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    Friday, August 30th  
 
      
 
    6:18 pm  
 
      
 
    I’ve never kept a journal before, but after today, I decided this might be a good time to start.  I wanted a way to document what I’ve seen happening lately.  I don’t really want to talk to Kate about it.  I don’t want to scare her.  But I need some sort of outlet to get this stuff off my chest.  I mean, today at work is a perfect example.  People were going ape shit over nothing.  They’re all whacked out about this flu thing that’s supposedly going around.  Sure, I don’t exactly want to get sick either, but hell, I got my flu shot.  And while I know that’s no guarantee I won’t pick up a new strain, it’s not like I’m in the demographics for dying from the flu.  That’s what happens to old folks and babies, right?  They’re the ones most commonly killed by the flu…at least that’s what I’ve heard.  Still, people are going a little bit nuts.  
 
    Anyway, back to my wild day at work.  So I get there at about quarter of seven, just like usual.  I get my coffee, check my voicemail, read emails, run the daily assignment sheets, get them handed out right on time at eight, do the morning meeting, and everything is going smooth.  Just a normal Friday.  After the morning meeting, I head back to my desk, flip on the television in my office, and start to respond to a few of my email messages.  The news was on, and a reporter downtown was interviewing people about this flu that’s going around – the “Su” flu they’re calling it since they say it originated in the Gansu province of China.   
 
    So the news guy is talking to a middle-aged black woman about whether she was taking any extra preparations to avoid the flu this year.  There’s a crowd of people around her and suddenly one of them starts coughing.  It wasn’t any big deal, just some dude coughing, like he’s got something stuck in his throat.  But this big guy next to him starts yelling and then shoves the coughing guy away.  He’s going nuts because he thinks the coughing guy might have the flu and is spreading it around.  The guy he shoves doesn’t care too much for being pushed, and he pushes the bigger dude right back.  Anyway, it all breaks down.  The two guys start fighting right there on the street on live television.  Then a couple more people get involved trying to break up the first two and it becomes an all-out free-for-all.  It was pretty awesome, but I’ll admit, at the same time it was kind of scary.  It shows just how far people will go if they feel threatened.   
 
    Amazingly, that wasn’t the craziest part of the day.  After lunch, Jessica, one of my favorite sales people from a local supplier, stopped by the office.  She usually pops in every other week or so just to check in, kill a few minutes chatting and take our regular order.  It’s not necessary, just a nice customer service tactic in what seems to be an increasingly impersonal business world…but I digress.     
 
     So Jessica rolls into my office just after lunch time.  We chat for a few minutes, and she tells me she’s picked up a late-summer cold – likely from one of her kids who started school last week.  We’re just shooting the breeze, talking about our kids, our plans for the weekend, stuff like that.  Then, while I’m giving her our supply order, two of our building’s security guards come into the office; they don’t even knock, they just barge right in.  Being a small manufacturing facility that operates out of one half of the building, there’s not a large security force around.  It’s usually just a couple guys who monitor the parking lot and do a roaming patrol of the building and exterior grounds.  So it was a surprise for them to come into my office.  Weirder yet, they were wearing white masks (like doctors in surgery wear) and latex gloves. 
 
    I asked them what was up, but they just ignored me.  Instead, they headed straight for Jessica.  She was in the middle of blowing her nose when they grabbed her kind of roughly and hauled her out of the office.  I didn’t have a clue as to what was going on.  I thought maybe she’d done something wrong; you know, run over somebody in the parking lot or stole something.  My mind was running wild with what might have elicited such a response from the guards.  I tried to get them to stop, but they just kept kind of pushing and pulling Jessica along between them.  They totally ignored me.  In fact, I took a pretty good elbow to the midsection when I got in the way at one point when they were hauling her outside. 
 
    I felt bad for her.  She didn’t appear to know what the hell was going on either and was completely freaking out.  She started yelling about lawsuits and everything else.  I couldn’t blame her, it was nuts!   
 
    Seeing Jessica coughing and blowing her nose, I guess somebody from our office had called security.  Thinking she had the flu or Su flu or whatever, they reported her to security.  In turn, security – having been watching all the news coverage of this new flu strain – was hyper-sensitive to anyone they thought might have it.  So they must have called the authorities.  In turn, the police must have sent a response team to the building, which according to the nightly news, I guess is the new norm for handling this kind of thing. 
 
    So they ended up hauling off poor Jessica.  I followed her outside where there were two police cars and a mobile unit from the CDC waiting.  I haven’t heard from her since.  I called her a couple times on her cell, texted her, emailed her, and even called her office.  They haven’t heard from her either. 
 
    It’s wild.  Almost like a movie.  I asked around after Jessica was taken away, but nobody owned up to calling security.  I have a feeling it was my assistant, Jerry.  I noticed him on the phone a few minutes after Jessica arrived, but he denied it.    
 
    By the end of the day, two employees who had exhibited cold or flu-like symptoms had been sent home, two more had been hauled off by the CDC, and five more were refusing to come to work next Tuesday after the long weekend.  Out of the 15 employees in our office, only six were willing to return to work after Labor Day, and most of them only agreed to do so on the condition that this flu thing settles down over the weekend.  With a potential walkout on my hands, I gave Suzanne (our regional VP) a call.  She said to call it an early weekend and shut the office down for the rest of the day.  About 30 minutes ago, I got a text from her telling me that we are keeping the office closed until further notice due to the spreading flu virus.   
 
    Well, that’s enough for now – my hand hurts.  I’m not used to writing this much anymore.  Reminds me of grade school.  Plus, it sounds like Violet and Dylan are fighting and Kate’s having a tough time wrangling the little beasts to sit down for dinner.   
 
    Guess it’s time for Superdad to save the day (yeah…right!). 
 
      
 
      
 
    10:48 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Yes, I’m still awake, writing in near darkness.  I can’t sleep.  Kate’s here in bed beside me, out like a light…as usual.  That girl could sleep through nuclear Armageddon.   
 
    I’ve been flipping back and forth watching the non-stop television coverage of this Su flu stuff on all the news networks.  It’s kind of cool but kind of frightening at the same time.  With work and all, I haven’t paid much attention to it lately, but I guess this new flu strain is more serious than everybody thought, or at least more serious than I thought.    
 
    Sure, I’ve been seeing the headlines in the newspapers and “alerts” on the news.  But to be honest, I just figured it was the usual attention grabbers to gain readership or get more viewers while distracting us all from how terribly the politicians are doing their jobs.  Now it looks like some people have actually died from this flu strain, and not just old people, people my age, and Kate’s age – healthy, reasonably young people. 
 
    It seems as though people are starting to get nervous about all this.  The current flu vaccine doesn’t seem to be working and they have no backups or alternatives to combat the spread of this strain.  The symptoms sound pretty terrible.  I guess the virus ends up shutting down vital organs, and it happens pretty quickly.  
 
    I’m worried about work too.  I don’t want the office closed for too long.  If we’re down for more than a week, it’s going to kill our numbers for the quarter and that could mean missing the mark for our annual bonuses.  That would suck big time.  No vacation to Florida for the holidays if that happens.  The kids would be SUPER disappointed. 
 
    Okay, time to try to get some sleep.  I doubt things will change much between now and when Violet comes sneaking into our bed at the ass-crack of dawn. 
 
      
 
    P.S. – A note for tomorrow: Make sure to go with Kate to the store in the morning.  Load up on some extra water, canned goods, cereal, milk, etc.  I don’t want to sound like a nut, but after watching all these news reports, I’m starting to get nervous.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, August 31st 
 
      
 
    7:32 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Well, I was wrong.  Things HAVE actually gotten worse since last night.   
 
    According to the local news, Chicago area hospitals continue to see an influx of flu-related patients.  City emergency services are being stretched to the limit by calls from people who think they might be sick but are afraid to go to the hospital.  They think that if they don’t already have the flu, by going to the hospital, they might catch it there.  Then there are the people who would like to go to the hospital but are afraid to because to get there, they’d have to take public transportation, which city officials are saying is a Petri dish for flu breeding.  I guess this thing is EXTREMELY contagious so people are being advised to stay home unless it’s absolutely necessary to leave.      
 
    If you’re dying from the flu, though, isn’t it kind of necessary to leave?   
 
    Meanwhile, I get the weekend shopping duties.  Yea me!  The whole family was supposed to go together, but with all this flu talk, I decided it would be safer for me to go alone.  I want to stock up on some extra stuff anyway…just in case.  
 
      
 
      
 
    11:48 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that whole experience was INSANELY ridiculous.  It took me almost four hours to get to the grocery store (only a mile away), get some of what we needed, and get home.  The streets were jammed.  The parking lots were packed.  The store was filled to capacity.  I guess I’m not the only one with some concerns about this flu thing.  Thank God we don’t live closer to downtown.  I can only imagine what a mess it is there. 
 
    I was only able to get about half of what was on my list.  Kate and the kids are currently working on putting the stuff away.  Sweet Violet digs stuff out of the bags, hands them to Dylan, who in turn gives them to Kate.  It’s the cutest little assembly line. 
 
    While they finish up, I’m going to take the opportunity to walk over to Devries’, a locally-owned grocery store just a couple blocks from our condo.  Because they’re a neighborhood market, they tend to have higher prices and a smaller selection of products, thus the reason we don’t typically shop there.  It also means that they aren’t usually as busy as the big chain stores.  Hopefully, I can find the rest of what’s on my list there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    1:13 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Back from Devries’.  It was pretty crowded but not as bad as the big grocery store.  Cost me an arm and a leg, but I got corned beef, powdered milk, and some stuff that the other store was out of.  The shelves at Devries’ were already looking pretty bare.  I’m glad I was able to get out fairly early and load up when I could.  Now we can settle in and enjoy the rest of the long weekend.  
 
      
 
      
 
    9:03 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Just a few thoughts while Kate gets Dylan tucked in and before we watch the movie we picked up from the library the other day. 
 
    First, this flu thing might really be something serious.  I’d like to go to Riverside tomorrow for the picnic we’d planned, but I’m not sure it’s the best idea.  I think that maybe we should just stick around the house this weekend.  I don’t want to be a reclusive shut-in or anything, but I also don’t want to risk anyone getting sick. 
 
    Uh oh, Kate’s back now, movie in hand.  She’s giving me the evil eye.  We don’t get much alone time anymore.  I’d better stop writing before she falls asleep on the couch and we have to postpone movie night…again.  It’d be the third time this month. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, September 1st 
 
      
 
    4:38 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We just got back from Riverside a little bit ago.  I know I said we were debating whether or not to go, but I’m so glad we gave it a whirl.   
 
    It was a hot, yet lovely day.  It was only around 80 degrees, but the humidity made it feel more like 90.  There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and a soft breeze at least helped to circulate the moist air.    
 
    We parked near the library and took a brief walk around Fredrick Law Olmstead’s incredibly well-planned community.  We love to absorb the classic beauty of the village’s massive Victorian homes.  After that, we walked down to the park that borders the Des Plaines River.  There, Dylan and I threw the football for a bit while Kate and Violet picked flowers, chased butterflies, and inspected various beetles and other bugs.  Then we regrouped and spent a few minutes throwing rocks into the river.  I used the opportunity to teach Dylan how to skip some of the flatter rocks we found along the river bank over the water’s surface.  He got a couple successful skips in before we continued walking along the path that follows the river to nearby Lyons, where the big dam used to be.  But we didn’t want to walk too far since Violet was hungry and complaining that her feet hurt.   
 
    So we made our way back to the car, unloaded our picnic basket, and ate lunch in the park between the library and the historic train station.  From our spot, we were able to watch the Metra trains shoot back and forth between downtown and the western suburbs as well as a couple freight trains or “freighters” as Violet calls them, rumble past.   
 
    Kate had packed ham sandwiches for us, and we gorged on potato chips, chocolate chip cookies, some potato salad, juice boxes for the kids, and bottled waters for me and Kate. 
 
    All in all, it was a wonderful day.  Better yet, no one was really around, so we had very little contact with the public, thus, no worries regarding the flu. 
 
      
 
    ** Mental note: Violet loved playing at the park.  Doing something in Riverside might be a good idea for her 5th birthday coming up next month. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, September 2nd  
 
    (Labor Day) 
 
      
 
    9:13 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that wasn’t fun.  I just finished breaking the bad news to the kids that we won’t be attending the Labor Day baseball game between the Cubs and Sox.  Dylan took it the hardest.  The tickets were his 8th birthday present several months ago.  Now both kids are in their rooms crying. 
 
    For as nice as yesterday was, today is starting off pretty shitty.  Heck, I’m disappointed myself.  I’d been looking forward to the game for months, and I hate playing the bad guy and disappointing the kids.  But after watching the news this morning, there was no way I was going to take my family downtown on the train to sit among a human stew of bacteria at the ballpark.  If anyone wants to get sick, that would be the way to do it in my opinion. 
 
    Apparently, things aren’t getting any better out there with this flu thing.  In fact, it looks like they’re getting worse.  A lot of events are being cancelled for tomorrow, numerous businesses are saying they’ll be closed, and Kate and I are wondering whether Dylan will have school. 
 
    There have been more deaths from the flu and the hospitals are still jammed.  I don’t like the way this thing is headed.  There still hasn’t been any report of available vaccines, and it looks like Chicago isn’t the only big city having problems with this particular flu strain.  In fact, just about every major city is reporting widespread outbreaks and massive influxes of patients at their hospitals…and dozens of deaths so far.  News reports are currently estimating flu-related deaths are already topping 1000 nationwide – kind of freaky stuff if you ask me.  Worse yet, it seems that once you get the virus, it only takes a couple days for it to kill you.  It spreads from organ to organ, shutting them down, leaving the host’s body unable to mount any sort of defense against the disease.  Sounds pretty terrible.  I think the scariest part is that from the reports I’ve heard, no one is getting better after coming down with the virus. 
 
    Not good…not good at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2:28 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It’s been a pretty crummy Labor Day so far.  Everybody is still upset about having to miss the baseball game.  I’m watching it on television by myself.  Violet is down for her nap.  Dylan is playing video games in his room, and Kate is reading in our room.  She said she’d make everybody’s favorite for dinner tonight – tacos – in an attempt to perk us up.  It’s days like today that I wish we had a house with a yard.  I mean, I love condo life for the security and the ease of lifestyle it provides – not having to rake leaves, cut the grass, constantly make home repairs, that kind of stuff – but I miss being able to just pop outside, throw the Frisbee, play ball with the kids or just get some fresh air.  If property taxes weren’t so damn high here, it’d be a consideration, but paying ten grand a year or more just for the honor of owning the property itself seems ridiculous to me.  I don’t know how some of these people do it.  Of course a lot of them are dual-income families.  But if Kate was working (besides doing her internet stuff that is), we’d have to pay for daycare for Violet and an after-school program for Dylan, and that would be another huge chunk of change.  Oh well, condo life isn’t all that bad; I just miss having a yard is all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6:28 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dylan’s bouncing off the walls with excitement.  We just got a phone call from his school with a recorded message from the district superintendent telling us that classes are cancelled for the entire week.  I’m glad they called because Kate and I were having a tough time deciding what to do.  We were going to let Dylan take the day off tomorrow anyway, just to be on the safe side, but we weren’t sure what to do after that.  We really didn’t want to let him go back with the flu spreading like crazy, but we also didn’t want him missing too much school.   
 
    Well, problem solved.  But I’m somewhat concerned about how long all this is going to last.  It could really screw up his summer break.  I know that Kate had activities planned for Dylan starting the second week of June.  If his school gets extended much longer due to the flu outbreak or because of snow days later this winter, it could have Kate scrambling to try and reorganize his summer schedule. 
 
    Well, at this point, I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.  For now, the boy is pumped up about no school.  I DID inform him however that it won’t be all video games and TV watching, and that he has to read and do some math practice too.  That kind of tempered his excitement…but not much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:28 p.m. 
 
      
 
    This won’t be a long entry since I’m getting ready to go to bed.  I think that just sitting around the house actually makes me feel more tired than when I’m out doing stuff…even working. 
 
    Really, I just wanted to do a quick Su flu update.  Television coverage of the flu is nearly nonstop now.  Hospitals are filled and overfilled.  Apparently hundreds of people are dead or dying and they don’t have room for the bodies.  It’s all pretty horrible.  I’ve decided that tomorrow I’m going to make one more run to Devries’ grocery store to see if there is anything left.  I’d like to stock up on a few more items just to be on the safe side and then hunker down for a while.  After this trip, I really don’t want to go into public places any more than I have to for the rest of the week.  By then, they’ll hopefully start getting this thing under control. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, September 3rd 
 
      
 
    6:57 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m writing early this morning because I want to get a jump on going to Devries’.  I’m hoping I can beat the rush, get there while they still have some stuff available, and avoid as many people as possible. 
 
    I’m wearing a white surgical-style mask that I picked up this weekend at the store (I think it’s more for home repair work than preventing disease, but it’s all they had).  And even though it’s just a couple blocks, I’m going to drive so that I can get more stuff.  Dylan’s pestering me to come.  He’s going stir crazy having been shut up in the condo all day yesterday, but I’m not letting him.  He went back to bed in a huff.  Just as well.  Letting him sleep is the best way to keep him out of our hair.  I don’t know what we’re going to do with him being home all week.  I know he’s excited about not having school and thinks this is all some sort of extended snow day, but I’m afraid he’s quickly going to get tired of sitting around inside.  But I’m definitely NOT letting him out around other people. 
 
    I don’t really have a shopping list for this trip.  I’m just going to see what’s left and try not to be too picky.  If we like it, if it’s got a reasonable shelf life, if it’s available, and if it’s not too expensive, I’m probably going to buy it.  I don’t see any reason to chance it at this point.  It’s not like we won’t eat the stuff eventually, especially the way Dylan has been going through food lately.  I swear that kid hits a growth spurt every other week.  He’s going to be as tall as his mother soon. 
 
    Okay, better get moving.  Devries’ opens at 7 a.m. and I want to be there when the doors open. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10:23 a.m.  
 
      
 
    There was a line almost 20 deep when I got to Devries’.  A lot of people were wearing masks similar to mine.  It reminded me of photos I’d seen of airports or bustling city streets in Asia during the bird flu, SARS or similar outbreaks.  A couple people, apparently unable to come up with masks, were wearing scarves over their faces.  It’s strange to see people wearing scarves in early September when it’s 70 degrees out. 
 
    Devries’ must have gotten their shelves restocked over the weekend because they had a good amount of stuff.  I loaded up with as much as I could afford and could fit in the car.  Other people were doing the same.  By the time the first wave of shoppers had gotten through the small store, there wasn’t much left.  I felt kind of bad taking so much, but I guess if other people aren’t concerned enough about their families to get out early do the same, well, then that’s on them.  All I can do is worry about us.  I’m sure I’m just being overly protective.  But the way I see it, why not?  If nothing happens, then nothing happens.  But if the wheels do fall off this bus, I’d rather be safe than sorry.  Sure, the credit card bill for this month will be way higher than usual, but in my opinion, it’s worth it, especially if we consume most of the stuff I bought.  We’d have to get it now or get it in the next few weeks, so we’d pay for it eventually one way or the other.  That’s my logic at least. 
 
    Dylan – ever the little trooper – helped me carry all the stuff up the three flights of stairs to our condo and then assisted his mom finding space for it all in the kitchen cabinets.  It took them almost half an hour, but now I feel pretty comfortable hunkering down for the next few days.  I guess we’ll just wait and see what happens next.   
 
      
 
      
 
    7:03 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Mmm…taco dinner. 
 
    Everyone’s fat and happy now.  Kate cooked up her special refried beans with Oaxaca cheese melted on top (I got mine with hot taco sauce).  I have a feeling it’s going to be a battle for the bathrooms tomorrow morning.   
 
    I have to write fast.  Yep, I’ve gone and done it.  I’ve turned the television off, and I have to move my butt before I lose my audience.  I think that not having the television on is kind of a shock to the system for everyone.  We’ve all gotten so accustomed to it over the years, it’s almost like another member of the family.  But with it off, there’s no Su flu news coverage, no reality TV shows, no video games, no outside distractions.  Sitting on the dining room table before me is a stack of board games – Sorry, Monopoly, Candyland, and Chutes and Ladders.  
 
    Dylan looks mortified, but I know he’ll get into it once we start.  Violet has already got the Monopoly money all mixed up and is playing “race-around-the-board-game” with the Monopoly horse challenging the sports car.  Guess it’s time to go play before Dylan deserts us and Violet starts losing – or eating – the game pieces.  
 
      
 
      
 
    11:05 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Everyone’s asleep but me.  I’m tired, but all this Su flu coverage has my mind racing and adrenaline pumping.  Just sitting around most of the day hasn’t helped.  I haven’t used up any energy.  Plus, I think the tacos are doing battle with the refried beans and taco sauce in my belly.   
 
    All the news feeds are coming in from LA right now.  Night has finally settled across La La Land, and the place is going wild.  There’s looting, there’s rioting, and it looks like general chaos and pandemonium is ubiquitous.  Cars are on fire.  Buildings are on fire.  People are shooting at about anything that moves (or doesn’t move for that matter).  Traffic on a lot of the streets and highways is moving at a snail’s pace or stopped completely.  Bodies are laying in the street (most of them look dead or close to it), and the overall scene is one of utter dissolution of law, order, and sanity.  The police are trying to handle things, but it doesn’t look like they’re able to get a handle on the situation.  According to reports, the governor has called up the National Guard, but supposedly they won’t have the forces necessary to deal with the number of people going bananas there until sometime tomorrow.   
 
    I’m worried that the same thing will happen in Chicago.  I know that our police and fire departments are good, but if what is going on in LA starts here, it could get out of hand quick. 
 
    Scary stuff…VERY scary stuff. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, September 4th  
 
      
 
    8:32 a.m. 
 
      
 
    This morning was interesting.  Over coffee, Kate and I discussed whether we should try leaving the city or if we should stay here and stick it out.  We went round and round on the subject but never really came to a conclusion.  I’m more of the mindset that we should get out of town after having watched the television coverage of LA last night.  I put on the news this morning in hopes of getting Kate on the same page, but things there have calmed down now that the National Guard is on the scene, so it didn’t look nearly as bad as it did last night.  It didn’t do much to support my case to leave the city.  Kate felt that if things start getting too bad here, our governor will most likely call in the Guard too.  Since we’re a good 10 miles from downtown and in an upper-middle-class suburb, I just don’t think she can envision things breaking down in our area like they did in LA. 
 
    I didn’t want to push the subject too hard.  And I have to admit, the thought of packing the kids up and hauling them out to the middle of nowhere isn’t very appealing.  Plus, what happens then?  I mean, it’d be a fun camping trip for a day or two, but then what?  What is the long term plan…spend a long weekend…a week?  If things get that bad, I don’t think they’ll have shaken themselves out in a couple days or even a week, so what’s the point of pulling up roots and running off to the wilderness?  And then what if nothing happens?  What if work and school resume and we are out in the middle of nowhere with no cell service?  I’d be fired and a truancy officer would be waiting at our door when we got home wondering why Dylan wasn’t in school.   
 
    While I don’t think I’d mind a break from the city, both Kate and I tend to agree that with the kids in tow, leaving just isn’t a very feasible – nor fun – sounding idea.  So I guess we’ll just continue to hunker down here for now and see what happens.  What do they call it, ‘shelter in place’?  I guess that’ll be us.  We’ll be sheltering in place.  I’d go get some movies from the library to watch, but after having checked their website, it appears that the library is closed until further notice.  Great.  Looks like we’ll be watching the movies we already own.  At least the kids have their tablets.  They can watch stuff on those.  Maybe I’ll rent a couple movies through our cable provider too.  We can have a family movie night – could be fun.  I’ll even make popcorn! 
 
      
 
      
 
    12:56 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I just can’t stop watching this flu coverage stuff on TV.  It’s addictive and it’s all over the place.  Even during regular programming they’re cutting in for updates.  And now it’s not just from cities around the US but worldwide.   
 
    It looks like hospitals, which are filled to capacity and WAY understaffed, are starting to shut their doors to people.  This is causing even more concern among the general public.  The hospitals don’t have the personnel necessary to deal with the number of patients arriving, and those numbers appear to be increasing exponentially by the day. 
 
    The news is saying that the city morgues are full and they don’t have places for the influx of corpses that are arriving due to the flu.  There was even a shot of a parking lot outside Rush University Memorial Hospital where they had hauled in those big Dumpsters with the ends that can be opened up.  They had plastic tarps over the tops and guys in hazmat suits were loading bodies into them.  Sometimes they would just drive a fork lift with a pallet piled high with filled body bags right into the Dumpster. 
 
    They’re showing cities like New York, Los Angles, Atlanta, and even Washington D.C. having the same problem.  And I guess there still isn’t a cure or any new vaccine for this thing.  The CDC officials they keep interviewing don’t seem to have a clue.  They give their standard lines about people staying inside if and when possible, washing their hands, avoiding public areas, and wearing masks if they have to leave their homes, but it doesn’t seem to be helping much by the looks of things.   
 
    The president is supposed to make a statement tonight.  I guess we’ll see what he has to say. 
 
    Meanwhile, back on the home front, Violet seems to enjoy having us all home with her.  Earlier this morning, she and Kate played with her Fisher Price town set (the old one that I played with as a kid), and then she served us all brunch with her toy food set.  It was sweet…something I don’t get to enjoy when I’m at work.  Dylan on the other hand is going a little stir crazy, but overall I think we’re handling being cooped up together pretty well.   
 
      
 
      
 
    6:23 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was a bummer.  We pretty much got a whole lot of nothing from our president.  During a dinner of burgers and fries, old fearless leader said about the same thing as all the news reports and CDC – stay at home, wear masks if you go out, do lots of hand washing, and they’re working on developing a vaccine.  He’s got a conference call with state governors scheduled for tomorrow, blah, blah, blah.  So much for that.  Turns out, the president’s daughter got the flu and passed away earlier in the day.  Doesn’t say much for surviving this thing if we, “the little people” of the world come down with it.  If they can’t save the president’s own daughter, what’s the hope for the rest of us?  
 
    After that downer, it’s definitely time for a movie to get our minds off things. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:08 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We ended up watching “The Incredibles” movie.  We’ve seen it before…multiple times, but Violet is in that stage where she loves watching the same movies over and over; plus, we all love it.  It’s one of those feel-good family movies that has that ability to whisk you away and take your mind off things for a couple hours.   
 
    I made two bags of microwave popcorn with extra salt and butter, and we finished them both.  It was a nice way to break away from the troubles of the world around us and enjoy some quality family time together. 
 
    After our movie, I asked everyone if they’d like to go on a special “night ranger” mission.  I know that it’s kind of dangerous going outside with the way things are, but it seemed quiet, and I figured that at this time on a Wednesday night, it wouldn’t be too risky.  We didn’t do anything crazy.  I mainly just wanted to give everyone the chance to get some fresh air and stretch their legs.    
 
    It wasn’t a long walk, just a quick jaunt over to Devries’.  I was curious to see what the situation was there.  I also wanted to see what the rest of our little business district looked like.   
 
    In a word, it was “dead”, even for a Wednesday night.  We walked the few blocks to Devries’.  When we got there, a sign on the door indicated that the store would be closed until further notice due to “supply issues”.   
 
    Yeah, no kidding.  I guess that’s what you would call it when no one is coming to work because they’re scared of catching the flu, there’s no one to load the supplies on the trucks, there’s no one to drive the trucks, and there’s no one there to receive the supplies should they actually arrive. 
 
    By the time we headed out on our little adventure (a little after eight), it was already past Violet’s bedtime, so we didn’t make it a long trip; plus, I didn’t want us running into people who might be flu carriers.  After making a quick circuit of our tiny downtown, where the majority of the many shops and restaurants had followed Devries’ lead and closed for the foreseeable future, we came home.  It felt strange seeing our little burg looking like a ghost town, but it was kind of cool at the same time, like we owned the entire place or something.  I think we counted six cars go by the whole time we were out.  Usually, Main Street would be busy with traffic, even at eight o’clock on a Wednesday night.   
 
    The whole thing was weird…like something out of a “Twilight Zone” episode.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, September 5th 
 
      
 
    10:12 a.m. 
 
      
 
    This morning’s news has brought more wild reports.  It seems like things are starting to get crazy everywhere.  We even had some problems with the cable and Internet this morning, and our cell phones are on the fritz.  Kate was all in a tizzy since she wasn’t able to check her online store.  I tried to be supportive, but I eventually told her to just try to relax, there was nothing she could do about it.  I know it’s hard for her.  Heck, I’ve been checking my work email almost nonstop lately.  I’ve been very worried about our productivity numbers.  It’s amazing just how interconnected with and dependant upon our technology we are.  I feel bad for Kate.  She was afraid that she was going to start getting customer complaints if her store went too long without her being able to check in.  Thankfully, everything was back up and working again by nine this morning, and she was able to log in and get things squared away.   I could see her going totally berserk if she wasn’t able to log in until tomorrow.   
 
    To try to keep tensions among the family to a minimum, I kept the television – and most importantly, the news – off, and put the radio on instead.  I tuned it to the smooth jazz channel in an effort to create a mellow mood.  It seemed to work, although I don’t think the kids appreciated my efforts as much as Kate did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I had to sneak out of the bedroom to come write.  Everyone is napping in our bed.  We had a family backrub that seemed to put the rest of the group down for the count.  
 
    Never heard of a family backrub?  Well, here’s how it works…in our family at least.   
 
    Everyone starts on dear old Dad.  Kate works on my neck and head (my favorite areas) while the kids chop, pound, kick, scratch, rub, and even walk on my back.  Once they’re finished with the old man, we form the family backrub chain.  I massage Kate, Kate massages Dylan, and Dylan massages Violet.  It actually works out pretty well, and by the time we’re all done, the rest of the family is typically so relaxed that they’re close to a massage coma and ready for a little shuteye.  I on the other hand, well, I’m typically left wide awake and looking for something to do.  Thankfully, I now have this journal that gives me an outlet even when everyone else is happily in the land of nod.  
 
    I don’t think this flu thing would scare me so much if it weren’t for the kids.  If it was just me and Kate against the world like it used to be, this would just be another hurdle we’d have to clear.  Back then, when we were just starting out, we had the ability to pull up roots quickly and relatively easily and do what we had to do to get by.  But with the kids, it’s not so cut-and-dry anymore.  We’re attached to this area.  There’s Dylan’s school, his friends, his activities, and of course, my work.  When I was in my early 20s, and still churning through jobs trying to find a role I could settle into, quitting one job and finding another wasn’t a big deal.  We didn’t have many bills, we didn’t have extra mouths to feed, and I didn’t have to worry about finding a place with good schools and a safe neighborhood.  Now it’s all so much more complicated.  And frankly, back then, if I died (which seemed impossible), so be it.  I mean, it’d suck for Kate, but she could fend for herself.  Now however, with kids who are dependant upon us, such thoughts about uprooting (or dying) are much more frightening, especially in an environment where it seems the world is severely out of whack.   
 
    This whole flu thing was kind of interesting at first.  It’s certainly not feeling that way now.     
 
      
 
      
 
    6:26 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Tonight on the news, they were telling people to stock up on bread, milk, bottled water, batteries…emergency supply type stuff.  By the way things looked last night at Devries’, it’s a little too late for that now.  I think that most stores are already out of a lot of those things, and the stores that aren’t are closed either because they don’t have the employees to staff them or they’re afraid of people doing damage to their stores.   
 
    There were lots of scenes – both from around Chicago and in other major cities – of people looting the leftovers.  This is especially prevalent in Chicago’s south and near-west sides.  There was even helicopter footage of several building fires that had been set and reports of widespread car-jackings and shootings all across the city.  And of course there was the standard looped footage of people running out of broken store windows carrying flat-screen televisions, cell phones, laptops, small appliances, and other electronics – you know, all the necessities for surviving the apocalypse.  People are so stupid.  It’s amazing we haven’t met with some other major catastrophe much sooner.  Then again, I guess we have if you look back through history at things like the Plague, Spanish Influenza, and Ebola.  It’s just been so long since such diseases have touched us here in the US that we’ve forgotten how dangerous they can be and have grown complacent. 
 
    Looks like a lot of people are trying to get the hell out of Dodge in the Chicagoland area…unsuccessfully I might add.  There are scenes of streets that are jammed because a lot of the traffic lights are out, and the highways are a mess, packed with cars that have overheated or out of gas and have been abandoned.  Makes me glad we didn’t try to leave.  I think it’s better to just sit tight and try to ride this thing out.  In all reality, I don’t think we have much of a choice at this point. 
 
    The experts say that this flu strain is starting to spread like wildfire in just about every developed country.  The only place I’ve heard where they’re doing okay for the moment is down in Australia.  They stopped air travel into the country yesterday, but on tonight’s news they said that they’ve just had their first reported case.  I guess stopping travelers was a measure that apparently came too late.  If there’s a first case, with the way this flu spreads, there’s bound to be more. 
 
    I’m not really sure where all this is going.  It seems like the numbers of sick and dying are growing exponentially each day.  And with no cure or treatment, it’s looking like things (no matter how they play out) are going to be pretty bad.  They’re saying that the death toll is already well into the thousands here in the US, and many hospitals are shutting down due to lack of staff.  I don’t blame them.  A lot of their employees are either sick or are too afraid to go to work. 
 
    On television, the business channel was talking about the economic impact of the flu potentially running into the hundreds of billions of dollars in the US alone – worldwide it could reach into the trillions if things don’t get better soon.  The stock market is swooning and circuit breakers have halted trading today after a nearly 20 percent plunge in just a couple hours.  I really don’t care.  I’m mostly just concerned about my job (from which there’s still been no word on when we’re re-opening) and my family.  I mean sure, I care about my 401k, but it’s not like I’m getting ready to retire anytime soon.  If nothing else, this could be a great buying opportunity once things shake themselves out. 
 
    Still no word from the CDC on a treatment for the virus other than they’re still working on it.  Yeah, yeah, yeah.  They’d better move their asses or there won’t be anyone left to treat. 
 
      
 
    P.S. – No mail today.  Don’t know if we just didn’t get anything or if this is a precursor of things to come – “Neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night…” but Su flu, well, maybe that will keep those couriers from the swift completion of their appointed rounds. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, September 6th  
 
      
 
    7:42 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I heard gunshots last night.  At least I THINK it was gunshots, although I’m not entirely positive.  I guess I can’t say with 100 percent certainty since I’m not used to hearing such things in my daily life.  It was just after 1 a.m.  At first I thought it was a car backfiring.  But then I heard more, and then several in quick succession.  By the time I got Kate to wake up, it was all over.  When I asked them this morning, the kids said they didn’t hear anything, but they sleep like logs anyway.  Just as well.  I don’t want to worry Kate, and I definitely don’t want to scare the kids. 
 
