the stores from me once y’all understand the operation.”

The offer caught me slightly off guard, and while Gordon might not have wanted to throw a “kink in the works,” as he put it, that was exactly what he was doing, albeit a kink created from kindness.

“Well Gordon…” I started, but he raised a hand to stop me.

“Don’t answer now,” he said.  “Think about it.  Talk it over with the rest of your group.  Sleep on it.  There’s no hurry to make a decision.  I want you and yours to be sure about whatever you decide.”  

He pulled more beers from his cooler and lined them up on the bar before us.  “For now, let’s just drink a while and enjoy ourselves,” he said, popping them open and passing them out to us.  “We’ve all had a rough go of it, and the road ahead still looks pretty bumpy.  So let’s enjoy good booze and good company,” he raised his bottle to us.

“Here, here,” we toasted him back.

 

* * *

 

Two days after Gordon’s incredibly generous offer, we were packed up and prepared to head on our way.  We were determined to make our dreams a reality of a home unencumbered by the unruly hands of outsiders.

It seemed like a stretch in so many ways, but we felt it important to try.  If nothing else, we owed it to our children who deserved to be raised without living in constant fear and having to look over their shoulders, watchful for the ever-present threat of being struck down by a hooligan gang of assholes over a tank of gas or a couple cans of baked beans.

We had been well-rewarded by Gordon for our assistance in his time of need.  Besides letting us stay with him for three weeks, he provided us with two new vehicles – big SUVs in which we could all fit comfortably.  Both vehicles came filled with fuel, plenty of food, and fresh drinking water.  As a special gift, he also gave us a brand new assault rifle with several hundred rounds of ammunition, as well as some extra ammo for several of our other weapons.

We were in the process of loading our personal belongings into our new rides when Ray pulled me aside.

“Can I have a minute?” he asked quietly.

“Sure,” I said, following him as he led me away from the others for some privacy.  “What’s up?” I asked, finding myself immediately concerned that something might be wrong with Pam and the baby.

“Pam and I are staying,” he said.

At first I smiled, relieved that nothing was wrong with Pam’s pregnancy, and thinking Ray’s words a joke, but as I looked at his face, I could tell he wasn’t just messing with me.  And the totality of what he’d just said hit me right in the gut.  The upbeat optimism with which I’d been trying to fortify myself for what I’d hoped would be the final leg of our trip south was suddenly shattered.

My mouth opened but I couldn’t talk I was so taken by surprised.  Finally I mustered a flabbergasted, “Are you sure?”

He nodded solemnly, “Pam and I talked it over together after Gordon made the offer the other day when we were having drinks.  I like your plan, and I think it’s a good one…for you…and maybe me and Pam one day, but not right now.  We have the baby and Pam’s health to consider.  She’s getting further along in the pregnancy, and I’m worried about taking her to Miami.  From what Gordon said, it could be really dangerous down there.”

“It’s dangerous everywhere these days,” I said.  “And we’re only planning to be there a few days,” I almost pleaded with him.

“The key word is ‘planning’ though,” Ray said.  “We were planning to live in Tennessee.  We were planning to live in Olsten.  Our plans, through no fault of our own, don’t always work out.  And I think that until the baby is born, we need a stable place where we can settle down for a while.  Plus, I think we’d be safer here during the birthing process.  There’s food, medical supplies, we have a safe place to stay, and I’d have work to provide for us through Gordon and his business.  He’s already said he’ll let me help run one of the new stores he’s planning to open.”

I took a deep breath and exhaled, my shoulders sagging.  “Well…it sounds like you’ve given this a lot of thought.  I mean, I guess if you’re sure, then you’re sure.”

I couldn’t believe that after all we’d been through, Ray and Pam were leaving the group, but I guess I couldn’t say I blamed them.  Ray was right.  They had the health of Pam and their unborn child to consider, and I remembered just how nerve-racking it was as a soon-to-be parent. 

“Believe me, I wish we could all stay together,” Ray said.  “And maybe after the baby is born, we can join you and the others.  Pam and I owe you so much.  We can’t tell you how grateful we are for all that you’ve done for us.”

I held up a hand, “You have nothing to be grateful for Ray.  You’ve more than pulled your own weight in every way imaginable.  All I can say is that you’ll be missed and that I wish the best for you and Pam…and the little nipper, when he…or she, arrives,” I added.

Ray and Pam helped us finish loading up our supplies and then I broke the news to everyone else.  We all gathered around the SUVs.  There were plenty of hugs, kisses, handshakes, tears, and well wishes from both sides.  The whole process was magnified by the intermingling of Gordon’s own family.  We’d grown close to Gordon’s kin so quickly that they almost seemed like they were part of our own family – and vice versa.

I gave Gordon a hard time.  “So you’re stealing my best guy away, huh?” I grinned at him.

“I thought I was your best guy,” Will joked as he walked by.

“Best non-relative guy,” I clarified.

“Sorry,” Gordon shrugged.  “I was hopin’ all of you would stay.  But I’ll take what I can get,” he grinned at Ray.

“Oh, thanks a lot,” Ray laughed.

“He’s a good man,” I said.  “And Pam can pull her own weight…even when she’s carrying the weight of an unborn child at the same time,” I added, smiling at the beautiful wife of my best friend.  She came and threw her arms around me, hugging me tight and kissing me on the cheek while tears streamed down her face.

“Thank you so much…for everything,” she said.  “I don’t know what we would have done without you.  You’ve been so wonderful, so strong through all of this.  All I can say is thank you.  Thank you, thank you, thank you,” she kissed me over and over again on the cheek.

I laughed, nearly falling backwards under Pam’s outpouring of emotion, “Ray, I think those raging pregnancy hormones are getting the best of your girl here,” I called to my dear buddy.

“Hey, at least it’s not me giving you all those kisses,” he laughed, coming in and wrapping his arms around Pam and me at the same time.

“I’m gonna miss you two,” I said.  “It won’t be the same without you around.”

“Same here, punkass,” said Ray, giving me his trademark goofy grin.  “Don’t think of it as goodbye though.  I have a feeling our paths will cross again one of these days.”

“I hope so,” I said, a tear running down my own cheek.  “I sure hope so.”

“Alright,” Ray said.  “Now get the hell out of here before I start to lose it too,” he began choking up.

I could see the tears beginning to build as he turned and walked a short distance away, rubbing his eyes with a hand.

Even the tough ex-FBI army veteran was beginning to crack.  That’s when I knew it was time to go.

Gordon came in for a hug and handshake of his own once Ray and Pam were through with me.

“Thanks again for your help,” he said.  “Sorry I couldn’t get you them diabetic supplies you were lookin’ for.  Probably find that Miami’s the best place to look for those types of things.  Same with the boat and diesel fuel.  Lot more options down there.  And more options means better barterin’.”

“That’s alright.  You’ve done more than enough,” I said.  “Thank you for everything.  You be careful up here and take good care of Ray and Pam.”

“I think Ray and Pam can take care of themselves, but I’ll be sure to keep an eye on them,” Gordon nodded.  “You just worry about you.  I’ve had people come up from down south sayin’ there’s all sorts of roadblocks set up by highwaymen along I-95 and the Florida Turnpike startin’ outside Jupiter and running all the way down to Miami.  Don’t go tryin’ anything crazy.  That crowd down there can get dangerous pretty quick.”

“Duly noted,” I said.  “We’ll take it easy.  We see anything like that and we’ll just try another route.”

“Good idea,” he nodded.  “Oh and by the way…” he said as I turned to climb behind the wheel of one of the SUVs, “…you see a convoy of SUVs with two big armored vehicles, you stay away.  Stay far away.  But you do me one favor.”

“Yeah?” I said as I slid in behind the wheel.

“You see ‘em, and you track me down up here and let me know where they are.  Don’t get involved or do somethin’ stupid, you just find me and let me know…I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Will do,” I gave him a salute, pulling the front door of the SUV closed behind me and starting the engine.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

Ava poured herself a glass of wine and slid open the patio door, stepping out into Miami’s late-afternoon heat.  A gentle breeze blew across her face, tugging softly at thin strands of her silky black hair.  She closed the patio door, locking in the air-conditioned chill behind her.

After Jake and Ava were sure they controlled the majority of the city, they hosted several days of wild partying in celebration of their achievement.  The Miami beachfront was the scene of excess and debauchery the likes of which Ava – and even Jake – had never before seen.  Truckloads of women were hauled in.  Huge coolers full of every sort of booze imaginable were made available.  Drugs were distributed like candy being tossed from parade floats.  And the sound of celebratory – and sometimes not so celebratory – gunfire was heard round the clock, interspersed by an occasional explosion as the rowdy conquerors blew up a car with a grenade or shot a tank full of propane.

Jake and Ava themselves participated in the madness for the first day, but then they turned their attention to the duties involved in organizing and running an entire city, albeit a vastly different one from its pre-flu glory days.

The first item on their to-do list was to find a base from which they could operate. 

Ava would have preferred a plush, gated, estate-like mansion nestled in a quiet neighborhood, but Jake wanted to be in the heart of the city so that he could feel its “pulse” and then act to regulate it as needed.  Ava understood that Jake was a true urban dweller, and therefore didn’t argue.  He wanted to be in amongst the slime that he plied with vice to govern his city.  Given time though, Ava was confident that she’d eventually get her quiet mansion.

So they decided upon a high-rise condo near downtown.  Jake liked it because he could easily control who came and went from the building through a single generator-powered elevator.  Ava liked it for the views.  From their penthouse suit on the 30th floor, Miami still appeared to be the city she once knew.  With the exception of the occasional out-of-control building fire or vehicle left to burn and smolder on the streets far below, she could almost imagine it as the once-vibrant city in which she had grown up, a city that she had left while still a teenager because of a man – a man named Gonzalo.  

At the time, she hadn’t realized it – as a naïve 16-year-old, she hadn’t realized much of anything – but she now understood that Gonzalo was the only man she’d ever truly loved.  Being four years her senior, she admitted now that he wasn’t the best looking guy she’d ever known, nor the smartest, nor even the guy with the best personality, but there had been something between them, something that had bonded them immediately, almost instantaneously.  Even now, she still couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was.  But after not seeing him for nearly a decade, she couldn’t deny that it was there, and it was undeniable and irrepressible.  She felt it in the pit of her stomach every time she imagined she was with him again.  

She guessed that this was the way she made Jake feel – as though he could do anything, be or beat anyone, overcome anything.  That’s how Gonzalo made her feel.  With him she had experienced sensations she’d never felt with anyone else.  She felt powerful, sexual, yet feminine all at the same time.

Jake made her feel some of those things, some of the time.  But she admitted it just wasn’t the same.  Something wasn’t there.  Something was missing.  She had tried her best to forget Gonzalo, but he was always there, always lurking in the back of her mind.  Something Jake would say or do would remind her of him.  A touch or a way Jake looked at her would have her seeing Gonzalo’s face instead of his.  Even just a song or something someone said would bring visions of her love rushing back, and as hard as she tried to force them away, they always remained.  It bothered her.  Even in her dreams, when they were about a man, it was Gonzalo she was with again, not Jake.  She just couldn’t rid herself of those mental images and emotions the thought of him instantly invoked.  

At first, after Ava had left Miami, she’d thought that her love for Gonzalo had just been hard to get over.  She figured that the impression a first love left was tough to shake.  But as the years passed, and men came and went, she began to long for what Gonzalo had given her.  She’d thought it was replaceable, that she just had to find the right guy, but eventually, she realized that she was wrong.  It wasn’t the sex so much, although the sex was incredible; it was the feeling she had when she was around him.  She guessed that it was the feeling of love, although it’d been so long, she wasn’t sure about that anymore either.

Their split had been quick and painful.  It was a silly spat, a lover’s quarrel that now seemed so meaningless.  In fact, Ava couldn’t even remember what it was about.  It was a breakup they’d gone through more than once – a passionate exchange in the heat of the moment – and Ava assumed it would last a few days, maybe a week, just as it had in previous breakups.  Before she knew it, they’d reconcile and be back together again and things would be fine.  But Gonzalo – in a fit of angry revenge – had slept with another woman.  And soon thereafter, he’d had found out that the woman was pregnant.  

Gonzalo swore up and down to Ava that the child wasn’t his, but it hadn’t mattered.  What had mattered was the act itself; and so, in her own jealous act of reprisal, Ava had run away.  She ran away from a town she loved, a family she loved, and a man she loved.  And she didn’t stop running until she’d reached Chicago’s south side, a place where she could lose herself and try to forget; but it hadn’t worked.  The more she tried to adopt her new home, the more she longed for Miami, for her family, for Gonzalo.

Several years ago, she’d met an old friend from Miami while at a bar in Chicago.  After they’d spent some time catching up, the conversation had turned to reminiscing about their old neighborhood.  When the topic of Gonzalo inevitably came up, the friend had told her that he had married the woman he’d allegedly gotten pregnant, wanting to do the right thing although never fully believing that the child was his.  The union had lasted less than a year before the two split.  At the time, Ava had shrugged off the information as unimportant, but she couldn’t deny – at least to herself – that the revelation that her first love, her true love, had married someone else, stung terribly.

She now found herself wondering if it’d feel the same if she met him again after all these years and whether they’d still have that emotional connection.  Would they immediately fall into that old groove, conversing freely about anything and everything, talking and flirting playfully one minute, rolling naked on the bed together the next?  Or would it be awkward, time having eroded or obliterated completely what they once had?  

She stood outside on the penthouse balcony thinking and sipping her wine.  The Miami sun blazed down upon her, baking her already smoothly toasted skin.  The sea breeze whispered through her hair.  She closed her eyes and tried to envision Gonzalo, imagining what it might be like to meet him again.  

In her mind, she saw a car pull up and stop before her as she stood on the sidewalk.  The car door opened and a man stepped out.  He looked over at her and smiled.  

It was him.

Even just imagining such an encounter had her experiencing that nervously excited pit in the bottom of her stomach.  As she stood, eyes closed, she felt herself push her chest almost imperceptibly forward to make her ample breasts seem even larger, just as she had done when she was young.  Her posture straightened.  Every muscle in her body became taught with sexual energy.  Her breathing slowed and became heavier.  Her mind cleared and she found herself intensely focused, but only on Gonzalo.  He walked around the car and stopped just a foot from her, close enough that she could feel that gravitational pull toward him again.  Reaching out to her with a hand, he ran his fingertips softly across her check, then moved the back of his hand down and along her jawbone just as he used to.

She shivered in electrified delight at the thought.  But she wouldn’t show her enthusiastic exhilaration to Gonzalo – not yet.  She had to act as though his touch had no effect, at least until she could no longer stand it.  Then she’d use all those muscles, all that energy, all her focus to sexually tear him to shreds.

“We need you inside,” a voice interrupted her thoughts.

It was Jake.

Ava opened her eyes and exhaled heavily.  “I’m coming,” she said without emotion and as though she’d simply been making a mental grocery list.  But those two words had far more meaning than Jake would ever know.

She followed him through the sliding glass patio door and inside to the penthouse suite’s vast living room where Jake had collected his generals.  It was cool there, almost cold.  Ava shivered at the contrasted chill from the balmy warmth outside.  The penthouse had central air, powered by generators and fuel that Jake’s men had confiscated during the takeover.  The three floors below them housed Jake and Ava’s security forces in similar luxury.  The palatial digs were just one of the many perks that came with being a top member in their organization.  It was also a benefit that served to ensure continued loyalty among higher-ranking crew members as well as to motivate ambitious lower-level subordinates to climb the ranks.  

Their generals sat upon several plush white sofas that comprised but a small portion of the crisply-clean décor of the 5,000 square-foot unit.  Mad Dog, Rambo, Kill King, Johnny Switchblade, and the Fallback Man, slouched comfortably, taking a breather from the raging party taking place below them.  Several of the men smoked cigarettes or joints.  A few held partially-filled bottles of booze.  Some partook in combinations of the aforementioned vices.  

Ava found it slightly odd to see these hardened men lounging in such luxury.  It just didn’t fit with their demeanors and personal styles.  She stared at the men, taking them in.  If Ava was going to create a cologne based upon what she saw and smelled sitting before her, she’d start with a base of dirt, sprinkle in some heavy stubble, toss in some ground chains and denim, add an essence of leather and tobacco, and lace it with hints of booze, bad breath, and body odor.  

She found the sight of the men mixed with the pure whites and pale pastels of the penthouse’s décor an odd juxtaposition to absorb.  But the men weren’t gathered for a home-design photo shoot, they were here for business.

“I called you here today,” Jake began, taking complete credit for the meeting as usual, “first to congratulate you on your hard work and success in overrunning the Miami metro area.  But more importantly, I’ve called you here to explain how you will be rewarded for your efforts.”

If the men sitting before them weren’t listening up to this point, they certainly were now.  They shifted positions, sitting up straighter, setting liquor bottles on the floor, or extinguishing cigarettes in an attempt to better focus on what they would be receiving as their spoils of victory.

Ava watched the meeting from afar, having perched herself on the edge of a large mahogany table behind and slightly to the right of Jake.  From her position, she could watch everyone, her sleekly smooth legs crossed enticingly, exposed from beneath a black one-piece mini-dress that she had picked not just for style but for comfort in the extreme Miami heat.

“I know there’s still work ahead of us.  We have a lot of mopping up to do in certain areas across town, but once things are finalized and start to settle down, which will be part of your first order of business, each of you will receive your own areas of Miami to control,” Jake went on.  “Don’t get me wrong, I’ll still be overseeing the control of Miami as a whole, but as long as you keep your shit together and make sure that business is dealt with, I won’t fuck with how you handle things.”

He looked smugly around at the men, reveling in his newfound power and enjoying the ability to dole out areas of the city for these men to control.  

“Ava, if you would,” he said, turning his head slightly to talk behind him.

Jake liked that he was still going to be in charge while other people would be doing all the work, and he hoped that his men saw this as an opportunity rather than a burden placed upon them.

Ava stood and walked among the men, handing each of them an envelope with their name printed upon it.

“Inside these envelopes are the areas that you’ll personally be in charge of,” Jake went on.  “We’ll work it just like we do with the vendors in these areas.  You’ll be taking your cut from them each week and then give me my cut of your take to ensure your continued security.  You see, while you’ll be getting paid by the vendors to handle the security of your own areas of control, Ava and I will be ensuring that there are no issues for the city as a whole…like the type of situation we’re dealing with in Little Havana right now.”  He glared at Ava as he said the words since that was the one remaining neighborhood she’d failed to overrun during their takeover.  “We will ensure that the Miami area remains safe not just from threats inside the city but outside as well from places like Fort Lauderdale, Orlando, and Tampa.”

“You think we have any realistic challenges from those areas?” Kill King eyed him questioningly. 

Jake didn’t like having his statements questioned.  It required thinking on his feet, and with the exception of fighting, it was difficult for Jake to handle little more than walking and chewing gum at the same time let alone trying to come up with answers to questions that Ava hadn’t prepped him for.  

Therefore, he let her field the question while he went and retrieved a bottle of tequila from the kitchen.

“You have to remember that we came here all the way from Atlanta, and we managed to take over in less than a month,” she reminded them.  “Other big cities around Florida are much closer than that, so we have to be prepared for anything.”

“Think of it this way,” said Jake, returning while opening his tequila bottle and taking a gulp.  “You get your places set up the way you want; then you sit back and reap the rewards while we take care of the big picture stuff.”

“It could prove harder than you think to keep these places under our thumb,” said Fallback.  “Just look at Little Havana.  That place was like a war zone when we tried to hit it.  What happens if people take a page from their book?”

Ava again stepped in.  “We’re working with Little Havana.  They’ve agreed to most of our terms and shouldn’t be a problem from here on out.  As for controlling your own domains, we’ve thought about that already.  And coming up with the following ideas is where Jake earns the cut that you’ll be paying him each month.”  

She didn’t say what everyone in the room was already thinking – that she was the one who had really come up with the ideas, not Jake.  

“Can anyone tell me the best way to control a population?” she asked the men sitting before her.

There was silence.

“Proving my point,” she said.  “This is why you need us.”

Finally Johnny Switchblade said, “With an iron fist?”

“No,” Ava said.  “Definitely not.  Violence is necessary at times, but it shouldn’t be used as the overarching influence in controlling a population.  Some violence will keep the populace in its place, but too much violence will turn them against you and have them searching for new leadership.”

“So how do you do it then?” he asked.

“Currency,” Jake said, not being able to resist the urge to respond as though he were indeed responsible for coming up with the answer.

“Right…currency,” Ava nodded.

“But what do we use?” asked Rambo.  “Dollar bills?  Gold coins?  Make our own?  What?”

“Dollar bills are worthless now,” Ava said.  “Everyone knows that…same with gold and silver.  Some people still use these types of coins as a form of exchange just because they used to be worth something, but there are too many of them out there, and more importantly, we can’t control them.  And even though a large part of the commerce we still have is conducted through barter, not every transaction can be handled that way.  It’s too hard for vendors when they’re inundated with stuff they don’t need by buyers who have too much worthless junk but are literally starving for the stuff they do need.  Therefore, we have to ensure that we can create our own currency and then control that currency.  Say we decided to go with silver and gold as our currency and someone finds a couple coin shops or a bank vault full of gold and silver.  Suddenly there will be an influx of money into the economy.  It will be just as worthless as sand on the beach, and we’ll be adrift in a sea of inflation.”

The men sat on the sofas, open mouthed, breathing heavily and only grasping about 30 percent of what Ava was telling them.

Finally Mad Dog said, “So we use something like…gasoline or alcohol?  We control most of that kind of stuff around here.”  He shook his head and frowned as he said it, not comprehending exactly where Ava was going with this.  

“You’re right,” Ava agreed.  “We do.  But think about that for a minute.  Are people going to lug gallons of gas or booze around with them everywhere they go to pay for stuff?  We can’t very well dole out large amounts of it for the general public to use.  We want something that almost everyone needs or uses, is valuable, yet is easy to carry but not easy to replace or counterfeit.  Plus,” she added after a second, nodding and smiling down at the bottle of whiskey that sat beside Mad Dog’s leg, “if we use alcohol, I think people would be too tempted to drink their currency rather than spend it.”

“True,” Mad Dog shrugged, giving her a sly grin and then picking up the whiskey bottle and taking a long drink. 

“Batteries?” asked Rambo.

“Using batteries actually isn’t a bad idea,” said Ava.  “Problem is, they have a shelf-life.  In a year or two when they start to expire, they’d be worthless.”

“Why can’t we just make our own currency?” Kill King said.  “Then we could make as much or little as we want and have complete control over it.”

“For the same reason our old government used to spend billions of dollars regularly creating new versions of five, ten, twenty, fifty, and hundred dollar bills…because it’s too easy to counterfeit.  And we certainly don’t have the same resources available to us as the old government did in order to make bills that are extremely difficult to counterfeit.  And even if we did, our currency would probably still be counterfeited to some degree.  Plus, paper money on its own has no real value, and in today’s world, anything you carry needs to have some actual use to it.”

“So give us the answer, teach,” Fallback smiled at her.  “I’m stumped.”

“Bullets,” Jake interjected matter-of-factly.  

Ava shut her eyes, biting her tongue in frustration.  Jake just couldn’t resist prematurely ejaculating solutions to the problems that she’d worked so hard to develop.

“Bullets?” Rambo frowned. “I don’t get it.  There are tons of bullets out there.”

“Tons of bullets for us, but not tons of bullets for everyone else…largely because we’ve already taken most of them,” Ava reminded him.  “Bullets are something that are small, easy to carry, long-lasting, and that everyone wants.  It’s easy to carry 20 or 30 or even 100 or more bullets depending upon the caliber.  And most importantly, we control a lot of them and they’re hard to counterfeit.  Sure, there will be some people out there who can make their own, just like there were people who could counterfeit dollar bills in the old days, but not many.  Getting old shell casings will be easy, but finding lead and black powder…well, that’s not all that simple.  Plus, you have to know how to manufacture them, how to do it right, and you have to have the right tools.”

“Think about it,” interrupted Jake again.  “People don’t walk around with wallets anymore, they walk around with guns.  Guns are the new wallets.”

“Exactly,” said Ava.  “And I guarantee you that I can walk into a coin shop right now and find plenty of gold and silver coins, or a bank and find stacks of worthless dollar bills, but I won’t be able to walk into a gun shop and find any ammunition.

“That’s for fucking sure,” nodded Rambo.  “But some people will have a lot of bullets because they’ve hoarded them.  They’ll be rich,” he went on.  “Other people won’t have any,” he sounded confused.  “That’s not really fair.”

“Welcome to the real world,” Ava scoffed.  “What exactly did you do in your previous life,” asked Ava.

Rambo looked around the room uncomfortably, “Uh…did work for the unions,” he said.

“Figures,” mumbled the Fallback Man.  “Never drew an honest paycheck in his life.”

“What’d you say, asshole?” Rambo said angrily, starting to stand up.

“Boys, boys,” Ava soothed.  “We’re here to celebrate, not fight.  Let’s keep this civil.  We’re all going to be in good shape if we just play nice and get ourselves organized.  We all don’t have to understand the economic rules behind all this; we just have to abide by and enforce them.”

Rambo sat back down, pouting.

Ava continued.  “So far, we’ve largely modeled our economic development plan on that of Atlanta’s, but Atlanta was still pretty disorganized.  Now we’re going to take the Atlanta model a step further.”  The men all looked at her, waiting.  “We’re going to get into the banking business,” Ava looked around at them.

Jaws fell open around the room.

“What?  We’re gonna open banks?” leered Johnny Switchblade.  “I fucking hated banks back in the old days.  They were a bunch of rich motherfuckers,” he scoffed.

“Exactly,” Ava winked at him.

“We ain’t bankers, we’re fighters,” Rambo interjected.

“You won’t have to be bankers,” Ava soothed him.  “But as one of your first orders of business, you will have to find people who can be bankers.  If we want our population to depend upon us, we can’t just offer them a currency, we have to offer them security.  People these days desperately want to feel safe again.  Think about our old government and politicians.  How did they get people to vote for them?  They offered them security – not just through physical services like the police departments, fire departments, armed forces, and National Guard, but through government programs like Social Security, Medicaid, food stamps, and a central currency with banks secured and insured by the FDIC in which to keep that currency.

“I always wondered what the FDIC did,” said Rambo.

Ava nodded, “Now we’re going to be the government here in Miami.  We’re going to give the population their economy, their currency, and most importantly, their security, and we’re going to spoon feed it to them.  As one of our first big initiatives, we’re going to open banks around the city.”

The men looked around at one another, unsure of quite what to think about what Ava was saying.

  Ava continued unfazed by the worried stares she was receiving from the men before her, the collective financial education of which might have been enough to fill a children’s book.  

“At these banks, people will be able to rent safe deposit boxes in which to safely store their extra bullets…their extra currency, just like they did in the old days.  They’ll control the keys to these safe deposit boxes, but we’ll control the banks, in turn controlling the boxes, and thereby controlling the currency inside those boxes.  The banks will provide people with peace of mind and financial security.  And people with a sense of security, purpose, and the ability to earn and retain money, or a currency if you will, whatever that currency is, are a kinder, gentler, and easier to control people…a more disciplined people.  With money in the bank, they feel safe, they feel more content, they can buy things that make them happy and forget their troubles, and they become complacent and easier to manage.  You can buy their loyalty, their respect, or at least their dependency, just as our old government used to do, rather than earn it.” 

The men in the room nodded their silent agreement.  Even though they might not have understood all of what Ava was saying, they had to admit, the chic knew her shit; and one thing was glaringly obvious, Jake was definitely not behind these sorts of ideas.

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

I guess I never realized just how big Florida was until I had to try to navigate it.  We hit our first roadblock just north of Jupiter on I-95.  To avoid any trouble, we cut over to the Florida Turnpike, but we quickly found it blockaded as well.  

It was strange seeing the turnpike’s toll plazas manned with heavily-armed personnel, tire strips and barricades laid out before them.  Not wanting to press our luck, we backtracked and headed west, hoping to eventually cut south once we hit a less populated portion of Florida.  Unfortunately, we found that the lesser-populated areas also equated to lesser-used and therefore lesser-maintained roads, many of which were quickly being overtaken by Florida’s vicious, jungle-like environment.  

We’d hoped to slice our way over to the massive Lake Okeechobee in south central Florida, and then cut south on Highway 27.  But here again, we found our way forward blocked.  This time, it wasn’t a manmade barrier that we encountered but rather lake flooding and the rapidly deteriorating infrastructure of roads and bridges that hindered our planned progress.

At this juncture, we had to make a tough decision.  Already running low on fuel for our gas-guzzling SUVs, and facing a long trip around the gigantic lake, we ditched one SUV, siphoning what fuel we could from it.  This got us to about half a tank in our remaining ride into which we packed our group and as many supplies as we could tie to the roof rack.  It was a tight squeeze that required children to sit on laps, but we made everyone fit.  

About 100 miles, and over a quarter of a tank of gas later, we’d made our way around the entirety of Lake Okeechobee and had finally linked up with Highway 27.  The problem we encountered here was that we found ourselves in the swampy, bug-ridden, alligator-infested, no-man’s land of the Florida Everglades, running low on fuel and ill-prepared for what lay ahead.

Being Chicagoans, we knew mosquitoes.  Before the flu ran its course, each summer back home we’d see warnings in the newspaper and on television, as well as hear stories about the occasional death due to the West Nile Virus that was transmitted by these tiny bloodsuckers.  Working at home during the day, I’d watch our tax money hard at work as the white-painted army jeep of the “Mosquito Abatement” crew would drive slowly by, a two-gallon pump sprayer in the driver’s hand as he shot streams of chemicals down into sewers and catch basins to dispel the larva of the feisty festering foes below.

But we didn’t know Florida mosquitoes, and we had certainly never encountered Everglade mosquitoes.

Our first evening in the Everglades, after we’d pulled off to a secluded area beside the highway to set up camp, and as day faded to dusk, a soft and distant hum filled the air.  We were all tired from a long day of driving and being cooped up in the SUV crammed asses to elbows, so we were ready to get our tent erected so we could split up the group and stretch out a bit.  As much as we all loved one another, spending so much time crammed inside a single vehicle with eight other people and a cat was not an ideal situation for any of us.  

As some of us worked to get supplies untied from the top of the SUV while others worked on the tent, the sky began to grow dark at a much faster rate than I’d expected.  

“Storm must be on the way,” I said, squinting at a large cloud approaching from the south. But the air was calm and quite still.  It didn’t feel like storm weather. 

There was indeed a storm on the way, just not the kind I’d expected.  

The strange hum in the air grew increasingly louder as the cloud approached, and we quickened our pace as we worked to pull items necessary for the night from the SUV’s roof rack.  I began wondering if maybe this was some sort of electrical storm on its way.  

It was not.

Just as we managed to unfurl the tent on the ground, and began running support poles through its nylon fabric, a humming torrent of viscous insects descended upon us.  At first, due to their size, I thought they were some sort of horsefly or beetle.  But I quickly realized they were mosquitoes the likes of which we’d never seen before, and after making their acquaintance, I hoped we’d never see again.  And I’d say, judging from the voracity with which they attacked, it must have been quite some time since they’d tasted human blood around these parts.  Being the nasty little vampires that they were, and thirsting for our succulent, plasma-engorged flesh, they attacked us with the intensity of a hungry lion and with a swirling tornado-like force.  They whipped around us, biting us, getting into our eyes, our ears, our noses, our mouths.  It was almost impossible to see or to breathe or to think or to do anything other than run for the safety of our vehicle.

We dropped everything.  I grabbed Cashmere.  Claire grabbed Jason.  And we all dove back into the SUV, slamming doors, rolling up windows, and spending the rest of the night sweating, scratching, and continuing to kill the tiny tormentors that had managed to sneak their way inside with us during our retreat.

The process of trying to get any sort of decent sleep was nearly impossible because just as one of us began to drift off, someone else would cough or slap at a mosquito or start scratching.  Poor little Jason had gotten it particularly bad.  He had little raised and itchy bumps all over his face, and he slept fitfully throughout the night, often crying out and then scratching himself until his skin bled.  We’d have to hold him tight to keep him from scratching, which made it even more tortuous, and then he’d scream and cry and struggle and wake the rest of the group up if they weren’t awake already dealing with problems of their own.

 The next morning, Will and I left the others in the car while we covered up as much exposed skin as possible, rushed outside the safety of the SUV, collected our camping supplies, tied them as best we could to the luggage rack, and beat it the heck out of there.  We drove slowly on for the rest of the morning and pulled over at around noon to have lunch and take a short nap since everyone was still exhausted from their sleepless night.  

It had been extremely slow going since we’d made it around the lake.  Low on fuel, we were doing our best to conserve at all costs.  At times, the road was so flat that I’d take my foot off the accelerator and simply let the vehicle roll along at its idle speed.  If our speed fell below walking pace or we came to a slight incline, I’d touch the accelerator as gently as I could until I could get us rolling again without my additional accelerator input.  We were in no rush, so our snail’s pace really didn’t matter too much.  

We couldn’t keep the vehicle’s windows open, since even during the day, the swarms of insects were overwhelming.  They’d ram themselves against our windows in failed attempts to get at the tasty morsels within.  About every 10 or 15 minutes – or however long it took before we could no longer bear the sweltering heat – I’d turn the air conditioner on for a minute, maybe two, getting it just cool enough inside so that it wasn’t stifling.  Still, with all of us jammed into the tiny space, and with none of us having been able to shower in the past few days, the heat combined with the smell made it almost intolerable.  Tempers were short to say the least, and tensions ran high.

We made it to just north of the Everglades Parkway before we ran out of gas.  This left us with around 20 miles ahead of us to reach our destination – the sandy shores of Miami.  Twenty miles when we were back in southern Illinois or Tennessee might not have seemed all that bad.  In fact, we might actually have enjoyed such a hike, but not here, not in the swamps of Florida, and definitely not during the peak of summer.

Having to continue our journey on foot was torturous.  We could only travel during the daylight hours from around ten in the morning – once the sun’s vicious rays had a chance to send many of the flying pests into hiding – until about four in the afternoon, since we had to get camp set up before the droning cloud of hungry insects reappeared and again descended upon us.  

At night, we’d cram ourselves into our four-person tent – all nine of us and Cashmere the cat.  It was horrible to say the least.  There was little sleeping, a lot of complaining, whining, and even some crying – mostly from the kids – and all in all, the next several days were pure hell.  

We had used up almost all our bug repellant on the first day.  Because of our lack of bug spray, and the presence of insects even during the day, we had to continue our hike wearing long sleeves, pants, and hats, even though the sweltering summer heat was intensely oppressive.  Each of us – even Jason – was straddled with as many supplies as we could carry.  Strapped to us were our food and water, weapons and ammunition, extra clothing and bedding, medical supplies, and anything else we could carry and that we thought we might need for when we reached Miami.  This not only made for slow going, but we were sweating like crazy and rapidly burning through our fresh water supply.  By the end of the second day of the hike, our clothing was drenched in our own moisture.  We stunk, we were itchy, and we were angry – not at one another, but at the shitty situation.  Unfortunately, we took much of our aggravation and frustration out upon one another simply because we had no other outlet.  I endured the brunt of this frustration as people questioned why we had left Gordon and the safety of his cozy little spot on the coast to come all the way down here.  I was even questioning it myself.  But I had to persevere, and I kept reminding our crew that we were almost through this final leg of our trip to Miami and that we’d soon be enjoying the fruits of our labor.

I secretly prayed that what I was telling them was the truth.  

Worse yet – as if it could get much worse – as we reached the outskirts of the Miami area, we found that it was like a war zone.  As we worked our way into the Hialeah area, we took shelter near the Westland Mall.  There was a sort of open air market there where merchants were bartering their wares, so Will and I left the rest of the group in the shelter of an abandoned ranch-style home and took a trip to see what we could find out about the local situation as well as pick up some supplies.  

We ended up talking to a middle-aged man who was working as a fresh fruit vendor at the market – Myron was his name.  He seemed a decent enough guy.  He’d been a dentist in his pre-flu life.  He told us that he still fixed teeth occasionally, but his fruit stand was his bread and butter while the dentistry business was hit and miss.

“Not many people coming in for their six-month checkups anymore,” he shook his said sadly.  “Mostly tooth extractions these days.”

As we chatted, he explained that some sort of power struggle was currently taking place in Miami.  As he’d heard it, an outside group of mercenary sorts had come to the area and were currently vying for power.  He said they’d come in with armored vehicles and bands of armed men and were pretty much laying down the law.  Myron explained that these people had told him and the other vendors that they were going to have to pay a “security fee” each week and had given them a list of the goods and associated quantities with which they could pay.  Myron said he wasn’t happy about the demands upon his already meager supplies, but he agreed that if these people actually provided the security they were promising, he was willing to give it a shot.  He said he’d had problems with theft and robberies recently, and he felt that a little peace of mind was worth paying for these days.   

After we were done chatting, we ended up trading Myron a bottle of aspirin, some heavy-duty pain killers, a dozen rounds of .22 ammunition, four shotgun shells, and two of the four remaining ounces of silver that I’d held onto in exchange for a box of assorted fruit that contained pineapples, oranges, lemons, as well as a couple coconuts.  We also got four gallons of fresh drinking water and talked Myron into throwing a bag of dried fish into the deal.  

“So where you headed?” he asked as we finalized our transaction and exchanged our goods.  

“For the coast,” I told him.

“Be careful,” he said.  “The guys that swept through here not long ago are headed east toward the ocean from what I understand.  They seem like the sort to shoot first and ask questions later, so if you run into them, stay out of their way.  I would advise doing your traveling at night if all possible…although then you have to watch out for robbers and cutthroats.”

“Great,” Will frowned.  “Sounds like we’re screwed either way.”

“Just keep your guard up and be ready to duck into the shadows if you see someone coming.  Best at this point just to try to stay out of the way until all this mess shakes itself out.  There are a lot of people around here who want someone to lay down the law and put some order to the chaos that’s been going on.  But some are happy with the way things are.  And those people are willing to fight to keep it that way.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I shook his hand.  “We aren’t looking for any trouble.  We’ve had more than our fair share.”

“Haven’t we all,” nodded Myron grimly.

“By the way,” I said as I picked up the box of fruit and fish, and grabbed a gallon container of water, “you have any insulin?”

“Insulin?” Myron shook his head.  “No.  Don’t see many medical supplies like that through here,” he said.  He held up the aspirin bottle we’d traded, “Mostly stuff like this…aspirin, vitamins, cold medicine, sometimes some erectile dysfunction pills, occasionally some antibiotics, but rarely anything like insulin…sorry.”

“Thanks anyway,” I said.  “Thought I’d try.  You know of anywhere they might have that kind of stuff?”

He thought for a minute, “Might try downtown.  That’s where the main market is.  Lot of the specialty goods show up there.”

“Thanks again,” I said as we headed back to rejoin the rest of the group.

“My pleasure,” Myron waved as we left.  “Come back any time!”

We sheltered for the rest of the night in the little ranch-style home.  We ate fruit, dried fish, and tried to rehydrate while at the same time conserving some of our water supply for the remainder of the trip.  We only had a few more miles until we reached downtown, but with all the fighting that was supposedly going on, we didn’t have any idea just how long it would take to make it there.  

We heard gunfire and caught the sounds of distant explosions later that afternoon.  It kept up throughout the evening and as we tried to sleep that night, the fighting wore on in the Miami area.  Will, Dad, and I shared the night watch.

The next morning, we took a vote on how best to proceed.  We wanted to get moving again, but we also didn’t want to get caught up in the fighting taking place around the city.

The group as a whole decided to shelter in place until the fighting died down.  We could afford to wait a little while, and we all admitted that we needed the rest.  The area around us seemed relatively calm for the moment, so we hunkered down in the little home for almost two weeks.  We bartered the few remaining excess supplies we had to Myron for meager amounts of food and water, and continued to gather information about what was going on in the rest of the city.  Finally it sounded as though the fighting had diminished – or at least moved on to places far enough away – and so it was time for us to proceed.

We waited until night to depart on what we hoped would be the last stint of the Miami leg of our trip.  Not only did we want to avoid any residual fighting that might still be going on along our route, but the night brought with it cooler temperatures.  The problem was, at night the bugs were worse, and by the time we actually made it to the shores of Biscayne Bay, we looked like a group of the walking dead.  And while we may have appeared to be wandering zombies, we were the ones being eaten alive by Florida’s creepy-crawlies.  

We didn’t spend much time looking for shelter once we’d reached the coast.  We worked our way out to Miami Beach, found an old apartment building, and quickly settled down in hopes of soon being on our way out of Miami and on to a place where we could finally enjoy safety, security, solitude, and some peace and quiet.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

While Jake might not have gotten it, Ava realized just what handing over control to their generals truly meant.  It meant that, in all likelihood, eventually one or more of them would grow too big for his britches and make some sort of power play.  It could take a year, two years, maybe longer, but one day, one of these men would most likely become weary of hefting what he felt was a heavy load for someone else.  And even though Jake and Ava had provided their own little fiefdoms until they handed over power to one of their family members or just grew old and retired, it wouldn’t be enough.  They’d grow greedy or power hungry and either try to pull in several or even all of the other generals to assist them in their move, or maybe just go it alone.

When Ava told Jake this one evening as they lay beneath the soft silk sheets of their master-suite’s oversized king bed after a ferocious, lust-filled sex romp, he told her she was crazy.  Jake thought in terms of weeks, and more often in terms of just days or even hours; therefore, to be considering what would happen in a year or two seemed ridiculous and unnecessarily long-term to him.

“I might not even be alive tomorrow.  Why should I worry about what’s going to happen next year?” he asked her incredulously. 

“Because, if and when next year rolls around, and you haven’t thought about it, and you find yourself staring down the barrel of a gun held by someone you thought you could trust, you’ll find out exactly why you should have thought about it,” she warned.

“Okay,” Jake gave in.  “So what are we supposed to do about it?”

“We rotate staff,” she said.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Jake frowned at her, rolling over and lighting two cigarettes, one of which he handed to Ava.

Ava was getting tired of having to explain every little detail of their operation to the organization’s “leader” each time she made a decision. 

“It means that we keep our generals on their toes by not allowing them to build too much loyalty among the men under their direct control,” she told Jake.  “We don’t want their neighborhoods becoming unorganized because we’re constantly moving their teams around, but we also don’t want them getting so organized that they can begin plotting against us.”

“So how do we do that?” Jake shook his head, still not getting it.  

“Here’s what I was thinking,” Ava said.  It was actually what she’d already decided to do, but she had to put it to Jake in these terms so that he could mull the idea, make it his own, and then convince himself that it was his and that he should take credit for it.  “We rotate half of each general’s men to another general every month.  The following month, we rotate the other half in a cyclical rotation throughout the year.  In this way, they continue to utilize the same labor pool, but the generals don’t become so familiar with the men – and vice versa – that they begin to build their own little armies.”

Jake nodded, sucking on his cigarette, thinking.


  

“It’s not a perfect plan,” Ava said.  “I don’t think there is a perfect plan, but if it doesn’t completely eliminate the chance of a coup, it at least significantly decreases the chances of such an event by inhibiting the processes involved in getting something like that organized.  It also increases the likelihood of a leak among the men should something start to take shape that would allow us to quash any potential uprising before it takes shape.”

Jake nodded again, “I like it,” he said.  “Let me sleep on it,” he crushed out his cigarette in an ash tray atop the nightstand and then rolled over on top of Ava for another round.

Ava knew that when Jake said he liked something, he’d already made up his mind to go with her idea and make it his own.  This pleased her just enough to make his presence atop her again bearable.

* * *

Jake and Ava found that their organization rapidly settled in and expanded its role of controlling Miami.  The vast majority of the area residents willingly accepted their leadership and even seemed to like having some structure in their incredibly difficult and dangerous post-flu lives.  It was as though they had been waiting for someone to come along and put a little clarity into a world where the road ahead was anything but clear.  

Jake and Ava also discovered that resources in Miami were far greater than they had been in Atlanta.  They seized entire tanker trucks full of gasoline and even a cargo ship full of the oil.  

The sex trade was good in Miami, but the sex trade was good everywhere.  What Jake and Ava found most changed from their Atlanta experience was the state of the food supply.  The food trade was fantastic due to local farmers.  A large portion of the population had undertaken agricultural roles due to their ability to grow a variety of foods throughout the year in Miami’s tropical climate.  There was an abundant supply of fresh fruit, vegetables, and of course, seafood.

Better yet, people appeared to be quite open to Jake and Ava’s idea for a currency with which to transact their trade.  There’d been a lot of confusion and disagreement about how to handle barter-style commerce where one side was offering a good or service as payment for which the other side had no need.  And there was constant paranoia about how to keep the variety of currencies being used secure from theft, which posed an ever-present threat.

As Jake and Ava’s “Banks for Bullets” program was introduced, it caught on like wildfire.  It was their first big initiative as the rulers of Miami and it cemented their place as leaders who could add structure and security to a city that was lacking the rules necessary to regulate the human beast.  

With entire warehouses full of ammunition, Jake and Ava controlled the treasury from which they could release funds into or withdraw currency out of their local economy.  And since they had jurisdiction over almost everything that was coming into the city or leaving its confines, more such currency flowing into or escaping – without their permission of course – was next to impossible.  Therefore, they could control the purchase power of their currency as needed.

Having banks for the populace to safely stash their little hoards made the people feel more secure.  And knowing that they had the power to confiscate these funds if they ever deemed it necessary, made Jake and Ava feel secure.  

Things were shaping up just as Ava had envisioned, and as long as there was a bottle of booze and people to worship him close by, Jake was happy too…kind of.

 

* * *

 

The bottle missed her head by a foot – maybe less – and smashed against the penthouse wall, dowsing her with tequila.  

“I’m not going to tolerate this sort of insolence!” Jake yelled.

“Insolence” was a big word for Jake, and Ava wondered where he’d picked it up.

“This is your fault!  You should have squashed those bugs down in Little Havana when you had the chance.  This is what I get for leaving it up to a woman!” he growled at her as he paced like a caged animal around the penthouse living room.  He angrily swatted a small lamp off a nearby table and watched as it smashed on the floor.  “It’s your fault, and I expect you to fix it!  I’ve got other shit to deal with, so clean it the fuck up!”

Jake stormed out of the penthouse to continue raging elsewhere.  Ava was sure he’d probably just wander downstairs and drown his sorrows in another bottle of tequila.  Jake’s drinking had always been at what one might consider a “professional” level, but lately he had achieved a true expertise in the art of getting wasted.

Now that they had won Miami, they had their own little empire, and things were running smoothly – except this Little Havana glitch which was minor in the overall scheme of things – Ava was starting to notice some troubling signs in Jake.  

Jake had never been one to just sit around and enjoy the good life.  He needed an occasional challenge to keep him occupied and interested.  His whole life had been one big challenge, and without that struggle, it appeared that he didn’t really know what to do with himself.  It seemed that Ava’s hope that Jake could just sit back and enjoy the ride after all the effort they’d put forth, wasn’t coming to fruition – just the opposite in fact.  He seemed unhappier now than she had ever seen him; and worse yet, they’d barely been living the good life for a month.  

Jake had never liked the fact that Ava had bypassed Little Havana during their bid for control of the city.  However, he was willing to let it go if she dealt with those who controlled the neighborhood and ensured they made their payments to him on time.  However, the Little Havana leadership had been a few days late with their most recent payment, thus Jake’s little tirade.  

Ava was content to deal with the problem.  The deck had been stacked against her for too long, and she needed every advantage she could lay her hands on.  Little Havana was one of several aces she had up her sleeve and she was happy to keep it well hidden from Jake until the time was right.  Up until now, all business with Little Havana had been conducted by Ava through Mad Dog in an effort to help distance herself from the situation.  But Ava now felt it was time to become more intimately involved.  After taking several minutes to pen two quick letters, she rode the elevator down three floors to where they had converted an entire floor of the condo building into offices for their operation.  There she found two couriers.  

Communications were now handled either by way of radio or couriers, and Ava preferred couriers since they provided some level of privacy.  Most radio transmissions could be picked up by eavesdropping outsiders.  

She handed an addressed envelope to each of the men.  She placed no names on the envelopes, just addresses in case they were intercepted by Jake or one of the men loyal to him.

“When you get to this address, ask for Bushy, and give him, and only him, this envelope,” she emphasized to the first courier.  “Leave his response to my inquiry at this location,” she handed him a slip of paper with another address written on it.

She waited as he hustled off, and then she turned to the second courier.  “Go to this address and ask for Rico,” she told him, nodding at the envelope she’d handed him.  “Leave his response to my inquiry in the mail drop at this location,” she handed him a slip of paper with an address different than that she’d given the other courier. 

He nodded and quickly followed his counterpart.     

After they were gone, Ava took a deep breath, tilting her head to one side to stretch her stiff and tension-filled neck.  She felt completely alone, but she hoped that this was soon to change.

“And now I wait,” she exhaled softly to herself.

              

 

              

 

CHAPTER 10

 

The apartment house we selected to set up camp was nothing special.  We chose it largely because it appeared deserted.  We selected two apartments on the third floor, checked that entry doors to the building were secured behind us, and then crashed out, exhausted.  

We didn’t even take time to unpack.  

It was around one in the morning as we shrugged off our packs and shed large portions of our disgusting clothes that we piled inside a closet so we could close the door and distance ourselves from the stench.  Then we found spots where we could rest comfortably, which didn’t take long considering that most of us were so tired we could have slept on a bed of nails and not even known it.  

Since we’d had to kick in the two apartments’ entry doors upon arrival, we hung silverware that would jingle and jangle on the handles as our entry alarms and shoved sofas in front of the doors to slow the entrance of any uninvited entrants.  It was far from perfect security, but considering our physical condition upon arrival, it was better than nothing.

I volunteered for the first shift on watch.  I really didn’t want to.  I was just as exhausted as the others.  But since we were in a new place and had no idea if we were truly alone or if it would remain that way if we were, we felt it pertinent to have someone on guard duty keeping an eye out for trouble.  

I found staying awake a tough battle as the others began to doze off around me.  The two-bedroom apartments were hot and stuffy, and I was still itchy from bug bites and lack of bathing; but all things considered, I was happy to have arrived at our location and have everyone sleeping in real beds in a relatively secure environment.  

I walked around our apartment and opened as many windows as I could to let some of the sea breeze sweep through.  While the breeze wasn’t exactly cool, it was slightly less humid than the stuffy apartment interior, and it helped circulate the oppressive layer of moisture that had accumulated inside.  Then I went and sat down in a chair at a small table near the kitchen of our particular apartment.  

After a few minutes of sitting in the darkness, I realized that I was quickly becoming drowsy and starting to nod off.  So I grabbed a flashlight and took to roaming the hallways of the third floor, checking a few of apartments in search of any supplies that might be useful.  Cashmere came with me, curiously poking her little nose into nooks and crannies, rummaging among piles of trash or clothing, sniffing around baseboards, and occasionally batting a bit of rubbish or other dropped item around the floor with a paw.  

It was nice to have her company. 

There wasn’t much to see in most of the apartments, but if nothing else, searching them helped keep me awake.  In one apartment, I found an unused tube of toothpaste in the bedroom medicine cabinet.  In another, I found two open bottles of aspirin and a collection of fishing poles and assorted gear in a hallway closet.  In yet another, I discovered several containers of herbs and seasonings as well as an unopened can of corn and another of canned meat.

I made my searches as thorough as possible in the dark Miami night, opening shelves, cabinets, desk drawers, and closets, killing quite a bit of time in the process.  

Before I knew it, it was nearly four o’ clock.

I was still exhausted, but I felt good that I’d been productive and found a few supplies, and I was particularly excited about the fishing poles since I had them on my list to accumulate once we arrived to Miami.  I hoped we could do some fishing to help reacquaint those of us who hadn’t fished for a while as well as teach those who had never fished before.  Best of all, Sharron – our group vegetarian – was willing to eat seafood, which alleviated some of the burden from the food procurement process.     

I hauled my finds back to our apartment, stashed them as quietly as I could, and woke Will, who had the four to seven a.m. shift.                 

He wasn’t happy to see me, but he begrudgingly took up his assignment.  

“I killed time searching some of the apartments up here,” I told him.

“Good idea,” he perked up.  “I think I’ll do the same.”

“Definitely helped pass the time,” I said, kind of regretting mentioning it.  I didn’t really like the idea of Will doing the job without me since I was worried he’d miss something of value and also because I actually kind of enjoyed the process.  It was like a treasure hunt, and with few forms of entertainment left in our current world, the thrill of the search and the excitement of the find was somewhat exhilarating.  But I kept my mouth shut, realizing that it was a good activity to help keep Will awake and alert and that it was for the benefit of the group.  I didn’t want to be selfish in my desire to be seeker and finder of all things useful.

I told him which apartments I’d already gone through so that he wouldn’t overlap my search areas.  Then, after he’d left, I pushed the sofa back up against the front door and crept to the bedroom where I slid into bed alongside Claire and Jason.  There I slept soundly until just after seven when I heard Will jingle-jangle his way in through the front door.  

I got up, curious to see what he’d found.

Will brought with him several steel frying pans, a big cooking pot, an assortment of dried pasta that he’d poured into one big box, some salt and pepper, a tube of antibacterial ointment, a half full bottle of hand sanitizer, several boxes of soap, two partially-used sticks of deodorant, a box of adhesive bandages, and a bag that contained lots of toilet paper, three boxes of tissue, and several rolls of paper towels.

“Good job,” I nodded at the supplies.

“Thanks,” he said.  “You were right, definitely helped pass the time.”

“Good,” I said.  “We should probably start getting things set up around here.”

“How long you think we’ll stay?” he asked.

“Hopefully not long,” I said.  “But I can’t say for sure.  Depends upon how quickly we can find a boat and get the supplies we need, as well as what we have to do to get them.”

“How long do you hope we’re here?” he asked, an eyebrow raised.

“No more than a week,” I shrugged.  “That would be my best-case scenario.  But considering we had to ditch the SUVs and have gone through most of our supplies, we don’t have much bartering leverage.  We might have to spend a while scavenging to come up with everything we need.”

Will nodded.  “Well, we can split up today.  Some of the group can get things arranged here while the rest of us search the apartment building for more stuff.  I made it through four more apartments up here on the third floor.  That means we still have about half the floor left and then the first and second floors.  Hopefully we’ll come up with more items to barter, and then we can search the buildings around us.”

“Assuming they’re unoccupied,” I said.  “Remember, we’re in unfamiliar territory and we have to watch our step.”

We spent the rest of the day settling in and continuing our scavenging.  We began by getting the kitchen cook area set up.  We used the big pot that Will had come across to create a small cooking spot.  We set the pot atop the unusable stove and ripped out the enclosed fan area above the stovetop to expose the exhaust vent that led up through the roof.  In this way, we could put some of the fuel we hoped to collect – wood or charcoal left around the building as well as any driftwood found on the beach – in the bottom of the pot and set it ablaze, keeping the burn as low and as steady as we could.  Then we set the grated rack of a small but rusted out grill that I’d found in another apartment on the top of our cooking contraption.  That way we could spread our items out to cook. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but we felt it would work for our needs.  We decided to cook only at night to disguise any smoke that might give away our presence to others in the area.

I decided that later, also under the cover of darkness, Will and I would try some night fishing.  Sharron and Emily said they’d join us to do some laundry in the ocean since we had found a plethora of laundry soap in the supplies left behind in the neighboring apartments.  It appeared that soap was one thing that was not in heavy demand after the fall of civilization.

Dad, Sharron, Paul, and Sarah continued searching apartments while we worked in the kitchen.  They did a nice job of collecting a variety of useable items.  There wasn’t much food among their goodies, but there were plenty of toiletries, paper products, some nice knives that I hoped might be tradable, a collection of batteries that hadn’t expired yet, numerous candles, a few flashlights, several cigarette lighters, a couple bottles of sunscreen and bug spray, some dry cat food for Cashmere, more fishing supplies, and unfortunately, some remains of previous occupants.  

The initial discovery of the corpses came as a shock to the kids, but thankfully, the carcasses had rotted away (or been eaten by rodents, maggots, and other creatures) over the past year to little more than bones covered in clothing or bed sheets.  It was a sad reality of our post-flu world, and we realized that such encounters would likely continue for years to come.  There were far more previous residents than there were remaining ones, and those who had survived the flu had been so busy just trying to survive that little had been done to provide proper burials for the deceased.  None of us wanted the kids to encounter these sorts of finds if at all possible.  As soon as the bodies were discovered, the adults would hustle the kids out of the area, quickly wrapping up or covering the remains as best they could in sheets or other bedding before continuing the search. 

As the lukewarm morning slid into the balmy afternoon, we took a break from our searching and renovating our new home for a brief lunch created from some of the items we’d managed to scavenge.  The canned meat we’d found had gone bad and smelled terrible so we tossed it out, but the other items were still good.  

Our biggest concern once again became water.  

With the vast Atlantic Ocean just outside our doorstep, the problem of finding drinkable water seemed somewhat absurd, but it was there nonetheless.  While we were eating, I asked the group for volunteers to go up to the rooftop after lunch and set out some pots, pans, buckets, and any other water-catching objects they could lay their hands on.  Will and his family happily volunteered as it would get the kids away from what had become the macabre work of apartment scavenging. 

Claire and I had been so busy getting other things set up that we hadn’t had time to even go through and lay out our own packs of belongings that we had lugged to the apartment building.  Therefore, after lunch, getting ourselves personally organized in our new home became our next order of business.

The apartment Claire, Jason, and I had selected, and in which my father and Claire’s mother stayed in the adjoining bedroom, had previously been occupied by a middle-aged Hispanic couple.  Judging by the pictures that they had adorned several of the apartment walls and tables with, they had one daughter.  The daughter had definitely graduated high school, and by the scrub work attire she was wearing in later pictures, had apparently been employed within the healthcare industry or at least in a healthcare-related field. 

I sat down on the edge of the bed in the bedroom we had selected and picked up a picture that sat on the nightstand.  It was a snapshot of the family together in better days.  The parents looked young, maybe in their mid-30s, and I guessed the daughter to be age six or seven.  It was a photo of them smiling on the beach, a picnic lunch laid out on a blanket behind them.  I wondered who had taken the picture – a friend maybe or a passerby.  

I sat, thinking about what had become of them.  They certainly hadn’t died in the apartment.  I pondered whether any of them had survived the flu, and if so, where they were now and what they were doing.  The thoughts made me sad.  I set the picture frame face down on the nightstand.  I didn’t want to see them and find myself constantly rehashing the same depressing questions.

Claire was rummaging in a bag behind me, setting stuff out on the floor, trying to put some order to the mess our supplies had become.  

I continued staring at the overturned picture on the nightstand.  I realized that just seeing the frame – even with the picture face down – would have me revisiting those same sad thoughts regarding the family’s fate.  Therefore, I picked up the picture, opened the nightstand drawer, placed it inside, and closed the drawer. 