    I couldn’t tell exactly where the shots/sounds were coming from.  It seemed like they were to the east of us.  There’s kind of a sketchy part of town about six blocks from us, down where the freight trains run.  Six blocks doesn’t sound far, but it’s far enough to be on the other side of the tracks.  There are always people sitting in lawn chairs on their front porches or hanging out on the street corners with apparently nothing better to do.  A lot of them look like young street punks and thugs.  It wouldn’t surprise me if a couple of them got together and decided to rob some of the houses up our way, especially if the occupants aren’t around.  I’m sure that the massive Victorian homes around our neighborhood look pretty enticing to people who are down and out.  Heck, they look pretty enticing to ME!  They’re beautiful edifices, and a lot of them are filled with loads of lovely antiques and collectibles.  If the doggone property taxes weren’t so damn high here, I’d like to buy one for our own family.  But that’s living in Cook County.  They’ll tax the crap out of you and then ask for more.  Wonder how much they’ll have to raise taxes to make up for all the dead taxpayers and economic loss due to the flu?  One day people are just going to give up and abandon this place.  The city bureaucrats can only ask so much of us as they piss our hard-earned money away.  But I guess that’s small potatoes in the scheme of things as they sit right now. 
 
    Anyway, the strange – or maybe “worrisome” is the better word – thing about it all is that I never heard any sirens responding to the gunfire.  And living just three blocks from our local police and fire stations (which used to wake us almost nightly when they responded to a variety of calls), I’m sure I would have heard them.  So maybe it WAS just a car backfiring.  Sure didn’t sound like it though.     
 
      
 
      
 
    5:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We got a sort of a wakeup call tonight (as if we needed it after all the news coverage that’s been on).  Posted on the various foyer entry doors of our condo building were notices from our local police department.  They were requests for residents to stay indoors as well as notification that a village-wide curfew starting at 10 p.m. tonight will be in place until further notice. 
 
    Oh yeah, there was also a letter from the US Postal Service above our mailboxes.  Mail delivery has been suspended until further notice.  Guess I won’t have to worry about that big credit card bill from all my recent shopping arriving anytime soon.  Will the utility and credit card companies charge us late fees if we don’t pay on time?  It’s not our fault since we’re not getting mail.  But I guess we could make our payments electronically.  I don’t really like doing that though since I have to give them all our banking information; plus, they charge us a “convenience” fee to do it.  How convenient!  It’s not much, only a couple bucks, but it’s more about the principal of the thing.  They badger the crap out of us to “go paperless” so that they can save on postage and paying envelope stuffers, then WE get charged a convenience fee for such transactions.  Just don’t care for it, but now I’m kind of kicking myself for not doing it.  Never saw something like the Su flu coming.  I’ll bet they don’t charge people late fees.  Customers would be in an uproar (those of them who are left after all this is said and done).  I guess that right now, such minor inconveniences should be at the bottom of my list of concerns. 
 
      
 
    10:46 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure what’s going on outside.  It must be something big.  I heard sirens about 15 minutes ago, and I can see red and blue lights reflected out on Main Street.  I like being up on the third floor of our condo building at times like this.  Makes me feel safer.  Plus, it gives me a good vantage point to see what’s going on out on the streets.  At least two cop cars are blocking the main intersection near the village hall, but I can’t see what’s causing all the commotion.  Maybe it’s just local law enforcement out ensuring that people are abiding by the curfew.  Dylan’s up with me trying to see too.  He wants to go outside and look since it’s only a block away.  He doesn’t get the whole curfew thing.  I don’t really feel like getting hauled in to jail tonight, so I guess we’ll just have to wait until tomorrow and see if there’s anything about it on the local news.  I doubt there will be.  There are so many other big stories taking up local news coverage time that I’m sure whatever is happening in our tiny suburb won’t be of enough significance to break into the crazy coverage from downtown, the south side, and other big cities around the country.  Still, my curiosity is getting the better of me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:13 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Jesus, what’s happening? 
 
    I did something completely stupid.  After Dylan gave up and finally went to bed.  I snuck down the back stairs and across the alley to see if I could get a peek at what was going on outside.   
 
    I kept my distance and tried to stay in the shadows.  I used a short cut-through between several of the buildings across the alley from us to get a glimpse of all the cop cars.  There were at least six local patrol units plus a paddy-wagon from the Chicago Police Department.  They were using fire trucks to form roadblocks at the intersections leading into our downtown.  The entire main thoroughfare was blocked off from the train tracks all the way down to the library.  The authorities appeared to be stopping all traffic from entering or even passing through the business district.  Traffic coming in from other suburbs had to turn around and go back the way they came, and anyone on foot was being arrested and put in the paddy-wagon.  The police officers were all wearing hazmat-type suits with protective hoods, and they were taking the temperatures of each person they stopped before putting them in the wagon.  The people they were rounding up looked mostly like teenagers.  They’ve probably got nothing else to do with school having been cancelled.     
 
    I don’t feel good even just writing this for fear that it could get me into trouble down the road, but I actually saw them KILL a guy!  Well, maybe he’s not dead, but they sure as hell shot him.  They had pulled him aside with a couple other dudes who they had already put in the paddy wagon ahead of him.  They took this guy’s temperature as they prepared to load him inside, just like they did his buddies.  It looked like they were telling him something after they took his temperature and he started to panic.  The conversation got heated, and he made a break for it, tearing away from the cops and starting to run down the street.  Before he got more than ten yards, an officer shot him several times in the back.  He fell right there on the street.  I’m pretty sure he was dead.  He wasn’t moving at least.  
 
    That was enough for me.  I turned around right and hustled home after that.  I’m just glad we loaded up on food when we did.  There’s no way I’m chancing going back outside after seeing what I saw tonight.  Tomorrow I’m going to take inventory of what food we have on hand as well as other supplies.  I don’t know how long this situation is going to last, and if we have to start rationing things, I want to get a jump on it.  I’m amazed at how much food a family of four can go through.  It makes you appreciate just how easy it is to get food at the store…or at least how easy it WAS…at least until now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, September 7th  
 
      
 
    7:57 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Well, it’s official.  The governor of Illinois has declared a state of emergency and enacted a state-wide curfew starting each evening at 7 p.m. and continuing until 7 a.m. the next morning until further notice, not that any person in their right mind wants to be out of their home right now anyway.  It’s only those looking to loot, steal, or otherwise conduct the evil debauchery that the Su flu has apparently opened the door to that seem to be venturing out into the open.  Honestly, I’m amazed it took the governor this long to call out the National Guard.  I’m not sure how much good they’re going to do.  I think it’s a little too late.  Frankly, if I was in the National Guard, I’d certainly be having second thoughts about heading to the local armory or wherever they go to meet up.  Heck, most of them probably can’t even GET to wherever they’re supposed to be the way the traffic lights are out and the roads are jammed with abandoned vehicles.  Add to that, most public transportation isn’t operating, and it’s a real cluster. 
 
    Okay, enough writing for now.  I’m off to do inventory.  It’s going to be a family affair.  I want everyone to see what we have and know that this is it for the time being.  They need to understand that we have no idea how long this thing is going to last, and what food we have needs to last us until things get back to normal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:11 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I decided to kill two birds with one stone and use my new journal to record this morning’s inventory report.  I’ll start with what’s in our cabinets and then move on to what’s in the fridge.  Here goes: 
 
      
 
    FOOD 
 
    
    	 (3) Boxes Ramen noodles (12 individual servings per box) 
 
    	 (4) Bags assorted chips/pretzels (some already open) 
 
    	 (5) Boxes assorted cereal (two already open) 
 
    	 (22) Cans assorted vegetables (corn, peas, green beans, carrots, refried beans, stewed tomatoes) 
 
    	 (3) Cans black olives 
 
    	 (3) Jars green olives 
 
    	 (2) Jars jam 
 
    	 (2) Cans corned beef hash 
 
    	 (2) Cans corned beef 
 
    	 (6) Assorted salad dressings/BBQ sauce 
 
    	 (2) Boxes crackers 
 
    	 (5) Jars pasta sauce/Alfredo sauce 
 
    	 (5) Boxes pasta (1 lb. each) 
 
    	 (2) Boxes shells and cheese 
 
    	 (3) Boxes mac n’ cheese 
 
    	 (5) Assorted variety pasta sides 
 
    	 (4) Cans baked beans/black beans 
 
    	 (5) Cans mandarin oranges (Violet’s favorite) 
 
    	 (5) Cans peaches and fruit cocktail 
 
    	 (3) 16 oz. jars peanut butter (one open, half full) 
 
    	 5-lb bag white rice 
 
    	 (1) Box microwave popcorn bags (6 bags) 
 
    	 (1) Box 10 granola bars 
 
    	 (1) Container chocolate chip cookies 
 
    	 (1) Box fruit chews 
 
    	 (1) 32 oz. container oatmeal (almost full) 
 
    	 (1) 18 oz. container grits 
 
    	 5-lb. bag potatoes 
 
    	 (6) Bananas 
 
    	 Assorted powdered milk, condensed milk, salt, pepper, spices, seasonings, bacon bits, biscuit mix, pancake mix, Italian seasoned bread crumbs, honey, ketchup, mustard, whipped salad dressing, olive oil, vegetable oil. 
 
   
 
      
 
    LIQUIDS 
 
    
    	 (4) 24-packs of 16.9 oz. bottled waters 
 
    	 (2) Gallons distilled water 
 
    	 (3) Bottles 64 oz. fruit juice 
 
    	 (1) Box juice boxes (10 in total) 
 
    	 (½) Case light beer 
 
    	 (3) Bottles wine (2 red/1 white) 
 
    	 (1) Pint bottle whiskey 
 
    	 (½) Bottle vodka 
 
    	 (½) Bottle gin 
 
    	 (1) 12-pack soda 
 
   
 
      
 
    IN FRIDGE/FREEZER 
 
    
    	 (2) Gallons milk 
 
    	 (21) Eggs 
 
    	 (1 ¾) Lbs Butter 
 
    	 (2) Loafs white bread 
 
    	 (1) 3 lb. pork roast 
 
    	 (4) Lbs. ground beef 
 
    	 (1) 3 lb. beef roast 
 
    	 (2) Lbs. boneless chicken breasts 
 
    	 (6) Pre-formed hamburgers 
 
    	 (2) 16 oz. packages of frozen mixed vegetables 
 
    	 (1) 12 oz. package shredded mozzarella cheese 
 
    	 (10) Bun-length wieners 
 
    	 (14) cheese singles 
 
    	 8 oz. package sliced ham 
 
    	 8 oz. package sliced turkey (about 6 oz. left) 
 
    	 (1) opened 64 oz. orange juice 
 
    	 (1) opened 64 oz. tropical fruit juice 
 
    	 (10) Tortillas 
 
    	 Assorted open condiments, pickles, butter, fresh fruits, preserves, olives, veggies, and a few leftovers.  
 
   
 
      
 
    Overall I’m fairly pleased with our supply situation, but I’m not going to get overconfident.  It looks like a lot of stuff on paper, but when our non-refrigerated items are laid out on the kitchen floor, it doesn’t seem like all that much, especially not knowing how long we’re going to have to make it last.  I think we’ll start cooking the frozen meats and using up stuff in the fridge (along with some of the shorter shelf life items) just in case we lose power. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:43 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Power’s out! 
 
    Dylan’s pissed.  It cut right into the video game he was playing.  He’s moaning about how he didn’t get to save his game before the console went off (like that’s our biggest concern right now).  Oh to be eight years old again!  The world could be falling down around us (and apparently is), and a lost video game is his greatest concern. 
 
    I have used this opportunity to go down to our basement storage unit and dig out some of our camping supplies, which I admit, have sat unused since the birth of the kids.  
 
    But I’m glad I held onto the stuff.  Some of it could come in handy.  We’ve got things like our big camp cooler, the portable cook stove, three 16.4-ounce small-cylinder propane tanks to fuel the stove (hopefully they’re still full), some candles and cigarette lighters (I pulled more such items from cabinets and drawers around the condo), and flashlights with extra batteries.  From the collection of flashlights and batteries, I was able to get four working flashlights – one for each of us – just in case the power stays off into the night.  We had to keep reminding Violet not to play with hers.  She kept clicking it on and off, shining it in people’s eyes, and generally being a four-year-old.  To try to get her to save the batteries, we told her that shining the light in people’s faces hurts their eyes.  So what does she do?  Takes it in her bedroom and flashes it in the eyes of her stuffed animals.  Sweet little thing.  I finally found a tiny flashlight that runs off a single AAA battery in our junk drawer and gave her that to fiddle with instead.  
 
    We also found a battery-powered camp lantern and a hand-crank radio/flashlight combo that was a present from our cousin one Christmas.  We left things like the tent, sleeping bags, and cots downstairs in the storage unit. 
 
    Hopefully we don’t need all this stuff, but it’s nice to have it out and ready…just in case.  
 
    The city-provided water is still running, so I put Kate, Violet, and Dylan to work filling up some additional containers (pots, pans, Dylan’s canteen, and some empty jugs and buckets).  While they’re doing that, I’m going to start cooking a beef roast (since our natural gas is still working too) as well as some of the frozen chicken breasts and mixed veggies.  If the power doesn’t come back on soon, I don’t want to be left with a defrosted refrigerator full of ruined food. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5:08 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Power’s back on now! 
 
    It wasn’t too bad going without it.  We had an early dinner.  I gave Dylan the hand-crank radio to play with, and he was able to provide us with some evening dinner music while we enjoyed our roast.  He’d have to stop eating every five minutes or so and give the thing a few cranks to keep it powered.  It was kind of funny.  The sound of the music would start to get softer and softer and then begin to fade out completely.  Dylan would rush to get the radio powered back up, cranking frantically, before the signal was lost.  It became a sort of game, and by the end of dinner, even Violet was participating in winding the crank. 
 
    As soon as the power came back on, I turned the refrigerator up full blast to get it extra cold, just in case it goes off again.  I also began making extra ice and freezing some ice packs for the camp cooler in case we need to conduct a food transfer. 
 
    Kate and Violet are going to make popcorn tonight.  I told them to go ahead and make all the bags.  We can put the extra in a big holiday tin I cleaned out earlier today.  Then we can snack on it whenever we like.  
 
    I put the television on as soon as we got the power back.  The news said that there were numerous reports of power outages across the Chicagoland area and that the utility companies were having trouble gathering enough technicians to restore service to all locations.  They also said that the number of flu cases was running well into the tens of thousands now just in the Chicago area alone.  They explained that specific numbers on the sick or dead were hard to pinpoint.  Many hospitals are no longer accepting patients and people aren’t reporting cases of the flu since they can’t make it to health centers or hospitals.  Nationwide they said that reported cases were well into the hundreds of thousands and the total number of cases was more likely in the millions and growing fast.  I guess the mortality rate for this thing is something like 90 percent and possibly even higher.  I tend to wonder if even that number is correct, though, since I haven’t seen interviews with ANYONE who has come down with this thing and managed to survive.   
 
    I’ve told Kate and the kids that we aren’t going outside the condo for ANY reason!  Unfortunately, there’s hardly anything good to watch on television.  It’s all flu coverage on the news stations and major networks.  All the sporting events from baseball and auto racing to golf and tennis have been cancelled.  Most of the athletes don’t want to participate, fearing exposure to the flu.  Some of them already have it or have died from it.  And no one wants to go to events where they’d have to sit shoulder-to-shoulder with other people in a stadium or grandstand.  It’s one thing to risk getting the regular flu, but no one wants to risk their life just to see a ballgame, car race or round of golf.  And with as contagious as this thing seems to be, the chance of catching it just from being in close proximity to other people seems to be extremely high.      
 
      
 
      
 
    8:58 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The power just went out…again.  It only stayed off for about ten minutes before coming back on, but it was just enough to give us the opportunity to test our flashlights and get a taste of what it’s like to live in the dark.  I tried to make it an interesting/fun learning experience for the kids, explaining to them that this is how the pioneers used to live ALL the time.  I don’t think they really got it.  Dylan might have…a little.  Having grown up in the country, where the power went off more often than in the city, I’m more accustomed to dealing with such things than Kate and the kids. 
 
    Right about the time Kate and I got all the candles lit and the flashlights handed out, the power came back on.  It was actually kind of cozy for a minute, but now I’m really starting to worry about what happens if it goes off and stays off. 
 
    Life without power for a few hours is one thing.  Life without power for eight or ten hours or even an day isn’t all that bad when you know the electric company will have services back up and running shortly.  But when it goes off and you aren’t sure if it will come back on in a day, two days, three days, a week, or EVER, it stops being a fun rarity and starts to become a real concern.  More than that, I’m worried about the water and sewer services.  I guess they have backup generators that keep these city services operating during temporary power outages.  But how long can they last?  What happens if those generators run out of fuel?  We have enough food for weeks.  But water is something we go through a lot of.  We don’t have any nearby ponds or streams.  We have enough water to drink for a while, but how will we take showers?  How will we brush our teeth?  How will we flush the toilets?  This could get messy – and stinky – pretty quick. 
 
      
 
    P.S. – As soon as it started getting dark tonight, I heard more gunfire.  This time I’m sure that’s what it was, and it sounded as though the shots were coming from several different areas around us – not too close, thankfully.  Kate and the kids heard it too.  I recommended we play a game of Sorry to take our minds off it.  It helped.  Dylan won, which made his night.  Amazingly, the kids didn’t seem too concerned about the gunfire, but I could tell Kate was.  Frankly, I was too. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, September 8th  
 
      
 
    8:48 a.m. 
 
      
 
    For this morning’s breakfast, we all ate big bowls of cereal with plenty of milk.  I don’t want us eating just to eat.  And I don’t want to use up too much food and over-consume.  But at the same time, I want to try to start using up our perishables in the event we lose power for good.  I’m finding that rationing our food and determining what to eat first and in what amounts is a difficult balancing act.  I do have to admit, my stomach certainly welcomed the soothing milk to quell the stomach acid coursing through my belly.  It was churning away at the lining of my gut while lying in bed listening to the amount of gunfire taking place outside last night.  And unlike the last few times I heard it, the shots sounded closer to our condo.   
 
    The shooting started about an hour after it got dark and continued until around two or three in the morning.  It increased in intensity before starting to dissipate in the pre-dawn hours.  By this morning it was quiet again, although I’ve seen movement in the streets.  Not much, but there have been several individuals running past our building, sometimes carrying armfuls or bagfuls of stuff.  I’m assuming that these people are looters.  And it doesn’t appear as though the police are doing much to stop them from taking what isn’t theirs.  I’m not exactly sure where they’re coming from or where they’re going.  I’d guess down by the tracks.  And I don’t know if its stores they’re taking things from or houses.  The positive thinker in me hopes they’re not stealing at all.  Maybe they’re just residents fleeing on foot with their belongings.  I don’t think so, but I really have no idea.   
 
    What I DO know is that I’m having the entire family take showers this morning.  I want everyone fresh and clean in case we lose water pressure.  Things could get rather uncomfortable quick around here without water, so I want everyone as prepared as possible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:39 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The power went off just before eleven this morning and has been off and on ever since.  It cut off once while Dylan was in the shower and he was hooting and hollering…it was actually kind of funny to hear him yelling about the lights having gone out.  At least the water kept running and stayed warm for him.  With it being a somewhat overcast day (which helps keep things cool without benefit of air conditioning), and with our bathroom only having one small frosted-glass window, he was forced to finish his shower in relative darkness. 
 
    Worse yet, the cable and internet were out for much of the day too.  This meant that Kate was worried about work.  Nobody is buying anything anyway.  And it’s not like she could ship the stuff even if they did, so I’m not sure what the big deal is.  More than anything, I think it’s the loss of control that’s bothering her most.  Besides her desire to stay home with Dylan when he was born, she left her previous work in accounting largely so that she could take more control over her life.  Now that she’s starting to lose that sense of power and control that came with being her own boss, I think it’s kind of a rude awakening.  I’m sure that taking the internet away has left a huge void in the lives of many people. 
 
    I haven’t heard much from my own work.  I’ve had a couple employees contact me wanting to know what the situation is or telling me they won’t be in to work this week.  I’ve tried to contact our regional VP, but I haven’t heard anything back, so I sent out a mass email to our employees letting them know that as soon as I know something, I’d let them know.  But at this point, the situation hasn’t changed.  We’re still just waiting things out.  I’m sure they’re experiencing a certain level of anxiety, just like me.  Will there be paychecks waiting for them when they go back?  Will there even be jobs or a company?   
 
    I wonder how many of our staff have caught the flu…how many may not have survived?  It’s going to be weird when all this is said and done to see who made it and who didn’t.  Lots of funerals to attend.  It’s going to be extremely sad.  I’ve worked with some of those people for nearly a decade.  They’re more like family than co-workers. 
 
    It’s all so strange…like living in a movie.  It just keeps getting worse and worse and there are no answers from anyone about what’s being done to deal with it.   
 
    Maybe it’s a good thing that Kate and I don’t have close family in the area and that we don’t communicate much with the family we do have.  It seems like it would be much harder to deal with something like this if you had parents, siblings, or other close relatives to worry about.  We can pretty much hole up in our condo and hopefully ride this thing out on our own.    
 
    We haven’t heard anything directly from Dylan’s school, but the last local news reports we saw said that ALL Chicago area schools will be closed for the foreseeable future.  Local officials are urging parents to do their best to work with their kids as they would during summer break to help maintain certain basic learning skills.  They advocate taking the chance to be at home to increase the time spent reading with children as well as to play more board games, do math exercises, and conduct similar educational activities. 
 
    So we took the opportunity to do just that.  Dylan is reading “The Trumpet of the Swan” (I love that book – I still remember reading it in second grade), and he has a copy of “Charlotte’s Web” to read after that.  Kate reads stories and nursery rhymes to Violet from a Mother Goose book.  And when I’m not writing in here, I’m getting back into the copy of “On the Road” by Jack Kerouac that I’ve been trying to finish for some time now.  It’s actually kind of nice.  We all get our own candle to read by in the dull afternoon light.  And while it’s a little warm to make such a situation cozy, it’s still a fun…well I guess I shouldn’t say “fun”, but a “nice” opportunity to spend some quiet, quality, family time together.   
 
    It’s amazing just how deathly still it is when the power is off and everyone is reading or playing quietly.  There are no fans, no blowers, no air conditioners running, no beeping microwaves, no running dishwashers, no washer/dryer timers going off, no chirping alarm clocks, not even the tiniest static hum of televisions or soft, almost indiscernible purr of computers.  These noises have become such a part of our daily lives that we only really notice their absence once they’re gone. 
 
    7:12 a.m. 
 
      
 
    When the cable finally came back on, the news wasn’t good.  It’s not a pretty picture out there.  The national news was comprised mainly of reports of death, dying, looting, and destruction from major cities across the US and around the world.  The local news wasn’t much different except that it consisted mostly of live helicopter footage of the looting taking place around the Chicagoland area.  According to reports, a lot of people are already running out of food.  Since the stores are all closed or empty, people are getting desperate and are now starting to break into homes to take what they can get.  This is apparently acting to spread the flu to even MORE people.  And those who aren’t getting sick are getting shot at.  It’s particularly bad on the south and near-west sides of the city, but the violence seems to be spreading everywhere – FAST! 
 
    They’re telling people to lock their doors and exercise extreme caution when it comes to “suspicious” persons in and around their neighborhoods.  Huh!  Looks like there’s no lack of those!  Suddenly all that politically-correct, be kind to your neighbor bullshit is out the window.  They’re also advising people that one course of action (since local law enforcement agencies are currently overwhelmed and understaffed) is to make it look like your home has already been looted by scattering clothing and other non-essential possessions around your front yard (if you have a front yard).  The newscaster giving this particular report said that leaving an unattached garage door open could add to the façade that you’ve abandoned your home or it has already been looted.  Personally, I’m glad we’re in a condo building rather than a single-family home.  We don’t know our neighbors well, but out of our stack of six units (one of which is empty – a foreclosure), three of them are owned by single women, and the fourth is owned by a single mother with a teenage son.  Plus, people entering our building have to come through the steel entry gate, across the courtyard, through our entry foyer door, then break through our locked front stairwell door (which I admit is glass-paneled, so it’s not much of a deterrent, but it’s a deterrent nonetheless), walk up two-and-a-half flights of stairs, and get through our inch-and-a-half-thick wood front door with three deadbolt locks.  And coming up the back stairs would be even harder since they’d have to go through the steel door that faces the alley, up the stairs, and then through our own steel backdoor with another two deadbolt locks.   
 
    While I’m not naive enough to think that such deterrents would keep out someone who really WANTED to get at us, I’m also realistic enough to know that most robbers and looters are creatures of opportunity and will take the path of least resistance.  I’m just thankful that our position offers substantial resistance. 
 
    I AM going to get the guns out, though, once the kids go to sleep.    
 
      
 
      
 
    6:59 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Watching the nightly news is getting intensely depressing.  As if the constantly looping footage of the tragedy taking place around us, paired with the catastrophic events nationally and worldwide isn’t bad enough, we now get the nightly mortality reports and celebrity death lists. 
 
    As of tonight, current estimates of those who have succumbed to the Su flu in the United States stand near four million, but even the mainstream media says this is likely a low estimate because so many people have died in their homes and have yet to be discovered.  National estimates of those who are currently infected with the flu stands right around 10 to 15 million.  Worldwide, they’re saying the numbers of infected are already into the hundreds of millions.  And again, those numbers are probably much lower than the true total of infected since they are mostly just educated guesses by the experts.  Many of the world’s bigger cities – especially those in lesser developed nations – are turning into gigantic cesspools of death and decay.  The streets in these cities are literally filled with dead bodies.  People are being infected and dying faster than the computerized models tracking exposure rates can keep up with.  It only takes three to four days (sometimes less for the aged or very young) from the time the first flu symptoms are exhibited for the body to be completely overwhelmed.  Apparently the virus moves from organ to organ, shutting them down and making it impossible for the host to mount any sort of defense.  The ease of transmission and extreme speed with which the flu kills is making it almost impossible for anyone to find a treatment.  Everyone the CDC has reportedly tried to test vaccines on dies before the vaccines have had time to fully take effect.  Plus, I guess the CDC is now starting to run out of scientists and experts to work on vaccine development since their specialized personnel are dying from the flu too.  Many of them were exposed during the early stages of the flu (all of a week or so ago) before they realized just how infectious – and extremely deadly – it was. 
 
    The only good news to come out of all this is that Washington D.C. is effectively shut down (I’m kidding…sort of).  Congress and the Senate have taken leaves of absence (of course).  According to reports, the President is supposedly still running the country (I hope they’re using the word “running” loosely) from somewhere within the isolated confines of a secure bunker with a hyper-sensitive air filtration system.  I guess this news is supposed to ease our worried minds.  Sounds like the President will be presiding solely over himself pretty soon if he doesn’t come up with something quick, although what that “something” is, I’m not exactly sure.  He certainly isn’t helping anyone around here as far as I can see.  Still haven’t seen hide nor hair of the National Guard.  I’ll bet they’re all tied up – what few of them they could probably muster – down on the south side of the city.  That portion of Chicago was a war zone BEFORE the flu, so I can only imagine what it’s like now.   
 
    It seems like the new reality television programming is the non-stop news coverage of the flu.  Instead of the hottest new celebrity gossip or the Hollywood hit-list of who’s dating who being plastered all over the TV these days, it’s which movie stars, television actors, entertainers, singers, musicians, or sports figures have caught the Su flu or died.  The nightly news is a veritable who’s-who of the dead and dying rich and famous.  The news networks have a constantly running banner of not-so-long-ago, larger-than-life figures who have met their demise at the hand of the flu.  It’s weird to see eulogies or dates of passing for these figures, people who once played so prominently into our lives through the sports they played, the songs they sang, or the movies or shows they starred in.  The heroes of the world are passing faster than we can keep up with…although at this point, I think most people have bigger fish to fry…like just trying to stay alive themselves.   
 
      
 
      
 
    10:16 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Just got done cleaning the guns.  I hope to God I don’t have to use them.  Using the six-shot, hand-loaded .38 revolver doesn’t bother me as much as the thought of using Dad’s old duck-hunting gun.  The thing is huge, heavy, and old.  I don’t think it’s been fired in at least 20 years.  I only remember shooting it once way back when Dad took me on one of his hunting trips.  I was maybe only 11 or 12-years-old at the time.  It just about knocked me on my ass (left a big bruise on my shoulder), and I refused to shoot it again after that.  I’ve only got eight shells for it.  I’m afraid that if I use the thing, it could blow up and do more damage to me than any intruders.  I’ve got a box with 28 rounds for the .38.  I’m more comfortable shooting that…still, it’s been at least 10 years since I last took it to the range. 
 
    While I practiced loading both guns, I didn’t keep them loaded because I know Kate would have a fit if I left loaded weapons around the kids.  Personally, I don’t think it’s a good idea either, but I’m keeping them nearby and the ammo easily accessible in my top dresser drawer.  I want to be able to get to the guns and load them quickly if necessary – I just hope it’s not. 
 
      
 
    P.S. – I just heard some yelling in the alley behind our building.  It was followed by several gunshots.  It looks like someone is lying near one side of the alleyway nearest our condo building.  It’s hard to tell since it’s dark, but the dark form doesn’t appear to be moving.  I feel bad.  I want to go down and check on the person, but they could be infected or it could just be a trap to lure someone out there so that they can be robbed or worse.  I tried calling the police, but all I got was a busy signal.  I’m pretty sure the person is dead.  I watched for at least five minutes and whoever it is didn’t move once.  I tried calling softly to the person from our kitchen window, but I didn’t get a response.  But I didn’t want to be too loud and draw attention to our unit in the process.  I’m not sure exactly what to do.   
 
    Uh oh, gotta go.  Looks like the noise woke up Dylan. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10:56 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Just got Dylan back to bed.  He had heard the gunshots and seen the body down in the alley from his bedroom window.  Thankfully, he missed the part where the person was actually shot.  Somebody came along about 20 minutes ago and looked at the body.  Then they took what looked like a gun off it and left.  It’s still laying down there.  I’m positive now that the person is dead.  Great.  Now we’ve got a dead body behind our condo building.  In a sick sort of way, it could be a good thing.  Maybe it will act as a sort of deterrent to others.  Maybe they’ll think we’re a bunch of badasses holed up in here shooting people who try to enter the building.  Wonder if they will remove it?  Who is ‘they’?  Seems like local government and law enforcement have broken down.  I don’t want to leave a rotting body out there, but I don’t want to mess with it either.  It could be infected or something.  Jesus, I never thought I’d be facing these sorts of problems.  “What do we do with the dead body outside our back yard?”  “Is that body infected with a deadly virus?”  “Can the virus be transmitted from the dead or just from the living?”  “How much food can we consume each day?”  “Will the power be on tomorrow?”  “Which gun should I use for the defense of my home and family?”   
 
    I haven’t heard much activity from our neighbors lately.  I wonder what THEY think about all this?  Are they still here?  Are any of them sick?  What if the flu can be spread through the vents or between floors or walls?  Shit…more fun questions.       
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, September 9th  
 
      
 
    6:43 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The power went out this morning at 5:57.  It came back on at 6:08, and then it went off again a couple minutes later.  It’s been off ever since.   
 
    With no electricity, I decided to make breakfast for the family.  I guess “make” is a strong word.  I got everyone bowls of cereal and then made a lightening-quick grab for the milk to keep as little cold air from escaping from the fridge as possible.  We’ve now finished off one complete gallon and have just started our second.  It’s warm out this morning; humid too.  It’s stuffy inside the condo with the air conditioning off.  The kids are already getting grumpy.  Looks like a fun day ahead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:15 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The kids are complaining.  They want to go outside.  I feel bad for them.  They’ve been pent up in here for too long.  We all have.  To keep the kids from picking at each other any more than they already have this morning, Kate sent Violet to take a bath.  Vy loves baths.  She puddles around in the tub, playing with a vast array of toys.  She typically takes some of her toy cookware – pots, pans, plates, cups, and plastic foods – into the tub with her and spends time filling her pots with water, cooking meals, and feeding her rubber duckies, plastic penguins, and other tub toys.  She can easily spend an hour or more in there, which is good when we’re looking for ways to keep the kids entertained and kill some time during what have become some extremely long days. 
 
       Dylan is playing a game on his tablet (while the batteries last).     
 
    On a more serious note, I’ve heard coughing coming from an adjoining condo recently.  It’s extremely disconcerting.  I heard it late last night, but I can’t tell if it’s coming from the unit beside or below us.  I heard it a little bit more this morning at around seven, and then nothing.  It’s been quiet ever since.   
 
    I decided that I should make a run downstairs to take the garbage out (it’s really starting to stink).  Then I want to seal us in our condo.  I don’t know what’s going on with our neighbors or just how contagious this virus is.  I mean, obviously I already know it’s highly contagious, but I’m not sure if it can spread from other units to ours through the air…like through the vents…and I don’t want to take any chances.  I’m sure I sound kind of nutty writing that, but when it comes to life and death, and especially the safety of my family, there’s no room for error in my mind.  Plus, with the electricity still off and not much else to do, sealing up the doors will give me a nice afternoon project…and Dylan can help me, which will keep him and his sister from fighting like caged animals. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:47 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I loaded the .38 handgun.  It was a strange feeling to load a weapon understanding that there was a distinct possibility I might actually have to use it.  It was a feeling I’ve never experienced before.  I’d say it’s comprised mostly of fear (probably 80 percent) of being shot at.  The other 20 percent is dread at the idea of having to use the weapon against another person.  I know that if someone confronts me, I’ll have to make a conscious decision, an almost instantaneous one: fire or hesitate.  Firing means I might seriously injure or even kill someone.  And taking a human life (no matter what the reason or situation) is not really something I want weighing on my conscience for the rest of my life.  But hesitating could mean the loss of my own life – something I DEFINITELY don’t want.   
 
    More than anything, I guess I’m just thankful to have the gun.  I can’t imagine being in this type of situation with only the doors to our condo building standing between us and what’s going on outside.   
 
    With my gun in hand, I made a quick trip down the rear stairwell, out to the alley, and around the corner of the building to where the trash and recycle bins are.  The body in the alley was still there.  I didn’t mess with it.  I had Kate come downstairs with me and stay by the stairwell door so I didn’t have to fumble with keys to get quickly and quietly back inside.  While we were downstairs, we took a detour to our storage unit in the building’s basement just off the exit door to the alley.  There, I retrieved a roll of duct tape I had stashed.  The brief excursion reminded me that I need to clean out our storage locker.  It’s getting too full of crap.  It’s filled to within three feet of the ceiling with boxes of books, toys, ornaments, bags of old clothes, and other junk that needs to be sorted through and either repacked or donated to charity.  At least I’ve kept it neatly stacked and organized.  But I’ll leave that project for another day. 
 
    Anyway, on the top of my priority list is getting started on sealing us into our condo.  I see no reason for us to have to go back outside in the next few days unless somehow things start getting back to normal…which from all current indications, doesn’t appear to be happening. 
 
    Well, time for me and Dylan to get to work.  I think he’s actually looking forward to this project to give him something to do other than just sit around. 
 
      
 
      
 
    12:35 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Our condo sealing job didn’t take as long as I thought.  We took garbage bags and opened them up, duck taping them over and around the edges of our front and rear doors.  Dylan and I did similar work in our utility closet, using some expanding foam insulator to fill smaller cracks around the duct work that runs up from the condos below and through our unit before exiting at the roof.  It’s something I’ve been meaning to do since we moved in several years ago simply for better insulation against heat, cold, and sound.  I’d just never gotten around to it.  I let Dylan be my “foam man”, a task he enjoyed immensely, spraying the yellow sealant down into and around cracks and then watching as it expanded and hardened.  Then we sealed the door to the utility closet (just in case we missed any cracks) with taped-up plastic lining around its edges similar to how we’d done the condo’s entry doors. 
 
    Finally, just to be on the extreme safe side, I found a can of disinfecting spray and gave it to Dylan.  He went around the condo spraying everything down.  Of course by this point, Violet was done with her bath and wanted to help spray.  This started a whole new bout of arguing and fighting between the kids.  It ended with Dylan chasing Violet around the condo trying to spray “her stinky butt” as he put it.  But overall, we were able to kill a couple hours with the work and get ourselves sealed securely inside our hovel.   
 
    With that project done, I then took a couple minutes to remove the glass panel from the small bathroom window above the tub and replaced it with the summer screen to at least give us a little ventilation and fresh air.  The problem is, now we can hear the distant sound of gunfire more easily – even during the day – which is disconcerting to all of us.  Also, I noticed multiple spots on the horizon where black smoke was billowing into the sky.  Looks like fires are burning out of control in some spots.  I can see them the best out the back and side windows facing south and west.  The opposite side of our condo building blocks my north-facing view, and the trees out in front by the street obscure anything toward the east.  I would assume things probably look just as bad or worse closer to downtown.   
 
    I wish the power would come back on so that we could see the news reports on all this.  I’m both curious and at the same time fearful to know.   
 
      
 
      
 
    2:26 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Well, I got my wish.  The power came back on for all of about 10 minutes just after two o’clock.  I flipped the television on, but we weren’t getting a signal on the cable box.  I tried our phones and the internet too… nothing.  I even gave the radio a shot – nothing there either.  Scary.  All I can say is DAMN scary. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    6:39 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I spent most of the afternoon cooking after the power went off again.  I made burgers and cooked most of the remaining meat we had in the freezer.  I just don’t want the stuff going bad if the power stays off.  We’ve continued to make extra ice since I began worrying about the possibility of a long-term power outage, and we loaded up the camp cooler we have.  We put as much of the lunch meats, hot dogs, eggs, butter, and similar perishables as we could inside it.  Then we iced it all down since the fridge is starting to get warm.  But even the ice in the cooler is already starting to melt.  I told Kate and the kids to go ahead and eat as much as they want of this sort of stuff since it won’t last long the way things are going.  Without power, and the way the summer temperatures are still lingering in the low to mid-80s during the day and only dropping into the upper-60s at night, once the ice in the cooler is completely melted, I’d give the meat a day or two at best before it starts to go bad.  Thankfully, I bought some extra salt at the store the other day that I can use to salt the meat to help preserve it if necessary.  I just hope it works.  I really have no idea what I’m doing, but I saw it done on one of those Discovery Channel shows…Alaska something or other.  I’m just glad I loaded up on some of this longer-lasting food when I had the chance.  I hate to think what other people are doing for food right about now.  Probably why there are so many places on fire.  I’ll bet people are starting to fight over the scraps.   
 
      
 
    P.S. – Oh, and by the way, we haven’t heard anymore coughing coming from our neighbor’s unit, although we did hear someone walking up the stairs below us this afternoon.  It sounded like they opened and then closed a door either on the first or second floor.  We didn’t unseal our own door to find out who it was.  I’m not taking any unnecessary chances just yet.  I have to admit that I’m feeling rather anti-social and actually a tad bit guilty having not checked on the well-being of our neighbors.  Still, it’s not worth my family coming down with this hellish flu to find out how they’re doing.  I’ll give it a few more days.  If people are staying home like they’re supposed to be, by then, we should know who has this thing and who doesn’t. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:13 p.m. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    It looks weird outside tonight.  I’m taking Dylan up to the rooftop with me to investigate.  We had to wait for Violet to fall asleep since I know she’d want to tag along with her big brother if she knew we were going, and I definitely don’t want her trying to climb up to the roof. 
 
    Dylan’s so excited.  It’s almost as though he thinks this whole thing is some sort of game or Indiana Jones adventure.  He went and put on his camouflage pants and T-shirt for the “mission” as he’s now calling it.  I’m not nearly as excited about it, but I’m glad he is.  At least one of us is looking forward to this.  I’m just curious to know what’s going on out there. 
 
    We have to temporarily unseal ourselves from the condo sarcophagus we’ve created, which I’m not looking forward to; but if we do it carefully enough, we ought to be able to keep the majority of the tape and plastic around the doors intact.  If we have to do a little repair work tomorrow, so be it.  It’s not as though our schedules are so hectic that we won’t have the time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:47 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I had to come back for Kate.  I wanted her to see what Dylan and I were seeing.  I held a flashlight as Kate and Dylan climbed the steel-rung ladder leading up to the opening to our building’s darkened rooftop.  We aren’t supposed to go up there, but what’s the association going to do, fine us?  From this vantage point, we could get a great view of what was creating the light we’d been noticing in the nighttime sky. 
 
    What we saw both amazed and frightened us.  I guess those fires that we noticed on the horizon earlier in the day have spread all across the city.  They were especially prevalent around the near-west and southern portions of the city from what we could tell from our position atop the roof.  The flames from these fires were giving the nighttime sky over the city a strange, kind of eerily orange glow.  You can actually SMELL smoke in the air, although it doesn’t look like there are many fires burning in our immediate vicinity…which I take as a good sign.  It looks like the nearest fires to us are possibly in Brookfield or maybe Countryside, but I can’t be certain since it’s hard enough to judge distance during the day, let alone when it’s dark out.    
 
    It’s weird to see the glow of the fires.  Stranger yet is that the city seems deathly silent.  Other than the distant smatter of occasional gunfire, there are no honking vehicles, no rumbling trains, no airplanes roaring overhead on their ever-present flight paths to and from O’Hare and Midway airports, no emergency response vehicle sirens…nothing.  It’s like the city is dead…and now it’s being cremated. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, September 10th  
 
      
 
    7:17 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The kids slept with us in our king-size bed last night.  I think that seeing the fires kind of scared Dylan, and I can’t say it did much good for me or Kate either.  Kate wanted Violet in the bed with us after going up on the rooftop, so I went in and gathered our little sweetheart from her bed and put her in ours with us.  It was nice (albeit a little cramped and certainly somewhat muggy) having us all sleeping in our stuffy bedroom.  We haven’t slept all together like that for years.  Thankfully, there was a decent breeze, so I opened the windows to help cool things off inside.  It was comforting waking up in the middle of the night and hearing the soft sound of the kids breathing.  Every so often, one of them would twitch or jolt awake at the sound of gunfire, which seems to be growing ever closer to what has so far been our relatively safe and quiet little enclave.      
 
    Upon waking this morning, we found the power still out.  Since the natural gas was still on, I cooked all the eggs we have left and used some of the deli-sliced ham and cheese to make ham, egg, and cheese sandwiches on white bread.  I made each sandwich with two eggs.  Dylan, Kate and I each had two.  Violet ate almost an entire one on her own.  I hard boiled the rest of the eggs just to have them cooked and ready to eat. 
 
    The stuff in the cooler is holding out.  About half the ice has melted.  This has turned the interior of the cooler into a soupy, slushy mix, but it’s still cold, and that’s what matters.  We’ve been eating like royalty lately, stuffing ourselves full just to try to finish what will go bad in the next few days.  The inside of the refrigerator hardly feels cold anymore.  Instead of water or juice, we’ve all been drinking milk just to try to finish it before it spoils.  We should finish it by lunch time.   
 
      
 
    9:49 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Boy, am I glad I got so much food cooked when I did.  Our natural gas went off about 40 minutes after I was done hard boiling the eggs.  Our water service went off too when I was about halfway done loading the dishwasher.  I have a bad feeling that like the electricity, these city services won’t come back on any time soon.  I told the kids that we really have to start conserving our water supply now.  I set aside a couple pots for teeth brushing (which we will only do once a day now and under parental supervision to keep water usage to a minimum).  The dirty water from these activities will be kept in a bucket that we will use for filling the toilet tanks.  I also explained that we will only be flushing the toilets once a day.  The kids found that disgusting, but I told them we don’t have a choice.  Once we flush them, they won’t refill on their own and we’ll have to use our own fresh water to do so.  I even took them in the bathroom and removed the lid from the toilet tank to show both of them how it works.  I think Dylan got it; I’m not so sure about Violet.  Either way, they know not to flush.  I pulled out extra air freshener and told everyone to keep the bathroom doors closed to help contain any smells.  I also taped socks on the toilet handles as reminders, since flushing is so ingrained in our daily routine.  Then I went around and turned all the sink faucets in the kitchen and bathrooms to the “on” position so that we will hear the water running if it comes back on. 
 
    This is getting serious.  I mean, it was serious before, but it’s REALLY serious now.  We haven’t even been without water for an hour, but I’m already realizing just how dependant we are upon it.  We can’t wash our hands, do dishes, take showers, brush our teeth twice a day, or just get a drink whenever we want one.  Thank God we filled up the extra containers with water ahead of time.  Still, with four of us, I’m not sure how long what we have will last.  Worse yet, our suburb doesn’t have any creeks or streams running through it or lakes nearby.  The only thing we can use for additional water would be rainstorms, and those can be hit and miss during September in Chicago. 
 
    I pulled hand sanitizer and some extra sanitizing wipes out for the family to use.  We’ll use them to try and keep things halfway clean and provide some feeling of freshness, but I don’t know how far stuff like that will go.  Having been pent up in this oven all day every day for almost a week, things are starting to get kind of stinky.  And without water to bathe, and not being able to flush regularly, I think it’s quickly going to get a hell of a lot worse.   
 
    Guess I’ll worry about that later.  For now, I’m going to get the camp stove set up and test it out.  It’s been years since we used it last, and I’m kicking myself for not having tried it out a couple days ago before we lost all our utility services. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:54 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Whew!  The camp stove still works – thank God!  I have two small propane tanks for it that feel full and another that feels close to empty.  I have no idea how long the fuel supply will last.  I’m just thankful we have it at this point. 
 
      
 
      
 
    1:22 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I have to admit, not having electric service didn’t bother me as much as not having cooking gas and fresh running water.  Without those two things, it has been a real eye-opener.  I can deal with reading books and playing board games as forms of entertainment instead of watching television.  I can handle boiling hot dogs on the stove instead of throwing them in the microwave.  I can get used to lighting a few candles and using flashlights at night instead of interior lighting…it’s even kind of fun (to a point).  I just never realized how pertinent natural gas and fresh, clean, running water are to our general day-to-day living.  I have a feeling that most people don’t even think about all the times throughout the day they just go to the sink to rinse a dish, fill a glass with water, or wash their hands.  It’s just an expectation to be able to flip on the faucet or flush the toilet, something we apparently have taken for granted for far too long. 
 
    By the looks of things, I guess the situation in the outside world isn’t getting any better.  Now that we’ve lost city services, I’m starting to wonder if we’ll ever get them back.  I mean, what the hell is going on here?  Is this flu going to destroy the world?  Is life as we’ve known it over now?  I was planning for this thing to last a week…TWO at most.  But now…well, I’m not sure what to think.  Things aren’t just going to fix themselves.  If the people who run all these services and keep us safe – the government, emergency personnel, and all the rest – are dead or afraid to go to work because of the flu, how are we ever going to get things back to the way they were?  And if we CAN finally get reorganized, how long is it going to take?  Weeks?  Months?  Years?  What are we going to do in the meantime for food and water?  We’re good for now, we can hold out a couple more weeks, maybe a month; but then what?  Am I going to have to go out and hunt squirrels?  It’s not like we have a lot of wildlife and big game animals around this part of Chicago.  
 
    Okay, enough of these depressing thoughts for right now.  My rant-writing isn’t helping things.  I think that with the way things are right now, we just need to focus on getting through each day.  Every day seems to present us with a new challenge, and I guess that just trying to adapt to our ever-changing situation should currently be our top priority.      
 
    It’s hot today.  Worse yet, it’s humid.  We’re sweating like crazy which means we’re going to be drinking more water.  I’m going to go see if I can’t stuff some more food in the kids’ bellies before it spoils, then see if they’d like to play a game or two of Candy Land, listen to a story, and take a family nap.  The more we sleep, the less bored we are which means less fighting between the kids.  Plus, when we’re sleeping, we’re not consuming our precious water supply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:42 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The kids are already in bed.  I think they’re feeling tired largely because they haven’t gotten much activity lately.  I wish I could take them outside and let them run around and play.  I think Violet is doing better than Dylan.  She’s used to being home with Kate all day, and she putters about making us fake meals with her toy dishes and plastic food, dressing and undressing her dolls, painting pictures, or making things out of Play-Doh.  Dylan, on the other hand, is used to getting out and having recess at school, getting to burn off some energy playing with his buddies, and generally being a silly eight-year-old.  I’m sure it’s hard for him being cooped up not just with his parents but with his four-year-old sister all day long.  For me, it’s so far been a kind of stressful stay-cation during which I’ve been able to enjoy more quality time with my family than I’ve had in a long time…maybe ever.  The longer it goes on, though, the more stressful and troubling the situation becomes. 
 
    Kate’s sitting here beside me on the couch, reading a book by candlelight.  We’re drinking warm beers. Thankfully, it doesn’t get completely dark until around nine; still, I feel like we’re living back in the pioneer days.  Unlike our ancestors, we don’t even have things like oil lamps or a fire burning in the hearth to help us see – it’s either flashlights or candles…oh, and the electric lantern, which isn’t all that great since it runs off a big battery that’s pretty old and that we don’t have a replacement for. 
 
    I made dinner on the camp cook stove tonight.  It was actually kind of fun.  I set the stove up on top of our regular stove, opened the kitchen window for ventilation, and had at it.  I didn’t try making anything too fancy.  I mostly just warmed up some of our pre-cooked meat (pork and the last of the chicken breasts) and made some shells and cheese macaroni.  All the milk is gone now and almost all the meat.  There are a couple pre-cooked burgers left that I’ll probably scramble for lunch tomorrow and put with a box of mac ‘n cheese.   
 
    I spent a lot of time watching out the windows of our condo this afternoon and early this evening.  There wasn’t much to see, but that was kind of the point.  I wanted to get a better perspective on just what was going on out there in our community, which from all outward indications, doesn’t appear to be much.  Occasionally, I’d see someone hustle past on the sidewalk or hurry through the back alley (the dead body is still laying out there by the way).  Sometimes I could tell that the person I’d see was carrying a weapon – a rifle or shotgun or something.  Other times, I wasn’t sure if they were armed or not.  What I DIDN’T see was any law enforcement personnel of any sort, and there were DEFINITELY no National Guard units present.   
 
    I also tried the radio again today.  I got nothing but static. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11:02 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I went up on the roof by myself tonight.  Things looked worse than yesterday.  It appears that the fires have spread and are even closer to us now.  I wonder if all the fires were set by looters or if some of them occurred due to people leaving things like stoves and ovens on (when the utilities were still up and running) before they succumbed to the flu?   
 
    Oh, and something REALLY stinks in our back stairwell.  I’m hoping that it’s just someone’s garbage that hasn’t been taken outside, but I don’t know for sure.  I really don’t want to investigate. 
 
    On other fronts, I checked the situation with our cooler full of perishables on the way back inside from the roof.   
 
    It wasn’t good.   
 
    There were still a few ice cubes that hadn’t melted, but it was mostly just food packages floating in cold water.  One more day and I think the warm weather will have completely taken over and whatever is left inside will be at the whim of time and temperature. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, September 11th 
 
      
 
    7:54 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was a fun night (sarcasm on full blast).  I ended up moving all of us into the living room to sleep.  I pulled the single mattresses off the kids’ beds and put them down on the living room floor for Kate and Violet.  I slept on the futon while Dylan took the sofa.   
 
    The reason for our change of sleeping spots was all the gunfire outside.  It has moved closer…too close.  I even heard what sounded like several stray rounds hit the building’s brick exterior.  That was enough for me.  I realized at that point that it was only a matter of time before one came in through the window, and I don’t want anyone in front of it when it happens.  While they might be accustomed to such things on the south side of the city, we aren’t where we live.  And since the living room is positioned toward the interior of our U-shaped condo building, and the windows face the courtyard, it is far better protected from stray projectiles.  The downside to this new sleeping arrangement is airflow or lack thereof.  There’s piss poor circulation for the stagnant air inside this part of our condo.  This means that it is more stifling sleeping in the living room than in our bedroom.  Even with the windows open, we just don’t get the same sort of breeze.  Most of our weather systems come in from the south or west, and our living-room windows face north.  Any wind we do get from this direction is largely blocked by the units across from us.  Worse yet, with the power off, we couldn’t even put a fan on to help circulate the soup in which we attempted to sleep.  Needless to say, no one slept well, and we’re all kind of cranky this morning.  Add to this, we’re now largely confined to the living room since most of the other rooms have exterior facing walls and I don’t want anyone passing in front of windows if at all possible.  The kitchen only has one window on its west wall that faces out over the back alley.  I moved the refrigerator in front of it so I can still cook there without risking getting hit by a stray bullet.   
 
    We make quick bathroom breaks, which works out since we’re down to one flush a day and the smells are pretty unbearable.  Kate even made airtight barriers out of plastic wrap to cover the seats in an effort to contain the stench.  It’s a pain to remove them, but it sure helps.   
 
    Kate is having the kids each make up a list of things they want from their rooms.  They’re working on the lists now.  I’ll make a quick trip to collect the stuff once they’ve finished.   
 
    The gunfire used to stop after daybreak, but now it seems to continue intermittently and from different positions around us throughout the day.   
 
      
 
      
 
    12:02 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We finished our perishable stuff from inside the cooler for breakfast and lunch.  I saved the water from the melted ice.  I didn’t keep it for drinking since some of the meat juice and other food residue has leaked into it, but we can use it to flush the toilets, which everyone is definitely in favor of.   
 
    The gunfire seems to have subsided momentarily.  Boy, I never thought I’d live in a time or place where gunfire arrived with regularity.  The kids are playing quietly in the living room.  The batteries are finally starting to die on their electronic devices.  They’re mad because I won’t let them use fresh ones.  I tried to explain that we need them for things like the flashlights and radios, but they don’t understand.  Violet doesn’t get why flashlights are more important than her educational video games.  Dylan understands, he just doesn’t like it.  Poor things are bored out of their minds.  Dylan misses his friends.  He said he’d even take going to school over being stuck inside for another day.  That’s how desperate he is.  When Dylan – who is definitely no fan of school – wants to go sit in class all day, you know things are pretty bleak.  Kate finally broke down and let them play on her work computer since she apparently isn’t going to need it anytime soon.  The battery won’t last long, but every hour we can keep these kids happy and occupied is another hour we can retain our collective sanity. 
 
    2:51 p.m. 
 
      
 
    So much for the peace and quiet we were enjoying.   At around two, there was suddenly a flurry of activity in the streets outside our condo building.  Being on the third floor, and right near the heart of our little downtown, we can see all the way over to village hall that sits just off Main Street.  From this vantage point, we watched as several groups of people, maybe ten to a dozen people in each group prowled the streets.  They all looked like they were carrying heavy weapons – rifles, automatic weapons, shotguns, those sorts of things.  A couple even looked like they had machetes.  My initial reaction was that these people hadn’t come to enforce law and order, and boy was I right.  They started their destruction by breaking into the local hardware store.  There, they got a hold of some axes and chainsaws which they then turned upon the plywood-covered entrances to several of our local eateries.  Potter’s Irish Pub was the first to go up in flames.  I don’t know if this was in reprisal for not finding any food inside or it’s standard fare for these sorts of groups.  The next building to go up was our local convenience mart, and shortly thereafter, I was dismayed to see smoke pouring from Devries’ Grocery Store.  It’s currently engulfed in flames as are several of the Victorian mansions down the street from us.   
 
    As I sit here writing, I’m stunned by the senselessly destructive nature of human beings; but sadly, I’m not surprised.  I think I’m going to take a quick trip downstairs and make sure our entry vestibule and stairwell doors are secured. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:03 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m glad I checked our entryways.  The vestibule door was still unlocked, so I locked it.  I think that later today I’m going to see if I can find some wood in our storage area to put up over the glass panels in our downstairs stairwell door.  I know it won’t stop someone who is bound and determined to get inside, but it might be enough to deter them.  I’m sure that… 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:42 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I had to break away for a few minutes.  It seems that one of those groups I mentioned earlier found our building.  About ten people came through the entry gate and into the courtyard.  They didn’t do much, just smashed a window to one of the ground-level units, screamed some profanities and racial slurs, and then ran out yelling and laughing.  Looks like they’re gone for the moment.  I should probably do another check downstairs to make sure everything’s okay.  But first I’m going to do a quick rundown of how to use the shotgun with Kate and Dylan.  That way, if something happens while I’m gone, or something happens to me, they’ll know how to defend themselves. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4:29 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Okay, so I went down and double-checked everything.  Both the vestibule and stairwell entry doors were still secure.  I found a bike chain and lock and used it to secure our front entry gate.  Then I took time to get a piece of plywood from the storage unit and screw it over the glass-paneled portion of our stairwell entry door.  It’s not the best done job in the world, but I didn’t particularly want to hang out down there too long.  Plus, there is a severe stench out in the stairwell.  I’m almost sure someone has died.  I’m not exactly sure what death smells like, but if I had to take a guess, I’d say what our stairway currently smells like is it. 
 
    So while I was down there working, old Ms. Murphy from 1B stuck her head out to see what all the racket was.  She was wearing a white surgical mask, but other than the stink in the stairwell, she didn’t seemed all that perturbed by what was going on outside.   
 
    She waved a hand in front of her masked nose and told me that even her mask didn’t keep the stink out…whatever it was.  The way she said it was so comical that I would have laughed aloud had it not been for the situation swirling around us.  I didn’t want to mention that one of our decomposing neighbors could very well be the cause of the stench.   
 
    Anyway, Ms. Murphy watched me work for a few minutes and then told me she was glad to see someone was taking action.  She said she had heard all the “raucous kids” out in the courtyard and was “…hoping one of us young folks would get up off our duff and take care of the building’s security.” 
 
    I asked her if she was doing okay.  She told me she’d like to flush the toilet and wouldn’t mind getting rid of the dirty kitty-litter from her cat…Felix is his name. 
 
    Once I was done with my work on the door, I headed back upstairs and got a mask of my own, a gallon of our dirty water, and a plastic trash bag.  Then I went down and helped Ms. Murphy clean her cat box, filled her toilet tank for her, and took her dirty kitty litter away in a trash bag.   
 
    While I was there, I asked her how she was doing on food and water.  She said that she was okay on food, since she doesn’t eat much, but not so good on water.  She only had a few bottles of fresh water left. 
 
    I don’t really want to be giving out our supplies, but I felt bad for the old gal.  Therefore, I took her down a gallon of fresh drinking water.  She was very appreciative and thanked me profusely.  I told her that if she needed anything else, not to be afraid to ask. 
 
    With the way things were outside, there was no way I was going to take the dirty kitty-litter out to the trash.  So when I got back to our condo, I double-bagged the mess, made sure that it was tied shut, slid the refrigerator aside, made sure no one was around, and dropped the entire bag out our kitchen window.  It landed by the corpse in the alley and exploded like a cat-poop-laden dust bomb.  When it did so, several large rats scampered from around the dead body.   
 
    I have to admit, I’m pretty fed up with this whole situation.  Any interest in trying to treat it like an extended camping trip or science experiment is over.  None of us are finding this an enjoyable experience, and I think we can all agree that we are ready to have our old lives back.  For as difficult, monotonous or frustrating as things sometimes felt before all this began with school, work, parenting or whatever, nothing compares to this.  And I’m afraid that THIS is the new normal.  What’s most frightening about it all is that I’m not sure we’ll ever get our old lives back.  Watching neighboring businesses and homes burn is very disheartening, and not being able to do anything about it leaves me feeling extremely helpless.   
 
    What’s next?  God only knows. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5:16 p.m. 
 
      
 
    A late-afternoon/early-evening rain shower has helped douse the fires burning in our neighborhood.  It also appears to have driven some of the looters…pillagers…arsonists, whatever you want to call them, indoors. 
 
    I’m using this reprieve to take a few containers up to the rooftop and attempt to collect some of the rainwater.  Dylan and Violet are helping me.  Currently, they’re gathering containers from around the house.   
 
      
 
      
 
    5:47 p.m. 
 
      
 
    So much for my rainwater collection efforts.  By the time we got enough containers set up on the roof, the rain had mostly stopped.  I’d say we got about eight ounces of water in total.  It’s better than nothing, but not nearly as much as I’d hoped.  I used a couple bricks I found on the rooftop and collected some paperweights and bookends from inside our condo to help hold our rainwater collection containers in place.  I left them up there in hopes that the next rain shower will be more productive.  We can use the rainwater for flushing toilets and even bathing. 
 
    For dinner, we’re going to have sandwiches to try to finish up the last of the lunch meat.  I’m going to warm up some canned veggies to go with it.  Actually, I don’t know if I’m even going to bother warming them.  With the temperatures the way they are, they’ll already be warm, and I don’t want to waste the propane to heat them on the camp stove.  
 
      
 
      
 
    8:03 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Uh oh, now that the rain has passed and it’s starting to get dark, it looks like those people from earlier…the looters or whatever they are, are back.  I’m not sure how things are going to go down, but I guess I’ll find out.  They’re coming into the courtyard now.  I told the kids to stay quiet and in the hallway with Kate where there are no windows.  I’ve got the shotgun and Kate has the .38.  Gotta go make sure this doesn’t get out of hand.  I really don’t want to have to shoot anyone.  I’ve never killed anything much more than insects…although I did run over a squirrel once.  But I’ll shoot someone if I have to, especially if it comes to protecting my family. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:58 p.m. 
 
      
 
    What I just watched from our living room window, was one of the worst experiences of my life.  It was so surreal, almost like watching a movie…a horrible, gut-wrenching movie.  It reminded me of the time back in college when I watched “Faces of Death”, the movie (actually I think they made a series of them) of compiled real-life footage of people being killed – hit by trains, falling off buildings, committing suicide, and otherwise meeting grizzly endings – on film.  I still remember the sick-to-my-stomach feeling I had after the movie ended.  It’s the same feeling I have now. 
 
     As I said in my last entry, those roving groups had come back and one was in our condo building’s courtyard.  It looked like it was the same people from earlier, but with the light fading outside, it was hard to tell for sure.  They certainly acted the same.  They looked heavily armed and were again shouting profanities.  After cutting the bike chain off the front gate, they just kind of congregated in the courtyard, like they were unsure of what to do next.  They smashed a couple more windows to the ground-floor units.  I’m not sure if anyone is still living down there.  I saw a couple of the looters duck inside the units through the broken windows, but from my vantage point, it didn’t look like they came out with much.  It was kind of hard to tell since, besides it being dark, I had the blinds down and was trying to peek through the cracks without really opening them.  I didn’t want to draw any attention to our unit or even our part of the building should any of the intruders be looking for signs of life.  
 
    So after a couple minutes of them screwing around in the courtyard, it started to quiet down.  I thought the group was getting ready to leave.  They slowly began moving back toward the entry gate, but I guess they were only taking a few minutes to come up with a plan.  A few seconds later, a couple of them broke off and started trying doors.  There are a total of five main entry doors to the front entrances of our building.  Each door leads to a different stack of six condos.  The north side of the building also has two ground floor units.  They tried the first door to the north side, which was locked, and I’m guessing they tried the first door on the south side (our side) of the building (although I couldn’t see for sure).  From the brief amount of time it took for them to do so, I’m thinking that it was locked as well.  I know for sure that OUR door is locked, since I’m the one who locked it, and I’m damn glad I did.  Then they tried the door to the western stack of units in the center of our U-shaped building.  It was also locked.  But when they tried the second door on the north portion of the building, they got inside…and once one of them was in, they were ALL in.  It looked like a swarm of hungry locust.  They poured in through the vestibule door and then I heard the smashing of glass, which I took to be them breaking through the stairwell entry door.   
 
    By this point in the action, Kate and Dylan had come out of the hallway, curiosity getting the better of them.  Thankfully, Violet was already sleeping.  They were squeezing in around me by the window trying to get a view of their own.  In hindsight, I should have shooed them away immediately in the event a stray bullet found its way up here, but I was so enthralled with what was going on across from us that I couldn’t tear myself away.  It was like a reality TV show gone terribly, terribly wrong.   
 
    Shortly after I heard the glass breaking, I could hear shouting and then what sounded like heavy pounding on wood, which I’m guessing was the group of hooligans breaking through condo unit entry doors.  The front doors to our building’s condos are all solid wood (almost two inches thick), but they can only handle so much.  Most of them have had a single lock, and it’s often not the wood of the door that fails when someone’s trying to break it down, but the frame or the lock itself.  Our entry door actually has three deadbolt locks for some reason.  They must have been added years ago by an extremely timid former owner.  I always thought them a tad overkill and somewhat ridiculous.  Now I’m glad we have them.   
 
    Shortly after we heard the banging sounds, there was an eruption of what sounded like automatic gunfire.  I’m not sure where the shooting started, but it continued for several seconds and then stopped.  Then we heard more shouting and one of the windows was broken out on the second floor.  About a minute later, we heard more banging, and then more shooting.  This time, I could tell that it was on the third floor, directly across the courtyard from our unit.  With the sun down, but with plenty of ambient light still available, I could see shapes moving inside the unit, people in front of the living room windows, and then suddenly flashes of light.  There was the sound of gunfire, a spray of liquid (that I’m guessing was blood) against the living-room windows, and almost simultaneously, bullets that cracked through the window glass.  Luckily, the shots must have been fired at an angle; otherwise they would probably have come into our unit.  They impacted to the left of our unit’s living room windows, and that was all she wrote.  I immediately pulled Kate and Dylan away from the windows with me and we all took shelter in our central hallway.   
 
    Now the shooting has stopped.  Violet is crying, and Kate and Dylan look terrified.  I can’t say I’m feeling much better, but I’m doing my best to appear calm just to help hold everybody together.  I’ve pushed some larger furniture in front of our condo entry doors, and tomorrow I’m going to do more work to blockade entries to our condo and see if any of our other neighbors are still alive.  It’s time to get organized if they are. 
 
      
 
      
 
    10:13 p.m. 
 
      
 
    About ten minutes after the shooting stopped across from us, we heard more commotion down in the courtyard.  It was the roving gang exiting the building and leaving through the front gate.  They were carrying multiple boxes of what appeared to be canned goods and bottled water.  I wish they hadn’t found anything.  Then they might leave us alone.  Like feeding stray dogs, though, now I’m afraid they’ll come back later looking for more.   
 
    They also left three macabre presents.  They dragged what I’m guessing are the bodies of the occupants of the units they raided out into the courtyard.  It’s a horrible thing to do.  I guess that’s the point…some kind of mental warfare meant to intimidate and scare anyone else in the building.  I won’t let Violet and Dylan look outside.  They want to see, but they don’t need the mental imagery invading their dreams tonight.  They’ve had more than enough for their innocently untainted minds to absorb today.  Seeing dead bodies splayed unceremoniously in the courtyard won’t do them any good.  It certainly hasn’t done ME any good.  That’s one of the reasons I’ve made some stiff cocktails for me and Kate.  Now that the kids are asleep, it’s time to down a couple of these drinks to sooth what have become some extremely frayed nerves. 
 
    Kate’s kind of pissed.  She says I’ve been writing too much in my journal.  But this journal is my only outlet.  I can’t really talk to Kate about what’s going on because the kids are always around; plus, I don’t want to worry her any more than she already is.  And I’ve got no one else to express my thoughts and concerns to.  I can’t even get away from everything that’s going on by playing on the internet or watching some mindless television.   
 
    I need another drink. 
 
      
 
      
 
    10:46 p.m. 
 
      
 
    None of us ate much for dinner tonight.  The events of the afternoon and evening left us all pretty wound up and not much in the mood for eating.  It’s weird; we can watch Hollywood films with all sorts of violence, shooting, death, and destruction while eating dinner or munching on popcorn, but seeing the real thing leaves you feeling like throwing up every time you think about food.  You’d think that all the violence we’ve witnessed on the news and on television would have hardened us to seeing it in real life, but I can say from first-hand experience, that is definitely NOT the case.  
 
    I still hear shooting outside.  Thankfully, it seems to have moved away from our immediate area for the moment.   
 
    I’m tired.  Even though I really didn’t have to do much to defend our condo, simply having our home threatened by armed intruders really sapped my energy.  I need to get some sleep so that tomorrow I can attempt to meet with any remaining residents in our unit stack and continue to work on our defenses. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, September 12th  
 
      
 
    8:03 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The family ate dry cereal with the last of the bananas for breakfast this morning.  It has cooled off a little bit and doesn’t feel as humid as it has been for the past few days.  It’s still pretty warm out though.  Blue skies don’t help.  The sun really warms things up throughout the day, and that means it probably won’t rain.   
 
    We’re still doing okay on our drinkable water supply, but water for washing up and flushing the toilet is dwindling.  I siphoned some water out of our hot water heater tank this morning to give our two toilets another flush.  There is generally a rush to the bathroom after a fresh flush.  Everyone has realized pretty quickly just how unpleasant it is to be second or even third in line for the restroom after others have already used it.  We’ve all started trying to hold it longer, especially once someone else has already gone in for a “code brown” as we’ve started calling them.  I used the rest of the water I siphoned for washing dishes.  They were really starting to pile up.  We’ve used most of our paper plates and are now trying to eat sandwiches and the likes off paper towels whenever possible.  It’s amazing to realize just how many dishes you go through when you can’t just throw them in the dishwasher.   
 
    Things seem to have calmed down outside for the moment, but it’s still early.  The intruders from yesterday haven’t reappeared.  Now that I’m done with breakfast, I’m going to don my surgical mask, take my .38, and make the rounds, working my way downstairs to see who is left in our stack of units.  I don’t really want to, but I feel somewhat obligated; plus, after yesterday, I unfortunately think we need to be ready for what happened to the stack across the courtyard to possibly happen to us.  It’s not an appealing thought, but this whole mess has been pretty damn unappealing.   
 
    I’m guessing that anyone who had the flu in our building has probably died from it by now, so those of us remaining in our stack should hopefully be safe.  I just hope no one thinks that I’m one of those people from yesterday and shoots me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:03 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was certainly more work than I expected.  So here is a quick breakdown of what I found regarding the occupancy of the other units in our stack: 
 
    
    	 3A – Us 
 
   
 
    
    	 3B – Unoccupied.  Someone has been working to remodel it over the past few months but apparently they have yet to move in. 
 