I knew that we needed to get away from the aftermath of the flu and that while some of the others in our group had questioned our coming to Miami, our plan was justified and necessary.  Our children – our families – needed to escape this horribly depressing and dangerous world, at least for a while.  In a year or two, maybe society would begin to reorganize and even begin to thrive.  Or maybe it would continue to eat itself alive.  But I wanted no part of it right now; if not for myself and Claire, at least for Jason.  Our little boy had done nothing to deserve all this, and I wanted better for him…for all of us.

“Oh my god,” I heard Claire breath behind me.  “Oh no…no…no…no.”

I knew instantly that something was wrong; not just wrong, but terribly wrong.

“What?” I said, sternly, wanting, no, needing an immediate answer.  I swiveled on the bed so that I could see her.  She couldn’t use that tone and then leave me hanging.  Those few words left my stomach churning, my chest tight, my breath short and panicked.  I knew instantly, not from the words, but from the way Claire had said them, that something was very wrong.  And I had a feeling – a gut-wrenching foresight – that I knew exactly what her words related to.

“My insulin,” she said, confirming my worst fears.

I exhaled, angry that I was right, angry at her for letting something happen to this critical supply, angry at myself for letting her let something happen to the one thing that kept her alive and with us and that we couldn’t easily replace.  Food was attainable, water was attainable, shelter and clothing were attainable, but manufacturing insulin for her was the one thing we couldn’t do.

“How many vials broke?” I asked, and then waited.  

Her silence was driving me crazy.  It infuriated me because it scared me.

“HOW…MANY…BROKE?” I urged forcefully, standing and walking around to where she knelt on the floor.   

She looked up at me, tears in her eyes, her bottom lip quivering.  “I think…all of them,” she cried, holding up the small padded bag in which she had placed her vials of insulin.  There was the sound of tinkling glass inside as she did so.

“How?” I asked incredulously.  “How did you manage to break all of them?  Christ, were you trying to break them?”

She shook her head, tears running down her checks, “I…I don’t know,” she gasped, starting to panic at the realization of what had happened.  “I thought they were fine.  I was so careful with them the whole trip.  They were fine when we left the house back in Hialeah.  I just don’t…don’t know what happened,” she sobbed, dropping the bag to the floor and covering her eyes.  “I must have set the pack down wrong or dropped it too hard or something,” she continued.  “I don’t know.  Maybe I put something heavy on top of them.  I’m not sure.”  She hung her head, uncovering her eyes as tears dropped onto the floor beside the bag of hopelessly broken glass vials.

The anger that I felt at this horrifying realization faded as I watched my wife, and it quickly turned to compassionate sympathy and determination to somehow resolve the situation.  I instantly flipped from fear to emergency mode where I channeled this fear and converted it into a honed focus on the problem at hand.

“Okay,” I knelt and wrapped my arm around her, pulling her close.  Jason toddled in from the living room where the others where finishing lunch.  “Not now!” I barked at him, a little more harshly than I’d meant to.  He quickly scuttled back into the living room.

Everything had changed in a blink of an eye, and I was rapidly trying to process what it all meant and how best to deal with this new and extremely dire situation that we now faced.  

I took a minute to shut my angry mouth and instead just comforted Claire.  If anyone should have a reason to be upset, it should be her; and I felt I’d been selfish in my initial reaction.  But I wanted to keep my wife alive, not just for her sake, but for mine, and Jason’s, and Emily’s, and everyone else’s in the group.  So yes, I was being selfish, but I felt somewhat justified in my self-centered motives.

“Don’t worry.  It’ll be okay,” I soothed, rubbing her back softly.  “So what about reserves?”  I asked.

“What reserves?” she said in frustration.  “These were my reserves.” 

“Yeah…but what about shots?” I said, not completely getting it.

“Those syringes don’t come fully loaded with insulin,” Claire shook her head.  “I have to load them…with that,” she gestured at the bag of broken vials.  “Without insulin, the syringes are useless, they’re just empty syringes.”

I took a deep breath, processing the magnitude of what she was saying.  “Shit,” I breathed.  “So what about your blue bag?” 

Claire always kept a tiny blue zipper-bag close at hand with a vial of insulin, her blood tester, some test strips, and a couple syringes.  It was her “daily use” bag.  

“How long do you have with the insulin that’s in there?” I prodded.

“A week or two,” she said, wiping the tears away.

“Okay,” I nodded, feeling some slight relief at our growing timeline.

“When it’s full,” she added.

I took another deep breath, concerned again.  “When did you refill it last?”

“Last week,” she answered.

I tilted my head back.  “So we’ve got, what, a week, right?”

“Yes,” she nodded sullenly.

I pulled her up closed to me and hugged her tight.  “Okay,” I said. “It’ll be alright.”  

I couldn’t help questioning the words as they came out of my mouth, but I had to say them, for both of us.  

“Your job from this second forward is to regulate your blood sugar levels as best you can and maximize what little insulin you have left,” I told her.
              “That’s what I’ve been doing,” she said, the fear evident in her voice.

“I know,” I said calmly.  “But now you have to push it to the max.  Buy me a little more time.  Okay?”

“Okay,” she agreed.

“Now I’ve got to go get some stuff ready.  We’re going to the market downtown tomorrow and I need to gather as many things as possible to barter with.”

She nodded.  “You stay here and take a nap or eat a snack.  Whatever you need to do to keep your blood sugars stable, you do it or you let someone know what you need.  Got it?”

“Okay,” she said somewhat meekly.

“No,” I shook my head.  “Not okay.  You do it.  Don’t be afraid to ask…whatever it is.  There’s no feeling guilty about putting someone out with a request or being a burden.  You ask.  Okay?”

She nodded with vigor and looked at me with a sweet smile, pulling me close and giving me a big hug.  “Thank you,” she said softly into my ear.  “I love you.”

I pulled away, not because I wanted to but because I was in a hurry to get started.  I didn’t need words to tell her that I loved her too, I wanted to do so with actions, but I said the words anyway as I stood up to get started.

I gave the rest of the group a quick rundown of the situation and then recruited everyone who wasn’t assigned to getting our water supply set up – since without water, none of us would be able to help Claire – to assist me.

By nightfall, we’d collected a nice stash of items from the surrounding third-floor apartments.  We continued working, taking shifts throughout the night, using flashlights as we moved our search down to the second floor.  By morning, while exhausted, I felt better about our prospects of being able to trade for certain supplies we needed, which I prayed would include insulin for Claire.              

As morning broke, Dad and I began to bag up some of the items we hoped to trade at the market.  We had several trash bags full of stuff.  We put everything we thought might be tradable into them as we had no idea what the hot items at market might be.  From sets of knives, cigarette lighters, candles, and batteries, to certain clothing items, toiletries, medicine, pain relievers, ammunition, guns, fishing poles, and more, we tried to pull together everything that might be worth something to someone – with the exception of food and water – to take with us.

I asked Dad to accompany me downtown.  I wanted Will to stay with the family just in case something happened while we were away.  I had no idea what the environment downtown would be like, and I was aware of the prospects that we might not return from our trip.  

We decided to take half the stuff we’d accumulated to trade.  This way we could hedge our bets.  If we got robbed or something happened, we wouldn’t be completely out of luck and there’d still be things to barter for a chance to save Claire, even if Dad and I weren’t around.

The next step in our efforts to get downtown involved finding a vehicle.  With all the abandoned cars in the area, the task at first seemed simple; however, it took a bit more work than I initially expected.  Since we weren’t car thieves, and we didn’t know how to hotwire a vehicle, we needed to find keys and match them up with a corresponding vehicle, so we started casing apartments.  

We decided to start with the apartments that still had occupants – albeit dead ones – figuring the odds were better that their vehicles were likely still parked somewhere nearby.  I had seen a row of garages behind the apartment building that were painted the same color as the building itself, so I assumed they served as parking for the property.

After going through six apartments, we came up with three sets of keys.  We took them outside and around back and started going from garage to garage in an effort to match the manufacturer logos on the key rings with the correct vehicles.  As we did so, we checked the vehicles for fuel.  Unfortunately, it appeared as though someone had beaten us to the punch and siphoned nearly all the vehicles empty.  After about 20 minutes of searching, we managed to locate two vehicles that corresponded to the keys we had.  The problem was that after nearly a year of sitting unused in a garage, the batteries to both were completely dead and we had no way to recharge or jumpstart them.

“Looks like we’re walking,” said Dad.

“Could be dangerous,” I said warily.

“I don’t see a way around it,” he shrugged.

I nodded, “Yeah…guess you’re right.”  

I took one last look at a map of downtown Miami that we’d found inside one of the cars.

“You know where we’re going?” Dad asked.

“I think so,” I said.  “Myron, the trader back in Hialeah, said that most of the trading downtown took place on the bay front at a spot called Bayside Marketplace.  It’s about five or six miles from here.  We should be able to make it there by early afternoon and hopefully get back by nightfall.

“Be a long day…especially carrying the stuff we have to trade,” Dad said.  “But it’s worth it,” he smiled at me.

“Damn straight it is,” I replied.

“I’ll keep the map handy just in case,” said Dad.

“No faith in your son?” I grinned at him.  

“Lots of faith in you…little remaining faith in humanity,” he frowned sadly.  “Could be roadblocks, armed gangs…you name it.”

But there weren’t.  Things seemed to have calmed dramatically since our arrival to the Miami area.  We actually found the downtown area fairly quiet, arriving just after two in the afternoon as we lugged our bags of supplies and an assault rifle each along with us.  In the old days, I would have considered it a tough hike, but compared to our trek to get to Miami, it seemed like a stroll in the park.

As we neared the marketplace, we realized that this particular portion of town was bustling with activity.  Area business people had rows of stands set up with brightly painted signs.  Others had just pulled in pickups, their beds loaded with supplies, or backed in delivery trucks with the rear doors open to reveal their goods.  

I noticed several armed men standing guard at the market’s entrance, and it appeared that most of the traders, as well as the shoppers, carried some sort of firearm.  But other than that, everything appeared natural, as though rifles and side arms were now the cell phones and sunglasses of the day.

“What’s the plan?” asked Dad.

“Let’s just walk a little bit,” I said.  “We can watch, listen, and see how this all works.  It’s probably a lot like back in Hialeah, but I don’t want to start off by stepping on anyone’s toes.”

We spent about 15 minutes wandering, inspecting the wares of different merchants.  We stopped and watched a few transactions take place from afar so that we knew what to do when the time came.  

As we stood watching a middle-aged woman trade a basket of vegetables for a pair of eyeglasses, a voice from behind us said, “Welcome to downtown Miami!  Glad to see you made it!”

I turned to see the Myron, the same trader from the Westland Mall market back in Hialeah, smiling at me from a nearby stand.    

Dad and I walked over and shook hands.  “Didn’t expect to see you here,” I said, smiling at him.

“I get around,” Myron laughed jovially.  “Got to go where the business is, and these days, the business is downtown.”

“Well, it’s good to see you,” I said.  “Hey, we’re still in the market for insulin if you’ve come across any.”

“Not me,” he said.  “But I know a guy here who might have some.  Won’t come cheap though.”

“Didn’t figure it would,” I said.  “Just hope it’s not too expensive.  We’re running low on food and water too.”

“Well, I can take care of that side of your shopping list,” Myron said.  “I see you have stuff to trade.”

“Yeah,” I nodded, letting my bag of wares sag to the ground beside me.  Dad followed suit.

“What you got?”

“All sorts of stuff.  You looking for anything in particular?”

“I’ll tell ya, there’s some stuff I just can’t move, other stuff I have tons of, and some things I can’t find anywhere.  It’s really just hit and miss.  I’d have to see what you’ve got in order to give you an idea of whether I need any of it.”

“What about the guy with the insulin?” I said.  “You know what he’s looking for?”

“I’m not exactly sure, but the word on the street is that pretty soon business is going to be transacted with bullets.  They’re supposedly going to be the new currency.

“Bullets?” I said.  “Really?”

He nodded.  “Looks that way.  I’ve heard that the operation running things in town is pushing for bullets to be used like cash.  Makes sense if you think about it.  They’re long-lasting, everybody needs them, they’re easy to transport, and anybody with any brains carries them these days,” he nodded to all the heavily-armed people around us and then patted his own sidearm that he wore in what looked like a hand-made holster around his waist.

“True,” I tilted my head to the side, considering.

“It’d make my life a hell of a lot easier,” Myron said.  “Trying to barter stuff all the time gets old.  People come in here with all sorts of useless crap and they just expect you to give them the things they want for it whether you want their shit or not.  They come across a truckload of toothpaste or a bunch of winter gloves and expect you to give them good food and water for it or gasoline.  It just doesn’t work like that.  If I don’t need it, I’m not going to trade for it, plain and simple.  Having a standard currency, now that would make things a lot less complicated on my end.  Being able to sell stuff for bullets and then take those bullets to one of the warehouses controlled by this operation and buy the stuff I need would make everything simpler and a heck of a lot less time consuming.  Like going to Costco in the old days,” he smiled.  “Remember that?”

“Yeah…I remember,” I said, thinking back to how easy it all used to be.

“Why don’t you let me take a look at what you got?” Myron said.

He invited us around behind his display area to an empty table he had set up where we laid out all our goods. 

He sifted through the stuff, dividing it into three piles.  “Good,” he’d nod, shoving items into one pile.  “Meh,” he’d say, shoving things into another, and “Junk,” he’d say, pushing other stuff into a third pile.

When he was done, most of the stuff we’d hoped to trade was shoved into the “Meh” and “Junk” piles.  It was very disheartening.

He pointed to the junk pile which included things like clothing, knife sets, toothpaste, deodorant, and several fishing poles and associated gear.  “You wouldn’t believe how much of this stuff we get and how hard it is to move,” he said.

The “Meh,” pile included things like cigarette lighters, candles, lip balm, several pairs of eyeglasses, some contact solution, and various balms, salves, and ointments.

“We get a lot of this stuff,” Myron nodded at the pile, “but it gets used up pretty quick, so people are always looking for it.”   

The “Good,” pile included things like aspirin, batteries, several silver ounce rounds that I still had left, some spare ammo we’d tossed in for guns we no longer had, and two handguns for which we were out of ammo.

“Hey, Craig!” he called to a nearby vendor, “Come take a look at this stuff!” 

A burly, sweaty-looking man who appeared to be around 40 years of age and with shoulder-length curly black hair ambled over.  He wore blue jeans and a dingy white t-shirt with the sleeves ripped off.

“What can I do for ya?” he mumbled over a mouthful of some sort of sandwich he was chewing.  Bits of bread and saliva flew from his mouth as he spoke.

“These men are looking for insulin,” Myron explained.  “Think you can help them out?  They’re good people.”

Craig eyed us warily, “I might be able to do a little business,” he nodded.  “This what they got to trade?” he motioned to our belongings splayed across Myron’s table.

“That’s it,” Myron nodded.

“Not much,” Craig mumbled, spitting more crumbs in the process.

“Some pretty good stuff there,” I interjected.

“You know how valuable insulin is these days?” Craig said, turning to eyeball me.  “I’ve got people dying for it…literally,” he chuckled.

I found his sense of humor in extremely poor taste and I wanted to kick the crap out of him right then and there considering Claire’s situation, but I kept my cool.  I recognized that I needed his product far more than he needed what I had to offer.  Therefore, I didn’t respond, not wanting to offend him.

“Tell you what,” he said.  “I’ll take everything you got, including the rifles and ammo you’re carrying, for half a vial.”

“Half a vial!” I cried.  “That’s like two weeks worth!”

“You know how hard it is to find this shit?  They ain’t making it anymore,” he finally swallowed his food.

“I know that,” I said as calmly as I could. 

“We have some nice stuff here,” Dad interjected.

“Yeah, you and everybody else, buddy,” Craig sneered, gesturing around at the market full of people.  “This shit here…” he waved his hand across the table at our array of goods, “…it comes along every day.  Nothing special.  I’m actually doin’ you a favor really just by offering you any insulin at all for it.  If Myron here hadn’t vouched for you, I wouldn’t even be talking to you.”

I stood next to Dad, silent.  Half a vial was better than nothing, but it only delayed the inevitable, and not by long.

“Listen, I got other customers to deal with,” said Craig, starting to turn around to leave.  “That’s the deal…take it or leave it.”

“Would you at least leave us one of our rifles to get home with?” I asked.

He looked put out by the question, frowning while looking at his watch and huffing, “Since you’re a buddy of Myron’s, I’ll let you keep one.”

We quickly made the exchange, dumping off our two hefty bags of stuff, and one of our assault rifles in exchange for the tiny, half-full glass bottle that I gingerly wrapped in a cloth handkerchief and placed in my front shirt pocket.

“Guess there’s nothing left for me to do,” said Myron.  “Should have called him over after I made my sale with you.”

“We’ll be back,” I told Myron.  “We’ve got more things we can trade for food.”

He perked up noticeable at this, calling after us as we departed, “Bullets if you’ve got ‘em!”

Dad and I hardly spoke on the long walk home.  There wasn’t much to say.  Dad knew the situation.  I knew the situation.  And things looked bleak.  If insulin was this hard to come by these days, we’d spend the rest of our lives working day and night just to accumulate enough stuff to keep Claire living day to day.  We needed to find a bigger supply; but even if we did, it wasn’t likely that we could afford it.  And without such a supply, we’d be stuck here in limbo, unable to move forward with the final segment of our plan.  

On the way back home, we passed a burning car on the side of the road.  The bodies of two young men lay in the street beside it.

“Guess it isn’t quite Shangri-La just yet,” said Dad.

“Doesn’t look that way,” I agreed.  “Wonder if things will ever get back to the way they were?”

“One day…maybe,” Dad said softly, but it didn’t sound as though he held much conviction in what he said.

As we neared the apartment building, I said to Dad, “Let’s not mention how much we had to trade to get this,” I patted the vial in my pocket.  

“Okay,” he agreed.

“Let’s just load up the rest of the stuff we have to trade, get the food and water we need from Myron tomorrow, and then we can re-evaluate.  At least this buys us a little time to try to figure things out if nothing else.”

Dad remained silent.  I knew he was thinking the same thing I was.  Sure, getting this insulin buys us a little time…but then what?

 

* * *

 

I couldn’t sleep that night after getting back from the market, so I volunteered to take the first segment of the night watch, which Will was only to glad to give me.  I was all wound up with worry about my wife.  My mind was running rampant with questions regarding how to get more insulin.

I therefore took to wandering from apartment to apartment exploring them again in hopes of finding anything of value that we might have missed during our first searches.  I figured I would re-search the apartments we’d already gone through on our floor tonight.  I could investigate the ones we’d yet to explore in the morning when I had daylight to assist me.

I’d just reached the end of our hallway where it met with one of the stairwells when I heard voices coming from inside what I had previously assumed to be an empty apartment.  It was an apartment I’d searched earlier so I was pretty positive it was abandoned – or at least it had been.  

I quietly turned off my flashlight and crept cautiously to the door, trying to make out how many voices there were and what they were saying.  The entry door to the apartment was slightly ajar, and I stood outside listening.  

I pulled my .44 from my waistband and aimed it out in front of me.  I softly pushed the apartment door open with my foot and moved inside.  I crept through the darkness of the living room and toward the bedroom where there was the dim glow of a light and the continued talking of what sounded like two people.

I didn’t like it, and I didn’t really want to, but I decided to take a chance.  It was time to become the type of person I despised, but at this critical juncture, I felt I had little choice.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

It’d been quite some time since Ava had met with Bushy.  She’d sent him down from Atlanta nearly two months earlier to gather intelligence and get a few things set up prior to her planned arrival.  This was how she’d been so well informed regarding the situation in Miami and able to develop the plan for how she and Jake could gain control over the city relatively quickly.  It was also how she’d made contact with the people in control of Little Havana and had gained their complicity in the takeover of the city, thus the reason for their being bypassed during Jake and Ava’s rampage through town. 

Bushy had been a prepper-type living outside of Atlanta before the flu hit.  Afterward, he’d come to the city to look for supplies and for work, and that’s where he’d met Ava.  He had a thick, scruffy beard, thus the nickname, “Bushy.”   

Ava had recently sent him a letter to meet her in an abandoned art-deco apartment building in Miami Beach.  The structure had been beautiful not long ago, but it was now rapidly succumbing to the ocean elements.  Its aging pink-pastel stucco exterior was cracking and had crumbled away in a spots.  Many of the windows on the first and second floors had been broken out.  Exterior metal elements were starting to decay, and the resulting rusty icicles of brown stain were slowly sliding their way down the building’s walls.

The building itself faced out toward the beach, and it was the type of place Ava had once envisioned herself living as a girl growing up in Miami.  It was just another of many dreams she’d never had the chance to realize.  Now however, the spot seemed the perfect location for a late-night rendezvous with Bushy, away from Jake’s watchful eye.  

Bushy had scouted the building a few days prior and had found it uninhabited.  He was now waiting for her in the bedroom of one of the third floor apartments.  A small battery-powered lantern cast their only light, but Bushy had to admit, Ava – as always – looked incredible in cloths so constricting they would have suffocated an anaconda.

“So how have things been in Little Havana lately?” Ava asked, getting right down to business after a quick handshake in greeting.  “They treating you okay?”

Bushy shrugged, “Yeah, things are good.  Been staying busy.  They’ve got me running supplies between their warehouses and some of the traders in the area markets.  Not a bad gig; and they seem like decent enough individuals.  Don’t fit in too well though being about the only white boy.  But they don’t give a shit, and they don’t give me any trouble.”

“Good,” Ava nodded.  “I’m going to have to steal you away for a few days though.”

“Yeah?” Bushy said in the dimly-lit bedroom. “Why’s that?”

“I need you to make a run back up north.”

“How far up north?” Bushy eyed her warily.  He’d settled into a groove down here and was finding that he actually kind of liked Miami.  The thought of having to leave didn’t really appeal to him, but if that’s what Ava wanted, that’s what he’d do.  He hadn’t been with Ava long, but he knew her well enough to understand that she wasn’t one to be messed with.

“South of Jacksonville,” she handed him an envelope and then several photographs.  “Directions are taped to the back of the envelope.  I need you to show these pictures around, see if you get any reaction from anybody when they see them.”

Bushy picked up the lantern and held it up to illuminate the photos, taking a moment to inspect them more closely.

“Jesus,” was all he said.

“Just be careful,” Ava said.  “You find the people that these pictures mean something to and they might not be too happy to see you.”

“I can imagine,” Bushy huffed, nodding as he stared at the photos.

“If you find them, you give them that envelope.” 

“Okay,” he nodded, sliding the envelope and pictures inside his back pocket.  “Anything else?”

“Not right now,” Ava said.  “I need this done quick.”

“How quick?” Bushy asked.

“You’ve got three days.”

Bushy nodded that he understood.  “Got it,” he said.  “So you…” 

He was stopped by a noise behind them near the bedroom door.

“Get down on your knees and put your hands behind your head,” a voice said in the darkness.

Ava didn’t recognize the voice.  She guessed that it was probably one of Jake’s new recruits who’d followed her here.  She knew that this could be bad, very bad for her plans.  It could ruin everything and quite possibly be her death sentence.

 

 

 

 

* * *

 

I crept through the apartment toward where I could see a light shining from within the bedroom.  There, I edged my way up to the door which was open slightly, just enough to give me a view inside.  I stood silently, watching, listening.  

It appeared that it was just one man and one woman inside.  I wondered if they were looking for a place to bed down for the night, but it didn’t appear they had any supplies with them, and from the words I caught, it sounded more like they were conducting some sort of meeting or business transaction rather than discussing sleeping arrangements or where to find food.  

In the dim light, I could see that the man was a bearded fellow of average build.  He was holding a small lantern and staring down at something he held in his hand – a picture maybe.  The woman was tall – almost as tall as the man – and leggy, but I couldn’t tell much more that that.  The only other feature I could detect, and what caught my attention most about her, were the two gun-holster straps that ran around her shoulders and across the back of her form-fitted white t-shirt. 

I pushed the bedroom door open with a foot, my gun still held out in front of me, my finger on the trigger.  The door creaked on its hinges as it swung open into the room.  I could see the bearded man glance over to the door and the woman start to turn around toward me.

“Get down on your knees and put your hands behind your head,” I said.

It was weird hearing the words come out of my mouth.  The uttered phrase was something I never thought I’d say.  I sounded like such a bad guy.  I guess now I was a bad guy.  I had to be, I tried to justify it in my mind.  The events of the day had made me desperate, and the events of the past year had hardened me.  I felt like Jean Valjean stealing bread to feed my family.  But I was determined to do what I had to do to save my wife, whatever it took.

I walked further into the room, clicking my flashlight on to get a better view.  A small single bed lined one wall.  A few scattered tables sat beside a long window that faced out toward the beach; otherwise, the space was largely devoid of furnishings.  

The bearded man and woman knelt in the center of the room as I had commanded.

I walked over to the pair and pulled a handgun from the man’s waistband, sticking it into my own.  Then I moved to the woman.  I could see now that she was a young, very attractive Hispanic woman.  I reached down and pulled the two handguns from the holsters strapped across her chest.  I felt my hand brush against an ample bosom shoved snuggly into her tight t-shirt. 

“You don’t want to do this,” she said as I moved away from them and set the guns down on the bed.  

“I know,” is what I wanted to say.  And, “What should I do next?” was my desired follow-up question, but I resisted.  “Yeah…why not?” Was what I said instead, in the deepest, most “I don’t-give-a-shit” tone I could muster as I tried to play the badass.  I figured the best thing I had going for me was that neither of these people knew me, my background, or that I certainly was no badass.  “I’ve got nothing to lose,” I said, trying to bluff them.

“You’ve got everything to lose and you don’t even know it,” the woman responded coolly and matter-of-factly.

“Lie down face-first on the floor and put your hands behind your back,” I commanded, trying to ignore her return threat.

I began to look around for something to tie their hands with.  My plan, which was coming together as I stood there, was to incapacitate the two strangers by taking their weapons and tying their hands, and then take them out to the road and tell them to take a hike.  

I had to admit that it wasn’t much of a plan, but I wasn’t exactly expecting to find myself in such a situation. 

The two strangers did as they were told.  “You’re going to get yourself killed for a couple guns?” the woman asked.  “It’s not worth it.  Just let us go and there won’t be any trouble.”

There were several planters hanging from the ceiling by the window.  I walked over and ripped them down, using the rope that had held them to ceiling hooks to quickly bind the pair’s hands.              

Once they were tied up, I felt I could speak more freely.  “I’m not a bad person,” I said.  “My group and I have just encountered some bad luck.”

“Who hasn’t?” the bearded man scoffed.

“Shut up,” the woman said to him.

“Listen,” I said, for some reason feeling that I needed to justify my actions to these two people who I didn’t even know, “I didn’t make it all the way down here from Chicago just to let my wife die because I can’t afford some fucking insulin,” I said with a bit more venom than I intended.  I was overcome with the emotion of the situation and what I’d gone through over the past several days.  That, paired with the intense pressure of my wife facing a life or death situation, had me a little rattled.  “I’m sorry I had to take your guns, but just know that they’re going to help keep someone alive.”

“Cubs or Sox?” the woman asked after a few seconds.

“What?” I said, bewildered by the question.

“Cubs or Sox?  It’s a simple question,” the woman said, turning her head to the side to speak while watching me from the corner of her eye.

“Uh…Sox,” I said, still somewhat confused.

“Well that’s a relief,” she breathed.  “For a minute I thought we were in trouble.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the moment of levity she offered, and found myself surprised that she could be so calm as to find some bit of humor in such a situation.  It made me realized that even after all that had happen to the world and what society had become, we were all still people linked by a common background.  Her question struck a cord in me, and it reminded me that we weren’t so far removed from our former lives that we couldn’t be united by that past and even by small talk regarding sports teams that no longer existed.

“Your wife’s a diabetic?” the woman asked.  

“Yes,” I nodded.

“Type one or type two?”

“One,” I said.

“My father was type one,” she said.  “He had the pump…or did until the flu hit at least.  What’s your wife use?”

“She had a pump, but it broke a while back.  She’s been on shots ever since.”

“Tough,” the woman said.  “Got to be hard for a diabetic these days.”

Her voice was hard, direct, but yet there was a hint of compassion in her words.

“More than you know,” I answered, sitting down on the bed.

“Those are my lucky guns,” the woman said, looking over to where I’d set the handguns on the bed.  She was silent, and then said, “Tell you what, you give me back my guns and let us go, and I’ll get you your insulin.”

“Huh,” I snorted.  “How are you going to do that?  You know how expensive insulin is these days?”

“Yes, I do,” she said.  “But I have connections here.  Getting insulin might be hard for you, but it’s not hard for me.”

It wasn’t necessarily the words she was saying, but how she said them that made me believe her.  I reasoned that this woman was either extremely stupid – not realizing the danger of her predicament – or tremendously confident; and I was banking on the latter.  And if she was that confident, I figured that there must be good reason for it.  There was a certain assurance in the way she talked, and a sort of poise and intelligence in the way she spoke her words that her beauty belied.  Sometimes you could just tell by people’s manner of speaking whether what they were saying was true or not.  And there, in the relative darkness of the small bedroom, the tone of this woman’s voice and her cool, self-assuredness spoke volumes.  

“Could you get us a boat and fuel too?” I asked, deciding to press my luck.  I felt that if insulin was that easy for the woman to procure, then maybe I had a chance.  I mean really, what did I have to lose?

“I can handle that too,” she said, not skipping a beat.  “But if you want all that, you have to help me with something.”

I thought about it for a minute.  I decided that she might be pulling my leg, but I decided it was worth a couple guns that might only buy us little more than half a vial of insulin to find out.  