    	 2A – No response from Ms. Laurel, but there is a horrific smell issuing from inside…not good, definitely NOT good. 
 
    	  2B – No answer from Ms. Callahan.  Not sure if she’s gone or…well, gone. 
 
    	 1A – Ms. Williams and her teenage son Bradley are home and doing as well as can be expected. 
 
    	 1B – Ms. Murphy (and her cat Felix) is still managing just fine. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Ms. Williams is in her mid-50s, slightly overweight, but an extremely pleasant individual with an overwhelmingly positive demeanor (all things considered).  Her son Bradley is a well-mannered, somewhat reserved boy, who wears glasses and has a bad bout of teenage acne going on.   
 
    I ended up convincing Ms. Williams and Bradley to move up to the empty unit across from us for safety’s sake.  That’s why it took me a while to conduct my “meet and greet” and why I’m so tired.  Dylan and I helped the Williams’ carry their essentials up the two flights of stairs.  I was surprised at how few supplies they had (especially when it came to drinkable water).  I don’t know how much longer they’ll be able to make it without our supplementing their stock.  We don’t have much extra to give, but compared to them, we’re a regular grocery store. 
 
    We couldn’t convince old Ms. Murphy to move up higher in the building.  She didn’t want to leave her unit and she said she definitely didn’t want to live with anyone else.  I can’t say I blame her.  She’s been living alone since her husband died nearly 20 years ago.  I dropped off a few more bottled waters and a couple hot dogs I warmed on the cook stove since she has no way of cooking for herself.  I also left her half our orange juice.  Without refrigeration, I don’t want it to spoil.  She was very appreciative, and I told her I’d check on her later tonight.  She asked about what had happened last night with all the shooting on the other side of the building.  I wasn’t sure exactly what to tell her.  I didn’t want to worry the old gal, since there’s nothing she’s going to be able to do about what’s going on.  Therefore, I just told her that there were some bad people out looting and that they had come to our building and broken into several of the units across from us.  I explained that she needed to stay put and not open her door to anyone but me for the time being.  I also recommended that she stay away from the windows since she apparently likes to watch birds in the courtyard trees with Felix (she has a rocking chair butted right up near her living room windows).  The 1st floor units are just half a flight up and offer a nice view of the lower tree branches where the birds and squirrels often congregate.  I explained that people were getting crazy shooting things around town (she might be old, but she’s heard the gunfire) and that stray bullets were blocked by the building’s brick exterior but could pass easily through windows.  I also mentioned that if these people saw her in her unit, they might try to break in thinking she had supplies.  She seemed satisfied with my explanation but said Felix would not be happy about not being able to watch the wildlife.   
 
    After we got done relocating the Ms. Williams and her son, we moved an extra sofa from their unit out into the stairwell, leaving it in the stairway between the entry door and where the stairs begin.  It creates a pretty good obstacle.  While it might not stop intruders from getting inside and up the stairs, like the plywood I put over the entry door, it will certainly slow their advance and make life more difficult for them.  I’ve heard that with looters, it’s often just a simple deterrent that is enough to push them on to easier pickings because they’re looking for quick and easy access to their targets.   
 
    I can only pray that what I’ve heard is correct. 
 
    12:23 p.m. 
 
      
 
    So far, things seem a little calmer outside today.  But now we have a new problem to contend with.  The stench issuing from Ms. Laurel’s condo is absolutely horrific.  Something has to be done, and I’m afraid I’m going to be the one who has to do it.  I really don’t want to go down there, but if I don’t, we’re not going to be able to stay here.  The smell is overpowering, and no matter how much air freshener we spray, it never goes away.  It’s seeping into everything, everywhere.  The kids are dying, constantly gagging and complaining.  Even our food is starting to absorb the smell, and when we try to eat (a desire we’re having less frequently since the smell is destroying our appetites), the food tastes absolutely disgusting.  
 
      
 
      
 
    1:17 p.m. 
 
      
 
    What I just got back from was one of the most disgusting things I’ve ever had to go through.     
 
    I handed out medical face masks and handkerchiefs to help with blocking the stench and then took Kate and Bradley (Ms. William’s 16-year-old son) downstairs where we broke into Ms. Laurel’s second-floor unit directly below ours.  At the time, I didn’t think that the smell could get worse…I was wrong.  Inside the unit, it was a hot, steamy, stink-bath.   
 
    After a few seconds of retching and dry-heaving, I left Kate and Bradley in the hallway and went inside.  It didn’t take long to find Ms. Laurel…what was left of her at least.  I followed the sound of swarming flies into the living room.  She was laid out on the sofa and very badly decomposed.  I almost lost it when I found her.  The maggots were doing their best to make quick work of her.  The sight and smell were overwhelming, and I had no desire for anyone else to have to suffer through what I was experiencing.  Therefore, I found a blanket to cover her with, then I went back and got Kate and Bradley to assist me. 
 
    We had to get the body outside to rid ourselves of the stench of death that was overwhelming our building.  The problem we found ourselves facing was that we had a body in the midst of decomposition, in an upstairs condo unit, in a building that currently had the doors locked, in a neighborhood that was literally under attack by roving gangs of some apparently very dangerous people.   
 
    The first obstacle we faced was getting poor Ms. Laurel’s body off the couch.  She was a gelatinous blob of body fluids and decomposing flesh.  The second problem was that we were on the second floor of the condo building.  We had no desire to carry the disgusting mess Ms. Laurel presented downstairs, risking covering ourselves in bodily sludge along the way, in turn, possibly exposing ourselves to unknown and potentially deadly pathogens along the way.   Thankfully, Ms. Laurel was lying on a blanket on the sofa, but we didn’t want to try to move her far since we were afraid she’d start coming apart on us along the way.  We therefore maneuvered a big comforter onto the floor beside the sofa.  Then we pulled the sofa cushions (with the remains of Ms. Laurel still on them) down onto the comforter.  Once we had her positioned, we bound the comforter around the remnants with some heavy string we found in the kitchen.  Then, we quickly (since the smell was threatening to overpower us, even with our face masks on) moved the entire mess into the kitchen.  From there, we opened the kitchen window and hefted Ms. Laurel’s wrapped and tied body up and out the window. 
 
    It was a sad and certainly unceremonious funeral, but it was really the best we could do considering the circumstances.  As Ms. Laurel landed, she splashed a stray dog that was sniffing around the other body in the back alley.  Now we have two bodies in the alley and three in the front courtyard.  What is our world coming to and how bad is the smell going to get?  We felt terrible about the whole situation, but we consoled ourselves with the fact that Ms. Laurel is hopefully in a better place now.  And what the hell else are we supposed to do?  It’s not like they teach you how to handle this kind of stuff in school or at work. 
 
    Looks like I’m going to have to go back outside later tonight and try to move the corpses away from our building to try to keep the smell to a minimum.  Yet another activity I’m not looking forward to.   
 
    We left all the windows in Ms. Laurel’s unit open to try to air the place out, and we threw anything else that had been saturated by body fluid out the kitchen window.  If nothing else, hopefully the things we tossed out will act as a deterrent to others trying to get into our building.  The smell alone would be enough to keep me away if I didn’t have to live here.       
 
    Just as we finished with our grizzly work, we heard gunshots nearby.  I took Bradley back upstairs to his mom, where I told them to lock themselves in their new condo.  Before I left, I checked their rear entry stairs.  All the B side units in our stack exit to an open-air staircase that is protected by a caged gate at the bottom.  The gate is locked, but it’s not quite as secure as the A-units’ enclosed rear stairwell, the bottom of which is fitted with a steel door built into the building’s brick exterior.  However, I double-checked that the street-level entry gate was closed and locked, and I chained it shut with a bike lock I found down there.  With this done, I waited in the stairway landing separating our two units until I heard the Williams’ lock themselves in before heading back to my own unit.  They don’t have a weapon, and neither of them know how to use a gun, so I guess it’s up to me to act as communal security guard.    
 
      
 
      
 
    5:07 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I made the last of the hot dogs tonight and opened several cans of baked beans.  The kids were happy with the hot dogs – not so much with the beans.  Violet absolutely refused to touch them.  Finally, not wanting to waste food, I mashed them up for her and drizzled maple syrup over top of them.  Then she was at least willing to have a few bites before Dylan finished them for her.   
 
    I took several of the dogs and one can of beans over to Ms. Williams and Bradley, then I took some down to Ms. Murphy too.  All were very appreciative.  I didn’t want to tell them that I did it mostly because I was afraid the hot dogs were going to go bad if we didn’t use them soon.  I served the hot dogs rolled up in tortillas (several of which were already molded and had to be tossed) instead of buns since we were out of buns and I realized that the remaining tortillas weren’t likely to last much longer.  I noticed that many of the potatoes in our 5-lb bag were starting to sprout (several on the bottom of the bag had gone soft), but there isn’t much I can do about it.  I don’t want to waste the propane boiling a bunch of potatoes, and we’re not desperate enough to eat them raw, so I guess they’re going to go the route of poor Ms. Laurel – out the window.  I think our remaining butter is soon headed in that direction as well, although when I was a kid, I remember my grandparents leaving butter out on the kitchen table for extended periods of time, so I’m not really sure how long it will last.  These summer temps and the humidity of the past few days aren’t doing much to help our food preservation efforts. 
 
    My own dinner on the other hand consisted of a can of fruit cocktail.  It was about all I could stomach considering that I was still suffering from olfactory post-traumatic stress due to the whole Ms. Laurel debacle.  Every time I think of eating something solid (especially something like hot dogs), I start having visions of her lying on her couch, her face full of wriggling, writhing maggots, and that horrible smell would come wafting back to me.  The soft canned fruit was the only thing I could force myself to ingest.  
 
      
 
      
 
    9:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It was reasonably quiet throughout the majority of the early evening hours.  Gunfire, while ever-present now, was held largely to a minimum and was distant enough not to be too worrisome.  Huh, that’s not something I ever thought I’d write, the gunfire was “distant enough not to be too worrisome.”  Boy, that’s great.  What a world we live in now. 
 
    Anyway, at around seven this evening, we temporarily moved the mattresses out of the living room and invited our neighbors over.  Ms. Williams (who’s first name we now know is Brenda) and Bradley arrived first.  Ms. Murphy (who later in the evening I found out was approaching her 80th birthday in the next few weeks) even made the trip up the two flights of stairs to visit our condo. 
 
    We lit candles, mostly provided by Ms. Murphy (she’s an old-school kind of gal who likes burning candles even when the apocalypse ISN’T upon us), broke out the playing cards and board games, and made a night of it.  Kate whipped up some hors d’oeurves – nothing fancy, just some peanut butter on crackers, green and black olives, chips, pretzels, and sweet pickles, but everyone seemed to enjoy them.   
 
    Our cozy atmosphere made for a pleasant evening, and had it not been for the circumstances surrounding the situation, we might actually have really enjoyed ourselves.  But I could tell that other than Violet, Dylan, and Ms. Murphy (who maybe I should rename “Old Ironsides” due to her unflappable personality), the rest of us were on edge.  Kate, Brenda, and I would all look nervously toward the nearest window whenever gunfire erupted, but old Ms. Murphy stayed focused purely on the game, almost as though there was money was at stake.  She’s definitely one tough old bird. 
 
    While we played cards, Bradley played board games with Violet and Dylan.  I think they liked having another kid – albeit a significantly older one – to spend time with.  And Bradley was great with them. 
 
    It made me wish we’d made these contacts with our neighbors before the flu.  Everyone stayed to themselves before.  It’s a shame that it took something as horrendous as this to bring us all together.   
 
      
 
      
 
    10:38 p.m. 
 
      
 
    After the kids fell asleep, Kate and I had some time to talk.  It wasn’t a fun conversation, but it was one we needed to have, although I’m not sure it really got us anywhere.  We discussed our future, the kids’ futures, the world’s future, and what our plan should be moving forward.  I can’t say we came up with much.  Having been cut off from any source of outside news for the last few days, we really have no idea what’s going on in our little suburb of Chicago let alone the rest of the city or across the nation.  From all outward indications (burning fires, gunfire, and roving gangs of killers), it’s not looking too good here.  Therefore, I’d have to imagine it’s not much better in the rest of Chicago, and I’m willing to assume it’s probably about the same in other major cities.  What it’s like in smaller towns and rural areas, well, one can only guess – might be better.  I can’t imagine it being worse.   
 
    Kate and I both agreed that we really don’t have any other option at the moment other than to continue sheltering in place.  If we can wait this thing out, maybe people will get some sort of governing structure or at least a little law and order in place…although I have my doubts the way things have been looking outside lately.  After the attack on our condo building the other day, it seems we’re still far from things shaking themselves out. 
 
    I mentioned to Kate that if things stay calm tomorrow, maybe I should go out and see if I can meet up with someone from around town who might know more about what’s going on.  She wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but I think we’re both dying to know more about what’s happening here as well as what the overall situation is in and around Chicago.  Being cut off and in the dark regarding how the rest of the world is doing leaves us feeling so helpless.  Before all this, with the internet, our phones, and 24-hour news coverage, we had so much information at our fingertips, it was ridiculous.  Now we have absolutely nothing.  And with the way things are going with our supplies, I’d give us another couple weeks with the food we have left (especially if we have to continue helping out our neighbors), and probably less than that with drinkable water.  It looks like pretty soon we’re going to have to drain the rest of our water heater tank for extra drinking water.  I can also boil rainwater…if it ever rains again. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, September 13th  
 
      
 
    8:07 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Eight o’clock in the morning.  All quiet on the western front.   
 
    Breakfast was grits with butter (lots of butter since we’re trying to use it up) and salt.  I made us a big pot on the camp stove.  It’s a filling meal but is better suited to winter as it really warms a body up. 
 
    I took a few minutes to check on Ms. Murphy after we finished eating.  She seems to be doing just fine.  She was having bread and butter with a glass of room temperature tea.  At least she doesn’t eat much.  Ms. Murphy (whose first name I learned last night is Elaine, but I prefer “Ms. Murphy”) was breaking off little bits of bread and feeding them to her cat, Felix, a mottled tabby.  I think Felix is about as old as Ms. Murphy – in cat years that is. 
 
    I told the old dear (Ms. Murphy, not Felix) that I’d come back later in the day and clean the cat box for her.  I know she could do it herself, but it gives me an excuse to check on her.  She just smiled and said, “You’re such a sweet lad.”  I think she likes the company more than anything. 
 
    Today is bath day for our family.  I guess the word “bath” is somewhat extreme.   
 
    We’ve come up with a system.  It’s actually quite a little production.  For once, I’m glad it’s warm out so that I don’t have to waste propane heating water.  Cooler water actually feels nice in the late-summer heat. 
 
    I liken our bathing process to doing dishes before dishwashers became the norm…or after the flu took such amenities from us.  So here’s how it goes. 
 
    We filled a gallon bucket with soapy water and a washcloth to clean with.  Then we filled another gallon bucket with plain water and a washcloth for rinsing.  We started with Kate washing Violet.  After she was done, Dylan went, then Kate, and I finished.  We got in the tub, one after the other, washing ourselves from the first bucket and rinsing from the second.  I even allowed myself a small cup of water to shave with, something I hadn’t done in days.  I would have left my scruff in an effort to conserve water, but it is extremely itchy and was driving me a little bit crazy, especially in this summer heat.  
 
    The overall results of our bathing efforts weren’t great, but all things considered, I guess they’re the best we could hope for.  Most of all, I’m just thankfully to be rid of my days-old stubble.  Ugh!  It was terrible. 
 
      
 
      
 
    10:41 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Dylan and I spent the morning reorganizing and re-inventorying our food stocks while Kate and Violet played together in the living room.  We took time to sort through the food, not just getting a tally of what we have left, but also inspecting it for freshness – putting several items into air-tight containers – and looking for signs of mold. 
 
    Most of the containers we filled before we lost city water service are now empty.  We drained the last few into sealable bottles and then refilled them from whatever was left in the hot water heater tank.  We did this to give any sediment remaining in the tank’s water time to settle.   
 
    It’s kind of strange, I wouldn’t think we’d be so busy with nothing to do relating to school, work, or activities for the kids, but the simple act of survival without modern amenities and conveniences is a lot more time consuming and much harder work than I ever expected.  And such efforts seem to get tougher with each passing day.  Things like personal hygiene, food preparation, and just keeping dishes and our living space clean and sanitary take up so much of our time now.  It really makes you appreciate what we have…HAD I guess I should say.  What’s the line?  “You don’t know what you’ve got ‘til it’s gone.”  That’s pretty applicable to our living situation right about now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1:19 p.m. 
 
      
 
    So far, so good.  Today has been fairly calm.  It’s cooler outside with a nice breeze, and it has remained relatively quiet.  I’d say it almost seems like a normal day other than the dead bodies surrounding the building and the occasional smatter of distant gunfire. 
 
    Today’s lunch was peanut butter and jelly sandwiches (we used up the last of the bread and finished the first of our jars of peanut butter as well as a jar of jelly in the process), a can of mandarin oranges, some chocolate chip cookies, the last of the granola bars, some potato chips, and fruit juice.  It reminded me of the picnic we had in Riverside during Labor Day weekend – it seems like so long ago. 
 
    We lent the portable cook stove to Brenda and Bradley and gave them a couple packs of Ramen noodles and some of our potato chips since they’re almost out of food.  I asked them to utilize water from the hot water tank in their unit to cook with.  As usual, they were appreciative, but I can tell they’re having trouble accepting our charity.  And while I don’t want to say anything, I’m starting to wonder how long we’re going to have to support them.  It’s hard enough taking care of my own family, let alone throwing two more, what I consider adults (since they eat as such) into the mix.  I don’t want to be rude or appear heartless, but when it comes to a situation that is becoming more life-or-death by the day, and where food and water is scarce, they could cut our remaining food supply by days or even weeks.  I feel for them, but if it means taking food from my own kids’ mouths, we might have to reconsider the situation.  For now, though, we have enough to spare, and hopefully things will somehow get resolved before we have to make any tough decisions.  
 
    I made a quick trip downstairs to visit Ms. Murphy after lunch.  I took her a sandwich and bottled water (yet another drain on our resources).  While I was in her unit, I took time to fill her up several buckets of water from her own hot water heater tank.  I’m thankful to have thought of this valuable water resource, since without it, I’m not sure what we’d do for extra water.  I brought a jar of green olives with me for Felix since Ms. Murphy mentioned the other night that he has liked them as special treats since he was a kitten.   I changed the litter box for her too.  I have to admit, that chore is already getting old.  It’s bad enough having to deal with our own family’s waste, let alone a cat’s. 
 
    Oh the joys of being stuck indoors all day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6:33 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Tonight I invited our neighbors for dinner. I boiled a pound of noodles (I now have a pot of what I call “my boiling water” that I use solely for the purpose of boiling pasta).  I mixed the noodles with a jar of spaghetti sauce and used it to feed our entire extended family of condo residents.  It wasn’t the most exciting meal in the world, but I livened up the sauce with a little extra Italian seasoning and threw in a bit of garlic salt.  I also used up most of the remaining butter since Violet and Dylan like their pasta with just butter and salt.    
 
    We tried to keep the conversation light and away from subjects like the flu, lost friends and family, and the future.  All in all, it was a satisfying meal and it seemed to fill everyone up.  However, tonight, we didn’t play games after dinner.  Something else was vying for our attention.  It seems that a large fire has been set out on Main Street.  We can’t see exactly where it is or what’s burning, but it looks very close to the intersection of Main Street and 7th Ave. right at the heart of our little downtown.  I’m not sure if it’s a car, multiple cars or something else.  I’m curious as hell – as is everyone else – to know what it is, but I’m afraid it might be some sort of trap.  It might just be a way to lure people outside.  On the other hand, it could be an attempt to get people from the community to rally together.  I’m just not sure.  What I AM sure of is that I don’t want to hide inside when there might be efforts underway to start getting things back to some sense of normalcy or at least secure our neighborhood from further danger. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7:05 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Okay, I can’t take it any longer.  I’ve been watching the smoke rise out on the street and it’s driving me nuts wanting to know what it is.  And now I can see people coming and going from whatever is burning.  I think it’s time to take a chance.  Now that the sun is starting to go down, I might risk venturing outside.  I think I’ll wait just a little bit longer, maybe until around seven-thirty.  With dusk approaching, I can use the poor lighting to my advantage.  I’ll keep to the shadows, sneak a peek at what’s going on, and then make a decision as to what I want to do from there. 
 
    Bradley wants to come with me, but his mother is against it.  I’m against it too for that matter.  It’s not that I don’t want some backup along the way, but with him not knowing how to handle a weapon, I’m not confident he’d be much help.  He might end up slowing me down, so I think it’s best to go alone.   
 
      
 
      
 
    8:59 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was interesting.  I have a lot to write about this evening. 
 
    So I guess I should start with the fact that I DID actually venture outside tonight.  I waited until just after 7:30.  Once the sun had gone down far enough that it provided some good shadows for cover, I took my .38 and snuck out the rear exit of our condo building.  I had to make my way past the still wrapped and bound Ms. Laurel and the remains of the dead person next to her that have largely been picked apart by wandering wildlife.   
 
    I cut between several buildings across the alley from ours and made my way out to Main Street.  There, I could see several people wearing face masks and gloves grouped around a large bonfire set in the middle of the street.  Several more people were bringing things in wheelbarrows to add to the fire. 
 
    After watching for a minute, I realized that those “things” were human bodies.  They were actually BURNING bodies.  I couldn’t believe it at first, but after thinking about it, it made sense.  I mean, what the hell else are we supposed to do with all our dead?  There have got to be so many around now that it would be impossible for survivors to bury them all.  And we need to get rid of the remains to help keep conditions somewhat sanitary.  Before we lost power, I remember news reports about the city morgues and hospitals being filled to capacity with flu victims.  I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that this is what it has come to. 
 
    After watching what was going on for a few minutes, the situation didn’t appear dangerous.  And I thought I recognized one of the people working when he temporarily removed his mask to wipe away some sweat, so I decided to take a chance.   
 
    It turned out that the person I thought I recognized was Scott Anderson, the father of one of Dylan’s friends.  We’d met and had several conversations at practices and games when Dylan and Scott’s son, Finn were on the same basketball team last year.   
 
    After making a quick introduction, Scott explained that he had lost his mother and father to the flu but that his wife Selma, and their kids, Finn and Liam had thankfully remained untouched.  He went on to tell me that a lot of his neighbors (they live several blocks away on 8th Avenue) hadn’t been so lucky.  In fact, many of them had succumbed to the flu.  He and a few of his remaining neighbors – Issac Franz and Jim Abrel – had been working a several block radius around their homes seeing who was still alive.  Unfortunately, I guess they haven’t been having much success, finding mostly decaying corpses.  Those who ARE still alive are burdened with the rotting remains of passed family members, thus the bonfire this evening.  Cremation was the most efficient method they could come up with on the spur of the moment.  Scott and his two neighbors had undertaken the depressing task of trying to clear the immediate vicinity around their own houses of decomposing bodies.   
 
    I told him about the two in our alley and the three in our front courtyard and he lent me a hand hauling them over in a wheelbarrow and getting them into the fire.  While we were working, I asked him if he’d heard any news about steps being taken to get things back under control and city services up and running again, but he seemed to be as in the dark as I am.  The only thing he knew for sure was that roving gangs were on the loose and that we needed to be on the lookout because he’d heard some horror stories about the atrocities being committed by these groups. 
 
    I told them that just such a gang was responsible for the three dead in our courtyard and explained how it had gone down.  He said he wasn’t surprised.  Then he told me about what he’d heard these gangs were doing.  Turns out, if what he said was true, it sounds like it’s worse out there than I thought. 
 
    Scott told me that he’d heard about a couple gangs hitting the other side of town and described the tactics they’re using.  The first such tactic involves using those in the early stages of the flu as a sort of “zombie” infiltration unit to get into people’s homes.  Apparently, they send these flu carriers into a home at gunpoint.  The person or people holding out inside the home are faced with a dilemma – either kill the “zombies” in self defense or, realizing that these people have the flu, kill them in an attempt to avoid being infected.  Their only other option is to try to flee, at which point the gang of looters waiting outside will murder them.  Then the gangs kill the “zombies” or force them on to infiltrate other targets while pillaging any remaining supplies in the home or building they just cleared.   
 
    The other tactic that Scott described is the one that concerns me most.  He said that some of these gangs go looking specifically for families.  They’ll take several families captive and then they use the children or the wives as hostages.  They force the younger more able family members to infiltrate the homes of people the gang suspect might have food or supplies.  If the person or people refuse to act, the gang members kill one hostage at a time until those who remain finally submit to the gang’s will.  If the home is successfully infiltrated, the gang moves on to the next target, using the same tactic to get the remaining family members to work for them.  If those family members fail in their home invasion, the gang kills the remaining hostages and finds new families to do its bidding.  It’s a win/win for the gangs, getting the supplies they need without risk to themselves.  And it’s a lose/lose for the families – if they succeeded in their raid, they are rewarded with another mission, and if they fail, the rest of their family dies brutally and sometimes sadistically at the hands of the gang members. 
 
    I was both glad and dismayed to have met up with Scott.  His stories have scared the piss out of me and put me on guard more now than ever.  If anything positive has come out of these revelations, it’s that I’m going to fight tooth and nail to keep any and all intruders out of our home.  In my opinion, it’s better to go down fighting than be taken alive by such people.    
 
    With this knowledge, I quickly retreated to the relative safety of our condo building after loading the bodies of our fallen neighbors into the bonfire. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11:32 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m writing by the light of a single candle.  Unfortunately, it looks like there were some unintended consequences of the Main Street bonfire.  Like moths to a flame, it has drawn the looters back to our neighborhood.  I saw a group of them go by just before it got dark and I just heard people down in the back alley.  I could hear one of them trying our building’s rear entry doors…thankfully without success.  They then tried to get into a store across the alley from us.  I heard them smashing one of the windows.  I don’t think they’re going to find much, but I’m not going to be the one to tell them. 
 
    I’ve temporarily moved our refrigerator away from the kitchen window over in front of our kitchen’s back door, and I’ve slid the hutch (that’s very heavy since it’s loaded with Kate’s grandmother’s old dishes) that typically sits in the central hallway over to block our front door.  Before I did so, I offered to let the Williams’ room with us for the night since they have no weapons with which to defend themselves should our stack of condo units be breached.  They accepted.  I also asked Ms. Murphy, but she graciously declined, saying that if she was going to die, she’d like to do so in the privacy of her own home.  Good ‘ol Ms. Murphy, stoic and steadfast as ever. 
 
    Now I’m on watch duty.  Kate, Bradley, and Brenda are all still awake too.  I gave the Williams’ a crash course on gun use and safety in the event that the worst occurs.   
 
    It’s been dark out for a while now, and fires are starting to pop up around town as these gangs of looters (or whatever you want to call them) start putting homes and businesses to the torch.  You’d think they’d have better things to do…apparently not.  I guess that when the rules of modern society have been taken away and the dogs are let loose, it’s time to run wild.  I think these people must just roam the city, taking what they want and doing what they want.  I hear them running up and down the alley as I write this, yelling, screaming, shouting, shooting things, smashing things, and generally wreaking havoc and destruction on what was once our peaceful little village.  It’s frightening.  I feel like it’s only a matter of time before they focus on our building again.   
 
    Right now, it looks like they’re hitting the large Victorian homes around us.  Those houses don’t stand a chance.  They’re big, they have big windows, many of the entry doors have large glass panes in them, and overall I can seem them being extremely tough structures to defend against intruders.  A lot of them have security systems, but what good are those now?  I feel for anyone left in those homes.  I wonder how Scott, his neighbors, and their families are doing?  There has to be close to 100 of these violent looters out there going crazy, maybe more.  They’re all armed and obviously have no compunction about using their weapons.  It looks like any structure they want to get into, they’ll get into.  I can only pray for those citizens of our suburb who are still alive and trying to stay that way.  Like suffering through the Su flu wasn’t bad enough, now we’ve got to deal with this lawlessness and destruction from those left behind. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, September 14th  
 
      
 
    1:13 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m still writing by the light of my one lonely candle.  I have to say, though, even this sole flame almost seems too bright on a night like tonight.  Everyone is still awake – even the kids.  We’re all huddled in our living room, Brenda and Bradley Williams included.  We’ve left the windows open so that we can hear what’s going on outside, but I have drawn the shades to reduce the chances of anyone outside catching a glimpse of movement inside our unit.  Poor Violet wants Kate to read to her, but I’m afraid to let them use more candles or a flashlight that might draw attention to our unit. 
 
    Things have gone from bad to worse outside as the night progresses.  From our third-floor vantage point, I’ve counted at least ten fires burning around town.  Gunfire has increased substantially, and it doesn’t appear that the thugs or looters or gang bangers or whatever they are who have infiltrated our village are going anywhere soon.   
 
    I actually saw first hand out our living room windows what Scott told me about.  It was hard to tell exactly what was happening since it was dark out and I only had the light of a burning house across the street to see by, but from what I could tell, a group of these invaders were forcing what appeared to be a group of area residents to conduct a home invasion.  I could hear a lot of gunfire coming from around and inside the house, and then it went quiet.  Several minutes later, the armed mob went inside the house.  They made several trips back and forth, carrying out what I guess were supplies, before they torched the house. 
 
    After a few minutes, what I was afraid would happen, happened.  The mob turned its attention to our condo building.  Several of the armed gang tested the front gate.  Finding it locked (I re-secured it when I got back from hauling the corpses to the bonfire), they cut off the chain holding it closed with bolt cutters. 
 
    I was torn as to what to do.  I didn’t want them getting into the courtyard for fear of what happened to our neighbors several days ago, happening again.  But I also didn’t want to give away our location by firing warning shots.  I was hoping that maybe these people would just leave if they thought the place was empty.   
 
    By the light of the growing house fire across from us, I could see that the intruders had gotten the gate open, and I knew I had to act.  I made sure everyone was well away from the window, cracked the blinds slightly, and fired my .38 until it was out of bullets.  I tried aiming at the flowerbeds around the gate since I have absolutely no desire to kill anyone even if they aren’t the nicest people in the world.  Plus, since I couldn’t see the faces of the people outside, I wasn’t sure if the people trying to gain access to our courtyard were possibly friends and neighbors from our community who had been put up to this by having their own loved ones held hostage.  
 
    The shots I fired were extremely loud, and their sound reverberated intensely inside our living room.  Poor Violet was left weeping quietly and shaking violently when I’d finished, but the gunfire seemed to have the intended effect as the group clustered around the gate beat a hasty retreat. 
 
    It now looks like the multitude of thugs and criminals invading our community have moved down the street in search of easier pickings, but I’ve reloaded my gun just in case and the shotgun’s within reach.  It felt weird to fire the gun again, especially when it was aimed toward actual people, not at the gun range. 
 
    I wish these people would find something else to do and move on…but move on to what?  Where do they have to go?  What else do they have to do? 
 
    Is this how our world’s going to be? 
 
    Unfortunately, I guess so.  Things are getting worse, not better.  I’m not sure what to do.  Right now, it’s just about surviving to see another day.  But then what?  What happens a couple weeks from now when the food runs out?  What happens if society as we once knew it never returns?  What do WE do?  Where do WE go?  Will the world be taken over by the kind of people roaming our community – people who don’t play by the rules…who apparently HAVE no rules? 
 
    It’s frightening enough for us adults, but what about poor Dylan and Violet?  What do they have to look forward to in that sort of environment?   
 
    Maybe we can get out of the city.  Maybe things are better in small towns where communities were tighter knit before the flu.  We’ve kind of missed our chance, but if we can wait things out until these groups have picked places clean – or at least THINK they’ve picked them clean – maybe we can take a shot at getting out of town.  The bad thing (ONE of the bad things) is that we’ll probably have to attempt our escape on foot since trying to drive out of the city would only call more attention to ourselves from people like those outside right now.   
 
    But how long do we wait?  A week?  Two weeks?  A month?  Will we have enough food and water to survive that long, especially when having to supplement our neighbors?  Do we try to take them along?  There’s no way we can take Ms. Murphy.  She’d never make such a trek.  She’s too old.  And she’d probably never agree to leave her home anyway.  So what do we do, just leave her here to die? 
 
    These are horrible questions, and right now, I’m not finding any answers. 
 
    Oh no, I hear people again outside. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6:14 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m writing this as the early-morning sky begins to brighten.  I got very little sleep last night.  Hardly any of us did.  None of us ate well last night either, but no one seems to be hungry.   
 
    The gunfire and number of structures burning around us have continued to grow throughout the pre-dawn hours, and unlike before, the people responsible for wreaking such havoc did not recede into the shadows come daybreak.  In fact, it seems like things outside have gotten worse, and continue to grow worse (if that’s even possible) as I write this.  
 
    Bullets have been hitting the side of our building all night long.  We continually hear the thumps, thuds, zips, and zings of various impacts with our building’s brick façade interspersed with the occasional crack or crash of glass as a round comes in through a window.  We crawl on our hands and knees whenever one of us has to use the bathroom, and we always make it a quick trip, ensuring that we keep our heads down. 
 
    Poor Violet has been crying almost non-stop throughout the night.  She’s absolutely terrified.   
 
    Kate and I keep telling both her and Dylan that it’s going to be okay, but it’s hard to sound convincing with the amount of gunfire and structural fires raging around us.  I wish these animals outside would just take their loot and go, but it’s almost like they want more than just stuff.  It’s as though they’re rabid beasts that are wild with bloodlust.  They want to shoot, to kill, and to destroy just for the thrill of it, just because they have nothing better to do and they have the opportunity to exercise their destructive prowess without restraint…just because they CAN.  At this point, I’d be willing to give them everything we have if they’d just go away, but I know that wouldn’t end it.  They’d take us prisoner and use us to do their bidding or just kill us outright. 
 
    I’m going to make a quick trip downstairs to check on Ms. Murphy as soon as it’s totally light outside.  I’m going to take her some food and water – enough for the entire day so that I don’t have to make another trip.  With the bullets flying the way they are, it’s not worth taking chances, although with the exception of the skylight at its top, the main stairwell of our condo stack is probably one of the safest and most secure spots in our entire building due to its interior location.  If things get too bad, we might be forced to relocate there for tonight to reduce the chances of being struck by a stray bullet or someone seeing us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7:47 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Ms. Murphy is no longer with us.   
 
    I went down to her unit about 10 minutes ago during a slight lull in the shooting outside.  I found the poor gal in her rocking chair, set before the living room window.  She’d been shot in head.  There was a bullet hole in the window.  I’m guessing that the stubborn woman just wouldn’t hear what I was telling her about staying away from the windows.  She probably wanted to let Felix watch his birds this morning and decided these assholes outside weren’t going to deter them from their regular routine.  Then, either someone saw her moving through the window or it was a ricochet or a bullet fired haphazardly that just happened to have her name on it.    
 
    There was an open jar of green olives (the same jar I had brought down to her the other day) set on the table beside her rocking chair.  I’m guessing that she was feeding Felix his treats while they watched the birds.  Poor thing.  She didn’t deserve this.  I guess none of us deserve this, but it’s what we got.   
 
    As much as it pains me to say it, Ms. Murphy’s passing does unburden me from one of those nagging questions I’d been asking myself earlier.  Now I don’t have to worry about what to do with her should we try to escape the Chicagoland area.  However, I find myself now being straddled with new responsibilities.  I have to deal with Ms. Murphy’s remains.   
 
    While I was in her condo, I pulled the comforter from her bed and laid it out on the living room floor.  Then I lifted her amazingly light body from the rocking chair and bound her inside the blanket.  I’ll deal with taking her outside later, hopefully once things calm down.   
 
    I also found Felix.  He was hiding under her bed.  Using a few olives, I was able to coax him out and into his cat carrier that I discovered in the bedroom closet.  I brought him and his cat box up to our condo.  The old fellow is currently sniffing around, exploring his new digs.  Dylan and Violet are super excited to have him here.  I hope he will be a nice distraction in what otherwise has become a very shitty situation for them.  Other than a few gold fish that died last year, they’ve never had a real pet, and it makes me feel good to see them happy again.  I still need to go back downstairs and get the rest of Felix’s cat litter, but I think I’ll save that for later. 
 
    Right now, I’m going to cook up one of our cans of corned beef hash to go with our cereal this morning.  We haven’t had much meat lately, and I think everyone is craving a little protein in their diet. 
 
    I find it somewhat hard to believe I’m thinking about food at a time like this.  I just dealt with the dead body of one of our neighbors.  Sadly, I think I’m beginning to become hardened to this new life and way of living.    
 
    We’re starting to run into another issue now that we’ve been without utility services for some time now – clean clothes.  Because we’ve been unable to shower regularly, and we’ve been left to the whim of the warm summer temperatures, our clothing (especially socks and underwear) are becoming soiled faster than normal.  I’m not sure exactly what we’re going to do about it.  I guess we could take some of the water we drained from our hot water tank, fill a couple buckets like we do for our bathing, and wash our clothes.  We can open the window and hang them up to dry in the kitchen once things calm down outside.  But I really don’t want to use our valuable water resources for such non-essential purposes.  I’ve asked everyone to try to extend their clothing wear for as long as possible, but at some point, we’re going to have to break down and wash at least some socks and underwear once we run out of clean replacements.  For right now, we’re left just putting the worst of our soiled items into several big garbage bags that we keep tied shut.    
 
    And now I’m off to play chef for the family (and Brenda and Bradley).  Dylan and Violet want to help me since they’re going bat-shit crazy looking for things to do, but I think I’ll leave them to play with Felix.  It’s not much, but I’m willing to give about anything a chance to distract them from what’s going on outside.  We’ve been doing our best to find activities to take their minds off things, but it’s kind of hard to concentrate when the world is falling apart around you. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:03 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Something is going on outside.  I can’t tell exactly what it is, but it’s occurring on the other side of the building.  We heard a large bang over there a few minutes ago, and now we can see smoke rising from the alley on that side of the building.  There’s also some smoke starting to filter out the broken window of a third floor unit across the courtyard from us.  This is very disconcerting because if a fire has started over there, it could spread and threaten to consume the entire building.  I really don’t want to go over there, but I can’t see that I have much of a choice.  If I don’t, we could face being burned out of our home and lose not just our safe haven but all our supplies.  Plus, then where will we go?  We’ll be forced into the midst of the chaos currently swirling around us.  
 
      
 
      
 
    12:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Kate is working on my leg as I write this.  I’ll try to provide a brief rundown of what I just went through while she cleans and bandages my injuries.  Hopefully the writing will help keep my mind off the pain. 
 
    After seeing the smoke coming from third-floor unit across the courtyard from us, I decided I needed to put out any potential fire brewing within.  I grabbed the small fire extinguisher from under our kitchen sink, got my .38 (that I’m now keeping on top of the bookshelf in our main corridor so that it’s away from the kids but readily available), and gave Bradley the loaded shotgun.  I told him to cover me from the window and explained that I was going to make a mad dash from our front entrance, out across the courtyard, and over to the front entrance of the stack that contained the smoking unit.  There, I planned to shoot through the glass entry door, make my way upstairs, and hopefully put out the fire.  Writing it down now on paper, it looks like a pretty piss-poor plan, so I’m not surprised it didn’t work.   
 
    The first obstacle I encountered was our stairwell entry door that I’d covered with plywood.  I had Kate come down and help me temporarily unseal it.  After we got the plywood off, I sent Kate back upstairs to barricade herself and the rest of the family inside our condo. 
 
      The next problem I came up against was making it unnoticed across the courtyard and to the other side of the building.  After unlocking our foyer door, I hadn’t taken more than a few steps outside before I was met with gunfire from the street.  I heard Bradley fire the shotgun, but it was no use.  The shooting from the street kept up, stopping my progress and driving me back inside our entry foyer.   
 
    Once inside, I quickly relocked the foyer door and made my way back to the stairwell.  Kate hadn’t even made it all the way upstairs by the time I’d returned, so she came back down and helped me get the piece of plywood screwed back in place. 
 
    I was then faced with finding a new way to get over to that side of the building.  It was then that it hit me – the roof access. 
 
    I feel like such an idiot now.  I should have thought of it first thing.  The roof access is comprised of a steel rung ladder built into the bricks that form one wall of our rear stairwell.  The ladder is found almost directly outside our back door.  It leads to an unlocked hatch in the ceiling with have access to the entire rooftop that is completely flat.   
 
    Kate and I headed back upstairs where Brenda (who we’d left to watch the kids) and Bradley let us back inside the condo.  Once back inside, Dylan helped me hurriedly un-barricaded the rear door while Kate, Brenda, and Bradley re-barricaded the front.  I was up on the roof in probably less than two minutes.  The hardest part of climbing up the steel-rung ladder was hauling the fire extinguisher along with me.  I had to pull myself up the ladder with one hand while holding the fire extinguisher with the other.  At the top of the ladder, I had to balance the extinguisher on the rung I was standing on, leaning it against the wall, while I unlatched the roof access hatch and pushed it open. 
 
    Once I was on the rooftop, I did a crouched run across the back end of our building and around to the street-facing tip of our U-shaped structure.  There, I had to figure out a way back inside the building.  My first thought was to climb down the side of the building and go in through a window.  But I figured that could be time consuming and dangerous, plus, I would expose myself to gunfire from the street.  It was then that I noticed the central stairwell skylight belonging to this particular stack of condo units.  I made my way over to the skylight and peeked down through the glass to make sure no one was beneath it in the stairwell below.  There was smoke in the stairwell but not so much that I couldn’t see.  Other than that, it appeared empty.  At first, I tried to break the skylight’s glass with the fire extinguisher.  But after a few failed attempts at bashing it, I quickly realized the glass was harder to smash than I anticipated.  It was then that I thought of the .38 pistol I had shoved into my waistband while climbing to the roof.   
 
    OUCH!  Oh man, that really hurt.  Kate just dabbed at the cut on my leg with an alcohol-soaked cotton ball.  I haven’t felt pain like that since I broke my leg playing high school football.  
 
    Anyway, back to the skylight.  Before I did anything else, I went to the building’s edge and checked the alley by the trash receptacles.  It looked as though someone had blasted open one of the entry doors to the building.  The area around the door was still smoldering.  But otherwise, the alley was devoid of people.  I was hoping that this meant the interior of this portion of the building was clear as well, but I wasn’t taking it for granted.  I then hustled back to the skylight where I aimed my gun, pulled the trigger once, then moved my aim about a foot to the right of the first bullet impact and squeezed off another round.  The rounds passed easily through, cracking the glass but not shattering it.  Then I stuck the gun back in my waistband, picked up the fire extinguisher, and used it to smash out the skylight’s glass.  With the skylight clear, I dropped the fire extinguisher through the open hole.  It landed with a heavy thud on the stairwell landing below.  I landed with a thud just beside it, but that’s not how I hurt my leg.  In fact, I was feeling pretty pleased with myself by this point in my little adventure.  I’d gotten to the site of the fire unnoticed and successfully made my way back inside the building.  And I had the means to fight whatever was burning with a larger fire extinguisher that I had commandeered from the stairwell wall.   
 
    The door to the unit with the suspected fire was closed.  I could see dark gray smoke seeping from around it, but I remained confident.  It wasn’t until I entered the unit – the door to which was unlocked – my .38 in one hand, a fire extinguisher in the other, that I realized my folly.  I had assumed that since something was burning inside, the unit would be devoid of people. 
 
    It wasn’t.   
 
    As soon as I entered the condo’s living room, I saw a couch smoldering against the far wall.  It was the only thing that was burning.  But it wasn’t the smoking couch that grabbed my attention as much as the person coming toward me from the kitchen.  He looked to be in his mid-20s and was carrying a cardboard box that was filled with canned goods.  At first, I thought it was the unit owner, but the automatic rifle slung over his shoulder said otherwise.   
 
    We both stopped dead in our tracks, me in the center of the living room, him near the exit of the kitchen about 15 feet from me.  We eyed each other for a fraction of a second before we each went for our weapons.  He made the first move, but it took him longer because he was still holding the box of food.  He also had to maneuver his gun, which was slung part way around his back, around in front of him, get a grip on it, and fire.  He tried doing this while at the same time not dropping the box of supplies he held.  Meanwhile I already had my .38 out and in hand.             
 
    I only fired twice because I’d already used two bullets to shoot out the skylight and just had four left in the gun.  One of my shots went wide, but the other one hit the guy in the arm, causing him to fumble his assault rifle.  Apparently it did enough damage so that he gave up any further attempt at firing back at me.  Instead, he threw the box of food at me.  It hit me in the chest causing me to drop the fire extinguisher as I tried to half catch, half block it.  Meanwhile, the guy made a break for it, bolting past me and through the front door.  There was no way I was going to go after him.  I was just relieved to see him disappear into the hallway and down the front stairs. 
 
    With the intruder gone, I recovered the fire extinguisher and quickly put out the smoldering sofa.  Once the fire was out, I had no desire to remain in the unit any longer than necessary.  I briefly contemplated gathering the box of food that the guy had thrown at me.  But I was afraid that if he or any of the people that might be with him came back for the items and found them missing, rather than just taking them and leaving, they’d instead come looking for whoever had removed them – ME!  Therefore, I left them there. 
 
    I then realized the new dilemma facing me – how to safely get out of the stack of condo units I was in and back to my own.  I certainly didn’t want to follow the guy I’d shot, since not only might I meet up with him again, but I’d have to cross the courtyard.  Plus, even if I did make it back across the courtyard without being shot, I’d be locked out of my own unit stack and would have to break through the barriers I’d put in place.  Otherwise, I had the option of going down the rear stairway, but that would lead me out to the exposed side alley.  Then I’d have to go around to the alley behind our building to get to our own stack’s rear entrance.  And even though I hadn’t seen anyone down there, it didn’t mean they weren’t lurking somewhere.  This left me with what I felt was my best option – going back up and out the skylight through which I’d entered.  The problem was, the skylight was a good 12 feet above the stairwell landing.  It wasn’t hard to drop down through it, but getting back up and out of it was another story.  However, after some quick thinking, I came up with a plan.    
 
    I pushed a desk inside the unit out into the hallway.  It wasn’t high enough to get me as far up as I needed to be to climb through the skylight, so I got a wooden chair and put it on top.  This was my error.  The chair wasn’t as balanced as I thought, and it kicked out from under me as I reached for the skylight opening.  I landed awkwardly on the stairwell landing, right on top of the toppled chair, smashing it.  In so doing, part of the jagged broken chair stabbed me in the leg like a spear.   
 
    While it was a bad injury, it wasn’t so debilitating that I couldn’t re-attempt my escape.  This time around, I found a sturdier, more stable step stool that gave me the elevation I needed to pull myself up through the skylight and make it (albeit limping badly) back down to our condo. 
 
    And now, Kate has my leg cleaned and wrapped.  She put plenty of antibiotic ointment on it to reduce the chance of it getting infected.  With the way things are now, and not having the ability to get medical attention or even see a doctor, the last thing I need is an infection.  In this sort of environment, I now realize that even a simple scratch, left without proper care, could be a death sentence.  Violet is sitting here with me, holding my free hand while I write (little sweetheart, she’s so worried about her Daddy).   
 
    Alright, I’m off to have a drink or two, not just to dull the pain, but to calm my nerves after having shot someone (that’s a first).  I also want to grab something to eat and to say a prayer of thanks for getting through all that mess relatively safely.  Then I need to clean and reload the guns.  I’m down to 18 rounds for the .38.  I hope I don’t need them, but the way things are going, I’m damn glad I have them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    1:48 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We ate packages of Ramen noodles for lunch, largely because they’re quick, easy, and fill us up.  I had two warm beers and a couple aspirin with my meal to help calm me down and ease the pain of my leg injury.  I find myself kind of wishing I had a pack of cigarettes.  I’m not a smoker (except occasionally when I’m having a cocktail), but I could sure go for a cigarette right about now.   
 
    Everyone is pretty quiet.  There’s not much to talk about, and what we CAN talk about, we don’t WANT to talk about.  I’m really proud of the family though.  They’re handling this like real troopers.  Kate’s staying strong, the kids aren’t complaining (too much), and I feel as though we’re tighter now than ever before.  I know everyone is scared, but they’re all doing their best to put on brave faces.   
 
    I hate that the kids have to go through this.  I hate that ALL of us have to go through it, but especially the kids.  No kid should have their childhood innocence torn asunder by something this tragic and traumatic.  I wonder if things will ever get back to normal for them…for any of us.  
 
    After we finished eating, Brenda and Bradley went back to their condo across the hall to have a little privacy.  They took a two-gallon bucket with them to fill from their unit’s water heater so that they can clean up and use the bathroom. 
 
    I think these roving gangs (although I’m not exactly sure if they are multiple gangs or just one large one) have set up camp in our once cozy and secure village.  I have a feeling that they just go suburb to suburb bleeding each area dry of its resources, destroying them as they do so.  It’s kind of weird…ironic, I guess.  It reminds me of the Su flu itself.  I remember seeing in the news reports – back when we were still getting news reports – about how the flu is systemic.  It circulates through the body shutting down organ after organ until the body can no longer function or defend itself.  While I can’t say for sure, I’m willing to bet that this is what’s happening all across the Chicagoland area.  These types of gangs are probably going suburb by suburb shutting them down, slowly dismantling what’s left of the city piece by piece.  The Su flu starts the collapse of civilization and then leaves it up to the societal remnants to finish the job. 
 
    I wonder if anyone will survive all this?  If they do, what will they turn the world into in a year, two years, ten years from now?  The prospects are terrifying to say the least.  I can’t live this way.  Well, I guess I shouldn’t say that.  I CAN live this way, but I don’t WANT to live this way.  And I DEFINITELY don’t want my children to have to live this way.  
 
    Uh oh, I hear something next door in the Williams’ condo.  Sounds like loud banging.  I’d better go see what’s up.  I really don’t want to.  God I’m exhausted.  I just want to be left alone.  Is that really too much to ask? 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:11 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I guess being “left alone” IS too much to ask, but again, the irony of the situation strikes me hard as I write it.  We’re just as alone now as when we began this whole mess.  First, it was Ms. Laurel downstairs, then it was Ms. Murphy, and now it’s Brenda and Bradley Williams who are dead.  It’s all just too much.  I hope that one day I can look back on these pages and remember what we suffered through and appreciate how much better we have it, but I’m beginning to wonder if that day will ever come.   
 
    And while I really don’t want to rehash what just happened to our neighbors – our FRIENDS – I’m going to.  I owe it to them to tell their story and not have them be forgotten in the hellish hole our world now seems to have become.   
 
    I probably should have seen something like this happening, but hindsight is always 20/20.  The exposed stairwells appears to be our building’s Achilles’ Heel.  It’s how people got into the unit with the smoldering sofa, and it must be how people got into the Williams’ unit.   
 
    The steel cages that enclose these stairwells that exit into the alleys running alongside our U-shaped building don’t extend all the way up.  In fact, they only extend up about 15 feet.  So even with the steel cage doors having self-locking mechanisms, someone could scale the metal grating and enter the stairwell around the second floor.   
 
    Unfortunately, there’s not much I can do about this weak point in our structure.  There are four such exposed stairwells, two on each side of the building.  There’s no way to block them once the top of the cage ends.  Of course, I guess I could dismantle portions of the wood steps and landings, but it would take forever, and doing so would likely only draw more unwanted attention to our building.   
 
    The banging sounds I heard at the end of my last entry must have been the intruders breaking down the Williams’ back door.  Unfortunately, we hadn’t taken the precautions with their unit that we had with our own (although now we have moved the unit’s refrigerator in front of the smashed back door and wedged it in place with a large cushion chair).   
 
    Once the intruders were inside the unit, it didn’t take them long to find Brenda and Bradley.  The particular unit in question is a small one bedroom.  Brenda was in the bathroom when the intruders entered – they apparently killed her first since they would have found her before they found Bradley as they came in through the kitchen.  Since the home invaders had entered through the back, it made it harder for me to get inside when I heard the commotion.  Brenda had locked the front door to the condo (the door facing our unit) after they left our place.  This meant that they were safer from intruders entering from this direction, but it also meant that they were left exposed and defenseless when I tried to come to their rescue since I couldn’t get into the condo quickly.   
 
    After trying the front door and finding it locked, I quickly went back to our own unit and got the shotgun.  Not knowing the situation awaiting me within the other condo, I wanted as much firepower with me as possible.  Unfortunately, those critical seconds may have meant the difference between life and death for poor Bradley.  When I was back in our own unit, I heard several more shots, which I’m guessing was Bradley being killed.  
 
    Just as I got back to the Williams’ unit, the front door opened.  I was confronted by a guy wearing a blue bandana over his face and a black ball cap.  I think we were both surprised to find ourselves face to face with one another.  He was carrying a handgun and began to raise it as soon as he saw me.  Then he hesitated slightly.  This gave me the chance I needed.  I had no choice – I shot him.  Thank God Dad’s old shotgun didn’t malfunction.  Pellets ripped into the guy and spackled the door and walls around him.  I think he was dead before he hit the floor.   
 
    God that’s weird to see in print.  It was bad enough having to wound somebody when I shot the guy in the arm earlier in the day.  But killing someone is an altogether different feeling.  Between the overwhelming sense of guilt and feeling like I’m some sort of criminal, I can already tell it’s something that’s going to weigh on me for the rest of my life.  I know I did what I had to do to protect myself and my family, but I still feel like it was wrong.  It frightens me writing down that I killed a man.  Will I be prosecuted after all this is done?  Will I have to claim self defense?  Jeez, the shooting didn’t even occur in my own home.  That will look bad to a jury.  Maybe they’ll say that the guy had a right to be in our building.  Maybe they’ll say that he could have thought that I was the intruder and that HE could have been firing in self defense.   
 
    What am I saying?  There won’t be any courtrooms, trials or juries after all this is done with.  There probably won’t be enough people to even FILL a jury.  But God is always watching.  How will I be judged in that respect?  A life is a life, and I just took one.  Justified or not, it has to be viewed as wrong in the eyes of God.  There may have been a better way to deal with the situation.  Maybe I could have talked to the guy.  Yeah, and then maybe I’D be the one laying on the landing outside, along with the rest of my family.  I guess there’s no definitive answer.  It is what it is…and it SUCKS! 
 
    So back to what happened inside the Williams’ unit.  The blast from the shotgun must have scared anyone else who may have been inside, because by the time I made my way around the guy I’d shot and through the front door, the unit was empty.  As I got to the rear door, I saw two more dudes fleeing down the back stairs and out into the alley.  I fired at them with the shotgun.  I think I hit one partially in the shoulder, but at that distance, it didn’t do much damage.  It was more of a warning to them not to come back.  They both escaped down the side alley, and disappeared around the front of the building. 
 
    After checking on Brenda and Bradley, and finding them both dead, I made a quick trip back to our condo to let Kate and the kids know that I was okay but for the kids to stay put.  Then Kate came back with me and helped moved the fridge and chair to block the back door of the Williams’ condo. 
 
    By the time we finished with our work and got back to our own unit, three buildings (one beside us and two across the back alley from us) were on fire.  They’re stores with easily accessible ground levels, but that does little to ease my mind about our own situation.  If these people can get in through the less secure alley stairways, it’s only a matter of time before they find their way to our condo.  They could get in through one of the lower level units and then come up our front stairs.  I can’t watch everywhere at once.  And there are plenty of windows as well as the skylights that are options for getting into the building if people really want to, and apparently people REALLY want to.  I think the best thing to do right now is to just stay put and just hope that people get into enough other units and take enough stuff from them that they think they’ve got it all.  And hopefully they’ll find our unit secure enough and dangerous enough (with me being armed) that they’ll just leave us alone and move on to easier pickings.   
 
    Maybe it’s heartless to say – at least I FEEL heartless saying it – but I almost feel safer now that it’s just me, Kate, and the kids.  Having other people around only seemed to make our situation more difficult and more dangerous.  Now, all I have to focus on is protecting us, which brings me to our plan.   Kate doesn’t particularly like it, but tough shit.  With the way things are now, we’ve got to do what we’ve got to do to protect the kids…and that’s it, no questions asked. 
 
    So here it is. 
 
    If someone tries coming in the front door, Kate is to take the kids down the back stairs to the basement storage area while I attempt to hold off the intruders.  We considered going to the rooftop, but with the access ladder just outside our back door, it seemed too obvious.  Once downstairs, Kate will hide herself and the kids in a gap that we created (after the whole Williams’ debacle) behind a bunch of boxes in our storage unit.  This cave is small, but once inside, the entry crawlspace can be covered with a box so that it’s not visible to anyone from outside.  It is surrounded by other storage units full of stuff and it would take some time for anyone searching the space to uncover.  The exterior walls of these storage units are formed from chicken wire, so people will easily be able to see and hear inside them.  I consider this both a good and bad thing.  Since anyone making a search of the area will be able to see inside the cages, they may not spend much time actually trying to get into them.  However, it also means Kate and the kids will have to be very careful.  The smallest noise could give away their position.  We had a talk with the kids – especially Violet – about being as still and as quiet as possible should they need to take shelter there.  We did our best to explain to them that it is literally a matter of life and death.  I think that at this point, they get it. 
 
    Should intruders make it up through the rear stairwell, our plan is for me to hold them off long enough for Kate and the kids to make their way out the front door and across to the Williams’ unit.  There, they will split up, Kate and Violet hiding under the bed that we moved from downstairs while Dylan hides in the furnace closet in a small gap behind the hot water heater.  Not to be crude, but we’re going to leave Brenda and Bradley’s bodies where they fell for the time being.  I’m also leaving the dead guy in the hallway.  That way, any outsiders entering the condo will not only find it devoid of food and supplies, but they’ll find dead bodies.  It will hopefully move them along quicker and make them think that the place has already been raided and picked clean.  
 
    In either situation, I’ll stay behind with the shotgun to defend our condo.  In the process, this will make it look like it was just me holing up inside.  Kate doesn’t like this last part of our plan, as it doesn’t give me great chances of surviving, but we have to make it look good.  It doesn’t make sense for a buttoned up condo full of supplies like ours to be devoid of occupants should someone break in.  That means that intruders might search for us, finding us ALL rather than just finding me.  Kate wants to know what I’ll do after I make a show of force.  It’s a good question.  I’m not really sure.  I told her that we probably won’t have to execute the plan, that these outsiders are bound to move on soon.  They’ve spent enough time here.  There can’t be much left to take.  I’m hoping they’re like locust, coming in a swarm, ravaging a spot, and then quickly moving on.  I just wish they’d go…God how I wish they’d go.  It’d make an already incredibly difficult situation just a little bit easier. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:39 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Someone’s down in the street with a megaphone.  They’re shouting something up at the building, but I can’t make out exactly what they’re saying.  Dylan’s got the binoculars out.  He says the guy with the megaphone has a woman with him and a kid that looks like his friend, Liam.  I’m going to see if I can hear what the guy is yelling about. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:49 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dear God, what have I done?  The man I killed was Scott, the father of Dylan’s friend, Liam.  I had no idea.  It all happened so fast, and he was wearing that hat and bandana.  He’s never been to our condo before, so he probably had no idea that this was our place.  The people trying to get into our building must have sent him in to clear the place in one of those forced home-invasion teams he was telling me about.  I guess he knew what he was talking about.   
 
    The dude on the street was yelling for Scott to come back out, obviously not knowing that he was already dead by my hand.  The guy, and the group that was with him, were threatening Scott’s wife.  They said that unless he came out in one minute, they were going to kill her.  They counted down and then shot her right there on the street.  It was the longest minute of my life.  I wanted to do something, shout to them that he was dead, but I knew it wouldn’t matter.  They were going to kill her anyway.  At least that’s what I keep telling myself now.  And by answering them, I’d only be giving away our own position, potentially risking the lives of my own family.   
 
    After the guy shot Scott’s wife, he did the same thing with Dylan’s friend, Liam.  By that point, I couldn’t even watch.  I closed the window and made sure the blinds were down so that the kids wouldn’t see.  Dylan kept asking me what was going on.  I lied and told him that the people had left.  There is no way I can tell him the truth.  It’s all too horrible.  I keep telling myself that it’s not my fault, that their having been captured meant that this would have happened to them sooner or later.  But having pulled the trigger that killed Scott leaves me personally shouldering this terrible burden of responsibility.   
 
      
 
      
 
    4:43 p.m. 
 
      
 
    There is a big firefight going on out front.  A bunch of dudes in SUVs and pickup trucks just arrived and they’re letting the guys who killed Scott’s family have it.  Could it be that the cavalry has finally arrived?  Maybe this is some sort of new National Guard, a kind of local militia formed by area citizens to combat the roving gangs and renegades.  I pray to God that it is.  This could be our salvation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5:39 p.m. 
 
      
 
    These people are definitely NOT our salvation.  They drove vehicles in through our front gate, threw a grenade into one of our lower floor windows, and are generally blowing our building to shit! 
 
    We’re all hunkered in our condo’s central hallway…the best spot we could find to protect us from what’s going on.  There are a lot of armed personnel and they’re all over the place outside.  I told Kate and the kids to be ready to move at a moment’s notice.  We’ve gathered a backpack for each of us – a “bug-out bag” so to speak – to take along in the event we have to leave quickly and can’t make it back to the condo.  Each pack has four bottled waters, three packs of Ramen noodles (since they’re light and durable), a small freezer bag of cereal, and a bag of cookies.  In addition, Dylan’s pack has a can of corned beef, a container of crackers, two cans of beans, and two cans of fruit cocktail.  Kate’s pack has a flashlight, the .38 (along with the rest of the ammo), a jar of peanut butter, two cans of beans, two cans of oranges, a can opener, and some silverware.  It’s not much, but it will give us a couple day’s rations should we need it. 
 
    I pray we don’t.  We all do. 
 
    My pack has a few medical supplies, a couple additional bottles of water, some extra cans of fruit, more cereal, some packs of fruit chews, and a water bottle full of vodka (for trade or wound cleansing). 
 
    I hear banging downstairs and glass shattering.  Sounds like they’ve broken into the entry foyer and are now working on the plywood covering over the front stairwell door.  It’s time to go.  I’ll kiss the family goodbye and send them to un-barricade the back door.  Then I’ll wait at the front door with the shogun.  Violet and Dylan are crying.  Now Kate is too.  Hell, I’m even crying.  Saying goodbye to them is the toughest thing I’ve ever had to do, but it’s worth it if there’s a chance it’ll keep them alive. 
 
    Okay, deep breath…this is it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “You might want to check this out,” Eight Ball gave a nod as he offered the book to his boss. 
 
    “What the fuck is it?” his boss eyeballed him with an angry, almost challenging stare. 
 
    “Looks like a journal or somethin’.  Pulled it off the guy we killed getting in here.” 
 
    “Yeah?” his boss shrugged.  “So fuckin’ what?  I care about some diary this guy was keeping all his fuckin’ hopes and dreams in?  What, he’s a fucking little girl or something?” 
 
    Eight Ball shrugged, “Thought it might be important.”  He leafed through the book.  “Thought maybe it’d tell us somethin’.” 
 
    “Tell us what!?” his boss almost shouted.  “How he fuckin’ brushed his hair before bed each night?  Who he had a fuckin’ crush on in the sixth grade?  Jesus, you’re a fuckin’ dumbass, Eight Ball.  I don’t know why I keep you around.” 
 
    Eight Ball stared at the floor bashfully, ashamed, embarrassed by the berating.  He was just trying to please his boss.  He thought there might be something useful in the book.  It must have been kind of important for the guy living here to still have it on him when he died.  He continued to leaf through the book.  As he did so, an envelope fell from within. 
 
    “What the fuck’s that?” Eight Ball’s boss nodded to the envelope that had landed near Eight Ball’s feet.   
 
    Eight Ball bent, picked it up, and pulled several sheets of paper from within.  
 
    “Give me that!” his boss commanded. 
 
    Eight Ball dutifully handed over the envelope. 
 
    “The goddamn papers too, you fuckin’ moron!” his boss barked. 
 
    “Uh huh,” Eight Ball grunted, handing over the papers. 
 
    “Christ,” his boss swore.  “Go make yourself useful!” he spat. 
 
    “Doin’ what?” Eight Ball mumbled. 
 
    “Fuck do I care!?  Go find the rest of these assholes…this guy’s fucking family!  They’ve got to be around here somewhere.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re dead,” Eight Ball said. 
 
    “Won’t know unless you fuckin’ look, will you?” his boss gave him a death stare.  “So get on it…we’ve got to make examples of people like this.  Can’t let them hole up like this, kill three of our guys, and then escape.  Have to get in and kill ‘em all.  That way people will fear us.  All we’ll have to do is show up and they’ll be scrambling to give us whatever the fuck we want.  Gotta make a name for ourselves.  This is a new fuckin’ world.  Our fuckin’ world!” 
 
    Eight Ball nodded slowly.  He thought he understood what his boss was saying, but he wasn’t sure.  He gathered a couple more members of their crew to help him search the rest of the building.  On his way out the back door, he tossed the journal he’d found on the kitchen counter. 
 
    After Eight Ball left, his boss sat down on a nearby sofa with the letter.  He took a slug from the open tequila bottle he carried with him and then began to read the letter to himself. 
 
    It read as follows: 
 
      
 
                                   August 24th 
 
      
 
    Dear Chris and Kate, 
 
      
 
    I hope this letter finds you and the kids well.  It seems like forever since we saw you last.  I bet Violet and Dylan are growing like weeds.  Can you believe that Jason is already two and cruising briskly toward three?  I’d like for us to get together for his birthday, if not sooner, which brings me to my point for writing. 
 
    To jump right to the heart of the matter, I’m not sure how much you’ve been paying attention to all this Su flu stuff that’s been on the news lately.  I know it probably just seems like another one of those “chicken little” scenarios – SARS, Bird flu, Swine flu, Ebola, and the like.  I’ll admit, the sky seems like it’s about to fall every time we turn on the nightly news.  But I think it’s more than that this time.   
 
    While you might be aware that I’ve had a long-time interest in the outdoors, I’m not sure you know the full extent of the steps I’ve taken to prepare for an emergency scenario.  Whether it’s a storm, power outage, pandemic or similar event, I’ve set some food and supplies aside to ensure the family is secure.  And I’ve taken that planning a bit further lately with the appearance of the Su flu.  No, I’m not one of those over-the-top preppers who is digging his own bunker in the backyard or has three years worth of food stashed away in five-gallon buckets, but I like having a plan should something go wrong.   
 
    I’ve recently contacted Claire’s father about taking a trip down to a plot of land in southern Illinois around the Shawnee National Forest.  The place belongs to a friend of his who said we could utilize the spot for camping.  I’m taking Claire and Jason there over Labor Day weekend and I’d like to invite your family to join us.  I’m sending a similar letter to other close friends and family members.  It would make for good practice for getting out of the city in an emergency and seeing what living “off the grid” is like.  If the Su flu turns out to be as bad as I think it might be, such a trip could also put us ahead of the curve.  But even if you think I’m a little nuts for writing this (and I wouldn’t blame you), such a trip with the family could turn out to be a lot of fun and give everyone a chance to get away from the city for a few days – a family retreat of sorts.   
 
    Please consider what I’ve said, and if you’re up for it, pack a few bags, bring your supplies (the more the better), and meet us down in southern Illinois.  Hope to see you soon! 
 
      
 
    John Stevens   
 
      
 
    P.S. – I’ve included a map and directions to get to our camp location.  Don’t feel obligated to call ahead, just come.  We’d love to see you! 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hmph,” Eight Ball’s boss snorted, folding the letter and the map crudely and jamming them roughly back inside the envelope.  He took another swig of tequila.   
 
    A beautiful Latina sauntered in through the condo’s front door.  She slinked over to stand a few feet from the man sitting on the sofa.  He was still holding the envelope. 
 
    “Change of plans,” he said to her after a moment of silence between them. 
 
    “What’s up now?” she asked, feeling a mixture of exasperation, intrigue, and anticipation for what this odd character she’d hooked up with was tossing her way this time.  She both loved and hated the fact that he was willing and extremely capable of changing course right in the middle of a plan that seemed to her to be working quite well. 
 
    The guy half grinned, half sneered at her, almost as though he was welcoming her to challenge him.  But she didn’t.   
 
    “What have you got up your sleeve this time, Jake Stines?” she smirked at him with an evil sexiness. 
 
    “Get your sweet ass over here, Ava,” he grinned, motioning her over.   
 
    She moved closer.  He stood and wrapped an arm around her waist, giving her taut rear a smack.   
 
    “We’re heading south,” he told her with an unwavering confidence she found irresistibly macho.   
 
    “Where to?” she asked, nuzzling in closer so that her firm breasts were shoved up hard against him. 
 
    “Gonna try our hand in southern Illinois,” he showed her the map. 
 
    “What’s in southern Illinois?” Ava asked, tooling a finger across Jake’s shoulder and down around his chest. 
 
    “Not sure,” Jake said, opening the map and showing it to her.  “Sounds like the guy we killed in this condo had people down there…people with a camp and supplies.  I’m thinking we go down there, hitting smaller towns along the way.  Should be easy pickings.  Then we hit their camp, take their shit, and move on.  Maybe we’ll land in Memphis and take a look around there.  Chicago’s getting played out.  Too much competition for what’s left.  Here, we’re small fish in a big pond.  We roll in and hit these little spots though, and then we’re big fish in a little pond.  Get my drift?” 
 
    Ava got it.  She didn’t totally agree with Jake that rural spots would be easy pickings, but she saw some merit in the idea.  And she definitely liked the thought of heading south…back toward home.  
 
    Eight Ball slid shadowlike into the room, back from his search of the building.  “Didn’t find anybody,” he told his boss.   
 