“Okay,” I said, hopeful, but not overly optimistic at the possibility of getting all that I’d asked for.  “Name it.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

Ava was feeling upbeat, almost giddy.  They were emotions that she hadn’t felt for such a long time that they almost seemed foreign to her.  One by one, the pieces of her well laid out puzzle just kept falling into place.  It was as though everything that was happening was preordained by fate.  Even when she wasn’t trying, the stars kept aligning.  She had her lucky guns back, she had a new hired man, Bushy was on his way north to align the last star she needed in place, and this afternoon, she would be meeting with the heads of Little Havana to finalize everything.

The encounter at the Miami Beach apartment building – even though everything had worked out better than she herself could have planned – had made her a little jumpy and slightly more aware that she should be taking every precaution possible before involving herself in such meetings.  The plan was too far along now to let one tiny slipup ruin everything.  Therefore, she spent nearly 30 minutes driving the streets of Miami, ensuring that she wasn’t being tailed, before pulling up in front of the pure-white, art deco-style boutique hotel where the heads of the Little Havana enclave worked and resided.

A beefy-looking Cuban in khaki pants and a tight-fitting blue polo shirt was there to greet her, opening her SUV’s door before she could even reach the handle.  She wasn’t used to such service and chivalry these days, although she couldn’t help but notice how he ogled her glistening gams as she swept them out of the vehicle and stood.  She gave a slight wriggle as she pulled the skin-tight, electric-blue skirt that had ridden up slightly during the drive, down to a more respectable – although still revealing – length.  

Ava wore black peep-toe pumps, and a lose-fitting, sheer-armed white blouse to accent the skirt.  Her only accessory was a mid-sized black-leather handbag in which she carried her lucky guns and two spare magazines.  

She felt that her outfit provided her with the advantage of sex appeal while maintaining the attire befitting a businesswoman.  The skirt screamed sex while the wispy-white blouse whimpered sweet little church girl, and the pumps gave her height, adding not only to those lengthy, yet shapely legs, but to the power and confidence she felt growing inside her. 

The incident at the apartment building the other day – and how she’d handled it – had only acted to solidify the poise with which she now carried herself and fortified the determination to see her arrangements through to fruition.  Her belief that her path was the correct one was impenetrable now, and she was assured that with the help of her contacts in Little Havana, it was destined to be fulfilled.

Another man – similarly dressed but not so beefy – greeted her beside the entry steps to the building. “This way, please,” he gestured to her with a hand and then led her up a short flight of steps that took her inside the hotel’s lobby entrance.  

This man also looked to be of Cuban descent and was dressed in blue dress pants and a purple polo shirt.  Ava followed him as he guided her through the stylishly-furnished lobby and over to a set of elevators.  As she walked, she noticed a set of pocket doors at the far end of the lobby that opened into a small room.  A blue neon sign above the doors and that matched the color of Ava’s skirt, read: “Lounge.”  Inside, she could see several men and women sitting at the bar, talking, laughing, and drinking.  

It was almost as if nothing had changed from years ago.  

The rest of the lobby’s interior was dimly lit, the lights turned down for the evening.  It was cool inside from the air conditioning; and for a moment, Ava lost herself, pretending that she was back in the Miami of her youth.  

For all her confidence though, Ava felt the nerves in the pit of her stomach.  They reminder her of that naive, foolish, sixteen-year-old girl she’d been when she’d walked these same streets nearly a decade ago.  She hadn’t even eaten before coming, being too nervous to contemplate food.  She kept reminding herself of how she’d matured and who she was now.  

There was the soft ding of a bell and the elevator door slid open.  She followed the man in the purple polo shirt inside the elevator and watched as he inserted a key into a slot on the elevator’s indicator panel beside which was located an engraved “P” – which Ava took to stand for “Penthouse” – and turned it.  

The elevator began to move slowly, smoothly, almost imperceptibly upward.  Ava watched the floor indicators light up and then darken as they reached and then passed each level.  They rode in silence up past the fourth floor until the “P” illuminated on the panel and the elevator stopped.  The doors slid open and the man stepped out into a hallway and turned to face Ava, gesturing to an open door at the end of the hallway.  

“They’re waiting for you inside,” was all he said.

She left him standing there before the now closed elevator and walked steadily – trying not to rush her entrance in excited anticipation, but at the same time not wanting to dawdle – toward the end of the hallway, reminding herself the whole time to continue to breathe.

Ava hesitated only slightly as she reached the penthouse suite’s open door, largely out of habit.  She was used to doing a quick, yet cautious scan of any room before entering it to look for signs of potential danger.              

As she examined the room, she saw that doorway entered into the living room of the palatial penthouse suite.  At the far end of the room, she noted floor to ceiling windows and closed French doors leading out to a rooftop landing where heavily-cushioned patio furniture sat in abundance.  

Inside the living room, a huge mirrored bar was set near one wall, its top covered with an array of assorted cocktail glasses, a silver ice bucket, shakers, and mixing accessories.  Behind it, the wall was lined with dozens of bottles of alcohol, mixes, and liqueurs.  A large portion of the opposite wall contained a massive plasma screen television.  Beside this was a wide arched doorway led to the rest of the suite.               
              The center of the room had largely been cleared of furniture and replaced with a large conference table.  Comfortable black-leather office chairs ringed the table.  A solitary silver urn, overflowing with fresh fruit, sat in its center.

Adjacent to the table, two men – both of Cuban descent, both in their early-30s – sat on a voluminous white sofa.  Drinks were set before them on a glass coffee table.

Ava recognized them both.

They rose from the sofa and approached as she entered the room.

“Ava,” a tall man with cropped black hair and dressed in a khaki suit and sporting a nose that looked like it had been broken more than once, greeted her.  “Good to see you.”  He held his arms open wide. 

 “Good to see you, Rico,” Ava smiled.

They hugged and kissed both checks.

Then the other man, a shorter, stockier man who almost bordered on pudgy, wearing a mauve suit with blue shoes, stepped up and the greeting was repeated.  

“It’s been a long time, Ava.  I’m sorry to hear about your father,” he smiled sadly at her.  “He was a good man.”

“Thank you, Pepe,” Ava nodded.

“Would you care for a drink?” the first man, Rico, asked.

“No, thank you,” Ava shook her head.

“Then please…” he motioned to one of the leather chairs at the conference table, “…have a seat.”

They all sat down at the table, Rico and Pepe on one side, Ava on the other.  They exchanged a few more pleasantries before Rico took a breath and said, “Okay, now down to business.  Your boss…” 

“He’s not my boss…he’s my partner.” Ava quickly corrected him.  While Jake would certainly have disagreed with her interpretation of their relationship, Ava didn’t want there to be any misunderstandings with others about who was calling the shots or whether she had the ability to negotiate or make decisions that affected their organization.

 “Well, whatever he is, he’s being unreasonable,” Rico continued.  “He expects too much too fast.”

“Don’t get us wrong,” Pepe jumped in.  Ava remembered Pepe as always the little peacemaker in the neighborhood, never wanting any trouble.  But sometimes his willingness to please got in the way and he talked when he should have listened.  “We’re willing to play ball here…because of you,” he smiled. “But this guy, he has to understand that he’s the new kid on the block here, and while we respect what he’s been able to do in the brief time he’s been here, we were also the ones who backed off to let him do it…and that was really only because of you and your long-term plan for things.”

Now it was Ava’s turn.  She wasn’t the little girl across the street anymore, and she wanted these two to understand that before they began thinking that they could call the shots for her like they did in the old days.  

“First of all, we were going to take Miami with or without your compliance,” Ava assured them.  “Your willingness to go along with the process just made it easier, and it allowed us not to have to kill you…that’s all; and I appreciate that.  But don’t deceive yourselves.  Miami would have been ours eventually; it just might have taken us a little longer without your cooperation.”

The two men sat silently, surprised and maybe somewhat miffed that the little chicken-legged girl they once knew had not only grown up to become a beautiful woman, but an apparently intelligent, confident, and powerful one as well.

“It might have taken you longer than you think,” Rico eyed her.

“Maybe, but that’s not the point.  The point is that we allowed you to retain control of your neighborhood, something we didn’t let anyone else do.  And now you have to pay to keep it that way…at least for the time being.  Just think of it as an investment in your future, a future that tends to look a hell of a lot brighter in a very short period of time if you play ball.  Second of all, I don’t think you’re the ones calling the shots for Little Havana.  Am I correct?”

The two men looked at one another and then back at Ava.  She stared at them patiently, unperturbed.  

“We understand what you’re saying, Ava,” said Rico.  “Don’t get us wrong, we appreciate what you’ve done for us so far, and we look forward to continuing our relationship with your outfit.  You’re right though, we aren’t calling the shots.  We help, and we advise; but the final decisions don’t fall to us.  You’ll have to explain it to the boss.”

“Then may I?” Ava asked, the request tingling her with sensations she had forgotten lay within her.

“You may,” Rico said as he stood.  Pepe stood as well.  “Be aware though, he isn’t the biggest fan of your ‘partner’ as you refer to him, and he’d like to know what is going to be done to come to a…resolution to that issue.”

“I understand,” said Ava.

“We’ll inform him that you’re here,” Rico said as the two men prepared to leave.  This time they shook hands with Ava, the respect on their side of the room having grown immensely during the brief conversation.  Then they left together, disappearing through the arched doorway that led to the rest of the suite.

Ava rose from her chair and walked around the table to face the archway.  As she stood waiting, she felt her shoulders push back and her chest grow tout beneath the white blouse.  Her hands smoothed any possibility of wrinkles against the strained pull of her skirt’s material.  Her back arched, pushing her supple rear out even further, and then she stood straight, adding an extra half inch to the four her heels already gave her.   

A minute later, a man returned, alone.  He stopped in the center of the archway when he saw Ava.  They stood silently, eyeing one another head to toe.

He wore patent-leather dress shoes, loose but nicely-fitted khaki pants, and a long-sleeved white linen shirt.  He wasn’t a big man, but not small either – around 6’1, 190 pounds – and his face held the sad sexual features of a Victor Mature type.  He was just as Ava remembered him, but better now.  He’d lost many of his more boyish physical characteristics and become more of a man.  His face had thinned slightly and he’d picked up another dozen pounds or so that she admitted he wore well, but he was still the Gonzalo she remembered from years ago.

Their eyes locked for just a few seconds, but things were said in those moments of ocular telepathy that could never be articulated – expressions of sorrow, regret, passion, hatred, lust, love, hope, anticipation, and fear.  If a picture could speak a thousand words, then the body language between Ava and Gonzalo could have filled a book.

“Ava,” was all he could muster.

She swallowed, and then uttered a soft “Hi.”  

All that fire and confidence she’d felt while sitting at the table with Rico and Pepe suddenly melted away in Gonzalo’s presence.

He walked across the room and stopped just a foot from where she stood.  Ava felt the pull – the force of gravity between them.  It was as though he was wearing a magnetized vest and she was molded from solid steel.  Suddenly, and before she could react, he stepped forward and reached around her, grabbing her by the waist and pulling her close in embrace.  She fell into him; her bosom pushed against his strong chest, her head nestled in against his neck.  She was sixteen again – safe, secure, happy in the arms of the only man she’d ever loved.

Nothing needed to be said.  They let the ten years that had passed between them guide their bodies.  But now it was different.  As they tore away one another’s clothes and Gonzalo picked her up and laid her warm body upon the cool conference tabletop, Ava realized that they had learned much during those years.  They had dispatched with the youthful selfishness that used to drive their sexual encounters.  Now their practiced energies went toward gratifying one another.  Ava was eager to show Gonzalo some of her new tricks, and he was willing to let her.  And he was equally passionate about showing off a few new moves of his own that he’d perfected in her absence.

Afterward, he rolled off the table, peeled her still-naked body from its wood surface, and laid her atop him in the velvety folds of the milk-white sofa where he took her again.  This time, he slowed things down, trying to squeeze every touch, every breath, every movement, every sensation from ten years of lost passion, into a single hour.

Once they were done, they lay together motionless, a tangle of arms and legs, Ava atop him, still gasping for breath, feeling the rapid pounding of one another’s hearts.  It was as though they were one again.  And Ava swore that it would stay that way.  She’d lost Gonzalo once; she was not going to lose him again.

Finally they’d calmed enough to speak.  They lay together and talked of the old days.  They talked of mistakes they’d both made.  They talked about the present, and then they talked about the future and the mistakes they wouldn’t make again.

“Let me take care of things, babe,” Gonzalo said, running his hand through her hair, and then down to rest upon the small of her back.  “I screwed everything up before.  I want to make things right.  I want to take care of you.”

“I don’t need to be taken care of any more,” Ava breathed, her cheek pressed against his bare chest that was slick with sweat.

“I can see that,” he said.  “But I’d like to try anyway.”

She nuzzled down into him.  “I guess that’d be nice.  But I don’t want to be a housewife,” she grinned, lifting her head to look at him.

“Hmm,” he smiled back at her, “I guess I can live with that.  A working wife?” he pondered.  “Yeah, that might be nice.”  He reached down and squeezed her right butt cheek and then gave it a pinch, making her squirm even closer into him if that were possible.

“I want us to be a team,” Ava said dreamily.  “The team we never got the chance to be before.”

“I like that,” he agreed.

“But promise me one thing,” she said.

“Anything,” he said back, rubbing his fingers lightly around her back, sending tingles up and down her spine.

“Don’t do anything until I contact you.  I remember how you are.  You used to do things…stupid things without thinking, especially when it came to me.  You’d let your emotions take over.  This time, just be patient; I’ve got things under control.  You have to trust me.”  

She looked at him.  “You do trust me, don’t you?”

“Always and forever, babe,” he grinned.

“Good,” she laid her head back down.  “Just let me handle this.  I’ll contact you when the time is right.  Just promise me that, okay?”

“Okay,” Gonzalo squeezed her tight, “I promise.”

 

* * *

 

Upon arriving home, Ava found the entry door to the condo penthouse blocked by something behind it.  She was able to force the door open just far enough to peek around inside.  On the floor, horizontally in front of the door, lay Jake in a pool of his own vomit.  A smashed tequila bottle lay next to him, and blood oozed out onto the polished white-marble floor from a cut to his hand.

Ava pulled her head back, letting the door close gently, then she took a deep breath and rammed the door back open as hard as she could into Jake.  She heard a groan as the door smashed into Jake’s side and slid him slightly so that she could squeeze her way around him and inside.  She held her nose and stepped with distaste over Jake’s body.  As she did so, she turned to look down at the still unconscious man.  Starting at him, she hocked up as much phlegm as she could muster in her moisture depleted body and spit it down upon him.  Then she walked to the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of wine and a glass off the counter, and headed for the fresh air of the balcony. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

 

We heard Bushy’s car pull up out back of the apartment building about an hour after sunrise.  It’d been four days since my encounter in the third-floor apartment with him and his boss, Ava. 

Will and I went downstairs to meet him.

“Mornin’,” he nodded his greeting as we exited the building.  Another man remained inside a waiting SUV parked about 50 feet behind Bushy’s ride.

“Morning,” Will and I returned his salutation.

The morning air already felt damp, and dark clouds hung on the western horizon.  

Our meeting with the bearded man was brief and to the point.  

“This here is your ride for the day,” he nodded at the car he’d driven.

“Okay,” I said.

Bushy handed me an envelope.  “Here’s your starting point.  He probably won’t be down before noon, but be there earlier than that just in case.”

I opened the envelope and pulled out a sheet of paper.  There were two addresses written on it.  

“Memorize them,” Bushy said.

“What?” I said.

“Memorize the addresses.  The first is your starting point.  The second is where you’ll drop off the information you collect throughout the day.  I’m not leaving them with you just in case you get caught.  And remember, if you are noticed or do get caught, you don’t know us because we definitely won’t know you.  Got it?”

I nodded, staring at the addresses, reading them over and over again in my mind.  I read them aloud to Will several times just to be on the safe side, and then I handed the paper and envelope back to Bushy.

“Any questions?” Bushy asked.

“Times, locations, and descriptions of people he meets with.  That’s pretty much it, right?”

“Right,” Bushy nodded.  “And any other details you notice or think might be important.  Here,” he handed me two pairs of binoculars.  “These might come in handy.”  

“Thanks,” I nodded.  “So we do this for a week and we get paid, right?”

“That’s the deal,” said Bushy, walking back to the SUV.  “I’ll be back at the same time tomorrow mornin’ with a new vehicle for you.  I’ll give you that one and take this one.  We’ll do that every mornin’ so it’ll be less likely he’ll notice he’s being tailed.”

“Sounds good,” I said as Bushy got inside the SUV and its driver started the engine.

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Bushy called out the passenger side window as he reached down to fish something from the glove compartment.  “Here,” he said, beckoning me over so he could hand me a small vial of insulin.  “Consider it a downpayment and a show of good faith.”

“Thanks,” I nodded, taking the vial, my spirits lifted.

“There’s plenty more where that came from if you do a good job,” he nodded.  “Take care, and remember, don’t get caught,” he told us as the SUV pulled away.

“Will, I’m going to run this insulin upstairs, and then we can get going,” I told my brother, handing him the binoculars that Bushy had given us.

“Will do,” he agreed.

I returned five minutes later with two thermoses of instant coffee that the rest of the group upstairs had specially brewed for us.  

We took a minute to consult our area map of Miami, locating the streets names that Bushy had provided us, and then we were on the road and headed downtown.  

I had hopes that it would rain, and I eyed the distant clouds expectantly as we drove into town.  Our water supplies were dangerously low and we had dozens of containers up on the roof just waiting to be filled.  We’d had to weight most of them down with rocks to keep them in place and from tipping over or blowing away in what was proving often to be a quite strong ocean breeze.

I’d left the rest of the group – minus Claire of course, who was charged solely with managing her blood sugar levels – with continuing the search of the apartment building.  After my encounter the other night, I had the adults carrying weapons with them at all times – even inside the building – just to be on the safe side.  Everyone was to stay inside and remain observant.  I made sure that Claire had her .22 handgun beside the bed.  Emily had volunteered to help Claire watch Jason while the rest of the group conducted their searches.  It seemed to me the best way to keep everyone occupied and busy but relatively safe and secure while Will and I were away. 

Just about the only time any of our group ventured outside the building now was early in the morning.  We’d discovered that the quietest time of day or night was between the hours of 2 and 4 a.m.  Dad had taken to some early-morning fishing around this time since he’d been having trouble sleeping.  Emily would often go out with him to keep him company and help out where she could.  Dad hadn’t been very successful in his first few tries, pretty much catching what in the old days would have been considered enough to feed the pelicans that waddled on the beach nearby.  Still, the small fish were enough to feed a person or two or make a soup for the family.  

On their trips out, Dad and Emily would also take some soap and washrags along to bathe in the surf or to wash some clothes.  We decided to start having several additional members of the group accompany them on their trips each morning to get cleaned up and to try their hand at fishing too.

As Will and I headed into town, I found it strange to drive a vehicle again and not have fuel consumption hovering in the back of my mind as a constant concern.  Even then, I realized that purely from habit, I was still driving slowly, constantly checking our speed and lifting my foot from the accelerator to coast whenever possible.

It didn’t take us long to find our starting spot – a towering downtown condo building.  We parked behind several other vehicles on the street near the end of the block.  

As we sat sipping our coffee, it began to rain.  It was more of a soft drizzle, but I’d take it.

“Hope some of this is headed out to the apartments,” I said to Will.

“Yeah,” he nodded.  “That’d be nice.” He took a sip of coffee, “You know what this guy looks like?” he asked.

I shrugged, “Supposed to be kind of small in stature, greasy black hair, pale skin, wears lots of black, drinks lots of tequila, and rides in a black SUV.”

“And this guy runs Miami now?” Will asked, eyebrows raised.  

“That’s the story,” I shrugged again.  “I don’t really know, and I don’t really care.  I just want to get this done, get paid, and get the hell out of here.”

“I hear that,” Will nodded in agreement.  “The vial you got this morning from Bushy.  Where’s that put Claire with her supply?”

“Each vial gives us about a month.  So we’re up to about a month and a half now,” I said.

“Not bad,” Will said, taking another sip of his coffee.

“Not good either,” I reminded him.

Will nodded his silent agreement and took another drink.  “Ahh,” he breathed.  “Good to have coffee again…even though it tastes like crap.”

“It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

“Too long,” Will agreed.

We sat for the next two hours chatting, sipping more coffee from our thermoses, and munching on snacks of dried fish and stale crackers.  Near lunchtime, we broke out some canned beans, more stale crackers, bananas, and an orange each.  It wasn’t the most satisfying of meals, but we weren’t burning many calories just sitting in the car.

At 11:50 a.m., a black SUV passed us and parked in front of the condo building.

Will jotted the event down in a notepad we had for our recordkeeping.

 At just a little past noon, the Jake character that Ava had requested us to tail for the week, emerged.  He fit her description perfectly.  He wore black jeans, black boots, a tight-fitting black t-shirt, and a driver opened the door for him to climb inside the back of the waiting black SUV.

“Must be a real happy camper to love black so much,” Will observed.

I started the car.

“You’ll have to be careful,” Will said.  “Not much traffic to hide in these days.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll hang back,” I said.

“Just don’t lose him,” Will continued eating from his can of beans as Jake’s SUV pulled out and headed west.

We followed him to a nice little condo on Northwest 6th Street.  Halfway there, an empty liquor bottle came flying out the SUV’s passenger window, smashing on the road.  

“Finished morning eye opener,” Will noted the time and event in his notepad.

“Boy, they’re going to love your notes,” I said with a laugh.

“Hey, we don’t know what they’re looking for and it could be important in some way,” Will defended himself.  “I’m just trying to make sure we get paid, that’s all.”

“Keep at it,” I said, not wanting to deter his Sherlock sleuthing.  He was right, we had no idea what seemingly minor detail about Jake’s daily routine would prove important to someone else.

The next couple days with Will were actually kind of fun.  We enjoyed our roles playing amateur private-eyes.  Even though we had no real idea of what we were doing or why, we noted anything and everything we thought might be important about Jake’s daily activities.

During our tailing of him, it quickly became evident that Jake didn’t hold much interest in his governance of Miami.  He seemed more interested in drinking and meeting up with the mistress he’d apparently taken and who resided in the condo that we’d follow him to each day right around the noon hour.  He’d spend about two hours there.  Several times, he’d come out the front door after his romp, still kissing or fondling the woman as he pulled his clothes on to leave.  

From what we could see through the binoculars that Bushy had given us, the woman was attractive.  From our best estimates, she looked to be in her early-20s, Caucasian, blonde, maybe 5’6 or 5’7, about 115 to 125 pounds, and shapely.  Once when Jake was leaving, she accompanied him to his SUV, still stark naked, which certainly livened things up for us on what had otherwise been a pretty dull day.  While her face was decent looking, I could certainly see why Jake liked this woman.  Her fake boobs stood perkily at attention and she had a dancer’s trim physique.  

Jake certainly made little effort to conceal his regular visits to her, but I guessed that a man in his position probably didn’t have to.  After he left his lover’s nest, we found that he usually headed to one of the area markets around town.  There, he’d pick up some food and some more alcohol, occasionally taking a meeting with one or more of the local merchants.

From the market, he’d head back downtown, stopping in at a large bank branch.  The bank itself was located in the first floor of a massive office building that had once been occupied by one of the larger US banks before the flu.  The outside signage from the previous bank had been covered up with a white sheet and a new sign overtop it now read, “First Bank of Miami.”  

Jake tended not to spend long inside the bank.  He was typically in and out in about 15 minutes, and we had no idea what he did inside, nor were we going to follow him inside to find out.  We were already risking our asses, and we weren’t going to press our luck if we didn’t have to.  

Then it was back to his condo building where the driver would drop Jake off out front and escort him inside the building before moving the vehicle to a nearby underground parking garage.                 

Each morning, true to his word, Bushy would arrive with a new vehicle filled with gas and exchange it for our old one.  As the fourth day of our tracking dragged on, we began to find our duty of following Jake rather monotonous and the excitement of playing private-eye starting to wear off.  Will and I were running out of things to talk about and we were going stir crazy sitting inside the car all day.  

Late afternoon – once Jake was done with his woman and we were left without the prospect of any live-action nudity – was when the boredom really started to set in.  And while the rain that had settled over Miami for the past few days was a welcome addition in helping to bolster our water supply back at the apartment building, it forced us to keep the car windows up, turning the interior into a hot, stinky mess by day’s end.  The windows would fog up, and half the time the defoggers on the vehicles Bushy brought us didn’t work well or at all.  We were forced to keep a roll of paper towels with us to constantly wipe the moisture off the windows so that we could continue observing Jake from a safe distance.  Several times, I had to stick my head out the window and drive with it in the pouring rain just to ensure we didn’t lose him. 

Each afternoon after Jake returned home from his outings, we’d take our notes, read over them, organize them, and make any additions we thought might be helpful.  Then we’d drive to an upscale boutique hotel in the Little Havana neighborhood.  There, we’d take our notes, concealed within a sealed envelope, inside the air-conditioned lobby where we’d dawdle just a bit in the frosty coolness before leaving them with the man at the front desk.  We had no idea where or to whom they went next.  We figured Ava or Bushy, but we really had no idea, nor did we care.  

On Thursday evening – with just one day left to go in our week of work for Ava and Bushy – Will and I treated ourselves to a drink in the hotel’s adjoining bar.  Each drink cost us two rounds of ammunition from the weapons that we were requested to check at the lounge’s entrance.  Will had a double whiskey on the rocks, and I had a vodka martini with two olives.  We both thought it a reasonable price to pay, and we savored our drinks, relishing not just the alcohol but the air-conditioned lounge as well.  Not having tasted alcohol since we’d left Georgia, it was a great treat and one that left us feeling a bit tipsy.  

On the way home, our booze buzzes got the better of us, and we decided that we shouldn’t be the only ones to enjoy a special treat.  Therefore, we stopped off at the downtown market to pick up something special for the group’s dinner.

We took our time, enjoying the evening, and walking among the array of different vendor stands.  We ogled the merchandise and debated what exactly we should get the group as their treat.  Finally, as we neared the far end of the market, we found a stand selling fresh meat.  We ended up picking up several nice cuts of beef.  The cost was a little higher than we hoped, running us ten rounds of ammo.  But knowing that a good payday was just around the corner, we bit the bullet – or ten bullets rather – and bought the cuts.  We chose a nice piece of tilapia for Sharron, which ran us another two rounds of ammo.  With fish far more plentiful in the Miami area than beef, we negotiated into the deal four good-sized potatoes and two onions at no additional charge.

Pleased with ourselves, and excited to get home and show the others their special dinner, we headed for the car.  About halfway back through the market, we saw Myron standing in front of his stand. 

“Let’s go say hi,” said Will jovially, still feeling good from his drink.

“Wait,” I said, grabbing his shoulder to stop him.  “Look who else is there.”

Standing just a few feet away – a group of some not-so-nice looking characters circled around him – was Jake.

As though sensing our presence, Jake turned to see us standing there, our goodies in hand, staring at him.

“Hey!” he called over to us.  

We both turned our heads slightly to look at the nearest vendor stand, pretending as though we were searching for something, hoping that Jake would turn his attention back to his hovering gang of thugs, but it didn’t work.  

“Hey you!” he called again.  “Get the fuck over here!”

The group of men he’d been talking to all looked to see who Jake was yelling at.

Will and I glanced at one another.  We didn’t feel as though we had much of a choice in the matter, so we slowly walked over to see what Jake and his band of goons wanted with us.

               

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

Jake was quickly getting bored.  Frankly, he’d expected more from Miami.  He’d had high hopes when they were fighting for control of the city.  He had something to do, he had something to achieve, there was death and destruction to be wrought.  But then it all ended, and it ended far too quickly for Jake.  

While he enjoyed the power he now held over the city, there was something missing.  The challenge in his life was suddenly gone, leaving a void that he was finding difficult to fill.  Jake thought it would be nice to have the power he’d always dreamed of, but it was almost like hitting the lottery.  Now there was nothing to do, nothing left to achieve.  Sure, he checked up on things, held meetings with area traders, met with his minions, and oversaw the general operations of his organization, but that wasn’t him, that wasn’t what he liked to do.  He liked to fight.  It really didn’t matter against what.  He just liked to fight.  And without some sort of opponent to pit himself against, the challenge of life was gone, leaving it largely meaningless.

This was why he’d decided to take a mistress.  Ava was still his main girl, but he needed something else, something to challenge him.  He wanted to see if he could keep a woman on the side without Ava finding out.  It wasn’t much, but it was something to help keep him occupied.  And he had to admit, it was one hell of a hobby.  But even with another woman in the picture, he was still finding himself lost in this foreign land.  

Ava had made Miami sound like some sort of paradise, but Jake was finding it to be his own personal hell.  It was hot all the time.  There were buzzing, biting, and annoying swarms of bugs everywhere he went.  He constantly had to lather himself with a grimy layer of bug repellant and sunscreen so that his pasty skin wouldn’t burn or be bitten all to hell by the rabid insect population, which to him seemed far more dangerous than the civilian population.

The resistance in Miami had folded like an overplayed poker hand.  They’d hardly put up a fight in his opinion.  It was as though they wanted to be ruled by someone, and that left a bad taste in Jake’s mouth.  He couldn’t respect it.  Back in Chicago, they would have fought tooth-and-nail to keep outsiders from coming in to rule their territory.  He’d never be able to accomplish there what he’d done here in just a month.  This left him feeling angry and frustrated because what he’d hoped would be his greatest accomplishment now tasted bitter-sweet.  It was almost as though he hadn’t earned it.