    “You looked everywhere?” Jake didn’t even glance up from the map that he and Ava were still studying. 
 
    “Everywhere,” Eight Ball nodded. 
 
    “The roof?  I saw an access in the back stairwell.” 
 
    “Yup.  Nothin’.” 
 
    “Basement?” 
 
    “Just storage…bunch of boxes, Christmas decorations, empty luggage, that sort of stuff.” 
 
    Jake finally looked away from the map and over toward the men finishing up their work in the rest of the condo.  They were carrying the last few boxes of supplies downstairs to be loaded into their vehicles before they moved on.  Most of Jake’s men were already downstairs congregating around their vehicles.  They smoked cigarettes, ate, drank, and waited for their fearless leader to guide them to their next destination and to their next set of victims. 
 
    Ava started to move away but Jake grabbed, pulling her up close and kissing her hard before releasing her. 
 
    She again turned to leave.  He watched her as she went, enjoying the view as she exited the living room and headed out the front door.  He listened to the sound of her footsteps fade as she descended the staircase. 
 
    Once Ava was gone, Jake re-folded the map and letter and put them back inside the envelope. 
 
    “Here,” he said, handing the envelope to Eight Ball.  “Hold onto this, and get the rest of the crew ready.  We roll in five.” 
 
    Eight Ball nodded his understanding of the command and hurried downstairs. 
 
    Jake took a deep breath and another long drink of his tequila before he capped the bottle.  He was feeling optimistic.  He was proud of the new plan he’d developed on the fly.  The idea excited him – the thought of him and his minions tearing through the open countryside, laying waste to anything in their path.  He saw himself as Sherman cutting a swath across the American landscape or Napoleon rolling across Europe.  He’d take what he wanted, when he wanted, where he wanted, how he wanted, just like he was doing here but with a lot less time and effort involved. 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully as he considered the future.  Then he walked over to where the condo’s front door stood open.  The condo was empty and quiet now.  “Just in case anyone is thinking about coming back,” he said to himself as he reached inside his jacket pocket.  He pulled a grenade from within, yanked the pin with his teeth, and tossed it into the condo’s kitchen.  Then he trotted down the staircase behind Ava. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The blast could be felt three floors below in the basement.  Kate hugged the kids up close to her as dust and debris rained down from the ceiling upon the boxes that formed the roof of their tiny hovel.  Violet let out a little squeal.  Kate immediately covered the girl’s mouth with a hand. 
 
    The three of them sat silently for the next several hours in the dark, cramped, dusty confines of the storage unit, terrified, listening for any sound of movement around or above them. 
 
    After the explosion, though, there was nothing…only silence. 
 
    Kate knew that if her husband, Chris, could get back to them, he would have.  That either meant he was injured, he’d been taken prisoner, or…well, she didn’t want to consider the last option. 
 
    There was a small window in the basement.  Through the cracks between the boxes behind which they sheltered, she watched as the light faded outside until it was dark.  It was then that she decided they’d waited long enough.   
 
    She rummaged through her pack until she found the flashlight and .38.  Then she carefully and quietly moved the boxes around them until she’d created a tunnel large enough for her to exit their hiding spot.  Before she left, she instructed Dylan that if she wasn’t back in an hour, he was to care for his sister as best he could. 
 
    “Don’t go, Mommy!” Violet whimpered.  But her pleas did not deter her mother. 
 
    After Kate crawled from their small cave, she replaced the boxes so that her children remained concealed.  Then she crept, without use of her flashlight, to the basement door.  In one side of the door, there was a thin pane of wire-reinforced glass.  She peered through this tiny window out into the blackness, trying to scan the darkened stairwell outside.  She dared not turn the flashlight on to see.  She feared that the people who had attacked them earlier in the day might have decided to spend the night inside the building. 
 
    She cracked the door as quietly as she could, paused a moment to listen, then opened it carefully and slid out into the stairwell landing.  There, she stood again, straining to listen.  She detected the faint smell of smoke but heard nothing other than the occasional soft “pop-pop” of distant gunfire outside. 
 
    She made her way upstairs largely by feel, memory, and the faint ambient light the moon provided as it filtered through the stairwell landing windows.  She paused every few steps to listen.  Finally, she made it to the third floor where, in the moonlight, she could see the back door of their condo standing open. 
 
    She didn’t want to go inside, but she knew she had to.  She forced herself to step across the threshold. 
 
    The kitchen was a disaster, she could tell that even in the darkness.  Years of living and cleaning a space bred a familiarity simply through feel and scent alone – a sixth sense of sorts.    
 
    Once inside, she flipped on her flashlight.  The place was indeed devastated.  She could barely walk through the debris and rubble that littered the floor. 
 
    She shined her light around the room.  It illuminated charred cabinets, smashed countertops, a virtually non-existent sink, a melted microwave, a dented and blackened stove, and a floor covered in an array of broken dishware and crockery.   
 
    And then she saw her husband.   
 
    He was lying motionless on his stomach near where the kitchen met with the condo’s central corridor.  Kate’s breath caught in her chest, her throat constricted, her stomach churned.  She already knew, but she had to be sure.   
 
    She walked slowly, carefully, yet with forced determination through the debris strewn across the floor.  Glass crunched under her feet.  She kicked a spot near Chris clear and knelt beside him.  Under her flashlight’s beam, she could see that areas of his skin were blackened and his clothes had been burned away in spots. 
 
    It was a horrific sight.   
 
    Chris’ head was turned so that she could see half his face.  There were ashes and a few shards of glass on his cheek.  She gently brushed them away.  The lone eye she could see was closed.  As she took his arm in her hand to feel for a pulse, she prayed that somehow he was still alive.  But as her fingers touched his cold, stiff skin, she knew instantly that he wasn’t. 
 
    She leaned over him to kiss the clean spot she’d revealed on his cheek.  Then she sat back, resting her butt on her heels as she remained on her knees beside her fallen husband.   
 
    She sat staring at Chris, not wanting to absorb what she was seeing, but finding it impossible to tear herself away.  She found it odd that no tears came until she tried to speak, and then they flowed freely. 
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed softly, taking his cold hand in hers.  “Thank you for everything…everything you’ve done, everything you did.  I know my saying it now doesn’t matter, but you saved us.  You saved us in every way possible, right up until the very end.  You saved us from the flu, saved us from starving to death, and saved us from the chaos that raged around us.  You gave your life saving us, and it worked.  You’ll never know how much I love you, how much I owe you for that.  And now it’s our turn to save ourselves.  Spending these past few weeks with you here, well…” she sniffled, wiping the tears from her cheeks with a hand, “…it made something horrible into something very special.  You made a horrific situation into something that was almost tolerable.  Without all the distractions of work, of television, of the internet and all the rest, I felt I grew closer to you and the kids than ever before.  You made that possible.  You were so strong for us.  I only wish you could be with us now.  But you never will be.  You’re gone…gone forever.  You died to give us one more shot, and I promise that I’ll do everything in my being to make your sacrifice worth it.” 
 
    She held her dead husband’s cold hand against her cheek.  It felt odd, foreign, not like him.     
 
    At this point she broke down, unable to go on for several moments. 
 
    When she’d recovered, she choked out, “I love you…I’ve always loved you, and I will always love.”  Then she tore herself away, unable to bear anymore.  This place was no longer her home, not without Chris.  Now it was just a burned out space that held the remnants of what had once been their lives.  But none of that mattered.  She knew that Chris would tell her that the only thing that mattered now was the safety of the two children waiting for her downstairs.  They were the only pieces that remained of her once vibrant and wonderful husband.  And she vowed to do her everything in her power to ensure that those pieces remained safe from the hellish nightmare of the world in which they now had to survive.   
 
    At the back door, she paused, prepared to take one last look behind her…but she didn’t.  She didn’t want to remember her once beautiful home this way.  It was then that she noticed Chris’ journal on what remained of the kitchen counter.  She picked it up, brushed some ashes and other debris from its cover, and clicked off her flashlight.  Then she stepped out onto the landing and moved forward slowly until she felt the stairway railing.   
 
    At the top of the stairs, something bumped against her leg.  At first, she thought it was just more debris from their condo, but as she stood there, the object moved, rubbing against her.  She was instantly frightened, but then made the connection.  She stuck the .38 in her waistband, bent, and picked up the ball of fur that was Felix.  She held him up close to her and he began to purr as she stroked his thick coat.  It was a sliver of comfort in a terrible moment. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she rubbed his chin as he nuzzled his head down into her neck.  “I completely forgot about you in all the commotion.  Come on, the kids will be glad to see you.”   
 
    She carefully made her way back downstairs to the basement carrying Felix with her.  There, she quietly gathered the kids from their storage locker hiding spot.  She surprised them with Felix, using him as a decoy to divert attention from the fact that their daddy was not with her.  Then she made sure their packs were secured to them, that shoes were tied, and that the ground rules were explained and understood.  While the kids were focused on petting Felix, she also took a few minutes to combine her pack of supplies into Chris’ larger pack that they’d brought downstairs with them to await his arrival…an arrival that never came.  The pack would be heavier and bulkier, but she knew that without her husband there to assist them, she’d need the additional supplies.     
 
    With everything set, she gave some final instructions.  “No talking unless absolutely necessary,” she reminded them.  “You stick close to me unless I tell you otherwise.  Dylan, I hold your hand, you hold your sister’s hand.  Got it?” 
 
    “Uh huh,” he mumbled softly.  “What about Dad?  We can’t leave him behind.” 
 
    “He’s going to meet us there,” she lied.  She didn’t want to get into the issue of their father’s passing right now.  It would only slow them down and make things more difficult than they already were…for everyone.  At the moment, she wasn’t even sure if she could put into words what had happened to him.  She was still processing it herself. 
 
    “Going to meet us where?” Dylan pushed. 
 
    It was a good question. 
 
    “West…we’re heading west.  We’ll go out the back and cut up the alley to the train tracks.  We’ll start walking toward Aurora.  We’ll walk during the night and hide during the day until we get far enough away from the city’s outskirts.” 
 
    “How’s Dad going to know where to find us,” Dylan persisted innocently.. 
 
    “I want Daddy!” Violet suddenly blurted out. 
 
    “Shhhh…” her mother hushed her.  “He’ll find us.  But right now, we need to go.  We’re losing valuable travel time.  I need you two to be strong and brave right now.  Think of this as an exciting adventure…a night hike,” she offered in her best attempt to make this horrible situation somehow appealing to the kids.  It was something Chris was great at, and Kate smiled knowing that she was taking a page from his parenting playbook to get this done.  He would have been proud of her – proud of all of them. 
 
    “Oooo…a night hike,” Violet whispered. 
 
    Dylan remained silent.  Kate wondered if he had already guessed what had happened to his father, but she dared not press him on it. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, leading her children out of the basement and into the rear stairwell that exited to the alley, “we move fast until we’re on the tracks.  We don’t stop for anyone or anything.  Understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” the kids both replied dutifully. 
 
    “What about Felix?” Violet asked.  The cat had followed them to the back door and was rubbing against Violet’s legs. 
 
    Kate took a deep breath, not really having considered what to do with their feline friend.  
 
    “We can’t just leave him behind,” Violet whimpered softly, picking the cat up and cradling him awkwardly in her arms. 
 
    “He can follow us,” Kate said.  “But if he can’t keep up or strays during our hike, then he’s on his own.  He’s a cat.  He’ll have a better chance of surviving than…” she caught her self.  “Well…he’ll have a good chance of surviving.  Cats are good at catching mice and stuff, remember?” 
 
    Violet and Dylan both nodded silently, and Violet let Felix slip as delicately as a four-year-old could down onto the floor. 
 
    Then Kate took a moment to pull Dylan close and kiss his cheek.  He was getting so tall.  The top of his head already came up to her shoulders, and it wouldn’t be long before he matched her in height.  Then she bent and lifted Violet.  Her little girl clung to her, wrapping arms and legs around her tightly.  Kate kissed her and squeezed her even more tightly to her. 
 
    “I’m kinda scared, Momma,” Violet hissed in her ear. 
 
    “Don’t be scared,” Kate whispered back.  “Just do as I say and we’ll be alright.” 
 
    With that, Kate let her slip back down. 
 
    “Everybody ready?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” both the kids responded quietly.   
 
    “Everybody link up,” she said, taking Dylan’s hand in hers.  She waited as Dylan got a good hold on Violet. 
 
    “Come on, Felix,” Violet whispered as they moved toward the building’s rear door.  “You hang on tight to your sister,” she told Dylan.  “That’s your only job right now; you hold onto me and your sister like you’ve never held onto anything before.” 
 
    She reached out with the hand that she was also using to hold the .38 and cracked the door, listening for any signs of people outside.  She heard nothing.  Even the sound of gunfire had dissipated.  Felix was with them, nose poked eagerly through the open crack in the door, sniffing the air. 
 
    Kate took a couple deep breaths and gave a slight wiggle to ensure her pack was secured snuggly to her.  Then she said, “Ready…set…go!” and shoved the door open, leading all that remained of value from her former life into the terrifyingly new world that awaited them. 
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    Monday, September 16th  
 
      
 
    7:17 a.m. 
 
      
 
    My husband is dead, my home destroyed, my children cold and tired.  I have no real expectation of any of us seeing tomorrow.   
 
    I’m writing from the confines of a dark, damp, and somewhat smelly culvert beside the train tracks somewhere in the far west suburbs of Chicago.  I’m not even sure exactly WHERE we are since we’ve just been following the tracks for the last day and a half.  Dylan and Violet are snuggled up, asleep beside me, exhausted from having walked most of the night. 
 
    It’s strange, I haven’t written in a diary since middle school, but I feel almost compelled to do so.  I think I owe it to Chris to continue with a record of what has happened to our family since the appearance of the Su flu and the carnage left in its wake.   
 
    It’s been a gruelingly mind-numbing trek since we left home.  God, it’s only been about 36 hours, yet is seems so much longer.  I’d say we’ve traveled at least 20 miles, but I really have no idea.  I’m not familiar with this part of Chicago, so any signs we see aren’t really helping me gauge our progress.  It could be more than 20 miles – it feels like more – but it could be less.   
 
    I didn’t think that things could get much worse since our home was infiltrated by gun-toting outsiders and my loving husband killed in its defense, but I guess I was wrong.  The kids have now come to the realization that Daddy isn’t going to meet up with us.  I had to lie about his fate.  I was afraid they wouldn’t come with me if they knew Daddy was dead.  I still haven’t talked to them about it.  We have enough to deal with.  I’m not sure I can force myself to broach the subject yet.  I don’t even feel like it’s real.  I’m pretty sure Dylan already knows.  I don’t think Violet does, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.  Right now, I just have to focus on getting to tomorrow.   
 
    Yesterday, we slept during the day to keep out of sight of roving gangs like the one that destroyed our condo.  Even then, it hasn’t worked.  Early last night, we had paired up with a couple who were also using the tracks to try to escape the city.  They seemed like decent people – Ben and Sarah were their names.  I think we all felt better about linking up, hoping there’d be safety in numbers. 
 
    But our theory didn’t work out.  Several hours after darkness fell, we encountered, or maybe I should say we were “confronted” or “accosted” by, another group of people.  There were at least six of them; it was hard to get an exact count since it was dark.  They demanded the supply packs we were carrying.  When we refused, they threatened to take them by force.  That was enough for me. I grabbed the kids and we bolted, taking shelter in the heavy overgrowth that lines the train tracks.  Several of the people pursued us for a short distance, but once we were in the tree cover, I fired a couple shots from Chris’ .38 at them (well, not really AT them, but into the air) in hopes of scaring them off.  Apparently it worked.  They left us alone.   
 
    I have no idea what happened to Ben and Sarah.  We hid for about an hour after the encounter, and when we went back to the tracks there was no sign of them.  I don’t know if they are okay or not.  I guess I probably never will. 
 
    We walked the rest of the night without incident.  I had to carry Violet a lot of the way.  She’s not making the transition to staying up all night and sleeping during the day very well.  Actually, I guess none of us are.  But at this point, it’s our only option.  If what happened yesterday is any indication, it’s still just too darn dangerous to be out in broad daylight. 
 
    For right now, though, I’m just going to try to get some rest and pray that no one stumbles across us.  I have to admit, I never thought I’d have to sleep in a gutter, let alone doing so with a loaded gun beside me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, September 17th 
 
      
 
    6:53 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We just finished our dinner of peanut butter crackers, a half can of baked beans, and a shared bottle of water.  We each got a single cookie for dessert.  Now we’re just waiting for it to get dark so we can move again.  Dylan is on watch duty.  He likes serving as “scout” as he calls it.  It’s an activity he enjoys and one that’s necessary.  Violet is beside me sulking.  She says she misses Daddy and Felix.  I can’t force myself to tell her that Daddy is dead.  And Felix (our neighbor’s cat who followed us from our condo building) recently departed our company after being chased away by a stray dog.  I doubt we’ll ever see him again.     
 
    At this point, I’m just letting her cry it out.   
 
    I’m still not sure exactly where we should go – we just continue to head west.  Everything happened so fast once things started falling apart.  At first, the flu just seemed like another one of those faux emergencies that are constantly thrown at us, gets hyped insufferably, and is then allowed to disappear into the mainstream media nether-regions. This time, however, after several weeks, instead of fading quietly into oblivion, this crisis seems to have dismantled the whole of civilization.  The sky actually DID fall, and nobody was prepared for it.  Now millions (I guess more likely, BILLIONS) of people are dead or displaced. 
 
    So we find ourselves wandering aimlessly, refugees of the Su flu, hoping, praying that someone will save us.  Our dwindling supplies, however, may force us to make some decisions for ourselves.  I never realized how much a four and eight-year-old could consume.  When you don’t have the kitchen cabinets or a refrigerator stocked full of food to placate them, you begin to realize just how ravenous these little beasts can be.  And unlike adults, they have difficulty restraining their cravings and start to squabble incessantly with one another over the littlest bit of food.   
 
    Our current supply situation is bleak to say the least.  I’m doing my best to ration what we have, but we’ve been going through our meager supplies so fast.  I’m not eating much, giving most of my portions to the kids.  I have trouble telling them no.  Knowing that at some point in the near future I might have to watch them go hungry is something I don’t relish.  It’s something I never thought I’d have to contemplate.  Thank God that Chris had us pack these bug out bags before our condo was raided.  I’m not sure what we’d have done without the supplies they contain. 
 
    Over the past couple of days, we’ve consumed eight of our bottled waters (thankfully it’s not been too hot) and just three packs of our ramen noodles.  We’ve tried to avoid eating too many of the noodle packs because we have to use water to prepare them and they’re really salty.  Their saltiness makes us thirsty, which in turn leads us to consume more of our valuable drinking water that we’re finding next to impossible to replace.  We’ve also learned that ramen noodles soaked in luke-warm water (since we don’t have any cooking apparatus) are not all that appetizing (they’re semi crunchy…ugh).  But they fill us up, and considering the circumstances, I guess I shouldn’t complain. 
 
    We’ve also eaten two of the small freezer bags of cereal, two similar-size bags of cookies, two cans of beans, one can of fruit, part of a box of crackers, and some of the container of peanut butter. 
 
    Here’s what we have left.  I just took inventory before dinner. 
 
      
 
    
    	 8 bottles of waters 
 
    	 9 packs of ramen noodles 
 
    	 2 bags of cereal 
 
    	 2 bags of cookies 
 
    	 2 cans of baked beans (definitely not the kids’ favorite) 
 
    	 3 cans of fruit 
 
    	 1 container of corned beef 
 
    	 a partial box of crackers 
 
    	 a partial jar of peanut butter 
 
   
 
      
 
    I’m also down to just 15 rounds of ammunition for Chris’ .38 after firing the warning shots at those people the other night. 
 
    I feel bad about giving Chris such a hard time about writing in this journal.  Now I realize why he did it.  Not only was it a way to express the feelings he was having about what was going on around us without voicing his concerns outwardly, but looking back at the inventory lists he made in here, I realized he was also using it as a way to plan how to survive.   
 
    God, I wish he was here.  He was so much better at this kind of stuff.  I just wish he was here…period.  I miss him terribly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, September 18th  
 
      
 
    8:27 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m exhausted, but I’m still having trouble sleeping.  My mind feels like it’s spinning in a million directions all at once, but none of the directions lead me anywhere except ahead straight down these godforsaken train tracks.  In a way, I guess I should be thankful for the tracks.  They allow us to travel at night without the aid of a flashlight.  Light would certainly draw unwanted attention to us.  We just stay between the rails and put one foot in front of the other.  
 
    I’ve been carrying Violet much of the way.  That means poor Dylan has to carry the supply packs.  He’s been good about it, but the additional loads both of us have to bear are slowing us down substantially.  Frankly, I’m not sure that it really matters.  We have no goal other than to make it out of the Chicagoland area.  What happens after that is anyone’s guess. 
 
    None of us have been sleeping very well during the daylight hours.  Random gunshots, people yelling, and constantly waking up to ensure that the holes where we’ve been sleeping haven’t been discovered means that when sleep DOES come, it’s inconsistent and broken.  We all feel completely disgusting, not having bathed in almost a week.  I thought it was bad back in the condo when we were only able to take occasional sponge baths and brush our teeth once a day.  These memories seem almost heavenly compared to how I’m feeling now. 
 
    While I sit here writing, I’m watching Dylan sleep.  He reminds me so much of his father.  His hair, his facial features, his physique – they’re all Chris.  Even the way he sleeps, on his side, looking so calm and peaceful, it’s just like his dad.  It’s both wonderful and extremely difficult, this constant miniature reminder of my husband.  But Dylan’s presence is somewhat calming, and I think it might be just enough to let me get some sleep.  Guess I should give it a try.  We’ve got another long night of walking ahead of us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7:47 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The sun has set, but it’s still not dark enough to start walking yet.  For dinner we ate another small bag of cereal, a can of fruit, some peanut butter crackers, a couple cookies, and shared a bottle of water.  The only good thing about our dwindling supplies is that our packs are getting lighter.  It helps, considering how often I have to carry Violet throughout the night. 
 
    The kids are holding up as well as can be expected.  They’re certainly doing their best, like little troopers, but I’m starting to see the defeat in their eyes.  Poor things.  They didn’t sleep well today.  There was a slight chill in the air.  It was a bitter reminder that fall will be here soon, and with it, colder temps.  We need to find somewhere to settle down.  Where that “somewhere” is, I have no idea.  I guess the only other good thing about traveling at night, besides not meeting too many people, is that we are moving when the temperature is at its lowest.   
 
    We didn’t bring anything with us in the way of extra clothing, so we have nothing to combat the cold.  We’re all in shorts and a T-shirts!  We were so damn hot back in the condo with no air conditioning and us all being crammed together in that small living space that the last thing on our minds when we left was warmer clothing.  Now I’m wishing we had some.  I found a dingy blanket alongside the tracks yesterday morning that I picked up and stuffed inside my pack.  It’s dirty, has several holes, and has a funky smell, but at this point, I’ll take it…I think we’ll ALL take it.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, September 19th  
 
      
 
    6:58 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Around four this morning, we came to a huge rail yard.  There are train cars and engines for as far as the eye can see.  We could hear thunder in the distance and weren’t sure if a storm was headed our way, so we decided to make it today’s stopping point.   
 
    We found an open boxcar and have settled down inside it for the day.  We closed its door for added security, and I’m now writing by the early dawn light filtering inside through a small crack in one wall. 
 
    We already had breakfast.  Everyone was extremely hungry.  We haven’t had a “real” meal since we left home.  I broke out the one can of corned beef and we ate half of it along with a can of baked beans, and a can of mandarin oranges.  We finished another bag of cookies for dessert and washed it all down with a shared bottle of water.  I think we’re all a little dehydrated, but that’s just the way it’s going to be for the time being.  We drank the juice from the can of mandarin oranges to supplement our liquid intake.  I figure we’ll have to finish the corned beef for dinner tonight or breakfast tomorrow so it won’t spoil.    
 
    I noticed that some of the tracks in the train yard break off toward the south.  This gave me an idea.  Our cousin John and his family had invited us to join them in southern Illinois before the flu got really bad.  I have no idea if they actually made it down there or not, but it gives us a place to shoot for.  I don’t know exactly WHERE they are or if they even made it themselves, but I don’t know what else to do.  If nothing else, heading south will get us farther from the chaos in and around Chicago.  I know that Chris used to have a letter from John in this diary along with a map to get to the camp, but I can’t seem to find it.  I’ve flipped through this book a dozen times, hoping each time that the letter and map will come falling out, that maybe they got stuck somewhere inside, but they never do. 
 
    I guess I should try to get some sleep.  The kids are already snuggled up against me under our smelly blanket.  I’ve situated us in a far corner of the boxcar facing the door in case someone tries to get inside.  Between the relative security the car provides, the sound of the rain that’s now falling against its rooftop, and the darkness in which we’re enshrouded, hopefully we can finally get some descent rest. 
 
    Being here is surreal.  There are all these trains around, but its deathly quiet.  Unlike the rest of our walk, there isn’t even the distant sound of gunfire.  Were it not for the overall situation, I would say it’s almost serene…but it’s not. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5:59 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We decided to hold off on eating the rest of the corned beef until tomorrow morning.  Instead, we limited ourselves to a bottle of water (a portion of which we used to make a package of ramen noodles) and the last of the cereal.   
 
    After dinner, I had both the kids go potty in the corner of the boxcar.  I found an old milk crate and had them sit on it, hanging their little butts over one side.  I left the boxcar door open a few feet (Dylan has to help me open and close it since it’s so damn heavy) to give us some light as well as fresh air.  We had to wipe with a newspaper I found on the ground just outside the boxcar.  It wasn’t the best, but it did the job.  Violet was laughing when Dylan wiped since it left newspaper print on his right butt cheek.  Her hopping around and pointing at the sight broke us all up.  I think it’s the first time we’ve laughed in a week. 
 
    The rain has stopped now.  I hope it stays that way for our journey south tonight.  The thought of having to walk in the rain is extremely unappealing.  It’s chilly enough as it is.  It feels like it has dropped into the low 60s, maybe upper 50s.  I hope the temperature doesn’t fall much more since we’re still in our summer wear.  If we find a house that looks abandoned along our way, I want to stop and see if we can gather more supplies, especially some warm clothing.  We might even luck out and find more food and water, but I’m not holding my breath.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, September 20th  
 
      
 
    8:07 a.m. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’re on a train.  Yep, we’re riding in style.  Well, maybe not in “style”, but it sure as hell beats walking.   
 
    After we walked almost the entire night, like a lost horse ambling down a country lane, this train rumbled along at around six this morning.  It arrived at what I’d describe as a “walking pace” – I guess you’d call that idle speed?  Whatever you want to call it, I’d say it was about three or four miles an hour.  The train has only six cars, including the diesel engine.  Several are boxcars, and the others are empty coal carriers.   
 
    During the night, we departed the train yard, following the tracks I’d seen earlier that led south.  Along the way, we found an empty house to bunk down in about an hour before the train arrived.  Inside the house, I found everyone warmer clothing (even though some of it is very baggy on the kids – I’ll have to do some adjustments when I can find some needle and thread).  We even nabbed four rolls of toilet paper and a couple fresh blankets that don’t smell – but no extra food or water.   
 
    Just after we finished changing clothes, we heard the sound of the engine.  I grabbed Violet, and when we saw the train chugging down the tracks, I made a quick call to try to get aboard.  The train was moving so slowly that climbing up and into one of the coal cars was pretty simple, even with the kids. 
 
    And here we are. 
 
    We’re currently nestled in the bottom of a coal car at the rear of the train.  It didn’t look like anyone was inside the engine when it passed us, but I can’t be sure since it was still dark at the time and the engine’s windows are up so high.  All the boxcar doors were shut.  I didn’t want to chance a confrontation should any of those cars be occupied.  I’m just glad to have transportation and a safe place to ride.  The weather is holding, so I’m content to play the quiet hitchhikers here at the rear of the train for the moment.   
 
    We already ate our breakfast (I guess I should say our “dinner” since we now sleep during the day).  We finished the rest of the corned beef and shared two packs of ramen noodles, which consumed another bottle of water.  We were so hungry that we didn’t give the ramen much time to soften up in the water.  Nothing like eating half-crunchy noodles with clumps of un-dissolved powdered seasoning stuck to them…mmm, mmm! 
 
    We’re now down to just four bottles of water, six packs of ramen noodles, a bag of cookies, one can of beans, a can of fruit, some crackers, and about a third of a jar of peanut butter.  I’m really, really, REALLY getting concerned about our food supply.  But for now, we’re full, and that’s a good thing.  I guess we can start drinking water from creeks and puddles if we have to, but I’ve heard horror stories about doing that sort of thing.  I remember those reality television survival shows that Chris used to watch talking about people getting violently ill from organisms in unfiltered water, so the thought frightens me, especially when it comes to the kids.   
 
    Guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.   
 
      
 
      
 
    3:37 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re still on the train heading south.  Actually, it might be more of a southeastern direction if I can judge by the sun, but I could be way off.  I haven’t seen any trackside destination signs to indicate exactly where we are.   
 
    Our ride has actually been kind of soothing compared to the past few days of walking.  The gentle sway of the train rocked us into a relatively deep sleep earlier.  In fact, the kids are still sleeping while I write.   
 
    We took a chance shortly after my last entry and relocated, moving from the open-air coal car in which we were traveling to a more comfortable and secure boxcar.  We couldn’t get situated very well in the coal car because of its angular bottom; plus, it was dirty as heck. 
 
    Now I’m waiting for the kids to wake up before making dinner…breakfast…whatever you want to call it – our “next meal”.  I think tonight, since we won’t be walking, I’ll also take the opportunity to talk to the kids about their father.  I’m dreading it, but I’ve put it off long enough.  The past few days have been so hectic that I’ve been able to distract the kids from probing too much into what happened to their father.  However, I think it’s time to be honest with them.  I only pray that I can get through it without totally breaking down.  Having to deal with his loss inwardly is one thing, but having to explain it to his children is something else altogether. 
 
    I have to say, though, I’ve taken comfort in having Chris’ journal with me.  I’m so glad I brought it along.  Before I started writing, I read back over some of his previous entries.  It’s like I have a piece of him here with me.  I know that I’ll treasure this book forever, and it makes me feel good to add to it.  It’s as though Chris and I are joined as one in this book even though we’ll never again be joined in life. 
 
    It’s interesting to read back over his thoughts and reactions that began with his entries regarding the initial appearance of the flu and what was happening at his work.  His writing about what was on television – the news reports and all the rest – gives me greater insight into how he felt about what was happening and how he tried to protect me and the kids.  His thoughts are so often focused on our safety, as well as the safety of our neighbors.  His caring and thoughtfulness shines through in his words, an unselfishness that he adhered to until the very end. 
 
    I don’t know how I’m going to manage the subject of Daddy’s passing with the kids.  I’m not sure I can.  But I have to try.  There’s no point in avoiding the issue any longer.  I take comfort in the fact that one day they will be able to read their father’s words and know him for the man he was, especially Violet whose memories of him will eventually be dimmed by her youthfulness.     
 
      
 
      
 
    6:12 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dinner tonight was peanut butter crackers, our last can of fruit, and a shared bottle of water.   
 
    The train continues its slow and steady churn ahead.  I still have no real idea where we are or where we’re going. 
 
    I finally broke the news about Chris…“Daddy”….to Dylan and Violet. 
 
    Before I did, I had a couple long sips from the water bottle full of vodka that Chris had included in our supplies for trade or to clean injuries.  It helped steady my nerves. 
 
    All in all, it was a terrible experience – not something I particularly want to rehash in detail.  While it was probably the most horrible thing I’ve ever had to do (besides saying goodbye to my dead husband), at the same time, it was actually kind of a relief.  Now that it’s done with, there’s no more having to skirt the issue of where Daddy is or when he’s going to join us. 
 
    I tried not to get too much into the death part for Violet’s sake (well, really for everyone’s sake).  I simply said that Daddy was in a better place now and that while we wouldn’t be joining him for a long time, we’d all see him again one day.  
 
    Even though I think he already knew, Dylan seemed to take it the hardest.  I think Violet is still too young to fully understand the ramifications of what I was telling her.  Dylan, however, was very close to his father, and he is at that age where death is something that is just becoming real – and this is as real as it gets. 
 
    It’s going to be a long night since we slept most of the day and now the kids are feeling very down about Daddy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    10:10 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m writing by flashlight, so I won’t make this long.  I don’t want to waste the batteries.  Earlier, I convinced the kids to play a game of Marco Polo, which turned into a game of hide-and-seek in the boxcar’s nighttime darkness.  But they just weren’t into it.  After a while, Violet said she wanted Daddy to play with them and started crying, which got Dylan crying, which in turn got me crying.  We were all a pretty sad lot.  They both gave up playing after that and cried themselves to sleep snuggled up beside me.   
 
    There’s a definite chill in the air tonight.  I’m so thankful we got our warmer clothes and blankets.   
 
    After I was sure the kids were asleep, I climbed a ladder on the outside of the boxcar up to its top.  There, I wrapped myself in a blanket and lay down to watch the stars for a while.  I thought about Chris, our past together, and what the future holds without him.  I found myself wishing he could be there with me – laying atop the boxcar, watching the stars as we glided smoothly through the blackness, only the humming rumble of the engine’s purr to break the stillness of the night.  It was so strange, so cool, so different – something I never would have expected to experience.  Chris would have loved it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, September 21st 
 
      
 
    6:34 a.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re all up early this morning and feeling just a little bit better.  For the first time in weeks, I’m sitting in electric-powered lighting! 
 
    I had trouble sleeping after coming down from my box-car perch.  My mind was still swimming with thoughts of Chris.  The kids must have sensed my wakefulness because around 2 a.m., they woke as well, and stayed awake.   
 
    At that point, I’d been thinking about what my next step would be for some time, so I explained my idea to the kids.  Violet didn’t like it and wanted me to stay with them, but Dylan thought it might be worth a try.  He said that if anything happened, he’d take care of his sister (he’s quickly becoming such a little man).   
 
    With his support, I decided to take a chance (AND the .38), hoping that if anyone was in the locomotive they’d be asleep at that early morning hour.  Then I gave the kids hugs and kisses and departed the boxcar.  I was careful when I dropped to the ground since I didn’t want to use the flashlight, just in case someone was around.  In the darkness, I was able to make it up to the engine without falling or being crushed beneath one of the steadily-rolling cars and managed to climb back aboard.  After a minute, I located the door to the interior of the engine and quietly crept inside.   
 
    I’ll admit that I was scared.  The engine is like a giant rumbling beast.  It’s so powerful and loud when you get up close to it even when it’s moving slowly.  It only took me just another minute to ensure the interior of the engine was devoid of people.   
 
    Apparently we’re riding on a ghost train. 
 
    Once I was positive that we were alone, I went back for the kids.  We gathered our belongings and waited until it was light enough to see.  Then I hopped out of our boxcar, helped Dylan down, and then assisted Violet, who I carried with me up to the engine. 
 
    And now, here we sit, continuing our steady roll through some very empty and VERY flat farmland.  It’s devoid of just about anything of interest…which is just fine with me.  The farther we are from people, the better in my opinion – at least for now.  We have our rolling home on rails, and other than being a little short on food, we’re in pretty darn good shape, all things considered. 
 
    I think this locomotive is a MUCH better placed to hold out than the boxcar.  There’s not a lot of extra room for sprawling out like in the boxcar, but it’s warm, dry, clean, and it gives us a nice perspective of where we are and where we’re headed.  And best of all, we don’t have to walk – my feet were absolutely killing me from walking on the tracks’ hard gravel and railroad ties.    
 
    The kids absolutely love riding up here!  They think it’s SO cool to be able to ride in a freight locomotive.  Dylan’s sitting up front in one of the control chairs wearing an engineer’s hat he found in a drawer.  Violet is in the other chair.  I told them not to touch ANYTHING.  The controls look pretty self-explanatory, but I don’t want to chance screwing anything up and ruining our free ride.  There’s an area marked “THROTTLE” and has eight numbered positions below it.  A lever is currently positioned in slot one, which I assume is the slowest.  Then there is an area marked “BREAK” with two positions labeled “FULL” and “REL” which I assume is short for “Release” since that’s the position it’s in right now.  The fuel gauge needle is near the “F” position, so we apparently have plenty of fuel.   
 
    While the kids are occupied and “driving” the train, I’m going to finish searching the engine’s interior for usable supplies.  I’ve already come across a couple flashlights, some extra batteries, and a few stashed candy bars, one of which we’ve already shared to celebrate our new and far more comfortable living quarters.  There’s even a tiny bathroom with toilet, sink, and fresh running water!  Dear lord!  It’s like moving into the Ritz!  I’m looking forward to being able to clean up after my supply search.  We’re all due for badly-needed sponge baths. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1:38 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re fairly clean and feeling fresh again.  I’ve never felt as grungy as I have during the past week.  It was absolutely disgusting.  The kids are now napping on the engine’s floor.  I think they’re still making the transition from being up at night back to being awake during the day. 
 
    For our brunch, we finished the peanut butter and crackers and split a pack of ramen that, for the first time since we left home, we were able to cook using HOT water from the engine’s bathroom tap! 
 
    Sorry if I misspell anything while I’m writing.  I’m feeling a bit buzzed having had a bit more of the vodka than I should have in an effort not to waste it.  I dumped the rest out after consuming as much as I felt comfortable with.  I wanted to use the bottle to fill with water since that is a far more precious commodity right now.  I’m not sure how much water is left in the engine’s tank, and I took the opportunity to fill up everything I could find just in case.  I located a partially-filled soda bottle that I emptied and refilled with fresh water along with the empty vodka water bottle.  That puts us back up to five bottles now, plus however much is left in the engine’s water supply.  
 
    We’re still traveling through corn fields that are mostly devoid of anything other than rows of cut corn.  We see a distant farm house occasionally, but no one has approached us or tried to make contact.  That’s fine with me. 
 
    I still don’t have much of a plan other than to try to make it to southern Illinois to link up with John.  I was wondering if we should try to set up camp in one of these forlorn looking homes we keep seeing, but I don’t want to abandon the train only to find the house occupied – possibly by people who might not be too pleased to see us.   
 
    I think that for right now, our freight train home is our best bet.  I guess that when I see something better, I’ll know it…at least that’s what I’m hoping. 
 
    At some point, though, we’re going to need more food.  That’s the only thing that I can see pushing us out of our current living location.     
 
      
 
      
 
    4:49 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Okay, so slight change of plan…sort of.  I guess it’s just more of a revelation than anything.   
 
    We’re actually in Indiana, not Illinois as I’d previously thought. 
 
    At one point during our afternoon’s journey, the tracks neared a highway.  From our position, I could see a sign at the road’s edge indicating that we were 67 miles from Indianapolis.   
 
    So much for linking up with the rest of the family in southern Illinois.  I didn’t have much faith in succeeding in that anyway, and I doubt they’re even there to begin with, but it was a glimmer of hope and gave me some sense of direction as to where to head.  Now I’m back in the same boat I was before and don’t know what the heck to do.  As I wrote earlier, I guess we just stay the course and see where it takes us.  Maybe Indianapolis will offer something new.  Maybe it held out better against the flu than Chicago since it is a smaller city.  I wish Chris was here.  He watched so much of the news coverage during the flu outbreak.  With not being able to go to work, it kind of became his new hobby.  He’d probably have known what the situation in Indianapolis was since he was watching the news (back when we still had cable) almost non-stop.  I wish I’d paid more attention, but I really thought this whole thing would just kind of play itself out and everything would get back to normal in a week or two.  So much for that.  
 
    Right now, Dylan’s on watch.  He reminds me of a ship’s lookout.  He runs around, peering out windows, hand held over his eyes to shield the glare of the sun.  Sometimes he darts outside to the railed-catwalk skirting the sides of the locomotive.  It worries me when he goes out, but no one’s around, so I let it go.  And the train is traveling slowly enough that I’m not too concerned about him falling off the side.  He doesn’t go out as often after I told him that I prefer him to stay inside unless he really thinks he sees something.  Of course, he says he does more often than I think he REALLY does, just so he has an excuse to go out again. 
 
    Oh well.  It keeps him occupied and from fighting with his sister who is drawing pictures on a pad of graph paper we found in one of the engine’s storage drawers.  Earlier, I taught her to play the “dot game” in which we take turns drawing lines between dots with the person who completes a square putting their initials in the center.  The graph paper is perfect for that game.  It was a game that I used to play with my own mother when we were on long road trips or when we were bored.   
 
    After that, I drew some numbered connect the dot outlines on the graph paper for Violet to complete. 
 
    At our current speed, I’d say we’ll make the outskirts of Indianapolis sometime around early morning. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7:13 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The sunset is beautiful tonight.  It’s probably in the mid-60s and the ball of fire in the western sky is casting a lovely array of pinks, purples, oranges, and yellows across the intermittently cloudy sky.  Each time I see something like this, I think of Chris and how I wish he was here with us.  Sometimes I catch myself thinking that I’m just waiting for him to come back from a lengthy business trip, like his death still isn’t real, even though I know it is. 
 
    Dinner was light.  I’ve really had to scale back on what we’re consuming.  The kids don’t like it.  I don’t particularly care for it either, especially considering the piss-poor diet we’ve been limited to lately, but there’s not much I can do about it.  I explained our situation to Dylan and Violet, and I told them they’re going to have to try their best not to complain about being hungry, since there’s nothing I can do about it right now.  It’s a terrible feeling having to tell one’s children that they can’t fill their bellies.  It makes me feel guilty as hell.   
 
    Our meal tonight consisted one pack of ramen shared between us, and the last bag of cookies (that were starting to get stale and were mostly cookie crumbles by this point in our arduous journey) – real healthy. 
 
    We’re now down to four packs of ramen, a can of baked beans, and two of the candy bars we found on the train.  At least we have plenty of water.  That’s been a godsend since I really didn’t want us to have to drink unfiltered water.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    10:28 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The kids are asleep and I’m writing by flashlight.  I know the locomotive has interior lights, but I don’t want to put them on, fearing that I’ll call unwanted attention to us. 
 
    I can see lights in the distance on our southern horizon.  It leaves me with some optimism that maybe Indianapolis is a beacon of hope.  Maybe they still have electricity and city services – we can only pray. 
 
    Earlier in the evening, Dylan and I took a few minutes to secure the locomotive’s entry door with a length of rope we found since we couldn’t find a way to lock it.  I want to be safe as we approach a bigger city.  Our fix certainly isn’t going to stop someone from getting inside if they really want to, but it’s a deterrent, and it gives me extra time to get the kids to safety and fire a few shots from the .38.  I’ve never had the best aim in the world, and I’ve only shot a gun twice in the past (once at the range with Chris and then the other night when I fired into the air to scare off those people).  But I’ve never fired directly AT someone.  It kind of concerns me.  Will I actually be able to do it?  I guess that when it comes to the safety of my children, I’ll do just about anything.  Hopefully I won’t have to find out. 
 
    For now, it’s time to try to catch a few winks.  I want to be awake and alert when we approach Indy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, September 22nd  
 
      
 
    6:04 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, it appears that Indy is no better than Chicago.  And like the Windy City, the lights I saw from afar were not electric powered at all but fires burning across the city.  As we roll through the outskirts, from our raised position, we’ve seen entire blocks of homes burned to the ground – some are still burning.  As we pass, we can actually feel the flames’ heat coming from some of the more intense blazes. 
 
    As we approach the heart of the city, I’ve taken a few minutes to go back and shut and secure the boxcar doors.  Then I took a chance and moved the throttle control up from position one to increase our speed to around 15 miles per hour.  I’m more comfortable traveling faster now that it’s starting to get light out.  I don’t want to leave us a slow-moving target for those looking for the same sort of opportunity to escape their predicament as we were back in Chicago.  The thought of giving flu survivors a free lift out of town doesn’t necessarily bother me.  But if the type of people still alive in Indianapolis are the same kind we encountered back home (who killed Chris and forced us from our condo), I don’t want anything to do with them.     
 
      
 
      
 
    9:27 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was certainly an experience.  We’re far enough outside the city now for me to feel comfortable writing again.   
 
    As we began entering the city earlier this morning, we started to lose our shroud of darkness.  We were still cruising along at 15 miles an hour, but it didn’t feel fast enough.   
 
    I was just getting ready to increase our speed even more when I saw a guy running alongside the train.  He was armed (a rifle slung over his shoulder), and he managed to grab hold of the ladder attached to the engine and start climbing up.  I fired a couple warning shots out the window and he let go, dropping to the ground and rolling down the embankment alongside the tracks.   
 
    Once I was sure that no one else was around to make a similar attempt, I reloaded the gun.  Then I hustled Dylan and Violet into the engine’s tiny bathroom and told them to lock the door and stay there until I told them to come out.   
 
    As we got closer to downtown, bullets began hitting the train.  I guess people have nothing better to do than take potshots at us.  Of course, we were a tad conspicuous.  In a world where civilization seems to have crumbled, a train cruising down the line through a major metropolitan area is bound to draw attention.  I felt like I was driving the Titanic through a graveyard.   
 
    I could hear bullets pinging off the engine’s steel exterior and one came in through a side window.  I could see people ahead of us on the tracks and it looked like they had pushed some stuff – sofas, wood, some tires and other junk up onto the tracks.  There must have been four or five of them and they started firing at us as we approached.  More bullets came in through the front windows of the train and I was forced to lie on the floor.  This was when I increased our speed even more.  I wanted to make sure we were going fast enough to ram through whatever barricade they’d put in place while also keeping anyone else from trying to climb aboard.   
 
    By the time we reached the blockade, we were traveling at 23 miles an hour, on our way up to 27.  I was afraid the stuff they’d put in our way would derail us, but I didn’t see any other option but to hit it hard and fast. 
 
    I barely felt it when we finally plowed through the obstacles.  We cut through the debris like a hot knife through butter.  Even then, a couple minutes after we’d cleared the mess, I heard the engine’s entry door bang.  I found a bearded man trying to get inside.  Somehow he must have boarded us back near the blockade.  When he saw me, he began to reach behind him, but I remembered reading Chris’ words about it being “him or me”.  I shot at the man first, firing three shots from the .38 through the engine door’s glass window.  I don’t know if I hit him or not – I think I probably did.  All I know is that he quickly gave up trying to get inside and I saw him jump (or fall) off the train and tumble awkwardly down the track embankment. 
 
    It’s so hard to know what to do in these situations.  These people might be okay individuals.  I have no idea.  But being a lone woman with two young children makes it extremely difficult to decide whether to give other people a chance, especially when they are men in a post-apocalyptic environment.  I mean, who the hell knows what they are after?  Sure, they might be willing to help, but what are they going to expect in return?  My children have been traumatized enough throughout this whole endeavor.  I don’t need them seeing their mother assaulted in front of them – or worse. 
 
    Most of all, I’m just thankful we’re out of Indianapolis and back to relative isolation.  After our experiences in Chicago and now Indy, I think it’s best to try to stay away from larger urban areas whenever possible.  But what does that mean?  Are smaller cities or towns any better?  And where the hell are we going?  We seem to be traveling south and slightly west right now, but our course moves back and forth with the contours of the landscape.  Sometimes we’re heading due south, sometimes in a more westerly direction, and sometimes we seem to be traveling southeast.  So I really have no idea where we’ll end up.   
 
    Now that we’re outside the city, I’ve taken the opportunity to slow us down, but I’ve still left us moving at a nice clip – right around 18 miles an hour.  It feels fast enough to keep people from trying to board us and to be able to push through any more obstacles we encounter, but not so fast as to be unsafe or not be able to stop in time should we need to.  
 
    After Indy, Dylan has taken a seat in one of the engineer chairs up front to keep watch.  Violet joins him from time to time but quickly gets bored.  I gave her a small towel I found inside the bathroom, and she’s going around wiping down our living quarters, freeing them from dust.  She goes back and forth between doing that, helping Dylan with the watch, and playing with some “toys” she’s found onboard.  These include a couple of magnets, her graph paper pad, and her finger puppets (a pair of cloth work gloves that she has used a marker to draw faces on the fingers of).  It’s kind of funny.  When she plays with them, it reminds me of the old Hamburger Helper mascot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11:49 a.m. 
 
      
 
    We’ve been traveling for several hours now without incident.  The terrain has gone from mostly flat fields to more rolling hills.  It’s actually quite pretty.  I’ve never been to this part of Indiana before, and frankly, I hadn’t expected this type of landscape.  
 
    Dylan and Violet split a candy bar for lunch.  I feel like such a great parent.  “Here’s your lunch, kids…candy.”  But I don’t have much of a choice.  We’re down to almost nothing in our packs.  I didn’t even eat.  I just drank some water to ensure that I remain hydrated.  In this environment, you never know when the water you consume might be your last for who knows how long.  As soon as we finish a bottle, I immediately refill it and stash it in my pack so that we’re ready to move at a moment’s notice if necessary.   
 
    After seeing the blockade the people had set up back in Indy, I’m more cautious about what lays on the tracks ahead of us now.  The thought of some debris doesn’t bother me, but what if people have taken time to dismantle the tracks or have blown up a bridge or something?  If we don’t have time to stop, we’re going to have to abandon ship.  And in such a situation, we won’t have time to gather many of our belongings, so I need to have a bag ready to grab and go in just seconds.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m pretty damn proud of myself.  I think Chris would be too if he were here.  I figured out how to stop the train.  We’ve come to a spot that looks promising and I want to check it out in a more cautious manner than just barreling straight into town on a freight train.  I’ve left our fate to the train gods and the will of the rails up to this point, but I think it’s finally time to take the situation by the reins and exercise some control over our future.  It’s mildly terrifying, but we have to get more food, and I figure that now is as good a time as any time to take a chance.   
 
    Anyway, back to how I stopped the train.  Well, I figured that the best way to slow the train down was to do the opposite of how I sped it up.  I know…pretty brilliant, right?  But I still had no idea what I was doing with this monolithic piece of engineering, and I didn’t want to blow up our only source of transportation.  So I moved the throttle control down one notch at a time, slowing the train until it was back in position one.  Then I took it down to the “idle” notch until we were barely moving and moved the break from position “Rel” to “Full”.  I have no idea how to shut off the train completely, but I don’t really want to since I’d then have to figure out how to restart it. 
 
    We stopped about a couple miles outside a town named “Spencer”.  I only know this because there was an old mileage sign along the tracks a few miles back.  We’re currently nestled in a valley of sorts.  There’s a steep hill to our right that’s a couple hundred feet high.  A fairly large river sits a dozen or so yards to our left.  I took a few minutes to walk up ahead and around a bend in the tracks.  From there, I could see a large bridge towering above the tracks that spans the river.  I decided to leave the train hidden behind the bend to avoid the possibility of someone seeing us from atop the bridge.  Early tomorrow morning, before daybreak (I’m thinking around three or so), I’ll wake the kids and we’ll walk into town and check things out.  I don’t really want to take them with me, but I don’t want to leave them by themselves should someone stumble across the train.   
 
    We’ll eat a late dinner of noodles and half our last can of baked beans tonight so we can get a quick and early start in the morning.  If things look reasonably quiet in town, we might take time to explore.  But if it looks like trouble, we’ll hustle back here to the train, get some speed built up, and push through.  The hard part these days is differentiating between what is “reasonably quiet” and what looks like “trouble”.   
 
    I don’t know if this is a good plan or not.  I always left planning up to Chris.  But I don’t know what else to do.  It’s either keep riding the rails onward to only God knows where, or take a chance in a small town like Spencer, Indiana. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, September 23rd  
 
      
 
    8:57 a.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re back from our adventure.  The tracks led us into town and appeared to continue right through the center of downtown Spencer, but we didn’t end up going that far.  The place seemed largely deserted, but at the early hour of the morning when we arrived, it was hard to tell for sure.   
 
    I guess that’s a good thing.  I’m not really sure.  Is this what life is now?  Wanting to find a place to settle, bouncing from ghost town to ghost town hoping that someone’s there to help us but at the same time hoping that no one’s there to hurt us?  What about work?  What will I do to support myself and the kids?  Before the flu, my work was all done through the internet.  Now the internet is gone, and with it, my job. 
 
    I guess my work now consists of trying to find safe, secure shelter for me and the kids and scavenging us enough food and water until some semblance of society re-emerges.  But what if it never does?  What if this is it – a subsistence lifestyle from here to eternity?  We might be able to get by while there are still manmade supplies left to be had, but what about after that?  I’m not a hunter or a farmer.  I had a small herb garden in our condo window sill one summer, but I bought the plants already started and all I had to do was water them and harvest them until they died during the winter.  I’d hardly know where to begin trying to grow things myself. 
 
    Ugh, this is all very frustrating, but I like being able to get my thoughts down in this diary.  I get why Chris was always scribbling in it.  It becomes kind of like a friend once you get used to writing in it.  It doesn’t necessarily provide answers to my questions and concerns, but sometimes seeing them on paper and reading them over again later gives me a better perspective on where we’re at and where we’re headed…I guess.  I don’t know.  Something about doing it just feels right, so I think I’ll try to keep up the habit.  I remember Chris telling me once when the flu really got going that what was happening was going to be life-altering.  He said that he was glad he was documenting it so that one day our grandchildren and great-grandchildren could read about it and get a better understanding of what we went through.  He said he wished he had a family diary from times like World War I or II.  He thought it would be interesting to be able to read a family member’s ideas and feelings about what was occurring at those times and consider their outlooks after the fact, knowing all the things they didn’t know at the time.  
 
    I don’t think I truly realized just how true what he was saying was at the time or how far this flu thing would actually go.  Now it’s too late to tell him how right he was.  The only question is will our family last long enough for our descendants to read these ramblings? 
 
    Well there’s a positive thought for you.  Okay, enough of that, time to get back to the matters at hand, like finding a place where we can settle and TRY to keep ourselves alive long enough to create a future for our family.     
 
    I’m going to get the kids settled back on the train, try to get them to take a nap, and then go out later on my own around nightfall.  This will give me a little more leeway in my travels and exploring since I won’t have Violet slowing me down.  I think I’ll have the kids take shelter somewhere away from the train just in case someone stumbles across it.  I don’t want people trying to steal it with Dylan and Violet inside.   
 
      
 
      
 
    8:34 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I feel bad.  The poor kids are so hungry, but I don’t dare give them much food since we are down to our last few meals.  I allowed them one pack of ramen noodles shared between them for lunch.  
 
    For dinner, we finished off the half can of beans, another pack of noodles (which leaves us with just one) and half the candy bar for dessert.  We’ve got to find food fast.  We have one small meal left, and that’s it.  I saw some berry bushes on my walk back into town earlier tonight.  We can pick some berries in the morning. 
 
    As far as what I saw on my walk tonight, well, I guess you could say that things look promising.  Again, the town appeared quiet, and I’m hoping I’ll be able to find supplies there tomorrow.  If things work out, we might even be able to move into an empty house. 
 
    I broke from the train tracks, using side streets to move discreetly once inside the town proper.  It looks like it was a cute little place back when it was inhabited.  I’m not sure if everyone died from the flu, they abandoned the place, or maybe they’re just holed up inside their homes, but the town certainly appeared deserted.  I suppose that’s a good thing…I’m not really sure.  I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.  I just pray I find food. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, September 24th  
 
      
 
    8:41 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I noticed a definite chill in the air this morning while we were picking berries.  Fall appears to be on its way.  I guess I should use the word “picking” loosely when referring to our berry adventure.  The kids ate most of their crop, while I did my best to set some berries aside for later.  But I have to admit, I ate my fair share as well.   
 
    The blackberries were delicious – big, sweet, and juicy.  It was amazing.  You forget just how good fresh berries taste when you’re so accustomed to buying them at the store.  Half of what you’d get in your store-bought pint container was often smashed, mashed or moldy.  The bad thing about picking these berries was contending with the bees that floated around the bushes while at the same time contending with the vines’ treacherous thorns.  By the end of our picking session, our hands, and certain parts of our clothing, were stained a dark purple, and we’d all incurred multiple thorny injuries, but it was well worth the effort.  I only wished we’d had some fresh cream and a little sugar to go with them.  But beggars can’t be choosers. 
 
    Now that our tummies are filled with delicious blackberry pulp, it’s time to get down to business.   
 
    While we were out picking, I found a good spot for the kids to hide until I get back from my trip into town.  I hate leaving them alone, and I worry what they’ll do if something happens to me, but I don’t want to take them along should I run into trouble.  I don’t plan to be longer than an hour or so at most…I hope.  The weather is holding.  There’s no sign of rain, and the cloudless sky has allowed the sun to warm the chilly morning air, so hopefully they’ll be okay.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, September 25th 
 
      
 
    11:43 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Sorry I didn’t write more yesterday, we’ve been busy settling into our new home.  Yes, you heard me right, I said, “NEW HOME”! 
 
    Yesterday evening, my trip into town was successful.  While I wasn’t able to explore everywhere, and didn’t reach the town’s business district, I found that the places I did explore were quiet and seemingly deserted, just as they had been on my previous scouting mission.  I spent time exploring one part of the town in particular.  It seemed much nicer than the part I explored yesterday, and I found some lovely houses along Hillside Avenue.  They were big, and they appeared to be empty.  It’s a shame.  There were tree-lined streets with looming late-19th and early-20th century-built homes, which other than their untended lawns, looked to be in good condition.  Everything else (other than the lack of people) seemed quite normal. 
 
    After seeing these homes, I hastily (because I was so excited) made my way back to Dylan and Violet where they were sheltering near the train.  Once I gathered the kids, we accumulated our few remaining supplies – which don’t amount to much – and hauled them back to town with us. 
 
    We left the train idling since it doesn’t appear to be burning much fuel in its current state and I want it ready for a quick getaway if we need it.   
 
    I pray we DON’T. 
 
    So now, here we are.  I chose a big Victorian just off Hillside Avenue.  We’re only a couple blocks from an elementary school.  Should civilization ever bounce back, this could make for a great little spot.  The kids would easily be able to walk to school from here.  The home is nicer than any I could have imagined living in before the flu.  An inlaid wood entry floor inside a sweeping foyer meets with a winding staircase.  On the first floor there’s a sitting room, living room, office, small library, a beautiful dining room with glass-fronted built-ins for dishware, a half bathroom, and a lovely country-style kitchen.  Upstairs, there are five bedrooms and two bathrooms.  Then there is a sprawling attic.  Its floors and walls are finished, there are several windows, but there are no walls, leaving it as an open and massively sprawling space (that could make a great play area for the kids!). 
 
    The basement is finished but isn’t anything special.  It has painted concrete floors and walls.  There is a small kitchenette, a room to house mechanical stuff that I know nothing about, and a larger portion that looks like it served as a sort of family room and is furnished with two sofas, some chairs, a coffee table, and a large television. 
 
    There is no sign of the former occupants.  It looks like the previous owners must have lived here for some time since there are family photos of the parents and kids at various stages of life moving up through the kids’ (two boys) teen years.  I’m guessing by the looks of the bedrooms upstairs that the boys still lived here when the flu hit, but I have no idea where they (or the parents) went.  Everything in the house looks relatively in order, like the people left with intentions of coming back.  I hope they don’t return to find us living here, although by the looks of things around town, I’d say the chances of that happening are fairly slim.  The place looks dead to me.  I haven’t seen one person in or around any of the homes we passed on the way here.  It’s kind of creepy really…like some kind of horror movie. 
 
    But on to happier thoughts. 
 
    First off, there was food in the kitchen.  Not tons (and the stuff in the fridge was spoiled, which reminds me not to open the fridge door again), but plenty compared to what we’ve been living off of lately.   
 
    Now that I’ve got the kids settled in and have checked out the interior of the house and locked all the entry doors, I’m going to see what’s around here in the way of other supplies.  The kids are still investigating their new digs, so I’m going to start working on this task once I get done writing. 
 
    I also noticed a small garden in the backyard.  It looked like there were a few tomatoes left that were ripe, but I didn’t see much else.  I’ll have to check that out too.   
 
    Beside the garden was a sizeable wood pile.  There are two wood-burning fireplaces in the home, one in the living room and one in the library.  I think I’ll use the living room as our sleeping area not just because of the fireplace (since fall temperatures will soon be upon us) but because we have an escape route out the back door should we need it (my sweet Chris taught me that). 
 
    I also saw a rain catcher at one corner of the house when we arrived.  Hopefully it will accumulate water to boil for drinking. 
 
    All I can say for sure right now is that it’s nice to be settled momentarily, even if it’s in a new and unfamiliar location.  I am staying alert and not getting too comfortable.  The memories from Chicago are still fresh in my mind.  Images of those fine Victorian homes across the street from our condo going up in flames are forever etched into my memory.  I’m keeping the .38 on me at all times until I’m sure we’re completely alone here.  
 
      
 
      
 
    6:43 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m absolutely exhausted.  There has been so much to do to settle into our new home.  We had to move beds and bedding down to the living room.  I had to bring water and wood inside for the fire we’re going to have here eventually.  We had to search the house for additional useable supplies, and in my husband’s honor, I created an inventory list today.  I’d say we have enough food to easily remain here for a couple weeks without additional supplies…maybe even longer.   
 
    And while I’m tired, for the first time in almost two weeks, I feel okay about things.  I mean, I’m far from happy with the situation the flu has left us in, but compared to a lot of people, we’re far better off.  At least we’re alive and have a nice home to stay in for the foreseeable future.  After that, who knows?  Being stable for even just a couple days feels significantly better than when we were walking or riding the rails, not knowing what was going to happen or where we’d be the next hour, let alone the next day.  At least we have a place where we can stretch out, clean up, and call “home” for a while. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, September 26th  
 
      
 
    8:49 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Even though I was in a strange environment, I slept so well last night.  It was the first night I actually felt comfortable enough to do so.  I still don’t know who might be living around us, so I waited until it was dark to start a fire in an effort to conceal any smoke.  We built a fire in the living room fireplace that kept us warm and toasty, and I was even been able to boil water for coffee this morning.  COFFEE!  I haven’t had a cup of coffee in weeks…maybe a month…I can’t even remember it has been so long!  God it tastes good! 
 
    The kids are reveling in a batch of hot cocoa I brewed them – WITH MARSHMALLOWS NO LESS! 
 
    Life is good…except for Chris not being with us of course…but we’re trying to stay positive.  As Eric Idle from Monty Python once sang…“Alwaaays look on the briiiiiiight side of life!”   
 
    Yesterday, during our search of the house, the kids found some toys packed away in the basement.  It’s kind of sad since I know the stuff most likely once belonged to the boys in the pictures, but they’ll be put to good use.  I wonder what happened to the people who lived here?  I’m guessing the flu got them or they hit the road like me and the kids.  But if the flu got them, where are their bodies?  And if they decided to leave, why didn’t they take their food with them?  Why didn’t they just stay put in this wonderful home?  I hope we haven’t walked into some sort of horrible bio-hazard where the town’s water supply is infected or the Su flu is just floating around in the air we’re breathing or something. 
 
    Remember, got to try to stay positive…still, it’s weird. 
 
    You’d think that SOMEONE would still be here.  Sure, I know the flu hit hard, but then what?  I mean, Chicago still had people left.  Indy still had people left.  Why not Spencer?  Did EVERYONE die?  It seems impossible.  But a month ago, something like the Su flu sweeping around the world seemed impossible too. 
 
    I’d like to explore the town more, but even with it apparently deserted, I’m somewhat hesitant.  While I’d like to know what happened here, maybe it’s better not knowing.  I don’t want to go stumbling into something horrific.       
 
      
 
      
 
    3:09 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It’s raining.  It’s a nice steady rain.  As soon as it started, I ran outside and emptied as much of the rain catcher into buckets and pots (another move I picked up from Chris), and brought them inside to be boiled so that we could collect more runoff.   
 
    We’ve got a nice fire going.  I’m hoping the rain will keep anyone inside who might notice smoke from our fire.  I’m working to boil the water we’ve brought in.  Once it’s cool, I’m putting it into bottles and sealable containers I found in the kitchen.  It feels nice to be productive.  The kids are helping.  They’re scavenging the house for more containers.  It’s like a big treasure hunt for them.   
 
    We’re going to read together after we’re done.  It’s been a while since they’ve done any sort of structured learning.  The last time was when we had our family game nights when we were still in the condo back in Chicago.  I suppose that continuing their education will be up to me for the foreseeable future.   
 
    We found more flashlights, batteries, and candles in our search of the home, and the fireplace gives us a fair amount of light if we sit close to it.  I have to admit that while it’s certainly cozy here in our snuggly living room, nights are not really my favorite time in this new world, especially in a big old house like this one.  I know the town’s quiet and seems empty, but that almost makes things worse.  It’s so eerily silent, especially after living in Chicago where there were always noises of some sort occurring outside.  And without Chris here for companionship, it’s kind of scary.  I’m trying to stay strong, but I think the kids sense my nervousness.  Like me, they love their new home during the day – running through its sprawling confines like it was their own giant playhouse – but at night, I notice they stay close to me and always follow close behind when I leave the room.   
 
    We’ve been using a 5-gallon bucket with a lid that I found in the garage as a potty.  Tonight, I brought it inside and put it down in the basement utility room.  There’s no way the kids will go down there by themselves.  If only one of them has to go, the other one doesn’t want to stay up here alone, so we make it a communal event.  Whenever one of us has to go, we all go.  I’ll have to find a place to dump the bucket tomorrow.  There’s an alley that runs behind the backyard.  I think that would be a good spot for the time being. 
 
    Tomorrow will be bath day since we will have extra water after the rain we’ve had.  Thankfully, I brought extra firewood inside so we have dry wood to heat water with.  I’m looking forward to being able to shave my legs again.  It’s been far too long…not that I have anyone to look good for anymore.  Happy thoughts, happy thoughts.  Keep it positive, Kate.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, September 27th  
 
      
 
    5:56 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It’s getting dark earlier now as the days gradually get shorter.  I thank our lucky stars we’ve found a place to stay that keeps us out of the rain and cold. 
 
    Speaking of which, it’s been raining almost non-stop since yesterday afternoon.  This means we had an indoor day, which is just fine with me.  It’s given us a chance to get better organized, go through the house and our supplies, replenish our bug out bags (just in case – I hope we won’t need them), and get better situated in our living quarters. 
 
    We’ve moved the furniture in the living room either out into the hallway or to the perimeter of the room to make space for a queen-sized bed that Dylan helped me bring from upstairs.  We reassembled it in the center of the room and mounded it with pillows and blankets.  I think it makes the kids feel safer, like bunnies snug in their burrow; and the warmth it provides, allows me to let the fire die during the night.  It gets pretty chilly without it, but we need to conserve our wood supply since I have no idea how long we’ll be here.  If we decide to stay through the winter, even our sizeable wood pile probably won’t last very long.  I guess I could start burning the books from the library if I get desperate.  I’d feel bad, but it’s not like there aren’t plenty of books to go around now that there’s hardly anyone left to read them. 
 
    Speaking of books, I found a copy of “Stuart Little” by E.B. White.  I’m planning to read it aloud to the kids tonight before bed.  I think it will be a good way to keep their educational skills honed, not to mention a nice way to keep us all occupied. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, September 28th  
 
      
 
    9:09 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The kids are asleep for the night, tired after their long day of worrying about Mommy.  I’m pretty pooped too, but I want to get this all down while it’s still fresh in my mind.  I promise I’ll do my best not to ramble. 
 
    So, whad’ya know?  We’re not alone in Spencer after all!  What a day.  I have so much to write.  Where to begin? 
 
    Well, I guess I’ll start by recounting my adventure with what I heard this morning and go from there.   
 
    When I first woke up this morning (actually, it’s what woke me up) I heard something.  I wasn’t sure what it was at first, but it sounded a heck of a lot like the sound of distant vehicle engines.  I literally flew out of bed, not knowing what was going on, but wanting to be ready for anything.  I threw on my clothes, grabbed the .38 from where I keep it beside the bed when I sleep, and ran to the front door. 
 
    I couldn’t see anything, and by the time I got the door open and outside, the sounds had faded into nothingness.  Our house is located about three and a half blocks from Highway 46 that runs through the center of town, so I figured that’s where the sounds had come from. 
 
    The kids were right behind me.  They exhibit a mixture of terror and curiosity about what has and what IS happening to our world.  
 
    It’s so hard being a single parent in this sort of environment.  At the time we heard the sounds, I found myself wanting to go investigate what they were, but with a strong sense of indecisiveness regarding whether I should take the kids with me or leave them alone at home.  It’s terribly difficult to know which decision puts them in more danger.  I decided that leaving them alone would be safer than taking them with me.  Should something happen to me, they would still have shelter, food, water, and a big place in which to hide should someone come around.  We picked out a sort of hidden space down in the basement as their “safe spot” should someone break in.  Then I gave them hugs and kisses and told them to stay safe and be smart while I was away.   
 
    I hated leaving them, since in this new world I’m never sure if I’ll ever see them again, but I felt I needed to know what was happening outside.  I don’t want to get caught in another Chicago type situation. 
 
    So I headed outside, Dylan locking the back door behind me when I left.  I stuck to the alley that runs between our block of homes and the ones behind us.  It gave me more cover than using the street out front.  I walked for several blocks toward the center of town and stopped near where the alley met with a cross street just before route 46.  There, I saw a pickup truck turn off the highway and onto Main Street, only about a block from where I was crouched watching.  The pickup’s bed appeared to be loaded with supplies.  I decided to follow it – cautiously.  I checked for signs of any other vehicles and then darted as quickly as I could across the open two-lane highway.  Once across, I followed the direction I’d seen the pickup travel until I neared the town’s square, which is built around a towering, three-story courthouse complete with massive clock dome.  I snuck closer until I could see a number of vehicles parked on Main Street in front of the courthouse.  People were clustered around the vehicles.  Most were pickup trucks, their beds full of supplies, their rear tailgates open.  From what I could tell, it looked as though the people were conducting a sort of open-air market, which I took as a good sign.  I hoped that people who were civilized enough to conduct commerce in this way – rather than just stealing things as they had in Chicago – would be civilized enough to accept the appearance of outsiders.         
 