Even worse, Ava had been behind much, if not all of the takeover plans, and while others might not have known it, Jake did, and this left him feeling less than a man.  Not only this, but it worried him.  Ava was taking more and more control, and in doing so, she was away much of the day, leaving Jake lonely and stewing over his less than satisfying life.  He’d been sorely disappointed to find that even his mistress and her fantastically awesome body just couldn’t give him what Ava could physically or emotionally; but for the time being, she was better than nothing.

And even though he would stop in at their operation’s main bank branch downtown each afternoon for a general report on how their impact upon the local economy was being felt, and he met regularly with those controlling the area markets in the surrounding neighborhoods, Ava was far more in tune with the bigger picture of how Miami was controlled and the overall future plan for the organization and development of the area.

Thinking about it left Jake with a feeling in his stomach that he wasn’t accustomed to, it was a sort of nervous churning that informed him that even if his brain wasn’t good enough to fully realize and understand the impact of Ava’s role, his gut was.  And lately, this instinctual awareness that something wasn’t quite right had left him feeling paranoid, and for one of the first times in Jake’s life, afraid.  

The anger that he felt owing to the fact that this fear was because of a woman made his blood boil, and he was determined to do something about it.  Ava might be smart, beautiful, and all the rest, but he had balls, and he was going to use them.  He was done letting her call all the shots, even if it was from behind the scenes.  He also didn’t like the fact that he had to share power, even if in a minimal fashion, with Little Havana.  While it might not have been a big deal to Ava, it was to him.  It was just another thorn in his side, and leaving the door open – even just slightly – to competitors, was a risk he didn’t feel necessary.  

But first things first.  Jake recognized that he needed to get a more personalized bodyguard in place.  Many of the men who now filled the ranks of his organization had been hired by Ava.  This meant that he couldn’t be sure about their loyalty, so he decided to make a visit – without Ava – to the downtown market in hopes of turning up some new hired guns who would fall solely under his control.  And so, he called up the generals he was still reasonably confident were loyal to him – Steel Will, Johnny Switchblade, and the Kill King – and had them accompany him on his evening recruiting trip.

 

* * *

 

Will and I walked over to where Jake stood, almost angrily, waiting for us.

He watched us the whole way, a scowl on his face.

“Yes?” I said as we stopped a few feet from him.

He glanced down at the goods we had purchased, then back at us.  “You two shopping Marys want some real work or are you too busy prancing around here at the market?” he asked.

Jake seemed about as amicable as he looked, which didn’t really come as a shock after following him around for the past week.  

“Thanks, but no thanks,” I said as pleasantly as I could. 

“You’ll be paid good,” he continued as if he hadn’t heard me.  “Good food, good booze, women if you want ‘em, and ain’t nobody gonna give you any shit when you work for me.”

“Thanks,” I nodded.  “But we’re good.”

“You don’t look too good, doing women’s work here at the market.  You two girls got something better to do?”

“Actually, we do,” I said.  “But again, thanks anyway.”

We started to turn, but Jake wasn’t about to drop the matter.

He pushed me hard in the shoulder as I turned.  “Hey, you fuckin’ pussy,” he growled, obviously trying to illicit a response.  “Don’t you turn your fucking back on me.  You want to scavenge and grovel your way through life, then so fucking be it, but you don’t ever turn your fucking back on me, not until I’m done with you.”

I turned back around, my teeth clamped together so that I wouldn’t say something I’d regret.  I paused just long enough to calm myself and swallow my pride, and then said, “I apologize.”  I kept reminding myself that we’d be out of all this soon, hopefully never to see Jake or his scumbag underlings again.  “That was rude of me,” I went on.  “Please, continue.”

My politeness seemed to catch Jake off guard, and now he looked unsure of what to say next.

Suddenly, Myron the trader who I hadn’t noticed moving his way up to where we stood, stepped up close and whispered something in Jake’s ear.

Jake took a minute to digest whatever Myron had said and then looked with distaste at me and then to Will and then back to me.  He shoved me hard again in the shoulder.  “Get the fuck out of here, you fucking homos,” he swore, kicking some sand and gravel at us as we departed.  “We don’t have room for your kind anyway.”

We were quickly on our way.

“Should have kicked his ass,” Will said, once we were out of earshot.

“Yeah, right,” I said.  “We’d be dead if we tried.  Did you see the guys around him.”
              “So what?” Will said.  “We could have taken them.”

“Yeah well, I’m not so sure about that; but even if we did, did you notice the other ones?”

“What other ones?” Will said, frowning.

“The ones hanging back around the periphery of the market.  There were at least three that I saw watching us…maybe more.  There was one with an eye patch over by Myron’s stand, there was one to our right playing with a switchblade, and there was the black dude wearing the sunglasses behind the group of men Jake was talking to.  Notice any of them?”

Will was silent.

“I didn’t think so,” I said.  “It’s better just to tuck tail and get the hell out of here.  We don’t want any more to do with those guys than we’ve already had.”

“I guess you’re right,” Will said.  “Wonder what Myron said to Jake,” he said after a minute.

“I think he told him we were lovers,” I said.

“Ewwww,” Will grimaced.  “That’s disgusting!”

“Hey, if it helped get us the hell outta there, I’ll take it.  He probably saved our asses.”

“I guess,” said Will.  “But…ewwww,” he shook his head at the thought.

I just laughed.  I was feeling good now that we were away from Jake, and I was happy to focus on preparing tonight’s dinner and looking forward to our last day of work.  

“Make a note of what happened tonight for tomorrow’s report,” I told Will. 

As we got in the car, Will asked a question that had been bothering me for some time but that I’d never brought up.  

“Does Jake look familiar to you?” he said.  “It seems like I’ve seen him somewhere before, but I just can’t put my finger on where or when.”

“I know,” I said, frowning.  “I’ve had that exact same feeling since we first saw him, but I don’t know how or where we might have seen him before.”

“Guess it doesn’t really matter,” Will said.  “It’s just kind of strange, especially since you had the same feeling.”

“After tomorrow, it won’t matter,” I shrugged as we climbed inside the car and I started the engine. 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

 

Everyone was excited and appreciative of the meat we’d brought home.  They oohed and aahed over the smells during its preparation and moaned and groaned in delight as they ate the sumptuous meal.  I even sliced off a few tiny portions for Cashmere, not wanting to waste much of the precious meat on our little kitty but nonetheless wanting her to partake in the group’s savory meal to some degree.  She’d gobbled them up and then rolled back and forth on the floor in delight.  One by one, we let her greedily lick the plates of what little juices were left as we finished our meals.

We woke up the next morning not feeling hungry but instead still full from the evening’s delicious dinner for the first time since we’d arrived to Miami.  While the dried fish, fresh fruits, and vegetables we’d been eating were healthy, they weren’t exactly what one might consider satisfying.  They’d often fill us up in the short term only to leave us feeling hungry an hour or so later, having to sleep through the night with our bellies rumbling.

Will and I were up bright and early and feeling upbeat about the prospects of our final day on the job.  We were downstairs and waiting for Bushy when he pulled with our new ride.

“Well you guys certainly look ready to go,” he said as he got out of the car.

“We are,” I said.  “Not to be too pushy, but when should we expect payment for our work?”

“I’ll be by Monday morning,” he said, handing me another vial of insulin.  “You keep your final report to us as collateral until we deliver on our end.  I’ll take you down to Miami Beach Marina then to check out the boat.”  

“Sounds like a plan,” I agreed.  “We’ve got some good stuff in yesterday’s report,” I told him.

He just nodded, “Good,” he said, not seeming to care in the least.

After Bushy left, I ran the insulin upstairs to Claire, feeling freed from a small portion of the immense weight upon my shoulders with each vial I delivered.

Then we were on our way downtown where we picked up Jake leaving the condo building at his usual time – right about noon.

“Gosh, wonder where he’s heading?” Will mumbled sarcastically.  “Guy is about as predictable as the sun in the sky.”

“No shit,” I snorted.

We watched as Jake was escorted to his SUV by his driver who opened the door for him and then walked around and got inside the SUV himself.  A few seconds later, they pulled away from the curb heading west.

It was the usual routine, and Will and I prepared to settle in for yet another uneventful day of watching a whole lot of nothing.

As we trailed a safe distance behind Jake’s SUV, Will said, “It’s Friday, maybe his mistress will surprise him and run outside naked to greet him.”

“It’s our only hope of livening things up,” I yawned.

With this as the highpoint of our expectations for the day, we were both surprised when about halfway between Jake’s building and his mistress’s condo, several SUVs and a large armored vehicle joined Jake’s own SUV.  

The two SUVs took the lead while the armored vehicle followed behind, sandwiching Jake’s personal SUV in between them.

“Well that’s something new to add to our notes,” Will scribbled in his notepad.  “Guess the guy’s not quite as predictable as we thought.”                

About five blocks from his mistress’s condo, one of the SUVs and the armored vehicle peeled off down a side street.  The other SUV stuck with Jake all the way to his lover’s home and parked behind him on the street out front.  

Jake and his driver got out and went up to the house, the driver going inside with Jake and then coming back out several minutes later as he typically did in what we assumed was his security check of the condo.  

It appeared that Jake was wising up a bit.

No one exited the other SUV, its tinted window concealing the occupants inside. 

Jake was inside maybe 15 minutes when we heard the sound of other vehicles approaching.

I glanced in the rearview mirror to see several SUVs closing rapidly down the street from behind where we sat parked.

“Oh shit,” I said, sliding down in my seat and pulling Will down with me.

“What is it?” he asked, not having had a chance to look.

“SUVs,” I said as they blew past us.  

We counted three go by and then heard the sound of screeching of tires.

We moved so that we could peer over our dashboard.  Ahead of us, we could see the three SUVs stopped askew, blocking the entire street.  Just past them, we saw two more such vehicles stopped in the street facing us from the other direction.  Men with automatic rifles were emptying from the vehicles and into the street.

I quickly started the car.  As soon as I did so, we heard the first sounds of gunfire.  I wanted to leave, but I was curious too, and I wanted to see what happened.  I know it was probably one of the dumbest things I could have done, but instead of hightailing it out of there at the first signs of trouble, I stayed, and waited, and watched.

In front of us, a scene of chaos erupted.  The attacking SUVs had blocked the street and pinned in the two vehicles that had delivered Jake to his mistress’s condo.  The two SUVs farthest from us spilled at least ten heavily-armed men from inside.  They concentrated their fire upon Jake’s SUV.  His driver made a vane attempt to defend himself and his vehicle with nothing more than a handgun, and then he dashed across the tiny front law toward the condo where he was promptly gunned down.

Four men exited the other SUV that had accompanied Jake and had parked behind his personal ride.  These men were better equipped for such a conflict, armed with assault rifles.  Two directed their fire at the men who had poured from the farthest two SUVs, half of whom were heading toward the condo.  The other two fired at the three SUVs that had approached from our rear.  A multitude of heavily-armed men from two of these SUVs, returned fire, dropping one of Jake’s guards, and forcing the other three guards back inside the SUV.  The third attacking SUV pulled across the condo lawn and drove around behind the structure.

It looked bad for Jake.  I could only imagine what was going on inside.  One second he’d been in the throws of passion, the next, all hell was breaking loose, and it was almost certain that he was going to die in a matter of minutes.

Suddenly someone started firing with a heavy machinegun from the second floor of the condo.  Big flashes of fire poured from one of the front windows.  

It appeared that Jake was making his presence known.  

Several of the attackers on the lawn dropped; others retreated back to the relative safety of their SUVs that were now also being riddled with bullets as Jake raked his fire back and forth across the lawn and street haphazardly.  I figured he saw himself as a Scarface sort of character, making his last wild stand.  I had to give him credit for having the foresight to stash some heavy weaponry inside the home.  But I realized he’d only be able to hold out for so long.  The attackers had numbers and the element of surprise on their side, and the men circling around to the rear of the home didn’t bode well for Jake’s chances.  I guessed that they would be inside and upstairs momentarily, and once that happened, it’d likely be all over for Jake. 

Suddenly the front door to the condo burst open and Jake’s naked mistress ran out across the lawn.

“What the hell is she doing?” Will cried.  “Fucking idiot!”

He hadn’t even finished the words before her body jolted violently as it was riddled with bullets.  We couldn’t tell if the bullets were coming from the attackers’ guns or Jake’s wild spray of fire, but whoever provided them, the effects were instantaneous and deadly.

She dropped to the ground motionless.

“What a waste,” Will said, shaking his head sadly.

We both had our binoculars out now and were peaking our heads over the dashboard just enough to watch the ongoing assault.

“I give Jake about one…maybe two more minutes,” I said.

“Meh…he might make it three,” Will said.

A couple stray bullets suddenly pinged into our car.

“Shit!” I hissed.  “We’d better get out of here.  Not worth dying to watch the end.”

Just as I sat up to put the car into drive and beat it back home, one of the SUVs blocking the far side of the street exploded in a ball of flames, sending several of the men sheltering around it flying and the rest running for better cover.  From an adjoining side street rolled the monstrous armored vehicle and SUV we’d seen driving with Jake on the way to the townhouse and that had peeled off before we arrived. 

The armored vehicle came to a stop, angling across the road.  The SUV pulled up behind it.  Men piled out from inside both vehicles, some of them headed around the back of the condo.  Meanwhile, the armored vehicle sent another projectile into one of the SUVs near us, sending it up in a ball of flames as well.  

This event sent the attackers nearest us scurrying back into their remaining vehicles and allowed Jake’s men, who had been taking cover in the SUV parked in front of the condo, to extract themselves from their precarious position.  Two of the guards headed for the front door of the condo and one remained to continue firing at the SUV nearest us.  The armored vehicle began moving again, ramming its way past the first flaming SUV and smashing into the SUV that still blocked the road.  It shoved it aside and sent its men scurrying while guards atop the armored vehicle sprayed them with machinegun fire.

The attackers nearest us saw the armored vehicle approaching and decided enough was enough.

Heavy machinegun fire continued from Jake’s position on the second floor, and it looked as though the tide had turned quickly and violently in his favor.


  

Will and I decided not to stick around to find out for sure. 

The armored vehicle was heading our way and I figured it was going to pursue the retreating SUV.  I wanted to be get out ahead of them to avoid getting caught in the crossfire.  I threw our little car into reverse, punched the gas, and headed in reverse down the street to the intersection where I hit the brakes hard, swung the car around – its tires squealing – while I ground the transmission into drive and punched the gas.  The acceleration seemed to be at a snail’s pace, and the car was pulling to one side from what I guessed was a flat tire that had probably been punctured by a stray bullet.

I think I did more watching in the rearview mirrors than ahead of us as the death and destruction faded in to a cloud of distant smoke.  We kept up our rearview monitoring all the way home to ensure we weren’t followed, but it appeared that Jake’s men were content to focus on the rats they’d obviously caught in their trap, not us.

Once we were a safe distance away, I slowed our progress, not wanting to destroy the vehicle completely with our flat tire.  Pieces of rubber were flying off and smacking against the car’s bodywork.

“Apparently Jake’s a bit more savvy than we’d given him credit for,” I said after we’d made it out of downtown and we’d slowed enough to be heard over the din of the flapping tire pieces.

“I guess,” Will said.  “Or just lucky.”

Whether it was Jake’s skill, intuition, or just luck, I really didn’t care; I was just thankful to be on our way home, in one piece, and done with the whole mess.  No more Jake.  No more wild shootouts.  Hopefully it’d just be peace and quiet from here on.

I began moving on in my mind, preparing for the next – and hopefully final – leg of what had been a long and extremely arduous and dangerous journey.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

 

Jake was ranting, raving, and raging around the penthouse suite, smashing things, kicking things, his generals all lined up before him.

“First off,” he almost screamed, his pale face red, the muscles in his neck bulging, the veins rippling, “who the fuck can tell me where Ava is?”


Spittle flew from his mouth as he spoke.  He took a long drink from the bottle of tequila he grasped by its neck in a vice-like grip.  

“I think she’s working at the bank, boss,” Mad Dog offered.  “She said she was going down there after you left for uh…uh, for your…”

“Fuck ‘er!” Jake yelled, cutting off Mad Dog and swatting a small crystal lamp off the end table beside him.  “We don’t need her anyway!”

He took another long drink.  “Here’s what I want you to do,” he addressed the men standing before him.  “Before they have time to recover from the defeat I just handed them or prepare any sort of defense, I want Steel Will to go get the other Stryker.   The rest of you round up every man who can carry a gun.  We’re going to level that fucking hole they have in Little Havana.” He looked at his watch.  “I want everybody back and ready to go by six.  We’ll catch them at dinner.”

“That’s not much time to plan or do recon,” the Fallback Man said.  

“Fuck it!  We don’t need fucking recon!  We’ve got balls and firepower, and that’s all we need.  We know where they’re all holed up at that hotel.  What the fuck else we need to know?  We go down there with the Strykers, level the fucking place, and kill any fucking thing that moves,” Jake sneered, alcohol confident.

Fallback looked nervously around at the other men, but they didn’t seem fazed.

“Here’s what I want,” Jake went on, ignoring Fallback’s concerns.  He turned to a big dry erase board behind him where a childlike drawing of a street and building were drawn.  On the outline of the building, the word “Hotel” was written.  

Jake wished Ava was here.  She could at least have made him a nice drawing; but it didn’t matter.  All that mattered was that he got his ideas across and that his men understood what he wanted.

“Our attack will take place in three parts,” Jake said.  “Fallback, I want you and Switchblade to lead the way with all our armored SUVs.  How many we got?” he eyeballed the Fallback Man.”

“Eight,” Fallback answered quietly.

“You get them filled with men, line them up along the street in front of the hotel and lay down a suppressing fire on the building – four from each direction blocking the street.” Jake drew wobbly on his board with a marker while he talked.  “We don’t want any of these fucking slimeballs getting away.  Steel Will, you take one of the Strykers, fill it with men; I’ll take the other.  We’ll also come in from opposite directions on the street behind Fallback and Switchblade,” here and here, he drew on the board.  “And we’ll blow the building to hell.  Once we soften up that front entrance, Fallback and Switchblade, you get your men inside.  Steel Will and I will have our men follow up as a second wave.  At the same time we’re raiding the building, Mad Dog and Rambo, I want you to lead the third part of the assault bringing in any other men you can find as the clean up crew…reserve force if we need them…which we won’t.”

It was one of Ava’s best pre-designed plans, and it had worked well with various targets in the past.  They’d used it multiple times with success both in Atlanta and in their Miami takeover, but it’d never been tested against the kind of manpower and firepower that Little Havana was reported to have.

“I want you to get every man that can carry a weapon down here and ready.  The assault goes off at six.”  Jake turned to Kill King.  “King, you got any guys as good a shot as you?” he asked.  

“Not quite as good as me, but pretty good,” the King said.

Jake nodded.  “I want you to get them here asap.  I’ve got a special mission for you.”

“What about prisoners?” Mad Dog asked.  “What do we do with them?”

“There won’t be any prisoners,” Jake said.  

Jake took another violent swig of tequila, ramming the bottle up to his mouth so hard that it chipped a tooth.  But Jake was in such an adrenaline and alcohol-fueled rage that he didn’t even notice as he swallowed the piece of tooth along with the mouthful of alcohol in one giant gulp.

 

* * *

 

The massive attack force rolled at exactly six o’clock in two convoys.  By a quarter past six, everyone was in place and ready to go.  The lead Strykers communicated through radio transmissions to coordinate the start of the attack with the two lead armored SUVs.  

Jake waited for Kill King’s confirmation that he’d arrived at his location and then made the call.  “Go!  Go!  Go!” he called into the radio from his Stryker armored vehicle.

He watched with exited pride, grinning devilishly as the SUVs in front of him rolled away up the street.  “They have no idea what’s coming,” he said to himself.  He only wished Ava was here to see it all go down.  He looked down for the snapshots she had taken of him on the way down from Florida after their fuel raid, the ones of him standing over the dead man on the highway after they’d annihilated the convoy.  They inspired him in situations like this.  But as he gazed around the control area of the Stryker, he realized that they were missing.  He frowned, wondering where the pictures had gone or who had taken them and why, but he quickly turned his attention back to watching the attack now in progress.

Jake stared on with a mixture of anticipation and satisfaction as his SUVs rolled in perfectly-timed coordination toward one another from opposite ends of the street and came to an abrupt halt in front of the boutique-style hotel where the heads of Little Havana lived and worked.

The two guards out in front of the hotel didn’t stand a chance.  They attempted to get back inside the cover of the lobby but were promptly gunned down as they retreated up the hotel’s front steps.

“Two down,” Jake said to no one in particular.

He watched as his eight vehicles lining the street opened up with an impressive show of force, popping open armored portholes and spraying the building and surrounding area with gunfire from an array of automatic weapons.  All the SUVs were armored, ringed with steel plates that Jake’s men had welded in place for additional protection.  They had also welded protective plating over most of the areas housing the vital engine components and even had steel plates covering the majority of the wheel wells and tires.  The added armor slowed the vehicles’ top speeds and made them more difficult to maneuver, but since they were used solely in urban and suburban environments, speed and agility weren’t as much of a concern as safety.  Each SUV also had a sunroof with steel plates welded around it with gun slits cut through them making a sort of multidirectional and stationary turret from which a man could shoot from relative cover.  The majority of the windows and doors had also been covered with similarly cut plating, providing protective firing ports.

It was difficult for him, but Jake waited patiently, watching, and counting off two full minutes on his watch.  The 120 seconds seemed like an eternity.  As he watched, a portion of the men exited their SUVs and took up positions around their vehicles, waiting for his armor to come in and blast an entry into the hotel.  

Things were going well in this initial phase and were proceeding exactly as Jake had expected.

Return fire from the hotel had now increased and Jake could see gun barrels and muzzle flashes coming from numerous windows within the building.  Several of his initial assault team were hit and went down, but that was fine with him.  He wanted to draw in all the flies before he started swatting them.

Finally, he picked up his radio, “Armored units…go!”

Mad Dog and Rambo, who were waiting in the rear with the reserve forces, had been instructed to follow up with their men exactly five minutes from Jake’s initial command and attack regardless of how the assault was proceeding, although Jake had little doubt regarding the success of his operation.  He was so confident in fact, that he hadn’t even given them radios, choosing to spread these crucial devices out among the first few waves of attackers rather than waste them on his supporting and reserve elements.              

His Stryker armored vehicle, crammed with armed men sitting ready behind him, began to roll forward.  It moved steadily into the fray, and as it neared the location of the parked SUVs, Jake could hear the delicate pitter-pat, pings, and thuds of bullets being deflected by the Stryker’s heavy armor.  In the first few battles, this sound had concerned him.  But with each ensuing assault, the strength of the vehicles’ armor had successfully been tested, and with each test, Jake’s confidence – and now over-confidence – had grown with it.  

It was now a sound he’d come to love.  It was the sound of power.

The armored vehicles hadn’t even come to a halt before they opened fire on the hotel’s façade.  Jake’s Stryker let loose with heavy machinegun fire, raking the outside of the building, spraying lines of bullet holes across its walls and pausing to concentrate a deadly accurate spray of steel at certain windows, instantly ceasing any return fire coming from those areas.  

Meanwhile, Steel Will’s Stryker launched several grenades at the closed front entry doors.  They were quickly blown open and blasted off their hinges.

As soon as these doors were open, Jake turned his Stryker’s machinegun toward the entrance, spewing forth additional fire that he hoped would clear out any remaining defenders immediately inside the area.  His bullets cracked through the exterior stucco of the building and ripped into the lavishly appointed lobby, obliterating tables, shredding chairs, and ripping huge hunks of wood from the front desk, behind which several defenders dove for cover.                

Jake was having a great time, loving the destruction he was reaping and the revenge he was taking for the failed assassination attempt.  

He paused in his shooting and moved his fire pack to the hotel’s surrounding windows to allow a group of about 20 of his men to rush from in and around the armored SUVs and up toward the hotel entrance.  

In what quickly became the first miscue of the day, just as the men approached the front of the building, Steel Will’s Stryker launched another grenade directed at an upstairs window behind which a particularly pesky machine gunner was sheltered.  The lobbed projectile went slightly wide though, and instead of passing through the now shattered glass of the window, it hit the side of the building and ricocheted down and to the side.  It landed about 20 feet from the steps leading to the hotel’s main entry and exploded a second later, sending shrapnel flying in all direction and taking out about five members of the assault team’s first wave.  

Jake didn’t like mistakes, but he reminded himself that his men weren’t trained soldiers, they were just guys with guns, and he was prepared to break a few eggs in the process of making an omelet.

The explosion slowed but did not stop the frontal assault as his men sheltered in place, waiting for the smoke to clear before picking themselves up off the ground where many had thrown themselves and continuing toward the entry steps.

Suddenly, Jake heard a hissing sound, and from the corner of his eye, caught a trail of smoke snaking through the air just down the street from him.  At almost the same instant, there was a massive explosion and a huge ball of fire that erupted right behind Steel Will’s Stryker.  

“What the hell was that!?” Jake yelled, swiveling in his seat to follow the trail of smoke in the sky.  It led to the rooftop of one of the buildings across the street opposite the hotel.  Near the rooftop’s edge, Jake could see a man standing, a rocket launcher perched atop his shoulder.  A man directly behind him was helping to reload the weapon.

Jake maneuvered his Stryker’s machinegun to take aim, but by the time he’d got the gun positioned, it was too late.  Jake watched from what moments earlier he had considered the impenetrable confines of his own Stryker as there issued another hissing sound and a wispy trail of smoke shooting through the air.  Suddenly the trail stopped and transformed into a huge ball of orange in a direct hit that decimated the other Stryker.  Jake watched in stunned disbelief as burning men came pouring out of his destroyed steel baby.

He gritted his teeth in anger and sprayed fire at the men with the rocket launcher, sending them diving behind the rooftop’s ledge.  He could now see more men lining other building rooftops in the area, firing down upon him and his troops, and in the process, pinning his assault team down and keeping them from making their way inside the hotel.  Worse yet, his reserves were going to be coming into what was fast becoming a debacle, and he had no way to contact them as he had made the poor decision to issue the pre-set five-minute rendezvous time rather than make direct radio contact with them.  And for as pissed as he was about the loss of the Stryker, the realization hit home hard that had he brought Ava along for this assault, she would have been inside the now burning armored vehicle, and most likely dead.  

The realization that it could have been his Stryker that was blown to smithereens, rattled Jake even more though.  

Jake realized, as he looked at the number of weapons trained upon them from the rooftops around him that he’d led his men directly into a deadly valley of fire, and now they were being burned for this lapse in judgment.

 

* * *

 

Kill King – Jake’s sniper and self-proclaimed “best shooter” – enjoyed his work, and he liked having his skills put to the test.  What he didn’t like however, was unforeseen problems.  Getting to the stairwell’s rooftop exit only to realize that it was chained shut and that he and his men didn’t have a set of bolt cutters with them was one of those issues that really pissed him off.  Not only this, but when Jake had radioed him back at their vehicle to see if he and his men were in position, he’d answered his boss in the affirmative, assuming they’d cover the few floors to the rooftop in under a minute.  He didn’t want to be the one to delay Jake’s big attack.  Worse yet, he’d left the radio down in their car, so there was no way to inform Jake.  It didn’t matter now anyway, as the attack had already begun.   

Without the bolt cutters, Kill King now had to wait while two of his men ran back down the building’s multiple flights of stairs to the ground level, out across the street to where they’d parked, and dig a set of cutters from the trunk.  Such a delay had certainly not been integrated into Jake’s hurried pre-attack timeline.

The King and his best shooter waited impatiently while the two other men he’d selected for his tiny, yet deadly team made the trip back downstairs.  The seconds seemed to pass like minutes, and as the shooting erupted outside, the Kill King felt his heart start to pound harder and his hands start to sweat.  Not only would his boss not be happy, but he was missing out on all the action.

So when he finally heard the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs below him, he was relieved.  

“Finally,” he breathed aloud, listening, counting the steps as they neared.  But as he listened, he sensed trouble, and when he heard words in Spanish being uttered by the approaching footsteps, he knew instantly something wasn’t right.

With lightening quick reflexes, and just as four Hispanic men turned the corner on the stairwell landing below him, the King nudged his best shooter.  He nodded wordlessly at the approaching men and drew a pistol with attached silencer from behind him.  His shooter followed suit and they both starting plugging silenced rounds into the four men just as they started up the stairs toward them. 

The front two men dropped almost instantly, absorbing most of the bullets the Kill King and his man fired.  The two behind them looked up in stunned surprise, lifting their automatic rifles to fire.  The King nailed the first one with two shots to the chest, but his counterpart’s gun jammed just as he took aim and squeezed the trigger to fire at the second.  As the King angled his pistol toward the other attacker below him, the man squeezed the trigger on his automatic rifle.  The spray of hot lead ripped into the King’s best shooter, dropping him to the floor.  The King clicked off three lighting-quick rounds, hitting his target in the chest.  But as the man fell, his still-firing weapon angled toward the King, sending a round into the King’s right thigh.  The King faltered and then fell.  Seconds later, his other men were back with the bolt cutter.

“Goddamn it!” the King yelled as he writhed in pain.  “What the fuck took you so goddamn long?” he said, grabbing at his thigh.

“Sorry boss,” they grumbled, one getting to work on the door while the other tended to the King’s wound.

“Just get it fucking bound up and get me outside!” he barked at the man assisting him with his leg.

“You’re losing a lot of blood,” the man tending him said.

“Tie it up as best you can and help me up,” the King ignored the warning.

A minute later, the King was bandaged up as best as the situation allowed for and at the rooftop’s ledge.  He and his men hurriedly pulled scoped rifles from cases and rushed to set up shop on the tallest rooftop in the neighborhood.  In the quick scan he made of the scene around him, the Kill King could see three buildings down the street, all with lower rooftops than the one they’d chosen for their position, all facing the hotel across the street, and all with men firing from atop them.  He figured the men they’d met in the stairwell had been coming up to do the same.

“You two take the buildings closest to us,” he said, putting his eye to his rifle’s scope. “I’ll take the farthest.”  

There was a huge explosion in the street below them.

The King’s leg throbbed, and he could feel warm wetness from the blood he was losing trickling down his leg and into his boot, but his adrenaline was pumping and he didn’t feel the pain.  Just as he got his rifle’s crosshairs focused on two men on the distant rooftop, another huge explosion rumbled up from the street below.  Suddenly two men, one of whom was holding a rocket launcher, ducked for cover as a spray of bullets ripped into the rooftop ledge where they stood.  As they cowered, the King exhaled slowly, squeezed the trigger, and fired.  The man with the rocket launcher keeled over in a heap.  The other man looked around, confused and then scrambled to pick up the launcher.  Just as he got it into his hands, another perfectly aimed shot from the King dropped him beside his partner.

“Report!” the King called to his men swiveling his scope to examine the other two rooftops.

“One building clear!  One in progress!” came the responses from his men.

 The King moved his rifle’s position – never taking his eye from the scoped-lens through which he looked – to locate one of the riflemen on the building where his men were working, and in an instant, dropped him.  A moment later, his two fellow snipers followed suit, mopping up the remaining men atop the building.

Their main mission accomplished, the King’s snipers relocated to the front ledge of the building, turning their attention to the hotel across from them.

The King gave a weak smile, content with a job well done and knowing that he’d pulled his boss out of a real shit storm.  He watched as Jake’s men down below, freed from the scathing gun and rocket fire from above, poured inside the hotel’s main entrance.   It was the last thing the he would ever see out of his solitary eye as he collapsed on the rooftop, dead in a pool of his own blood.  

 

* * *

 

Seeing his prized armored vehicle go up in flames angered Jake, but more than that, it frightened him.  The realization that he could be cooked alive inside the steel beast where he sheltered pushed him to action.  It wasn’t the action he wanted to take, but he felt his chances were better outside the Stryker than hunkering inside what had now become the biggest and best target on the street.

“Let’s go!” he commanded his men, opening the back of the armored vehicle and pushing the men before him.  There were eight men total – including Jake – inside the Stryker.  The first three to hit the street were instantly torn apart by the gunfire from above.  Falling, they caused the two men behind them to stumble, slowing the exodus from the vehicle.  These two men quickly recovered and made it a few more feet before they joined their dead comrades. 

Jake wavered inside, wondering what he should do.  Should he stay inside the Stryker and risk being obliterated by rocket fire or go outside and be gunned down in the street like a dog?

As he hesitated, the gunfire from above suddenly lightened, and Jake saw his chance.  He followed his two remaining men out of the Stryker and toward the front of the hotel.

“Kill King,” he smiled knowingly to himself as he ran toward the hotel entrance where the rest of his assault team was regrouping and readying to move inside.

It was the Kill King’s portion of the assault plan that Ava had always told him was most critical.  “Ensure that you hold the high ground, wherever you are, and put your best shooters up there,” she had said.  

For as much as he hated to admit it, Jake once again recognized that Ava had been right, and this time it had really paid off.  As he dashed up the hotel’s front steps, he paused, ushering any trailing men inside ahead of him.  As he waited, he looked above him where he saw the rooftops of the buildings across the street cleared and several of his own men perched atop the highest now covering their advance inside.  On the street to either side of him, he could see approaching vehicles loaded with more men as Mad Dog and Rambo arrived with his reserves.  

Jake knew it was only a matter of time now.  The tide had turned once again, but this time in his favor, and as he stood among the dead bodies strewn around the hotel’s front entrance, he reveled in the sense of victory and accomplishment without the aid of Ava.  While it had been her plan that he’d used, it was his personal victory; and this time, he could take 100 percent of the credit without anyone questioning his right to do so.

The battle raged on for almost another half an hour as various firefights sprang up throughout the hotel’s now devastated corridors.  The remaining defenders put up a ferocious defense, Jake’s men often having to go room to room as they worked their way through the hotel’s hallways floor by floor.  

While the hotel’s guardians fought with tenacity, it was all in vain.  Once they were out of ammo, Jake’s men dragged the few remaining defenders from their positions within the penthouse suite and lined them up before a large wood conference table near the center of the suite’s living room.

Meanwhile, Jake had decided to wait out front.  He enjoyed these assaults, but he also knew that he’d pushed his luck far enough for the day.  He had soldiers for good reason, and he wasn’t about to stick his neck out any more than necessary.  

He glanced at the still smoldering Stryker in the middle of the street.  Its destruction had rattled him.  But he wasn’t about to let on to anyone else that the thought had passed through his mind that it could have been Ava, or worse yet, him inside that vehicle.

And as darkness settled upon the day, Jake sauntered inside the hotel to smoke a few cigarettes and drink at the hotel’s bar.  He found a bottle of tequila – one of the few bottles that hadn’t been shattered by gunfire – and sat down on a bullet ravaged bar stool.  

Sitting there at the bar, several dead hotel defenders lying on the floor nearby, Jake tallied up his losses.  First there was the Stryker armored vehicle.  That would be difficult to replace.  Steel Will had also been killed in the loss of the Stryker.  That was okay, Jake reasoned, since Steel Will’s main role in the organization had been to operate the Stryker and oversee several of the neighborhoods.  A manager for Will’s domain would be relatively easy to find, and without the Stryker, Jake didn’t need Will.  

Several of the armored SUVs had been taken out too or were damaged beyond repair, but those were easily replaceable.  Jake had lost his best sharpshooter in the Kill King, and that was a blow, but sharpshooters were replaceable too.  So far the tally of killed and wounded on his side was 26, and his men were still getting a count on enemy casualties although it really didn’t matter to Jake.  He had won – whatever the cost to either side – and that was all that mattered.  While some of his most loyal men had been lost in the process, he could buy more easily enough.

Jake was still drinking and reveling in his victory when a white SUV pulled up outside the hotel.  Jake noticed it through the bar’s smashed and shattered windows.  

It was Ava.

Jake pounded back the glass of tequila that sat before him, lit another cigarette, and stood to go outside and confront her.

Ava had been working late at their main bank branch, running numbers with the bank president on how the “Banks for Bullets” program was proceeding when she’d received word of the attempt on Jake’s life and the planned reprisal attack.  She’d promptly cut their accounting session short and had her driver take her straight to Little Havana and Gonzalo’s hotel.

When she arrived, it looked like something out of a movie.  One of the Strykers was thoroughly destroyed.  There were burned out SUVs scattered around the street and dead bodies everywhere.  The hotel itself looked like it’d been in a war.  All the windows were smashed or shot out.  Trails of bullet holes lined the building’s front façade and large hunks of stucco were blasted away.  The building’s main entrance had been obliterated, leaving a gapping hole where the front doors used to be.

Ava was glad she hadn’t been present for the battle itself.  What would she have done?  Would she have shot at the hotel or shot at Jake?

She recognized some of the men milling around outside and knew that while things looked bad, and that the losses likely severe, Jake must somehow have pulled out a victory.  Her stomach churned and she wanted to tell her driver to turn around and take her back to the condo, but she knew she had to put on a brave face and act the cheerleader for Jake’s victory.  She hoped that maybe he’d been killed in the battle, but just as the thought entered her mind, she saw him stroll outside what was left of the hotel’s main entrance, stepping over the body of a dead man who lay prone across the building’s front steps.

Her driver parked, got out, and came around to open the door for her. 

She stepped out of the SUV and walked over to where Jake was waiting for her.

“About time you showed up,” he greeted her.

“I was at the bank,” Ava said flatly.  “I heard about the attempt on your life.”

“Assholes,” Jake spat.  “Last time they try something like that,” he sneered, turning and nodding at the demolished building behind him.

“You should have consulted me before…” she looked around her and gestured, “…before you did all this.  Looks like it cost us a lot.”

Jake ignored her comment and concerns.

“Come on,” he said, stepping up close to her and taking her gruffly by the arm.  He stiffly led her back up the steps and inside the hotel to the elevator.  “I want to show you something.”

They rode in silence up to the penthouse suite.  As the elevator door slid open, Ava saw the man who had escorted her up this same way for the meeting with Gonzalo.  He now lay on his back, dead in the hallway, several bullet holes in his chest.  She followed Jake to the open penthouse suite doors where they stopped just outside.  

“They put up one hell of a fight,” Jake said.  “I kind of get now why you didn’t want to deal with this when we were taking the city,” he glared at her and then pushed her roughly inside the suite.

“Take a look,” he said, pointing to the conference table where Ava and Gonzalo had so heatedly, so passionately, so voraciously reacquainted themselves not long ago.

“There’s the big three you were so scared of,” Jake said, clueless as usual.  “Seems like I could do what you couldn’t,” he continued, satisfied with himself and enjoying finally having something to rub in Ava’s smart little face.  

Ava could barely stand it.  Here was Jake – the big boy, finally gone potty all by himself, and he wanted to show mommy what he’d done.

She wanted to smack that smug little grin off his face so bad, and it took everything in her being to resist the urge.  Instead, she just stared unflinchingly at the conference table, the center of which was no longer adorned with a glistening silver urn of fruit, but instead with the heads of Rico, Pepe, and her lovely, her sweet, her wonderful Gonzalo.

She bit into her tongue so hard that she broke skin, but she remained silent.  She just nodded.  

Jake turned to face her directly.  He was still grinning foolishly.

Ava’s fists clenched and re-clenched, wanting to go for her lucky guns, but she kept her arms stiffly at her sides.  Several of Jake’s most loyal men milled about the room and she knew she’d never make it out alive even if she did manage to take down Jake.

“You see,” Jake sneered.  “I take care of business.”  He nodded toward the head-adorned table.  “I was thinking that maybe I should nail them to the front of the hotel as a warning to others around here thinking that they might be able to pull the same type shit.  You see, you might be the brains…” he grabbed Ava, pulling her up close to him, “…but I’m the brawn.  Just remember that. And it didn’t take a fucking brain surgeon to figure out who was behind all this,” he glared at her.  

Ava’s breath caught and she was sure she that she was as good as dead.  Jake had finally figured out that she was working with Little Havana.  Even though the attempt on Jake’s life was all her stupid, wonderful, Gonzalo’s doing, she was finally going to pay for their transgressions.  Why couldn’t he have just waited?  It made her so angry.  She had asked Gonzalo to be patient.  It was such a simple request.  All he had to do was wait for her to finalize everything.  She was so close.  Everything was ready.  If he could have just held off for a few more days.  But no; he’d gone and tried to do it all himself.  He wanted to make things right with her, to compensate for the past and take care of everything.  And now he was dead, and soon she would be joining him.   

“I thought I could trust you to keep things straight here,” said Jake.  “But you left these fucks to cause trouble.  Their little power play almost cost me my life.  But I’m better than that.  Better than them.  Better than you.  Now I’ll be calling the shots…all the shots,” he smacked her hard across the cheek.  It snapped her head sideways, but she took it.  She licked away a trickle of blood from the side of her mouth as she watched Jake walk away from her and over to the table.  There, he addressed the three heads.  “You fucked me up once!” he yelled, pointing at them.  “But you won’t fuck me up again!”

Ava stood stunned, not from the blow, but from Jake’s arrogance and once again his stupidity.  He thought it was only Little Havana out to take him down.  He still had no idea that Ava had been involved with them in any way other than a strictly business sense.  Jake thought her only connection with Little Havana was her naivety at thinking their two organizations could peacefully co-exist within the same city.  Jake was still clueless regarding her real relationship with Gonzalo and Little Havana.  

This gave Ava hope.  It meant her overall plan could still very well be intact.  Without Little Havana at her side, things would have to be adjusted, but not much.  Their demise, while horrific to her personally, might actually make her job simpler.  With Little Havana dealt with, Jake might relax and let his guard down, thinking his biggest competitor out of the way.  Not only this, but several of Jake’s most loyal generals – Kill King and Steel Will – were now out of the picture as well.

And while the loss of Little Havana decreased Ava’s available manpower, she had an idea of how she might regain the advantage and complete the plan that had begun to form months earlier, and until just minutes ago, she had hoped to finish with her one true love.  

Now her love’s once beautiful head sat with lifeless eyes, staring at her from the center of the same table where he had made the most passionate, most beautiful, most meaningful love to her she’d ever experienced.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

 

Monday morning dawned bright, but I’d already been up for hours.  I hardly ate any breakfast I was so amped up with nervous excitement.  I didn’t even wait upstairs for Bushy’s arrival, deciding instead to sit outside.

Will joined me just as Bushy drove up and got out of his SUV.

“What the heck happened to the car?” he asked, walking up and looking at the loaner he’d provided with a frown.  He inspected the flat tire and damaged front fender from where tire pieces had beat it to hell, and then he moved to finger several bullet holes in the front of the car.

“Jake had some unexpected guests on Friday,” I told him. 

“Yeah, I know,” Bushy nodded.  

“Kind of caught us in the crossfire,” I nodded at the damaged car.  “Sorry.”

“Well, at least you made it out alive,” Bushy shrugged.  “We can talk more about that later though.  In the meantime, you ready to head down to the marina and take a look at your boat.”

“Sounds good,” I nodded.

I didn’t see that there was much more to discuss regarding the Jake matter.  Bushy probably just wanted our notes on how the whole thing went down, which was fine.  Will and I had spent a little extra time over the weekend adding to our description of the event just to be on the safe side.  We wanted to make our available information as detailed and as valuable as possible in hopes of getting top dollar, or in this case, as much insulin as we could for our efforts.

We made the short trip to the marina largely in silence.  Bushy drove.  He didn’t seem like he was in much of a mood to converse, and in the week we’d known him, we’d already come to the conclusion that he wasn’t a man of many words. 

We arrived to what a year prior had probably been a quite lovely looking marina.  Unfortunately, there weren’t many recreational boaters left after the flu’s passing, and those who did remain certainly didn’t have the time or the resources to expend sailing around south Florida.  Therefore, the marina – and many of the boats docked within it – had cruelly been left to the elements.  

Several of the docks running between the rows of boats angled sharply into the water, distended and distorted by strong storms and lack of maintenance.  There was a nice variety of boats both large and small, and a good combination of engine and wind powered ships.  However, most of the vessels we passed were in various states of disrepair.  Many showed heavy rust stains, some were partially submerged or listing badly, and others were sunk completely with just their highest points still protruding from the marina’s shallow waters.  Gentle waves now wiggled mast rigging and antennas, the ghostly grave markers of the millions of dollars of once fine boats that now lay below.  

Much of the water nearest the docks was littered with floating debris.  Life vests, ringed life preservers, foam coolers, ropes, plastic bottles of all shapes and sizes, and all sorts of other trash bobbed soothingly in the morning calm.  

The briny smell of the ocean and dead fish wafted through the air.  It wasn’t a nice smell, but it fit, and I breathed deeply nonetheless in an effort to absorb the essence of the sea.  I likened it to the scents of the city – vehicle exhaust, garbage, the smell of cooking food – they weren’t always the best smells, but they fit the setting and put you in the right frame of mind for the particular environment.

“Looks like this place has seen better days,” Will casually observed as we walked.

“Still a few good boats around,” Bushy retorted shortly.  

We kept walking along the main dock that ran between the off-shoots of multiple rows of boats until Bushy hooked a right and led us onto a smaller dock that ran between two rows in particular.  Toward the end of one row was a large and still very clean and well-maintained looking boat.  It was what one might term a “yacht.”  The thing was immensely intimidating for landlubbers non-skilled and largely unfamiliar with ocean-going vessels.  Upon seeing it, I immediately began rethinking my plans.  

“There she is,” said Bushy, nodding at the monstrosity.  

“Big,” I breathed.

“Real big,” Will seconded my opinion.

“Should be enough room for you and your group,” Bushy went on.  “It’s fueled up and ready to go.”

I just nodded.

“Why’s it in such good condition when almost all these other boats look so beat up?” Will asked.

“Until recently it was owned by one of the heads of the Little Havana neighborhood,” Bushy told us.  He paused, and then said, “He won’t be needing it anymore.”

The back of the boat was facing us, and it read, “Havana Bound,” and under this, “Miami Beach, Florida.”

“Well, I don’t think we’re heading that far south,” I nodded at the boat’s name.  “It certainly looks like it ought to work for our purposes though.”

The boat was comprised of multiple levels, the backs of which were mostly all open-air decks.  The back of the top deck housed a small-motor skiff, which I liked since it could act as a sort of lifeboat in an emergency.  The entire boat was painted pure white and had black, tinted windows.  There were even small portholes lining the bottom deck, which I took to house the sleeping quarters. 

“What’s the range on this baby?” I asked Bushy.

He shrugged, “Don’t know much about boats myself, but I’ll tell you what I do know.  Range probably depends on what type of seas you’re navigating.  This particular boat is a 2001 Lazzara.  It’s 80 feet in length, has about a 19 foot beam, a max speed of around 24 knots, has two 1150 horsepower engines, and tanks that hold 2200 gallons of fuel and 350 gallons of water, both of which are currently full.  As for range, like I said, it all depends, but I’ve heard there’s a rule of thumb when heading out to sea.”

“Oh yeah?  What’s that?” I asked.

“You use a third of your fuel to get there, a third to get back, and a third as reserve against the unexpected.”

“That sounds smart,” Will agreed.

“Well…want to see her?” Bushy asked.

“Definitely,” I said, starting to get excited.  I secretly hoped that Dad, who used to have a speedboat before we were born, would be able to help operate and navigate this beast, as this was one area where my experience and confidence were both sorely lacking.

We all walked to the edge of the dock and climbed aboard.

“Like I said,” Bushy noted, “I don’t know much about the boat.  What I just told you is pretty much what I was told, so don’t expect me to be answering many questions.  I’m just a country boy from north Georgia.  Biggest boats we had up there were fishin’ boats.”

Will and I took a few minutes to clamor around the exterior of the mighty vessel, pretending like we knew what we were looking at. 

The front of the boat had a nice open deck space.  “The girls will like this for laying out,” Will grinned at me, giving me raised eyebrows.

“And we’ll like it for the pleasure of watching them lay out,” I gave him raised eyebrows back. 

The back of the boat had a nice space for fishing or lounging, and several deck chairs were folded up and stashed near one side of the space.  The very back of this area led to a small extended platform that jutted off the back of the boat and that sat about six to eight inches above the water making for easy access from the boat to the water and vice versa.

“This will be a nice spot to fish from,” I nodded to Will.

“You think you’ll be able to manage this thing?” Will said in a hushed tone, as if Bushy, who was preoccupied with lighting up a cigarette, cared.

I shrugged, “We’ll figure it out.”

“No Coast Guard anymore,” Will reminded me, eyeing me warily.  “Once we’re out there, we’re on our own.  We run out of gas or something breaks, and we could be floating around for weeks…or longer.”

“Any worse than taking our chances on dry land?” I frowned.  “We’ll take it easy.  I won’t push her hard and we don’t have that far to go.  We’ve got the skiff if worse comes to worst.”

 “Oh great,” Will sighed, rolling his eyes.  “You going to load all nine of us and a cat into that little dingy in an emergency?”

“No…I’m just saying, it’s an option to at least get help…or something,” I shrugged.

Will just looked at me.

“Come on,” I said, leading him back to where Bushy sat smoking on the edge of the boat.  “The skiff got gas in it?” I asked Bushy.

“Think so,” he nodded.  “We can check when we get up there.  Want to take a look inside?” he nodded to the door leading to the interior of the boat.

“You bet,” I said, trying to remain upbeat even though Will had me feeling less than confident about the soundness of my plan.

But my concerns faded as we entered the pristine surroundings of the boat’s interior through a sliding tinted glass door.  The inside appeared deceptively spacious compared to how it looked from outside the boat.  And I was stunned not just by the lavishness of the furnishings and décor but by the size of the space and numerous amenities within it.  

We entered the salon which was the ship’s communal living space and included a large L-shaped sofa, several cushioned chairs, a coffee table, and an end table with lamp.  The floor was covered with a plush and immaculately-kept white carpet that made me wonder how it had remained so clean over the years.  At the far end of this space, heading toward the bow of the ship, there was an oak wet bar with black granite top and three bar stools bolted to the floor in front of it.  Across from this, on the opposite wall, protruded a buffet-style ledge, and beside this, a chrome gate kept wobbly sea-legged individuals from taking a tumble down the small stairway that led to the sleeping quarters below.

A short hallway with tiny half bath complete with toilet and sink separated this space from the lavishly appointed kitchen and dining spaces.  

The kitchen had everything one might find necessary for fine living on the high seas.  There were mocha-colored granite countertops, stainless steel appliances that included a microwave, stove and oven combo, dishwasher, coffee maker, toaster oven, refrigerator with ice maker and water dispenser, and even a trash compactor.  

Just up from, and connected to the kitchen space, was the dining area that had a boomerang-shaped black-granite table top on stainless steel legs ringed by a sofa seating area that looked like it could easily seat seven.  Skirting this seating space were large slanted windows that faced out over the bow of the ship and that had blinds that could be pulled up from below. 

From the kitchen, a small stairway led up to the lounge that was decorated with a sherbet green sofa and several cushioned chairs.  In front of this space was the bridge, with two white leather commander’s chairs facing a control panel that made me feel as though I would be captaining the USS Enterprise.  Looking at all the controls and out through the windows at the deck below, I found the scene somewhat intimidating.  To be honest, I found it extremely intimidating, but I wasn’t about to let on that I was having any misgivings about our plan.

From the bridge, we headed down to the bowels of the ship where the bedrooms were located.

We began our below deck tour in the aft portion of the ship where we found the master suite.  It was superbly appointed with immaculately made up queen-sized bed, a sizeable sitting area, and plenty of storage in finely-finished wood cabinetry.  The bathroom had dual sinks and enclosed shower and tub.  Just down the hall from this were two more bedrooms, each with double beds and small attached baths. 

We walked in wonder as we counted three more, smaller bedrooms – two of which were built with bunk beds – another two small bathrooms, and even a tiny office.

“You could start writing again,” Will referenced my pre-flu work as a freelancer with a smile and a nod at the office space that came complete with now useless phone and fax machine.

“No kidding,” I said.  “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think we were in a downtown condo.  This place is amazing.  It even has a stacked washer and dryer.  Heck, we could just live here,” I said, shaking my head in sheer amazement at how well designed the space was.

“Amazing how the other half lives…or used to live at least,” Will considered as he gawked around him.  “Well, looks like there’s room for everyone to sleep,” he said.  “I think Paul and Sarah will like the bunk beds.  They always wanted them.  Now they get them on their own yacht.  Not too shabby.”

“Guess it’s time to show you the engine room,” Bushy said, tearing us away from our daydreaming in the lap of luxury.

He led us outside to the lower aft deck – what he referred to as the “fishing landing” – where two beautifully appointed wood fishing chairs faced the ship’s stern.  Here there was a small hatchway with tiny glass porthole that he opened for us, ushering us inside ahead of him.  We had to duck our heads to make it through the small opening.

Will and I stopped abruptly as we entered, but Bushy pushed us in ahead of him just far enough to get the hatch closed behind us.  It wasn’t the intimidating scene of the engine room mechanics facing us that caused us pause, but the two hulking men who filled the small room.  I had to wonder how these gigantic men managed to squeeze themselves through the entrance through which we’d just wriggled.

I instinctually went for my gun, but Bushy stopped me, grabbing my hand, “Whoa, whoa, whoa…it’s okay,” he said.  “These guys just want to talk to you.”

Looking at the two beasts standing before us and who looked like un-bathed professional football players, it was hard to believe they just wanted to talk, but the men seemed calm, unfazed by my initial reaction, and they hadn’t made a move to counter it, so I guessed that Bushy must be telling us the truth.

Both had long hair – one blonde and grimy, one dark and grimy – that didn’t look as though it’d been washed in days or longer.  And both men looked as though they could have snapped Will and me in two if they had half a desire to do so.

Bushy nodded to the dark haired man, “That’s Rambo.  And this,” he nodded to the dirty blonde, “is Mad Dog.”

I wanted to tell them that their names fit them perfectly, but instead I just stepped forward and reached out a tenuous hand in greeting.

They both just stared at me, unflinching.

I pulled back my hand, somewhat offended but not daring to mention it.

“So what is it you want to talk to us about?” Will asked as he squeezed up beside me in the tight quarters of the engine room, trying to be brave.

Bushy stayed back by the engine room door, blocking our only escape.  I figured he did this just in case we tried to make a break for it.  

The two men remained silent, still staring.

“Things have changed slightly since we talked last Friday,” said Bushy from behind us.

I turned halfway around so I could talk to him while still keeping an eye on the two hulking thugs on the other side of the engine room.  “So, what’s that have to do with us?” I asked.  “We had a deal.”

“We still have a deal,” Bushy agreed.  “But we need to ask a little bit more of you before we hand over everything we promised.”

I took a deep breath, recognizing that I didn’t have much of a negotiating stance.

“The boat and everything on it is yours as of today,” Bushy continued.  “You can take it and sail away to wherever.  We won’t ask for your continued assistance if that’s what you choose to do.  “However…” he paused and nodded to several small boxes stacked between the two brutes, “…that’s two years worth of diabetic supplies in those boxes.  You want it, and you’re going to have to do one last thing for us.”

I took another deep breath as I waited for the other boot to drop.

Bushy went on.  “You see, Ava’s my boss.  And Ava’s planning on running things here in Miami.  She had a plan in place to do just that until Friday.  As you know, since you were trailing Jake that day, events took an unexpected turn.  What you may not realize though was that after the attempt on Jake’s life, he took his revenge by hitting Little Havana.  Little Havana was on our side…Ava’s side that is.  Jake didn’t know it.  And Little Havana was a key component in the plan to get ride of Jake.  Now that they’re gone, we’re a little shorthanded.”

“We’re not hired guns,” I said.

“Everyone’s a hired gun these days,” Rambo growled.

“You may not even have to kill anybody,” Mad Dog added.

“Well that’s a plus,” Will said, the sarcasm lost on his audience.

“It’s your call,” said Rambo.  “The hit takes place later this afternoon, and since you know about it, you either help us or you stay locked in this engine room until it’s over…that or we kill you.  It’s up to you.  You don’t help us though, and those supplies go with us.”

I took another deep breath, “Not really much of a choice,” I said.  “We don’t do it and you kill my wife…indirectly, but the result’s largely the same.”

“Sorry,” Bushy said.  “But that’s the deal.  Take it or leave it.”

I looked at Will.  He didn’t hesitate.  “We’ll take it,” he nodded.  “But we’re done after this,” he said matter-of-factly, and making sure he made direct eye contact with Bushy.

Bushy nodded, “Good, now here’s what we need you to do.”

 

* * *

 

Ray looked at the picture Gordon had given him as they drove.  It made him sick to his stomach.  He hadn’t even known the young man, but his eyes welled up with tears as he stared down at the Polaroid. 

The picture of the man they called “Jake” standing there – a foot proudly upon Gordon’s young son – left Ray feeling deeply saddened one minute, intensely angry the next.

“So this is what that dude with the beard gave you?” asked Ray.

Gordon nodded, his eyes fix firmly on the road.  “Bushy…yeah.  He had a couple of them.”

“How do you know he’s not involved with this guy, that it’s not just a trick or something?” Ray asked, his FBI training and sense of distrust getting the better of him.

“Guess I don’t,” Gordon said.  “But I don’t really care.  He told me his boss could promise me this guy’s head with our help.  I’m willin’ to take the chance.” 

“How did he know to contact you?” Ray said.  “And how did his boss know you’d be willing to help?”  It was instinctual for Ray to question such things.  “His boss must have been there when your convoy was hit to put all the pieces together and know where to find you,” Ray went on.

“Must have,” Gordon said.  “But again, I don’t care.  This bastard owes me…and I owe him…BIG TIME!” he gritted his teeth while pounding the steering wheel hard with his palm.  He waited, and then said, “But he don’t owe you nothin’, Ray.  You don’t have to do this you know.  You ain’t family, and this has nothin’ to do with you.  You got a wife, and pretty soon a kid to think about.”

Ray shook his head.  “Even more reason to be here with you.  Your family has suffered enough, Gordon.  You and yours are as much family to us now as anyone.  You all have been so good to us.  You’ve given me and Pam a new life and I owe you this.”

“You don’t owe me shit,” Gordon scoffed.

“Well, maybe you don’t think so,” said Ray. “But I do.  And I want to help you with this because I know that if this was my boy, I’d want somebody there to help me avenge his loss…especially with a scumbag piece of shit like this guy,” he held the photo of Jake up, wiggling it back and forth between his thumb and index finger and then putting it back in the center console.  

Ray – infuriated by the photos Bushy had presented them – let his head fall back upon the pickup truck’s passenger-seat headrest.  Gordon’s brother Don sat in the backseat as they drove onward – armed to the teeth – south to Miami where they planned to exact their vengeance in reprisal for Jake’s cruelty.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

The day had finally arrived.  

Ava knew she had to time everything perfectly.  Making her plan even more difficult to execute was the fact that she could only divulge the most pertinent portions of her plot to a few trusted individuals within the organization and a few more who were far enough outside the operation that their knowledge wouldn’t risk compromising her arrangements. 

Adding to the complexity of managing her arrangements was the fact that she now had to split her already meager force into two parts.   

The first portion of this force she sent to the warehouse where she had organized a meeting of Jake’s generals.  After the attack on Little Havana, and the loss of Steel Will and the Kill King, Jake had handpicked their replacements from men strictly loyal to him.  This decision certainly didn’t help Ava’s plans, but it didn’t necessarily hurt them either.  She was almost positive that Steel Will and the Kill King would have sided with Jake if it came down to it, although she had hopes of converting the King.  Ever since the final fight with the Three Families back in Atlanta, Ava felt they had formed a kind of bond; but now he was dead, so it didn’t matter.  

The man Jake had picked for the King’s replacement was one of the King’s fellow snipers.  He wasn’t as good a shot as the King, but he was fast.  The man replacing Steel Will was someone Ava didn’t really know.  He was a guy that Jake had hired at one of the area markets, having him run odds jobs for him and such.  His name was Edgar, and he was overweight, slow-witted, and balding.  Ava thought this a poor replacement for one of their top generals, but he fit the type of person Jake would select for such a role.  Jake knew there wouldn’t be any opposition or competition from such a man and that he’d be easy to control.  To Jake, this was the type of person he liked in his organization.  To Ava, while such people groveled for their supper, they were also liabilities, made lots of mistakes, and could be easily manipulated.  And while younger, hungrier candidates could also be more dangerous, if you were smart about things, held your cards close to the vest, treated such people with some level of dignity and respect, and compensated them well, she found that life tended to be much easier on the whole and there were a lot fewer dumb mistakes.

For the warehouse meeting, Ava sent Mad Dog to organize things, and since he was himself a general, it would have looked strange if he wasn’t there.  Rambo would be absent from the meeting since Ava needed him with her.  One missing general wouldn’t be that odd, but two top generals missing from such a meeting would definitely have raised some eyebrows and could complicate matters.  

Mad Dog took along several of his most trusted men, only telling them what was going down and what the plan was en route to the warehouse.  To help him, Ava sent Bushy and the two men who Bushy had been working with lately, the brothers, John and Will.  Since Ava didn’t know the abilities of the brothers well enough to fully count on them in a tight situation, she chose to have them fill secondary roles, being there more to bolster their numbers and act as a reserve force if necessary.  The generals tended to travel with several bodyguards each, which meant that Ava’s handpicked men would likely be outnumbered, but she was counting on the element of surprise to offset this disadvantage.

 

* * *

 

Will and I met with Bushy who drove us from our apartment building to a warehouse rendezvous point where the rest of Ava’s men were to meet us.  We got there an hour ahead of the planned meeting time, parked several blocks away, and walked the short distance to the warehouse.  

We entered the massive structure though a side entrance, then we waited while Bushy fumbled in the darkness for a couple seconds before finding the light switches to illuminate the enormous space.

“Wow,” I said, gawking around us as long lines of florescent ceiling lights flickered to life, illuminating row upon row of stacked boxes, barrels, crates, and more.  “Are all these containers full?” I breathed.

“Yup,” Bushy replied.

“Wow,” I said again, as we began to walk around, inspecting the place.  

There were rows and rows of plastic-wrapped pallets piled high with boxes containing cereal, deodorant, crackers, potato chips, razors, soap, shaving cream, dry-roasted peanuts, beef jerky, microwave popcorn, coffee, and much, much more, often stacked higher than I could reach.  There were pallets of canned goods, diapers, soda, powdered milk, and juice mix.  There were crates of folded towels, shirts, pants, socks, bras, and underwear – all brand new.  And there was just enough room left between the rows of goods for a forklift – of which there were several parked haphazardly around the space – to navigate while safely carrying a pallet of goods.   

“All this stuff yours?” Will asked Bushy as we gathered in the center of the room that was cleared of supplies and where a long row of folding tables sat to be used for what I assumed was a “sorting” area.

“Not mine, but it belongs to our organization,” Bushy clarified.

“Holy crap,” Will said.  “You guys are set up.”

“We’ve got eight more warehouses just like this or bigger around town,” Bushy said, a hint of pride in his words.  “Now that Ava has begun getting the area’s economy straightened out, market traders come here to buy the supplies they need or sell stuff they don’t want or have too much of.  Before this, things were a mess.  People couldn’t barter the way they needed to and there was no set currency for them to buy and sell things like they did in the old days.  Some traders took gold and silver.  Some would only take food, booze, cigarettes, weapons, and bullets.  Just about every trader was different, and it was a real pain in the ass for everyone involved.  Created a lot of confusion and problems, and a lot of those problems were settled with guns rather than words.  With a set system in place though, things are starting to settle down.”

“Sounds like Ava knows her shit,” I said.

“She’s a pretty bright gal,” Bushy nodded.  “Glad I linked up with her.  Hell of a lot smarter and more reasonable than Jake…at least from what I hear.  I’ve never actually met him.”

“I think you’re pretty spot on with your assessment,” I agreed.

Bushy led us around and showed us two big empty wood crates.  “Here’s where I need you to be,” he said.  “One of you in each crate.  I’ll set other boxes on top of them just in case any of the bodyguards start nosing around.  When you hear the first shots, you come out ready.  Just don’t get trigger happy and start shooting the wrong people or go off half cocked too early.  Mad Dog and his men ought to be able to handle everything, but you all be ready, just in case.  Got it?”

We nodded that we did.

“Any questions?” Bushy asked.

“Nope,” we said in unison.

We’d already been over the plan several times with Bushy on the way to the warehouse, so we felt reasonably comfortable – as comfortable as we could be in such a situation.

“We’ve got about half an hour,” Bushy said.  “It’s going to be a long wait, but you’d better get inside your boxes now in case somebody shows up early.”

We nervously obeyed, each of us armed with assault rifles and a backup piece.  This sort of thing was definitely not our style, and while we had become accustomed to using guns, and even shooting at people in the post-flu world, it was typically in self-defense, not in some sort of planned takeover like this.

I hunkered down inside my crate, thinking about the future, hoping and praying that I would live to see my own plans come to fruition.

A small hole in my crate allowed me to see out across the floor to where the tables were lined up.  Bushy had set up some folding chairs around one table in particular set directly in front of my box about 40 feet away.

Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, I heard other voices in the warehouse, and after about 15 minutes of greetings and some story telling about the Little Havana assault the other day, the generals began to settle in around the table Bushy had set up.  

I watched as their bodyguards milled about the area.  I counted 11 of them in total, but three were Mad Dog’s.  That left eight for us to potentially deal with.  

After several more minutes, and as the pre-set time for the meeting with Jake came and went, I could hear some of the men grumbling about their boss, commenting about his lack of timeliness and deliberating as to whether he’d gotten drunk and passed out or decided to hop in the sack with some broad at the last minute.

Knowing the plan, I found it interesting to watch what went down next.

First, I noticed Bushy amble over to one of the bodyguards of Kill King’s sniper replacement and offer him a cold beer, after which, he hovered close by, making some small talk with the man.  

Next, one of Mad Dog’s men casually wandered over to the other sniper general’s bodyguard to bum a smoke.

Another of Mad Dog’s men positioned himself between the two bodyguards of the other newly appointed general – Edgar – who had replaced Steel Will. 

Mad Dog’s third man moved to ensure that he had a good angle on Fallback and Switchblade’s men.

None of the bodyguards seemed to be paying much attention to what was going on at the generals’ table.  It appeared as though they expected a rather boring meeting, if a meeting was to take place at all, which seemed in doubt since Jake was an apparent no-show.  The bodyguards all seemed more concerned with smoking, drinking, picking, scratching, spitting, and generally doing anything other than keeping an eye on the men they were paid to protect.  

“Where’s Jake?” I heard one of the men at the table finally ask.  “I don’t have all day for this shit,” he huffed.

“Yeah,” another piped up.  “We got shit to do.  Where’s the boss?”

A moment later, Mad Dog rose from his position at the table.  

The table quieted.  

“Jake won’t be here today,” Mad Dog said, looking around him at the other generals.

“Why the fuck we here then?” Kill King’s replacement asked.

“You’re here for one reason,” Mad Dog said calmly.  “And that’s for me to tell you this…Jake’s out…Ava’s in charge now.” 

As soon as Mad Dog had finished his brief statement, he pulled two handguns from behind him and shot the Kill King’s replacement – and most quick and dangerous opponent in the room – in the face.  The man fell face – or what was left of his face – first onto the table as Mad Dog instantly swung his guns around and sent several bullets into Steel Will’s replacement, Edgar.  The force of the shots, and his reaction to them, sent Edgar’s fat body reeling over backwards in his chair.  I watched as Bushy and Mad Dog’s men took out the respective bodyguards attached to the two dead generals and then as Mad Dog trained one gun apiece upon Fallback and Switchblade.  Mad Dog’s men, Bushy, and my brother Will, who had exited his crate, all took aim at the remaining men who had been caught completely off guard by the lightening quick slaughter of the two new generals and their bodyguards.  The whole thing had taken place in probably three seconds, maybe four.

For some reason, I hadn’t sprung from my box as planned.  Instead, I had remained sheltered inside.  It wasn’t that I was afraid, but something inside me just didn’t feel right.  Maybe it was just the planner in me, but I didn’t think showing our cards all at once was the best move.   

Mad Dog addressed the two remaining generals.  “Rambo and his men have joined Ava,” he said to Fallback and Switchblade.  “Now it’s time for you to make your decision.”

Fallback nodded slowly, “I thought I saw this coming,” he said.  “Just didn’t expect it quite so soon.  But I’m with you.  I think Ava’s on the right track.  You can count on my support.”

Mad Dog looked at Switchblade.  

Switchblade glanced side to side and then looked nervously around the room.  Seeing weapons trained on his bodyguards, he said, “Yeah sure.  I don’t really care who’s running the show as long as I get to handle my neighborhoods the way I want,” he shrugged.

“We want more than that,” Mad Dog said.  “You need to run your neighborhoods the way Ava wants.”

Switchblade glared at him.  “Okay,” he finally nodded. “I can do that.”  But the way he said it didn’t inspire great confidence.

But I guess it was enough for Mad Dog.  He lowered his guns.  “Good,” he said.  “Then this meeting is adjourned.  Ava will be in touch shortly and we’ll meet at her new home tomorrow to discuss how things will proceed from here.”

I watched from my crate while the men stood and guns were lowered around the room as the meeting quietly began to break up.  

Mad Dog’s men worked busily to clear the warehouse of dead bodies while Mad Dog stood at the table, reloading his guns.  I could see Bushy lighting up a cigarette, and Will walk up beside him.  Bushy offered him a cigarette which he took.  As he lit the smoke, I saw him look in my direction, probably wondering why the heck I hadn’t followed the plan and whether I’d fallen asleep in my crate.  

Fallback and his men made a quick exit, but Switchblade lingered, mumbling something to his bodyguards, lighting a cigarette, and then walking slowly over to stand behind Mad Dog.  I watched his two guards move over toward where Bushy and Will were now smoking their cigarettes and I instantly knew what was happening.

In the darkness, I touched the safety of my assault rifle – the same one Gordon had given me as a gift back in north Florida – just to ensure it was off.  I kept my eyes trained on Switchblade, watching as he walked up behind Mad Dog who was still fiddling intently with his guns.  

The instant I saw the glint of a knife blade in Switchblade’s hand, I acted.

I burst from my container.  “Mad Dog!” I yelled.

Mad Dog dropped his gun, turning just as Switchblade made a thrust from behind.  Mad Dog’s hands when out in front of him to block Switchblade’s thrust and I watched as the knife’s blade slipped silently through the center of one of Mad Dog’s hand.

I didn’t have time to watch the rest.  Instead, I took aim at Switchblade’s two bodyguards who had their guns aimed at the unsuspecting Bushy and Will and squeezed the trigger.  

Rounds tore into the guards just as they began to fire.  One of their bullets struck Bushy and he went down.  Will dove for cover behind the nearest pallet, bullets ripping into the containers atop it and sending a spray of toothpaste everywhere.  

As I dropped the two men, I looked back to Mad Dog.  He stood over Switchblade who lay on the floor in a pool of blood.  What I had missed was an incredibly badass move by Mad Dog.  With his guns inoperable and one of his hands incapacitated and unable to throw a punch due to Switchblade’s knife having been rammed through it, Mad Dog had acted instinctually.  It was something only a man born to fight and pre-set to self-preservation would have thought of.  Turning his own injured hand into a weapon, Mad Dog had grabbed Switchblade by the shirt, holding him close with his good hand while whipping a lightening quick backhand – knife blade still protruding from it – up into Switchblade’s neck – repeating the move several times simply from of adrenaline-fueled rage – until the weight of Switchblade’s lifeless corpse pulled him down and out of Mad Dog’s vicious grip and onto the floor.  Then, almost as an afterthought, Mad Dog gripped the knife by its handle and ripped it from his hand.

 

* * *

 

“Surprise!” Ava met Jake in the driveway as he stepped out of the SUV after his driver had opened the door for him.  Several still bullet-ridden armored SUVs bearing Jake’s personal bodyguards pulled up in the horseshoe-shaped drive behind them.

The Mediterranean-style mansion in front of where they parked housed seven bedrooms, 12 bathrooms, a media room, a wine cellar, a library, a video arcade, and even a bowling alley.  The estate itself comprised nearly five acres and included a boat house with several boat slips, and nearly a quarter mile of sandy beachfront.  The entrance to the private drive was gated and had a gatehouse for guards.  There was a five-car garage with separate guest quarters above it that would be the perfect place to house additional on-property bodyguards.   

The grounds, as well as the main structure, were in need of work as there had been some deferred post-flu maintenance to the property.  The lawn needed tending, the hedges and shrubberies trimmed, the driveway had weeds growing up through cracks in the bricks, several portions of the mansion needed painting, there were some loose and missing terra-cotta roof tiles, and portions of the exterior stucco needed to be patched; but otherwise, the place was in pretty decent shape in Ava’s opinion.  It wasn’t anything a few weeks of rehab work wouldn’t handle; and she certainly had the financial resources and manpower now for just such an undertaking. 

“Come on!” Ava said excitedly as if she hadn’t a care in the world.  “Come see it!” she took Jake by the hand and led him up the entry steps to the front door.  

Ava had planted the seed of her unhappiness with their current condo situation weeks ago and had been tending it ever since.  She would mention little things she was displeased with.  “I hate that we don’t have a pool here.”  Or “I’m so sick of having these guys in and out of our private residence at all hours of the day and night.  We have no privacy, and they stink!”  Or “What’s the point of living in Miami if you can’t walk on the beach whenever you want!”

They were just tiny digs, and Jake would often remain silent through her complaints, but Ava knew he was listening and hearing her displeasure.

So when Ava told him that she was going to start house hunting for “something better,” Jake hadn’t put up much of a fight.  It wouldn’t cost him anything since they could just take any home they wanted, so it really wasn’t any skin off his teeth.  And Ava hoped that when the time finally came – as it had now – and she invited Jake to come see their “dream home,” that the seed would have grown enough to flower into a request that didn’t seem anything out of the ordinary.  To Jake, she hoped that it would just be yet another time-consuming project in which he must indulge her to get what he wanted – sex.

“Hold it,” Jake pulled back as they reached the home’s front door.  “Just hold on a minute.”

Ava frowned and pouted, playing the displeased princess who was having to temper the excitement of showing off her palace while several of Jake’s bodyguards ambled up to the front door and entered the home.  He’d brought along eight guards in two trailing SUVs in addition to his personal chauffer.  He’d learned from the attempt on his life just how valuable a little caution could be at times.

“Let them do their thing,” he nodded as the guards walked inside to case the joint.  “It’s what we pay them for,” Jake said.  “Let them earn their fucking keep.”

Ava shook her head, rolling her eyes.  “You’re getting paranoid in your old age,” she said somewhat playfully.

Jake huffed, “You’d be fucking paranoid too if somebody tried to off you while you were at…” he paused, catching himself, “…while you were working,” he played it cool.

“You think I’d bring you to see a house where someone was waiting to kill you?” Ava said, nonchalantly.  “That wouldn’t say much for my choice of homes now, would it?”

“Nah,” Jake said.  “You wouldn’t be that stupid.  You wouldn’t want to kill the golden goose…your meal ticket.”

Ava bit her tongue at the insult, but she stayed quiet, her jovial demeanor caked on her face.

“But you never know,” Jake continued.  “One of these other jokers might…Mad Dog or Rambo or Fallback, or somebody.  They all seem pretty loyal, but you never know.”

“That’s true,” Ava nodded, coming close to him.  “I’m proud of you,” she nestled up close.  “You’re starting to plan and think like a true leader,” she smiled, kissing him.

A minute later, Jake’s men were back outside.

“All clear, boss,” one of them called to him.

“Alright, let’s go inside,” Ava said excitedly, taking Jake by the hand again and pulling him along behind her.  He followed somewhat begrudgingly.  House hunting was definitely not his thing. 

Jake wasn’t a “house” kind of guy anyway.  A house tied a man to something, and other than Ava, Jake didn’t like being tied to much of anything.

Inside the grand foyer of the home, Ava let go of Jake and spun in sweeping circles, arms held wide out at her sides.  “Isn’t it wonderful?” she breathed, gazing around her.  “This could be our home.”

Jake just grunted.

Ava stopped her twirling and led the way through the foyer and into a huge glass-roofed octagonal-shaped atrium in the center of the home.  Open limestone archways led from every side of the space, the center of which held a massive marble – and currently non-functioning – fountain of a naked cherub boy riding a large fish, the mouth of which appeared to have spouted water when it was working.  The rest of the atrium surrounding the fountain was decorated with an array of dead and wilted potted plants.  

The sunlight filtered through the glass-ceiling and onto Ava, giving her a radiant look.  Jake watched her.  She looked beautiful wearing black leather knee-high boots and skin-tight black yoga pants that hugged every curve and sank magically into every crevasse.  An equally becoming form-fitted tank top, accessorized with her lucky guns that she was never without and that were strapped across her chest, completed her ensemble.  

For once – actually, maybe for the first time ever – Jake now saw Ava not just as a sex object but as a woman and as a partner.               

Jake followed Ava as she exited the atrium and walked over to the huge sliding pocket doors that led from a hallway off the atrium and into a library that was crammed floor to ceiling with rare and collectible books.

“My gift,” said Ava, spreading her arms wide as she swept around the room, absorbing its elegance.

“We’ll this is a waste of space,” Jake grumbled as he stopped just behind Ava and looked around him.  “But overall, it’s a nice place,” he nodded.  “It’s not really my style, but it’s the most beautiful gift anyone’s ever given me,” he agreed, looking around him at the majestic architecture, the stunning artistry, and the finely-crafted features of the room and the mansion as a whole.

It actually seemed like he was being genuine, and it almost made Ava regret what was coming next; but it was too little too late.  

“But this gift isn’t for you…it’s for me,” she turned to look at him, and in the process, leveled her two 9 millimeter lucky handguns at Jake’s chest.

Jake gave a confused half smile.  “What?” he said, frowning, not understanding. 

Ava shook her head sadly, “Clueless to the end.”

“What do you mean?” Jake frowned.

“I’m setting up shop here…without you,” Ava said. “This is my town…my people.”

“What do you mean your town?”

“I’m from here, you idiot,” she shook her head, incredulous at Jake’s apparent inability to connect even the simplest of dots.

“You’re from here?” Jake grasped mightily at the concept.

Ava had mapped out this final split months ago, and to this point, had managed the process of getting here magnificently.  And now it was hers for the taking.  This was the final phase in moving their organization from joint venture to sole proprietorship.              

“I…I…” Jake fumbled, watching as Ava fingered the triggers of her lucky guns.  “I didn’t know you were from here,” he said as though he was making small talk, giving her a sly, charming little smirk that used to work.  

This time, it didn’t.

“You didn’t know, because you never asked,” Ava said coldly, her eyes cool and calculating as she kept her guns trained on Jake.  “Just like you never asked about the time I spent in Chicago before I met you.  I was going to college and studying operations and business management by the way…just in case you were curious.  Or why I really left Little Havana alone, or why the Polaroid pictures were gone from your Stryker or why I took those pictures in the first place, or why I wanted to leave Atlanta and come here, or why I sucked up being with a small-time piece of trash like you for so long.”

It felt good to let all this out in the open and watch her words hit Jake like a ton of bricks.  Finally, after all she’d endured, after all the abuse she’d taken from him, she was able to enjoy dishing a little of it back.

“Listen…” he said, shaking his head and swallowing hard, “…you don’t want to do this.  You’re fucking nuts if you think you’re going to kill me and just walk out of here.  I’ve got nine guys out there,” he looked at her wild-eyed as though she were crazy.  Half of him still figured she was joking, this being a ridiculous part of her house-warming initiation or some warped woman thing she was trying to pull just to get her way about him letting her have the house.

“I know you have nine guys out there,” Ava nodded confidently, secure in the knowledge that she had thought of everything.

Suddenly a huge explosion rocked the outside the house, causing Jake to lunge forward and giving him the opportunity he needed to grab Ava by the arms and in the process, shove aside the guns she had trained on him.

With both his hands holding her guns’ aim away from him, Jake brought his elbow up, smashing it hard into the side of Ava’s jaw, stunning her momentarily.  He used this opportunity to pull her up close, tucking both her arms, guns still in hand, under his left arm, where he wedged them between his underarm and body.  This freed up his right hand which he used to punch Ava hard in the side of the head, and then again in the face.  

Gone was his love for this bitch.  It was kill or be killed, and he wasn’t going to be the one going down.  Not here.  Not today.  And definitely not because of Ava.

 

* * *

 

After Jake’s arrival, his bodyguards had relocked the entry gate to the compound and then took up positions around the grounds where they could lounge casually.  Some of them chose to relax in their air-conditioned vehicles.  Others wandered about, inspecting the grounds and smoking cigarettes.  Two sat on the home’s front steps, simply enjoying the day.  The house was secure, the bosses were inside together, probably getting it on in their new digs, and their guards could take a breather from Jake’s ridiculous and constant demands upon their time and energy.  

The sun was out and there was a cool breeze blowing in off the ocean.  It was a beautiful south Florida day.

Suddenly there was a strange hissing noise from one edge of the thick growth that lined the property followed almost instantly by a massive explosion just to the right of where the two bodyguards sat on the home’s front steps.  It showered them with debris.  A flying brick stuck one in the head, knocking him unconscious.  Bits of stone peppered the other in the side of the face, temporarily blinding him in one eye.

The impact was the result of a rocket fired by one of Rambo’s men and that was intended for Jake’s personal SUV and the driver inside.  But these men weren’t well-versed with such weaponry and instead the shot had gone wide and hit the house.  Rambo was afraid the rocket might have impacted the library where Ava had planned to be with Jake, but there was no time to worry about it now.  Whether she was dead or alive, he had to ensure that he followed through with the rest of the plan; otherwise, he was good as dead himself.

Another rocket hissed from the foliage ringing the other side of the estate’s grounds, and then another.  They both hit their intended targets, taking out the two armored SUV’s along with the three bodyguards lounging inside their air-conditioned coolness.  Seconds later, Jake’s personal driver fled his SUV, subsequently being gunned down by one of Rambo’s men.

Meanwhile, from the cover of several scrubby palms lining the boundary of the grounds, Ray, and Gordon’s brother Don opened up with automatic rifle fire, taking down two more of Jake’s bodyguards while Rambo and his men charged the front entrance finishing off the two wounded guards on the front steps and another who was attempting to kick his way inside the front door that Ava had locked behind her on the way inside.              

It was all over in less than a minute.  Rambo and his men held the day outside, but Ava’s situation inside the home remained unknown.

 

* * *

 

Ava could hear continued explosions and gunfire erupting outside as she struggled with Jake.  With her hands incapacitated, and still dazed from Jake’s initial blows to her head and face, a well-placed knee to the crotch temporarily slowed the barrage of fists and elbows coming from her former lover.  His body recoiled, and he groaned mightily, but he didn’t release her hands that were still pinned between his arm and body.  

They continued to grapple with one another, each looking for an advantage; each in their own dazed state from the blows they had been dealt.  

Jake recovered first.  

He used his free hand to grab Ava by her long black locks and rip her head back.  As she struggled against him, he suddenly released his hold, causing her head to jolt forward just as he brought his forehead banging in hard against her own.  The blow dazed both of them again, but Ava bore the brunt of the impact more so than Jake and she fell backwards, the guns she still gripped being wrenched from her hands as she collapsed.  They clattered to the floor and Jake scrambled for them.

Ava touched her forehead, stunned, her vision blurred.  This was not how it was supposed to happen.  Jake was supposed to be dead by now.  She’d organized things so well from the very start.  Her plan had been months in the making.  She’d worked so hard to plan it all.  And everything had been falling into place.  She’d even been able to work around the Little Havana setback.  She thought that her eventual rule over Miami had been preordained.  But now it was all falling apart. 

As her vision began to clear, she could see Jake standing just a few feet away holding her lucky guns which were now trained on her where she lay on the floor.

“Why couldn’t you have just gone along with things?” Jake said, staring down at her incredulously.  “We had the world.  We’d finally taken out our last remaining competition.  All you had to do was enjoy it?  But you had to have more.  You stupid little bitch,” he sneered at her, shaking his head.  “You lied to me from the start, didn’t you?”

Ava just stared up at him, waiting for the shots to come.  She wondered where he would decide to place the bullets.  Would there be one…two…more?  The rage he must have felt coursing through his veins might mean a quick end for her, but maybe he’d enjoy drawing it out, making her suffer, prolonging the agony of death for his own personal enjoyment.  

She knew Jake.  He was just that sick.

It didn’t take long for Ava to get her answer.  A single, well-placed bullet stuck home – dead center of the forehead.

 

* * *

 

As Rambo and his men made it inside, they heard the sound of a single gunshot.

They ran to the library where Ava had told them to meet her after they’d taken out the guards.

She was lying on the floor, blood on her face, motionless.

Rambo stopped short in the doorway, surveying the scene, his heart rate jumping at the sight of Ava.

Jake also lay on his back on the floor, Ava’s lucky guns on the ground beside him.  There was a single bullet hole in his forehead.

Rambo looked over to the slightly angled bookcase that concealed the entrance of one of the mansion’s multiple hidden rooms.  Standing there, peering out from behind, his body still half-concealed by the bookcase, his gun still trained upon Jake’s lifeless form, stood Gordon.  

He had remained patiently hidden inside the secret room, waiting to extract his revenge upon the man who had killed his son and then posed so cruelly for the snapshots of the death and destruction he’d wrought.

Rambo walked over and helped the beaten and bloodied Ava to her feet, handing her a handkerchief.

“Sorry it took me so long,” Gordon moved from behind the bookcase.  “With you two grappling like that, I couldn’t get a clean shot.”

“It’s okay,” Ava said, wiping some of the blood away and touching her face lightly with a hand.  “All that matters is that he’s dead…he’s finally dead.”

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

 

It was just light enough to see as we idled our way cautiously from the marina.  The sun hadn’t even shed its first glimmering rays onto the glassy waters.  The morning was balmy and calm, and the future was bright.  A new world awaited us somewhere just over the horizon.

It’d taken us nearly two full days, but we’d finally gotten the boat loaded and felt secure enough with our understandings and workings of the ship to set sail.  While the women and kids worked to load our supplies aboard ship, Will, Dad, and I spent hours pouring over whatever manuals we could lay our hands on in the control and engine rooms regarding the ship’s operating systems.  It was tedious reading to say the least, but it was necessary, and it instilled within us a much greater confidence in our abilities to captain such a large vessel.  While we certainly weren’t getting cocky by any means, we at least felt that we could navigate the ship safely and were reasonably ready to handle a variety of potential issues should they arise.

As we slid our way slowly from the marina, I took a long look back at Miami, wondering how long it would be before we saw it, or the mainland, again.

It took us about an hour until I felt comfortable enough in the open water to set our course and relax a little bit.  I put us on a slow but steady cruising speed of just three knots in order to avoid overexerting the engines, the history and abilities of which I was still largely unfamiliar.  This slow starting speed would also help to conserve fuel and allow us time to familiarize ourselves with the controls of the yacht and get comfortable maneuvering her.  

At this steady rate, I hoped to be at or at least near our chosen destination within a day or two tops.

Our charted course was west from Miami, around the northern tip of North Andros Island in the Bahamas, at which point we could then turn south/southwest to the chain of little uninhabited islands and cays that lay between Freeport to the north and Clarence Town to the south.  It was the area known as Blackpoint, right smack dab in the middle of the Bahamas, and I hoped very soon to call one of these tiny cays our home.

About an hour and a half outside Miami, once we were well into open water and the city’s skyline had faded behind us, I left Dad alone to play captain.  He seemed to revel in the title, and I was happy to let him go with it as long as the seas remained calm.  

I walked outside the wheelhouse to inspect our craft.  And as I looked around the boat, I felt like Noah on my ark.

The ship was crammed full of as many supplies as we could afford to purchase and transport to our new destination.  Some of these supplies – now tethered in the open-air portion of the yacht’s aft section – included two male and two female goats tethered to the side of the yacht, five chickens and two roosters in crates strapped to the deck, and a crate full of rabbits, several of which, from my best guess, already looked pregnant.  And if they weren’t already, I figured that being boxed up together on this honeymoon cruise would certainly do the trick.

Meanwhile, we’d filled the communal living space and much of the bedroom and dining room space of our vessel nearly floor to ceiling with supplies.  Before we’d left, we traded much of our surplus ammunition – and any other unnecessary goods we had on hand – to Bushy whose leg wound suffered at the warehouse had turned out to be largely superficial.  In return, he’d turned a blind eye as we largely helped ourselves to whatever we needed inside the warehouse where I’d saved his life and Mad Dog’s.  While they didn’t express their gratitude in words, they certainly did their best to do so in free supplies.

Apparently, Ava’s bid for sole control over Miami had been successful.  We came out of our contract work with her and her crew not only with the boat upon which we now sailed, and the two years’ worth of diabetic supplies for Claire, but with a laundry list of other essentials.  I was grateful for such supplies since, up to the day of the warehouse shootout, I wasn’t exactly sure how we were going to lay our hands on these items with the paltry few things we had to barter in trade.

We were able to procure just about everything we had on our list – plus some items we didn’t – at the warehouse.  Of course we started with food – things like cereal, pretzels, potato chips, crackers, canned fruit and veggies, canned and dried meat, and some hard candy.  Then we stocked up on bottled water.  We even loaded up on some dry and wet cat food for Cashmere even though she’d become quite adept at catching – and devouring – little lizards during our time in Florida.  We took a case of bug spray and a case of sunscreen, we took a variety of clothing, and we took medical and personal hygiene supplies that included antibiotic ointment, soap, toilet paper, razors, shaving cream, adhesive bandages, toothbrushes, toothpaste, feminine hygiene products, deodorant, and more.  We brought along the several fishing poles and supplies we had left from our stay in the apartments, as well as blankets, knives, trash bags, pots, pans, dishware, silverware, and an assortment of buckets.  There was also a nice stash of batteries, flashlights, lighters, and matches left and that we kept in waterproof containers.  We had several saws, two hatchets, a machete, two four-person tents, a roll of plastic sheeting, and some books and toys.  We also had two small cook stoves and several large tanks of propane.  Even though we hoped to do most of our cooking over a camp fire once we arrived at our destination, we wanted the stoves as a failsafe just in case burnable fuel was scarce or became wet.  Plus, we had the supplies aboard the boat that included water, fuel, and generated electricity which gave us the ability to cook using the onboard appliances if necessary.

As a final thank you for our job well done, Ava had also sent us a truckload of booze.  There was a case of tequila, rum, vodka, gin, cognac, whiskey, champagne, and even a few cases of beer and soda.  

We’d taken the brief opportunity between Ava’s final takeover and our departure to go to market and trade a few of our nonessential items and more ammo for the livestock that now littered our deck.  

Cashmere was wary of the goats and curious about the chickens and rabbits.  She’d slink her way slowly up to their cages and sniff, then jerk her head back as a chicken pecked at her or a rabbit hopped close.  It was fun for us to watch her, and the kids got a real kick out of her reactions to the other animals and their reactions to her.

All things considered, we felt pretty secure with our supplies.  Claire was back to being able to manage her blood sugars more easily now with the array of foods we had on hand.  And after going through the several boxes of diabetic supplies we’d received from Bushy, she felt she could possibly stretch them for more than his estimated two years, which finally allowed me to breathe a sigh of relief.

After I’d taken some time to further secure and store a few more of our supplies, as I had noticed several boxes tipping and rocking as we rode the gentle waves, and after I’d had a peek inside the engine room to ensure everything was working as it should – not that I’d know if it wasn’t – it was approaching ten o’clock.  Emily had taken Jason downstairs for a morning nap.  Dad was perched happily in one of the captain’s chairs up on the bridge where he was reading a copy of Kon Tiki and ensuring that everything remained shipshape on our voyage.  

With Dad keeping track of things, I decided to take a break from work and join the rest of the family on the bow of the ship.  Will was there with Sharron, Claire, Paul, and Sarah.  They were all decked out in bathing suites, sunbathing, and the parents were enjoying champagne cocktails while the kids were sipping sodas.               

“Time for a break, workaholic?” Will asked as I sat down on the deck beside him and shed my shirt.

“You said it,” I agreed as I picked up a half-full champagne bottle from a nearby bucket of ice and chugged from it freely.  “I’ll just be glad when we find a spot and get all settled in,” I said after swallowing my coolly refreshing mouthful of bubbly.

“Dude,” he gave me a sidelong glance, “you need to relax a little bit and learn to live in the moment.  You’re going to have a heart attack by the time you’re forty if you keep this up.”

“What?” I said, taking another long drink.  “I just want to make sure we’re safe is all.  There’s a lot of stuff to plan for, and we still have tons of work ahead of us.”

He looked at me and snorted, “There ever been a time when there hasn’t been a lot of stuff to plan for and a ton of work ahead of you?” he asked.  “Welcome to life.  That’s just the way it is.  But look around.  You’re on a beautiful yacht that you’d never have been able to afford in a million years back when you were working as a writer.  You’ve got your family with you.  You’re headed for what we all hope to be a tropical paradise, where again, you’d never have had the chance to live had you still been working back in Chicago.  I mean, shit, really?  All things considered, I know we’ve taken some hard knocks over the last year, and we’ve traveled an exceptionally difficult path; but overall I think things are looking pretty damn good at the moment.  Sure, could the boat engine blow up and sink us?  Yeah.  Could we be raided by pirates and forced to walk the plank?  Maybe.  Will we meet up with an island of the walking dead when we arrive?  Shit, these days, it frankly wouldn’t surprise me.  But what are you going to do about it right now?”  

I kept sipping on my champagne bottle, absorbing what he was saying.

“I mean, look at this,” he gestured around him over the beautiful deep blue waters in which we sailed.  Then he nodded over to the women, who I had to admit were looking rather good in their bikinis.  “We have beautiful woman on a beautiful yacht, plenty of good food and booze, our kids are safe, and we’re headed for an island paradise.  I don’t think it could get much better.  So just chill, bro.  Keep on drinking that champagne.  There are enough of us here, and we’ve been through so much that we can handle pretty much whatever gets thrown our way.  You’ve done enough.  You deserve a break.”

He held out his glass to toast.

“To taking a break,” he smiled at me.

“Here, here,” I nodded, clinking my bottle up against his glass.

We drank and talked and relaxed for the next several hours, lazily lounging away the late-morning and early-afternoon hours.  

At around one o’clock, Jason finally awoke from his nap, and Emily brought him topside.  We really didn’t want him playing on the ship’s bow as he hadn’t quite got his sea legs yet and we didn’t want him toppling overboard.  Therefore, we retired indoors to prepare lunch, which was sorely needed to counteract the effects of the champagne. 

We then sat outside on the aft deck, eating, enjoying our cruise, and letting the wind blow soothingly through our hair while the sun baked our well-lotioned skin.  

Our lunch consisted of sour cream and onion potato chips, pretzels, and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, which may not sound like much, but it tasted absolutely incredible.  The salty snacks with the sweet creamy sandwiches balanced one another perfectly.  The adults had beer to wash down our meal and the kids had powdered milk, which they had now become accustomed to drinking due to the absence of the real stuff for so long.              

We sat talking for about half an hour after eating and then Dad killed the ship’s engines.  We were all hot and sweaty, and we took turns jumping off the side of the yacht to rinse and cool ourselves.  We dangled Jason by his arms and dipped him repeatedly as he laughed, and squealed, and kicked his feet in delight.  None of us dared stay in the water more than a minute or so without hopping back out and nervously searching the waters below, frightened by the prospect of sharks.  

Thankfully, we saw none.

After our baths, most of the adults headed below for naps.  Dad restarted the engines, which was pleasure to my ears since the whole time we were swimming, I was worried that we wouldn’t get them re-fired and that we’d be stranded at sea.

Emily took Jason, Paul, and Sarah up to man the ships controls, which really just entailed making sure that our yacht remained running, stayed on our set course, that no alarms went off, and that we didn’t encounter any other vessels.  Sarah sat behind the wheel.  We gave Paul a set of binoculars so he could play lookout, which he loved.  He would dart outside regularly to investigate things he saw – or thought he saw – on the horizon and that consisted entirely of birds, cresting waves or some occasional floating garbage.  Jason was content to play with several plastic toy boats we’d brought along for him, puttering them about on the floor.

As evening approached, Dad was so excited to take over as captain again, he volunteered for the first night watch.  Will was only too happy to let him have it.  I relieved Dad at just past midnight and stayed on until sunrise when Dad was back up, bright-eyed, bushy-tailed, and ready to go.  It was nice to see him so excited about something.  I hadn’t seen him like this since he first opened his antique business back when I was still in high school.  It felt good to sit together, sipping coffee and talking while we watched the sun rise over the horizon.

Just to our south, we could see the large black mass of North Andros Island, which was a welcome sign and further indication that we were on course.  As it slipped away behind us, we altered our course to the southwest and headed into the Blackpoint waters.

 

* * *

 

By early afternoon we were seeing land to our left.  We spent the next several days carefully creeping our way through the often quite shallow waters that flowed between and along the string of deserted cays as we looked for a good place to settle.  

Several times we thought we’d found the perfect spot only to discover after taking our little skiff in explore, for one reason or another, it was ill-suited to our needs.  At one promising looking location, there turned out to be no good place to safely anchor the yacht.  Another cluster of little cays had our hopes up, but we determined there were just too few resources to make our existence sustainable over any lengthy timeframe.  A larger island we stopped at appeared better suited to our needs, but we found it inaccessible even in our small skiff due to a maze of shallow rocks and reefs that surrounded it and created dangerous waves and currents.

Even though it took us a bit longer than we’d planned, as afternoon settled on the fourth day of our slow but steady search, we finally found the perfect spot.

We named our new home “Resurrection Cay” with hopes that this tiny plot of sand in what was once known as the central Bahamas would provide us with the opportunity to begin rebuilding our once happy lives.  

The colony we came to know and love as the Resurrection Isles was actually a tiny cluster of four small islands that formed a sort of triangle through the center of which ran a navigable channel.  The three smaller islands sat on the eastern side of the channel, and the chosen island for our settlement formed the point on the western side.  The gap between them was maybe a half a mile or so across at its widest point.

Upon our arrival, we navigated our way slowly into the center of the channel and dropped anchor.  Will and I took the skiff out and investigated for about an hour, making our way between and around the three smaller islands before attempting to land at the fourth larger one.  

The first of the three islands was maybe 200 yards long by only about 100 yards wide.  It looked largely to be filled with a mix-mash of scrubby bushes that from the ocean appeared nearly impenetrable.  Its west end was almost completely formed from stone, and large rocks jutted their way out into the water where the ocean crashed upon them.  The eastern side of the island was comprised largely of a rocky beach.

About 50 yards across the water from this, was another small island – if you could call it that – that might have reached 15 yards across at its widest point and was composed almost entirely of sand and shells.  One lonely palm tree sat growing askew at its center, leaning so perilously to one side that it looked as though it might topple to the ground at slightest breeze.  

Maybe another 50 yards beyond this tiny sand spit was another island, comparable in size to the first, but longer and skinnier.  It was a nice looking island, but there wasn’t much there.  The western facing side had two sandy beaches that jutted outward in a crab claw sort of shape, leaving a small, rather calm pool of water between them.  In the center of the island was a large grove of coconut palms surrounded by sand and more beaches facing the north and south.  The eastern side of the island was almost entirely rock with native vegetation forming a sort of hedge wall that ringed its perimeter.

Across from these three islands was the larger island that was formed into a sort of horseshoe shape, the center of which was filled with a fairly large, pure-white sand-ringed lagoon.  Beaches on either side of the island stuck out creating the ends of the horseshoe.  Just past the tips of these points began a coral reef, the center of which was low enough for us to easily pass over in the skiff and move on into the lagoon.  I wasn’t so sure about attempting the maneuver with the yacht.  However, I realized as we continued into the lagoon, that if we could get the yacht past the reef, we could anchor it in the safety of the lagoon’s calm waters, not just out of sight of any potential outsiders, but where it would be better sheltered from storms and the elements.   

Will and I killed the skiff’s engine so that the boat coasted slowly up onto the lagoon’s smooth, soft, white-sand beach that ringed its edges but that was just several feet across at its widest point before it met with a sparse smattering of vegetation.  I estimated the island’s size at about a half mile wide where the ends of the horseshoe extended.  But it narrowed where the lagoon penetrated its center to maybe 80 sandy yards or so across.  The far side of this portion was largely rocks where the island’s butt met with the ocean.  

As we walked the island’s length, I estimated it at about three-quarters of a mile.  There was a small coconut grove on the south end of the island, and a similar, but larger grove to the north end that I thought would be an ideal spot for us to settle.  There appeared to be plenty of driftwood collected on the beaches, and there were tons of coconuts scattered in among the trees.  

Will and I walked back to the lagoon, which at its widest point was probably 80 yards across.  We stood there on its small beach and stared out across the water.  

“Come on,” I finally said to Will, climbing back into the boat.  “I want to check something.”

We shoved off from the beach, but I didn’t start the motor.  Instead, we paddled out to the center of the lagoon.  “Okay,” I said.  “Stop paddling and let’s just sit a minute.”

Will and I both stopped paddling and drifted for a minute before stopping completely.  We sat listening.  In the distance, we could hear the sound of the surf pounding against the reef.  We could hear the soft breeze rustling through the palm tops around us.  I stuck my head out over the edge of the boat and stared down into the crystal clear waters.  Below me I could see a variety of fish swimming.

I nodded at Will to look down.  “Good fishing,” I said.

“Wow,” he breathed in amazement.  “Beautiful.”

An octopus slid along beneath us.  We watched as it passed from its hiding spot under one rock to disappear from view as it hid beneath another.

“Make for good Sushi,” I said.

“Yeah,” Will nodded.

“This home?” I asked, still watching the array of sea life below us.

“Think so,” he said, doing the same.

“Good,” I nodded.  “I think it’s perfect.”

“Me too,” he agreed. 

Back aboard the yacht, we gave the others our report.  They were all exited to get ashore and explore the island, but we had some things to take care of first.

I wasn’t comfortable leaving the yacht exposed out in the main channel.  I wanted to get it into the safety of the lagoon; but that was easier said than done.  The first area of concern was our ability, as relatively inexperience sailors, to navigate the large vessel through the reef and into the shallow waters of the lagoon.  The second area of concern was whether the channel leading into the lagoon was deep enough to allow us clearance.

I gathered the group together on the ship’s bow to discuss the plan.  We all looked over the railings down into the waters below.  It was almost like looking through liquid air the water was so clear.  This was a great advantage in some ways since we could see exactly what was below us as we navigated the ship, but it also made it extremely difficult to gauge the depth of the water.  We could easily see the bottom, but what we couldn’t tell was whether that bottom was eight feet below us or eighteen.  

“What’s the draft on this boat?” Dad asked.

“Uh,” I shrugged, “I don’t know.  “Five…six feet…seven maybe?  I really have know clue.”

“Great,” Dad frowned.

“I’m sure we’re not making it any shallower with nine people and literally tons of supplies aboard,” Sharron offered.

“True,” I nodded.  

I stripped off my shirt.  “I’m going to jump in and find out how deep it is here and what our clearance is,” I said.

“Is that a shark?” Paul suddenly shouted, pointing excitedly off our starboard bow about 30 yards out.

“Oh my god,” Claire said looking.  “I think it is!”

We watched as a black dorsal fin cut slowly through the water.  A few seconds later a tail thrashed wildly and the head of a shark raking its razor-sharp teeth back and forth over the midsection of a large fish jutted from the water.  A second later, we saw several more such fins make their appearance, going after the same wounded fish.

“Oooookay,” I drawled, slipping my shirt back on.  “Maybe I won’t be jumping in the water.”

While the others watched the feeding frenzy taking place before them, I quietly slipped away, making my way downstairs to the office that was now crammed full of extra supplies.  There, I rummaged in one of the cabinets above the tiny workstation until I found what I wanted.  

I stopped at the back of the yacht on my way to grab a coil of rope.

Along the way back to the ship’s bow, I tied the rope onto the paperweight I’d stolen from the ship’s office.  

“Here’s a better idea,” I said, holding our new depth finder up in front of me to show the group.  “Will, let’s get the skiff and we’ll map a course out using this as our depth finder.  We’ll just take it slow.  While we’re gone, the rest of you get as many supplies out and ready as you can.  We’ll start ferrying in people and supplies so that we reduce the weight of the load we’re carrying and hedge our bets; that way, if something goes wrong, all our supplies won’t go down with the ship.  We’re going to have to move the stuff to land anyway, so we might as well get started. 

But for the first time in a long time, nothing went wrong.  We spent the rest of the day ferrying materials to shore.  Getting the skiff loaded and making the brief trip to the island and back took about half an hour per trip with everyone pitching in.  Emily watched Jason. Sharron, Will and Sarah stayed on shore to help offload the skiff and move supplies to a safe location on the island.  Claire, Dad, and Paul helped load the supplies from the yacht to the skiff.  And I cautiously captained the heavily loaded little boat back and forth between the yacht and the island.  

By the end of the day, we had a large amount of our supplies ashore.  

We decided to call it a day at around seven that night.  We were all tired, so we decided to take a leisurely dip in the lagoon to clean off, and then we ate a quick dinner onboard the yacht and hit the sack, exhausted.

The next day, we ferried the remainder of our necessary supplies – including our animals – onto Resurrection Cay.  With a good 80 percent or so of our supplies safely on shore, we tenuously navigated the yacht slowly but safely into our lagoon harbor.  The big vessel looked funny sitting there in the center of the scenic spot, but it was a relief seeing it safely secured.  We not only dropped its anchor into the soft sands of the lagoon bottom, but we tethered the ship to several palms with heavy ropes we found onboard just to be on the safe side.  The last thing I wanted was for our main transportation back to the mainland to go drifting off one night while we were asleep only to be dashed to pieces upon the reef and sink. 

The thought of trying to make it back to the mainland in our little skiff was not something I liked to contemplate, but we had it fueled and enough supplies aboard to make the attempt should we ever need to.  We tethered it in the lagoon to a separate palm. 

With the yacht safely anchored, we began further exploration of our new island surroundings later that afternoon.  We strolled to the south end of the island, the kids slowing our progress as they stopped to pick up and inspect coconuts, chase crabs, poke sticks into crab holes, dig in the sand, and otherwise enjoy all the trappings and interesting activities a kid might find fun or intriguing on an island paradise.  

The southeast side of the island was almost entirely beaches.  They were beautiful white sandy shores with an array of scattered shells of all shapes and sizes.  The waves – their progress slowed by the reef that lay about a hundred yards off shore – lapped soothingly against the sand, sometimes rustling the shells and clinking them together softly.  Between the reef and the shore, the waters were relatively calm, the ocean’s energy being absorbed by a combination of the islands across from us acting as a sort of barrier and from the reef itself.

The island’s southernmost shore wasn’t much to see, just a little sandy edge that skirted the end of the island.  There was a nice coconut grove in this area and some indigenous plants and shrubbery.  The elevation at this point was maybe only a couple feet above sea level, and we noticed driftwood and other trash and debris that had been pushed up close to where the coconut trees grew, indicating that when storms blew through, much of this part of the island was likely under water.

We continued our exploration, moving around to the center of the horseshoe that connected the two sides of the island and that stopped the lagoon from pouring through to the other side of the sea.  This section was comprised mostly of sand and was sprinkled with a few rocks, shells, and a couple scrubby bushes.  At its lowest point, almost directly in its center, it appeared that a low channel had been cut, but was currently dry.  Again, we assumed that during storms, this area was likely submerged, and water from the lagoon flowed through this stream bed and out the west end of the island.  The west end was mostly rocks that jutted their way out into the ocean, exposing themselves above the waves for several feet before the ocean eventually swallowed them up. 

The north side of the island sat at a higher elevation.  We could tell by the increased amount of vegetation – as well as the lack of storm debris – that this would prove a better spot for us to set up camp.

Like the south end of the island, the northern portion of the horseshoe facing east was almost completely sandy shores.  The rest of this side was sprinkled with a nice population of palms and coconut trees that we hoped would provide us with the wood and shelter we’d need to establish a fixed campsite.  

Cashmere seemed the most curious about our new digs.  We watched as she chased tiny albino crabs that scuttled across the sand and pounced as they darted for their holes, sometimes successfully catching her prize, sometimes winding up with nothing more than a nose full of sand at which point she’d twitch and sneeze.  Casually ignoring the faux pas, she’d fall over and roll in the sand, then pause and spring to her feet, shaking herself clean to make another attack or sniff a fallen coconut, batting at it with a paw.  

That night, we again slept aboard ship.  We left the portholes open and while the air was balmy even at night, we found the sounds of the ocean and the accompanying breeze deeply soothing.  Even I found myself sleeping soundly without the constant worry and concern with which my brain had been so burdened in the year leading to our arrival.

The following day, we began work in earnest on our new island home.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 20

 

It took a little bit longer than Ava had initially planned to get the mansion up to her standards.  Repairing the library wall from the rocket blast and replacing all the bloodstained wood flooring in the library added almost another month to the rehab timeline she had in place to renovate her lovely 1920s Mediterranean-style architectural masterpiece.

It didn’t matter much to her now though.  She was the queen of Miami.  She had the time and the resources to put a little more effort into a project like this.  This new world needed people who showed some appreciation for effort and craftsmanship it’d taken to construct such works of art, and Ava was one of those people.

She quickly found that things were progressing nicely in the rule of her kingdom and that the generals she’d put in place to manage her city state – including Bushy, who had finally recovered from the injury he suffered at the warehouse takedown – were performing their roles successfully.  

The economy in the Miami metro area was starting to come together, crime rates had leveled off and were even beginning to drop, and Ava had begun to think about things like a more formalized governing structure, setting up schools for the remaining children of the city, and contemplating the possibility of eventually getting certain utilities and public services up and running again.  But those were all things that would take time and considerable planning.  And while Ava was up for the task, she had other issues on her plate.  Recently, she’d heard there was a group of individuals moving to organize the Fort Lauderdale area, and that could mean trouble for her in the future.

And so she lounged, pondering these things, her elbows propping her up so that she could look out across the water as she bathed her beautifully bronzed body on the beach of her estate.  The waves danced playfully on the ocean before her, shimmering in the sun.  

She took a long drink of her margarita, swallowed, and set her glass back down in the sand.  Then she took a deep breath and tilted her head back, closing her eyes and letting the problems of the future temporarily slip away.  For right now, she was content to take a little time for herself.  She opened her eyes, glancing at the toned and fit bodies of the two men, one on either side of her, and gave an almost imperceptible smile.  Jake had been right.  She couldn’t just be content to enjoy what they had.  She wanted more.  

One of the men noticed her look and rolled over to tend to her.  She let him play his fingers over and across her well-oiled body as he massaged her gently.  She thought of Gonzalo and then forced his image aside.  Without Jake, and even without Gonzalo, Ava was determined to do her best to be content and enjoy what she had.  It was time to consolidate her position in Miami and enjoy life as a single girl again…at least for a little while.

 

 

 

CHAPTER 21

 

A month after arriving to our island paradise, we’d accomplished most of the goals we’d set forth upon arrival.  Of course, like settling into any new home, there were still little things on the to-do list that weren’t necessarily immediate concerns but that we still wanted to cross off eventually.

Items like food and water collection remained a constant presence at the top of our list.  The supplies we’d brought with us were holding out reasonably well, and we kept some of our reserves aboard the yacht as a backup against a storm sweeping in and damaging our stocks stored upon the island.  We’d been able to supplement our caloric intake with a seafood heavy diet; and since Sharron wasn’t opposed to eating the items we pulled from the sea, everyone was pretty satisfied with their overall caloric intake and the variety of our menu.  

The fishing in the area was great.  We’d even caught a few small sharks.  Added to our diet of fish were an assortment of crab, the occasional octopus, and even some conch.  In the month we’d lived as island dwellers, we’d becoming quite adept at finding, catching, and preparing this variety of culinary options, as well as discovering ways to incorporate them into a number of dishes, soups and stews.  Conch chowder was a real crowd pleaser as were crab legs and scrambled eggs with crab.  

Speaking of scrambled eggs, the livestock we’d brought with us was doing surprisingly well.  We’d quickly realized that the goats would eat just about anything and everything if we allowed them to roam free, and they were particularly hard to catch when we wanted to try to milk the females.  Therefore, we’d built a pen to house them on the south end of the island in an attempt to keep them out of our hair.  

The rabbits were as prolific as expected and made for a nice source of protein when the menu called for it.  And the chickens, while not as productive as we’d hoped in supplying us with eggs, were easy to maintain since we allowed them to roam the island freely.  They didn’t take much work to keep, and the most difficult aspect in maintaining them was finding the eggs they laid.  We’d managed to collect about a dozen in the month since we’d landed.  The kids – who were charged with the regular feeding and care of the animals – found this an intriguing and exiting part of their role as caretakers.  The search for eggs became a sort of ever-present Easter egg hunt in which they were constantly trying to outdo one another.  So far, the score sat at eight eggs for Paul, six eggs for Sarah, and one for Jason, a find that came largely by accident as our sweet little guy thought it was an especially interesting looking seashell he’d found in the weeds as opposed to an actual chicken egg.

Water was another constant concern.  While we still had a good supply of several hundred gallons aboard the yacht from which to draw if we had to, we did our best to hold that in reserve.  We’d collected some water from rainstorms and we’d found that we could make some seawater drinkable through a sort of evaporation contraption we’d built using some of the roll of plastic sheeting we’d brought with us, but it wasn’t always enough for everyone.

We’d also learned that if we dug down deep enough in the sandy channel that ran between the lagoon and the other side of the island, we began to get sand-filtered water that was drinkable.  We turned this into a sort of well, ringing it with a thatched fence to keep the chickens and any other little wildlife from falling in and potentially contaminating it in the process.  Then we placed a cover Sharron had woven from palm fronds atop it to keep out debris or bird droppings as they flew overhead.  We found that this worked quite well as a regular water source, at least until the first big storm obliterated our contraption, sweeping away the fencing and filling in our hole.  But it was easy enough to re-dig, and Sharron had the thatched fencing replaced within a day.

And while we could have slept aboard the yacht, and did so occasionally in storms or bad weather, we chose to spend most of our time – both day and night – on the island.  We’d constructed a nice little tiki hut with a raised floor that could comfortably sleep four.  Plus, we had two tents that provided ample shelter for the rest of us.  Sometimes the couples would take turns having “private evenings” aboard the yacht.  Even Dad and Emily would take a turn occasionally.  These breaks served as little mini-vacations where we could appreciate the comfort of sleeping in a real bed again.  In the morning, we would rise, eat breakfast, lounge and read onboard for an hour or two and then dive off the yacht into the crystal-clear waters of the lagoon for our morning baths before swimming to shore.

At night, we’d sit around the campfire after dinner and tell stories or talk about the day’s events.  The kids would discuss their play plans for the upcoming day, and the adults might mention a project they needed help with or one they were thinking about for the future.

I’d often take this time to massage Claire’s feet to keep the circulation to these areas moving in hopes of staving off any ill-affects of her diabetes.  She’d been doing wonderfully at keeping things in check with her blood sugars.  But eventually, no matter how well she did, we’d need more supplies for her.  I knew we’d have to go back to Miami.  I was just hoping that we could stick it out on our island home long enough for things to cool down and become more organized back on the mainland.  I prayed that given time, the rest of the world would find some semblance of order and eventually even get back to a point where at least a basic level of health and medical services were again available.  But I think both Claire and I were realistic regarding the future and understood that there were no guarantees.

As I stood on our northernmost beach one late afternoon working through a list in my head that included taking food and supply inventory, making some repairs to our tiki hut, having Claire give me an update on her insulin supply, and checking on how much sunscreen and bug repellent we had left, I took a moment to gaze around me.  

In the distance, I saw Claire and Jason at the water’s edge.  Claire was bent at the waist, holding Jason’s hand as he poked at a shell with a stick.  I saw Paul and Sarah swimming just off shore, wrestling playfully as they tried to dunk one another below the smooth, almost imperceptible waves.  I saw Will and Sharron walking hand in hand along the shoreline, keeping an eye on their children but giving them the freedom to play on their own.  I saw Dad and Emily sitting together on a palm that grew at an angle from where the coconut grove met with the beach.  They were reading together and holding hands.  

As I stood taking in this scene of tranquility, I tried to clear my head of my mental list to absorb it all.  I thought back to Will’s words aboard the yacht on our way to the island about trying harder to living in the here and now.  I realized that as much as I might work to plan and organize everything, I couldn’t.  I’d never be able to control everything.  

I continued to gaze around me at the island paradise where we’d settled.  I looked at the shimmering ocean waves, the swaying tops of the palms, the family I loved gathered here with me, living together, loving one another; and I listened to the soothing sound of the surf gently shuffling shells along the shoreline.  

That’s when it hit me.

I had it all and I hadn’t even realized it.  We had plenty of supplies, many of which were sustainable here on the island.  I had no pressures of a job or career.  I didn’t have to deal with the harrowing commute in to work each day and sit in a cubicle toiling away at the daily grind.  We’d survived not just the worst pandemic the world had ever seen, but the ensuing chaos it’d inflicted upon society and civilization.  

 Each day was now a gift to be enjoyed in full with the people I loved.  

That was my job.

Will had been right; I needed to learn to live more in the moment.

Were things perfect?  No, of course not.  Would they ever be perfect…anywhere…in any situation?  No.  

I knew that we’d have to go back eventually.  For as much as we loved it here, would it be the best long-term situation for the kids?  Would we want to seclude them here without friends, without peers, without lives and loves of their own?  

Sure, it was an island paradise now, but eventually, as they grew older, they’d want to meet friends, go on dates, and find spouses.  This would then become a prison to them.  A tropical prison, but a prison nonetheless.  

But right now, it was time to do my best to live here, in the moment and for the moment, and focus purely on the things – the people – that were most important to me.  

I walked over to where Claire and Jason stood.  There, I kissed my lovely wife and knelt beside my son to inspect a shell as the luke-warm waters of the Caribbean washed up around our ankles.  

One day we’d have to go back, but today was not that day.

 

 

 

 

 

************

 

 

 

Be on the lookout for Aftermath, a follow-up to the Systemic series due out in winter 2016!
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