    I watched from afar for about five minutes.  During that time, I saw a few more vehicles arrive from different directions around town.  There were about a dozen vehicles and maybe 20 people there at one point, which surprised me considering the quiet nature of the town I’d observed so far.   
 
    I know it was probably stupid, but I decided to make my presence known.  To cut a few pages off my entry here (since my hand is starting to cramp up a little), let’s just say the townspeople weren’t exactly thrilled to see me.  In fact, they quickly took me into custody, put on surgical masks, and ushered me off to an empty building – a quarantine unit of sorts I guess.  There were three men – I guess they’re kind of like the leaders here – that inspected me and took my temperature.  They were abrupt and kind of gruff at first (I can’t say I blame them), but as soon as they realized I wasn’t infected with the flu, they became more amicable.  They questioned me for a while regarding my post-flu history and seemed satisfied with my answers.  I decided not to mention the kids right away since I still wasn’t positive about just where the situation was headed.  But rather than something to be feared, I think I quickly became more of a curiosity to my interrogators.  They allowed me out of “quarantine” and back to the marketplace.  There, the people seemed quite friendly and wanted to know all about where I’d come from and how I’d ended up in Spencer. 
 
    And so I told them.  I didn’t think it’d hurt.  If anything, I think it helped.  I guess there has been very little news from areas outside the county over the past few weeks.  The people said they were hit extremely hard by the flu and have recently had some dangerous outsiders come through on scavenging raids.  The townspeople have stuck close to home since then for fear of losing their stockpile of goods. 
 
    I explained to them that I’d come from Chicago and how it was a complete mess up there.  They told me that they’d heard similar stories about Indianapolis, and I confirmed what they’d heard was correct.  I then told them about what had happened at our condo, that my husband had been killed trying to defend our home, and how I’d found the train and had ridden it south and ended up here. 
 
    I didn’t think there would be any harm in mentioning the train.  Hopefully I won’t need it anymore.   
 
    One of the older men who seemed to be in charge – Gerald was his name – explained that the citizens of Spencer and surrounding Owen County had been decimated by the flu.  He said that of the town’s population of around 2,200 residents, only about 44 (most of whom were at the market that day) had survived.  He went on to say that the reason for this horrendously poor survival rate was two-fold.  First, there were no major medical facilities in Spencer.  The closest hospital was in Bloomington, about a 25-minute drive away.  It wasn’t far, but the facilities there were quickly overwhelmed in the early stages of the flu.  And Spencer, being a small community, didn’t exactly rank high on the state’s list of areas to send what little assistance they had available.  More major urban areas like Indianapolis, Fort Wayne, Gary, Evansville, Terre Haute, Lafayette, and Bloomington got the most attention.  The lack of outside support meant that Spencer was left largely on its own to fight the flu.  This was the second reason it was so hard hit.  Rather than sticking to themselves, the tighter-knit community banded together in their time of need.  Before it became evident just how deadly the virus was, a makeshift triage facility of sorts was created at the high school.  The gymnasium was used to house the sick, many of the healthy lending their support to come and care for those who couldn’t care for themselves.  While their hearts were in the right place, this only led to quicker and more widespread infection throughout the community.  Many of the family members or friends the infected came into contact with or lived with were infected as well, and the contagion spread rapidly.  Soon, only a small portion of the town remained healthy, and by then, it was too late.  It was only the people who lived alone or had little interaction with the community who remained healthy, and even then, many of these residents eventually got sick when they went out for supplies.   
 
    It was a heartbreaking story he related, and by the time he was done, much if not all of the crowd gathered on the square was in tears…including me. 
 
    Gerald then went on to explain that once they were sure the flu had passed, the few remaining survivors decided to move from their various homes sprinkled around town into buildings on the square.  The structures around the square were mostly brick and several stories tall which made them good spots to watch out over the rest of the town.  These characteristics also made the structures easier to defend against outsiders potentially looking to plunder the town, and the square provided residents with a place where they could reside in relative privacy yet in close proximity to one another. 
 
    The remaining survivors now spent most of their time guarding the town against roaming groups of scavengers and collecting supplies from around the town to bring to the town’s square.  Each Saturday, a farmers market of sorts was held so that the few people still living in the farther reaches of the county could come and barter for the things they needed. 
 
    One of the men I was introduced to while there – Hank – used to work on trains.  When I mentioned that our engine was still sitting idle (as far as I knew) up the line (which runs through the center of town, passing about 50 yards from the courthouse), he perked up.  I explained that it still had plenty of fuel when I left it several days ago.  He said that he and a couple of the others would go check it out later and bring it into town if it was still running.  The engine, he explained, could serve as a valuable source of fuel and energy as well as transportation for hauling large amounts of supplies from around town back to the square. 
 
    Once everyone had a chance to get to know me, they all seemed pretty comfortable, and vice versa.  Gerald offered me some biscuits and gravy for breakfast, an offer that I accepted.  Upon finding out where I was currently living, he also offered me a spot in one of the buildings on the square with the condition that I’d have to work with the others collecting supplies to pay for my room and board.  I thanked him for the offer and told him I’d consider it.   
 
    After meeting more of the group (I can’t remember most of their names), and being barraged with questions from people who have gone without news from the outside world for far too long, they provided me with some canned food as a welcome gift, and we parted ways.  Before I left, Gerald told me that they use the courthouse as a central meeting place and someone is there most of the time during daylight hours if I need anything or just wanted to stop in to say hello.   
 
    Overall, it was a very positive experience.  They weren’t too pushy about me joining their community (which makes me want to join it more), and most importantly, they didn’t appear dangerous.  It gives me hope that there might be a future here.  I didn’t see any children at the market, but I guess that doesn’t mean there aren’t any.  It’d be nice if there were some kids for Dylan and Violet to play with and maybe eventually go to school with. 
 
    But enough writing for now.   
 
    Oh, one last thing.  I noticed I was getting some lingering stares from a couple of the younger men.  The number of men definitely outweighed women at the market.  I think I saw two somewhat attractive (and I use the word “attractive” loosely) birthing-age woman while I was there.  They weren’t nearly as friendly, and I think one was giving me the evil eye.  Probably worried I’ll be moving in on her turf.  With pickings apparently slim in ol’ Spencer these days, I guess I’ll have to watch my step when it comes to BOTH sexes.   
 
    Maybe once they find out I have two kids, those men I caught eyeing me won’t be quite so interested. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, September 29th  
 
      
 
    8:42 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Oooo, I drank almost an entire bottle of wine I found in one of the kitchen cabinets.  I’m a bit toasted but feeling good. 
 
    Today was a “rest-and-recover” day.  We mostly just lounged around the house, took a nice long afternoon nap, read, played with some toys, and took it easy.  
 
    This evening after dinner, we played a few board games.  It was nice but tough at the same time.  It reminded me of the family game nights we had during the flu when we were stuck inside the condo.  A lot of memories and emotions all came flowing back.  At one point, I had to excuse myself for a pretend bathroom break during a game of Sorry just to have a good cry for a few minutes.   
 
    This is all hard…very, very hard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, September 30th 
 
      
 
    8:29 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting here in the kitchen waiting for the kids to finish their breakfast – dry cereal.  In the few minutes I have left until they’re done, I’ll write about the decision I made last night. 
 
    We need to try to integrate ourselves into what remains of this community.  We can’t just hide in our big house.  While I’m still not 100 percent certain that the people here are well-intentioned, from all outward indications, they seem like decent individuals.  At some point, we’re going to have to establish contact with a community of some sort if we have hopes of surviving in a fashion that has any similarities to our previous lives.  So once the kids are done eating, we’re going to walk over to the courthouse and take them up on their offer to move to one of the buildings on the square.  I think it will be safer there.  While we have our dream house here, with its sprawling floor plan and big picture windows, it’s not the most secure of settings.  And I have no one else to help me protect the place.  Should bad people like the ones Gerald mentioned get into the town, they might stumble across us here, and then we’d be in a world of hurt.  At least on the square, we have other people to help protect us.   
 
    It’s the best decision I can see moving forward to pair our safety and security with some semblance of a normal life.  I have no illusions that the world will ever be like it used to be, but the closer we can get to living in a community again, the better I think it will be for all of us, especially the kids.  I think they could use the human interaction and the grounding that a regular schedule and secure living environment provide. 
 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
    4:44 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Okay, I need to write all this stuff down before I forget.  There was a lot to absorb and try to remember today. 
 
    So this morning, I woke up early, got dressed, made breakfast, and then walked in to town – more specifically, to the town square.  This time, I took the kids with me.  I thought it was safe enough.  I took the .38 too.  Sadly, in this new world, it’s becoming a constant traveling companion.  I never EVER thought I’d have to carry a gun.  I hate guns.  Well…I USED to hate guns.  Now I take comfort in having one.  Boy, that’s something I never thought I’d say…write…feel…whatever. 
 
    There were several new additions to the square that weren’t there yesterday – most noticeably, my freight train.  It was parked on the tracks that run through the square and beside the courthouse.  There were also several new street blockades formed from vehicles that had been strategically positioned to block vehicular access from the four corners of the square. 
 
    The people here seem to work fast.  I guess they have to in order to survive.  Speaking of work, that was one of the main reasons for our trip to the square this morning.  I wanted to find out more about how things were being handled here, like what sorts of job assignments were doled out, to whom, and what I could do to help. 
 
    We got to the courthouse just after eight.  It was chilly – I’d say somewhere in the lower 40s.  Inside, I found Gerald (who I estimate to be in his mid to late 50s).  He was talking with several people.  There was Bud and Fred (who I’d say were in their mid-40s), and Chase and Erika, both of whom I’d say were closer to me in age.  From my time spent with them today, I gathered that these are the leaders of what remains of the town’s populace.  They were grouped around a large map of the town pinned to a bulletin board. 
 
    After introductions were made, I explained that we were interested in taking Gerald up on his offer of moving to the square and helping with the town’s work.  Gerald then took a few minutes to explain what they were doing and how the work within the town was divided.  He said that currently, the two main roles were security guard and scavenger.  He guessed (and rightly so) that since I had children, I’d be more interested in a scavenger role.  He also said that the kids could help if they’d like.  Otherwise, there were people to care for them, although he seemed to think that Dylan could be helpful in scavenging smaller spaces like attics and crawlspaces where it’d be more difficult for adults to fit.  Dylan seemed excited about the idea.  Me, not so much.     
 
    Gerald then showed me on their map of the town where they were working and how the townspeople had been divided to fulfill these jobs.  Currently, out of the 44 survivors available to share the work, 15 were assigned to security roles.  He explained that the White River created a natural barrier on the south and west sides of town.  Five people guarded the Highway 46 river bridge (the only access point to the west side of town) that headed toward Ellettsville and Bloomington.  This was the same bridge around the bend from which we had left the train when we arrived.  They had assigned more personnel to this entry point to town than any other since Bloomington was the largest city in the area, and therefore the biggest security risk in Gerald’s mind.  Four people were stationed on the north side of town (I can’t remember exactly where).  Four more were assigned to guard the east side of town.  There was only one access to the south side of town, a bridge that crossed the river and linked with Potterville Road.  This point is only guarded by two security personnel.  All these major routes into town have been barricaded, and the security units manning them carry radios to alert the rest of the townspeople in the event of any issues.   
 
    There are a total of 20 people involved in the town’s “scavenging and reclamation” efforts as Gerald terms them.  The scavengers work from 8 a.m. (most of them had just left before we’d arrived) until 4 p.m.  From 8 to 12, they scavenge.  After lunch, they offload and organize the goods they’ve brought back to the square with them from 1 to 4 p.m.   
 
    Most of those who work the security detail (they’re mostly single men) camp at their posts at night while a few come back to the square to eat and to sleep in the comfort of a real bed.  Every couple days, they rotate who stays on watch and who comes home.  
 
    I was kind of surprised that I was being told so much about their security setup, but I guess they figure that if I was a spy, I wouldn’t have brought my kids along…although they would have made for great cover if I was. 
 
    Gerald also pointed out on the map certain areas of the town that had already been picked clean by their scavenger teams.  They were crossed off with red X’s.  Places like the gas stations, drug store, grocery store, and local Wal-Mart were emptied early on in the flu outbreak.  He said that they are currently working their way across the town from west to east, house-by-house and business-by-business, taking whatever might be useful.  So far, it looked as though they’d covered about a quarter of the town.   
 
    Erika is in charge of inventorying all the supplies and stashing them in stockpiles around the square.  Currently, they are using the old library, the post office, and the armory (located just off the square) as their supply depots.  She said they have more stuff than they need right now, but they’d like to get everything from around the town properly stored in close proximity to the residents.  The supplies could then be safeguarded from any outsiders who might get into town unnoticed (I detected a kind of shitty tone when Erika mentioned “outsiders” – I don’t think she cares for me much).  I got the feeling that there is something between her and Chase (who I have to admit is not too shabby to look at), but I don’t know for sure.  Maybe that’s why Erika didn’t seem too friendly.  She thinks I’ll go after her man – like I don’t have more important things to worry about.  It’s hard enough surviving the apocalypse, losing my husband, traveling hundreds of miles with my two young kids on a train to a new and unfamiliar town where I have to try to incorporate my family into a community I know nothing about and who knows nothing about me.  Sure, the first thing I want to do is start playing homewrecker.  Sounds like a great idea, Erika!      
 
    Anyway, Gerald says the plan is to start a community garden around the courthouse lawn next spring.  Until then, the supplies being collected and put into the stockpile now will keep everyone fed.  Water is currently being drawn from the river.  It is filtered and boiled at a location on the square, so there is plenty of clean drinking water.   
 
    The other nine townspeople not involved in the scavenging or security roles are either too old or too young for physical labor.  They do a lot of the cooking, watch the young kids (which I was glad to hear are present), conduct general vehicle and building maintenance, and keep an eye on things around the square while the others are away.   
 
    It sounds like they have things set up pretty darn well and that there is a good plan in place for the future. 
 
    For now, I’m going to finish getting our stuff together here in the house.  We’ll relocate to one of the buildings on the square tomorrow morning.  Gerald told us he’d have a pickup truck swing by in the morning to load up our belongings (not that we have much) and bring us over, at which time he’d assign us our living location.   
 
    Dylan and I will start work the day after tomorrow.  Violet will stay with one of the town elders.  She’s says she doesn’t want to, but I think she’ll have a better time doing that than coming on the scavenging missions with us.  Gerald says one of the women helping to watch the children is a retired school teacher who he thinks would enjoy the opportunity to work with Violet.   
 
    Dylan seems excited about going to work.  Gerald says that Dylan can continue his studies (if it’s fine with me) come winter once the supplies have been collected and the cold weather is keeping us inside.  I told Gerald that this was okay with me, and he seemed pleased.  I think he’s looking for every able-bodied person he can lay his hands on. 
 
    Well, I think that this has been a pretty good recounting of the day.  Now I’m going to make a fire, cook us an early dinner, finish packing, and get us to bed early.  I have a feeling that tomorrow is going to be a busy day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, October 1st  
 
      
 
    12:12 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The kids are eating lunch.  I’m having a beer.  I haven’t had a beer since we were back in the condo.  It tastes so good, but it’s giving me flashbacks to those last few days with Chris. 
 
    We’ve been in the process of relocating and getting settled into our new digs all morning.  We were given a small, second-floor apartment in a building on the square overlooking Main Street.  It’s not a bad little place.  Definitely needs some cleaning (which is what we’ve been working on most of the morning), but I think that with some elbow grease and a couple pieces of furniture from the big Victorian we just left, we can definitely call this place home. 
 
    Our living room has two big windows that face out over Main Street.  Violet and Dylan are eating lunch at a small table I set in front of the windows.  They’re watching some of the scavenge teams return from their morning work to have lunch before they begin offloading their goods.  The way the trucks are piled high, it looks like they’ve had a productive morning. 
 
    The kids seem somewhat out of sorts.  Heck, who can blame them.  Over the past few weeks, they’ve gone through the end of the world as they knew it, lost their father, lost their home, were temporarily converted into traveling vagabonds, lived like hobos on a train, moved into a new house in a new town, moved out of that house, and have now moved into an apartment.  It’s more than some people would expect to live through in a lifetime, let alone the month of September.   
 
    Dylan has been more quiet than usual lately, and I’ve noticed that Violet is very clingy, rarely leaving my side.  I think tomorrow, when Dylan and I go to work with the scavenge crew, is going to be tough for her.  I do my best to keep the kids busy during down times to help keep their minds off things.  We brought some of the toys and games from the other house with us.  Violet asks about Daddy every so often.  I just tell her that he’s in a better place and that he’s always watching over her, and then I quickly change the subject.  She’s just too young to understand it all right now.  I guess I’m glad of that.  It seems to have hit Dylan much harder.  He never asks about his father.  I think it’s still too raw for him.   
 
    The apartment in which we’ve settled is small – I’d say around 600 or 700 square feet.  It seems especially tiny compared to our previous house on the other side of town, but it’s a heck of a lot better than sleeping on the ground or in a boxcar.   
 
    We have everything we need.  There’s a bedroom, a bathroom (although the toilet doesn’t work), a kitchen, and a living room.  There’s no electricity or running water, but that’s okay.  When we arrived this morning, Gerald showed us where they’ve set up several communal washrooms – complete with hot-water showers – in one of the buildings across the street.  He said to try not to ingest any of the water, though, because it wasn’t being filtered first.  There are also several portable potties that have been hauled in.  They aren’t the best bathroom options in the world, and will probably have to be moved inside once winter comes, but at least they keep things sanitary.  They’re certainly better than a train’s boxcar or crouching in a ditch somewhere.  Gerald told us to keep a “chamber pot” in our apartment (something with a lid that fits securely), to use for peeing in at night so we wouldn’t have to go outside.   
 
    I thought it good advice. 
 
    Gerald seems to be a decent person.  So far, I like the way he manages what’s left of the community.  It appears that he provides people with enough attention so that they feel cared about, but he doesn’t make it seem as if he’s telling you what to do or how to do it.  You’re offered the resources you need to live, and expected to work for them in return, but you’re not forced to join the group if you don’t want to. 
 
    While I’m still getting to know the situation here, at this initial stage, it seems pretty good, and best of all, safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We were invited to have dinner with the rest of the town tonight, but I think we’ll hold off.  I don’t want to be rude, but I’d like to finish getting settled in, and I’d really like to take a shower before “officially” meeting the town.  That’s what I told Gerald, and he seemed to understand.  He said that there was no hurry and that we’d meet everyone soon enough.   
 
    I figure we’ll get up early tomorrow and take showers.  Gerald said there was a sign up sheet available and that everyone was limited to five minutes in the shower every other day.  That means I’ll have to shave like I’m a tire changer at the Indy 500.  But I guess it’s better than nothing.  I think I’ll sign Violet up for a spot and then just take her in with me so that I can use her time too.  Is that cheating?  Oh well if it is.   
 
    Tonight’s dinner is leftover mac ‘n cheese that we made yesterday, bottles of soda that I found in the other house, and a bag of potato chips.  What a healthy meal!  Hopefully the community provides better food options once we start earning our keep.  Guess it couldn’t be much worse.  I’m just glad I don’t have to worry about where our next meal will come from or how much water we have left. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, October 2nd  
 
      
 
    4:47 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Wow!  What a day!  I didn’t have time to write earlier because we had to take our showers this morning.  Then we ate a quick breakfast, dropped Violet at her sitter for the day, and were on our way to work.   
 
    Dylan and I just got in from picking her back up, and we have about an hour before we meet with the rest of the town for dinner (I guess they have a communal dinner every night and everyone is invited whether they decide to show up or not). 
 
    I’m finding that whenever I don’t write for a while, I start feeling guilty – like I’m not doing right by Chris’ memory.  Each time I write, it’s like I’m with him again in a sense…which is both good and bad.  I love having this attachment, this shared bond with him, but at the same time, it brings the memories back so strong that I have to shove them away before I find myself falling into a funk that is very hard to climb out of. 
 
    So back to our first official day as productive citizens of Spencer, Indiana.  After our showers, we returned to our apartment and ate some dry cereal.  Then I took Violet down a few doors from our building to where Gerald told me a woman by the name of Edna Davis lives.  She has turned a portion of the building she lives in, a building that used to house a store in the lower level and has a big plate-glass window in front, into a childcare center for the town’s younger children.  Including Violet, there are a total of four children ages five and under.  There was a two-year-old named Ben, his three-year-old sister Becky, and Travis who is five.   
 
    Violet was hesitant about going at first, and she was crying as we ate breakfast, but as soon as she saw the other kids playing when we got to Edna’s, she quickly assimilated herself into the group.  It’s amazing how quickly kids can do that.  If only adults were as adaptable and as accepting of one another.  Then maybe our post-flu world wouldn’t be so terrifying.      
 
    After I introduced myself to Edna (a sweet old woman who seemed very excited to see another “young’un” as she termed Violet) and thanked her for her assistance, Dylan and I walked across the street to the courthouse.  There, we met up with the other members of the scavenger teams and were assigned to a group that included Chase and Erika (who I already knew), a young guy (I’d say he was in his mid-20s) named Elliot, an older man (maybe in his mid-40s) named Chuck, and a skinny older guy they call “Doc” but who I later found out is not, nor has he ever been, a doctor.  There are a total of three scavenge teams, and they’ve been slowly working their way from the west side of the town back toward the square.     
 
    The team that I was assigned to seems like a nice group of people, and they appeared ready to work when Gerald gave us our street assignment.  We promptly piled into two pickup trucks and drove to North Harrison Street near the elementary school.  This is the area they’ve been working for the past week.   
 
    Dylan and I mostly just helped load the pickup trucks for the day and got used to the routine.  Chase said he would break us in slow.  He joked that he didn’t want to scare us off by working us too hard right away.   
 
    I like Chase.  He seems nice…genuine.  Dylan warmed up to him pretty fast too.  The two of them found a common interest in talking about NASCAR (or what WAS NASCAR before the flu hit).  When Chase said he used to build cars for the county fair’s annual demolition derby, I think Dylan fell in love.  What kid wouldn’t like to hear about cars being smashed into one another? 
 
    We returned to the square for lunch (everyone is on their own from 12-1 p.m.) and after we were done eating, we unloaded, inventoried, and organized the supplies we had collected during the first half of the day. 
 
    So overall, I feel pretty positive about the start we got to our new jobs.  I got to know the other people on our scavenge team and felt good about the amount of effort that Dylan and I contributed.  The only down side to the work is the potential for stumbling across flu victims.  This aspect of our scavenging work can apparently be quite grizzly.   
 
    According to Chase, they find human remains (and sometimes those of pets as well) in about every third or fourth house they enter.  They don’t mess with them since there is neither the time nor the resources to deal with burying all the dead.  But he said they usually put a sheet over the remains and work a little quicker inside such homes since the smells are pretty awful.  He recommended we keep Dylan out of new scavenge sites until the adults have had a chance to conduct a quick search of them first and cover anything he shouldn’t see.  I agreed.  I don’t want my poor boy mentally scarred by the sight of decomposing corpses. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:02 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dinner tonight was well…interesting.  It was very nice, don’t get me wrong, but it seemed like everybody knew everybody.  I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.  In a town this size, it was probably a lot like this even before the flu.  Still, it was kind of weird to a girl from Chicago where nobody knew anybody. 
 
    So first, I’ll describe where we ate and what was served.  We all met in a corner building on the square that used to be a restaurant.  The restaurant had relocated years ago, but the space remained empty and made for a good communal eating spot.  When the place isn’t serving dinner, it is often used for community meetings since there are enough tables and chairs for everyone.  A generator provides electricity to the building so there are electric lights, refrigerators, stoves, ovens, coffee makers, microwaves, and more.  It feels so normal…almost like the pre-flu world. 
 
    Along one wall were several long tables set with a variety of food and assorted accessories.  There was fruit punch and lemonade (the powdered mix kind), coffee, water, and even hot chocolate mix for the kids.  There were cereal dispensers and powdered milk.  There were crackers and cookies (from which I had to restrain the kids).  There were boxes of plastic silverware.  There were paper towels and napkins.  And there were containers of Styrofoam plates, Styrofoam cups, and large stacks of plastic cups and bowls. 
 
    At the end of the line there was a big crock pot of Chili and several chaffing-dishes of cornbread.  From what I understand, the nightly menu is prepared by several of the older residents of the community who aren’t involved in the security or scavenging operations.  This is their contribution to the group cause.   
 
    The organization that Gerald and his people have put to things since the flu continues to astound me.  Although with the resources of an entire town (albeit a small one) now at the disposal of just over 40 residents, I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised. 
 
    The kids and I ended up sitting beside Chase and Erika.  There were several tables all lined up together in a row, so it’s really like you’re sitting with everyone at one big communal table, which is kind of nice but can also be a little overwhelming – at least for new arrivals. 
 
    I’d say that there were around 25 people at tonight’s supper.  Some of the security personnel switch off to come in and eat in shifts, but not everyone always shows up for communal dinner.  The best thing I can liken it to is dinner aboard a cruise ship.  There is the regularly scheduled formal dinner each night that is served whether or not you personally want to attend, but people are free not to participate or eat somewhere else if they so choose.     
 
    Violet was excited at tonight’s dinner because Travis was there.  It turns out that Travis is Erika’s son, although I don’t know who the father is (Chase maybe?  But he didn’t act like it, so I’m not sure).  I still don’t know if those two are a couple.  Whatever they are, it seems like something’s up between them.  It was nice to see Violet getting along so well with Travis.  And Dylan seemed to bond with him as well, which is good because I think Dylan needs some non-adult interaction (even if it’s with kids who are several years his junior).  I’m hoping their friendships will help me get better acquainted with Erika, although I’m not holding my breath.  She’s still pretty standoffish.  My conversation with her tonight certainly wasn’t flowing freely to say the least…but it was with Chase, and I don’t think that helped things much with Erika. 
 
    It turns out that Chase used to be a mechanic.  I don’t know what Erika used to do.  The way she glares at people (mostly me), I’d say terrorist interrogator for the CIA might be a good guess, but who knows.  Her stare-downs were even worse tonight because yours truly was the bell of the ball.  My attempts at conversation with Chase were often cut short because being the new girl in town is apparently a popular position.  Having arrived from the big city, everyone was asking questions about what was going on outside their tiny town.  I don’t think my answers were much help, but the other residents of Spencer seemed enthralled with hearing my story (the worst portions of which I tried to skim over) and how I ended up here with the kids.  They all seemed amazed and impressed – except for Erika of course who seemed fixated on her bowl of chili. 
 
    After almost an hour of being bombarded with questions while trying to eat my food, a plate of cookies was passed around for dessert, and then people began to leave. 
 
    Oh, and one more thing.  These people say grace before eating.  It’s so weird…not bad, just weird.  I didn’t come from a very religious family (neither did Chris), and we’ve never said grace before meals.  It doesn’t bother me or anything; it’s just something the kids and I will need to get used to.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, October 3rd  
 
      
 
    5:17 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Work today went pretty well.  Thankfully, the fall-time weather is holding.  It was in the low 50s and sunny – good weather for hard work. 
 
    We’re still scavenging North Harrison Street.  Once we’ve reached Highway 46, we’ll start on the other side of the block and work our way back toward the elementary school.   
 
    So I went into a house with bodies in it today – it was pretty terrible.  Definitely not something I’m used to but apparently will need to GET used to since this will be my job for the foreseeable future.  I guess I’m lucky compared to those I work with.  To me, these are just decomposing bodies (which is bad enough), but the others on the team know a lot of these people; they were friends, co-workers, sometimes even family.  I can tell that it’s extremely tough on them.  That’s why I volunteered to go into the homes first to inspect them and cover any corpses I find before the others enter.  These people have been so accepting of me and the kids, and I want to try to pay them back in some way.  While I know that these horrific images I’m having etched into my mind will likely last a lifetime, it’s worth it to me to pay my dues and do my part to lighten some of the emotional load these people have to carry.   
 
    Even for me, it’s sad to see the photos of people who owned the homes we’re now looting and imagine them as they once were…in happier times.  It can be very macabre work even when you have no connection with the people who once lived, worked, loved, and played here.  It’s especially sad when I see pictures of children…or worse yet, find their corpses.  It’s almost unbearable.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5:37 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’ll that was a nice surprise.  Chase just brought over a bottle of wine.  He said I looked like I could use it after the day I had.  He also wanted to thank me for volunteering for the “entry” role, as he called it.  He said he felt that the gesture was extremely thoughtful, as did the rest of the team, and that this bottle of wine was from all of them to show their appreciation.   
 
    I felt like I was going to cry, but I managed to hold it together until he left. 
 
    It’s almost time for dinner, so I’d better get ready.  I’ll write more about my day later tonight once the kids are asleep.  Right now, I’ve got to go tell Dylan and Violet to finish the game of Candyland they’re playing and start getting ready for dinner. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:43 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I don’t feel like I’ve been writing enough lately.  We’ve just been so darn busy with work and getting settled in that it seems like it’s one thing after another after another…which is good in a way.  Staying busy keeps my mind off things…things like our old lives and of course, Chris.  The worst is at night when I’m trying to fall asleep.  Sleep used to come so easy.  Heck, Chris even said I could sleep through the apocalypse.  Well, that’s certainly not been the case.  Now I try not to let my mind race when I go to bed, but our lives are so filled with chaos and the pain of what the flu has done to our world that sometimes it’s hard to think about anything else. 
 
    But on to other subjects – I don’t want to fall into one of those funks again. 
 
    Dinner tonight was a little calmer than yesterday.  I think some of the excitement surrounding my arrival is starting to fade, but I was still the main topic of conversation and questions for the evening.  Spaghetti with sauce and garlic bread was served.  It hit the spot.   
 
    After dinner, I asked to borrow one of our work trucks and made a trip back to our former Victorian home to pick up a few more things that would help furnish our little apartment.  Speaking of “things”, I can’t believe how much stuff the town has managed to stockpile.  When we were offloading the day’s haul at the old National Guard armory, I was amazed at what an array of supplies has been accumulated.  There are stacks and stacks of all sorts of just about every kind of useable supply imaginable.  From food, clothing, and tools to cigarettes, fuel, and alcohol, it’s all there.    
 
    After we were done unloading the day’s haul, Chase sent me and Dylan over to the courthouse with a list of addresses of the homes that we’d cleaned out.  There is a big map of the city there.  Every day, one member of each scavenge team takes a pen and crosses off the property lots they’ve finished scavenging to ensure we aren’t backtracking over places we’ve already been.  According to the red X’s on the map, we’re only about a quarter way through the town.  I guess that’s a good thing considering that once we’ve collected all the remaining goods, we’ll be largely on our own to make due with what we’ve collected and what we can produce ourselves.   
 
    Well, I’ve got another busy day of work tomorrow, so I’d better try to get some sleep.  While falling asleep can be difficult with all that’s going on in my head, at least I can take comfort in the kids.  We have a queen-size bed in our single bedroom.  It’s a little tight with all of us in it, but we make it work.  It’s actually kind of nice, all of us sleeping together, especially now that the nights are starting to get chilly.  Violet sleeps in the middle.  She likes the comfort of having me on one side of her and Dylan on the other.  Personally, I like having the kids in bed with me, and not just because of their warm little bodies.  I’m finding that when I have trouble sleeping and my mind won’t turn off, watching their peaceful faces provides me with a badly needed sense of calm.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, October 4th  
 
      
 
    12:43 p.m. 
 
      
 
    For lunch, some of our scavenge team brings their food with them so they can eat on site.  Others take some personal time for a more private lunch back at the square.  Dylan and I tend to return home so we can pick up Violet and eat lunch together in our apartment.  It doesn’t take me long to get back since we’re working just a few blocks away.  Preparing lunch is pretty much slapping some peanut butter and jelly sandwiches together, pouring some warm juice, and opening a bag of chips.  Not too difficult.   
 
    Today, I’ve already eaten, and the kids are finishing their lunches.  Edna told me she didn’t mind making Violet lunch so that she can eat with the rest of the kids, but I like having the chance to see my sweet girl, and I think Violet likes it too.  I’ve got about ten more minutes before I drop her back off at Edna’s and return to our current job site – still on North Harrison Street.  From what I’ve heard, next week we’ll start on a new block. 
 
    So far, I’ve been amazed at all the stuff we’ve managed to collect just from this lone street.  We’ve harvested things like batteries, battery chargers, cigarette lighters, cigarettes, matches, fuel, tools, light bulbs, toiletries and medicine, paper goods (tissue/toilet paper), chopped wood from woodpiles for the coming winter, car batteries, and plenty of food and bottled water.  Of course a lot of the food we come across is spoiled, but most of the canned foods and items sealed in airtight containers are still okay.  We’ve also found a lot of guns and ammunition.  I’m amazed at just how many.  We’ve found a weapon of some sort – handgun, rifle, shotgun (even some bows and arrows) – in just about every house we’ve searched.  I never realized how many people owned firearms.  I guess the ironic thing is that when it came down to it, all that firepower did nothing to protect these people against what ultimately killed them – the Su flu. 
 
    I’d better finish writing.  I’ve got to get Violet back to Edna, and me and Dylan back to work.  We have been invited to dine with Gerald and his wife Carolyn tonight.  I’m kind of looking forward to the break.  It’s exhausting fielding the barrage of questions I get at our communal dinners. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:58 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Oooo, I’m feeling a little loopy.  Sorry for any spelling errors.  I had a couple drinks at Gerald and Carolyn’s and now that I’m home, I’m having a glass of wine from the bottle Chase brought over. 
 
    So dinner with Gerald and Carolyn was very nice.  The kids were both very well behaved.  We had fried chicken, fresh vegetables (brought in last Saturday from a farmer who lives a couple miles outside town), fresh bread (baked by Carolyn), and milk (also farm fresh).  During dinner, Carolyn asked how we were settling in, and I told her how nice everyone had been to us so far and thanked them for welcoming us into their community.  Then we talked about how work was going (skimming over the more distasteful details), and how Violet was getting along in Edna’s care.  Eventually, Gerald asked if I could provide any insight on how things were being run in town.  He explained that it was hard for him to see things from an objective standpoint.  Since he has largely been responsible for the town’s day-to-day operations, it’s difficult for him to remain unbiased regarding how things are proceeding.  He takes so much pride in how the post-flu recovery has been managed that he said he needed an outside prospective – “new eyes” he called them.  
 
    I told him that I thought things were very well set up here – much better than what we’d left behind in Chicago – and that I really didn’t see much that could be done to improve them.  My only recommendation from the brief time we’d been living in Spencer was that maybe some entertainment options might be a good idea.  Such distractions could help take peoples’ minds off the trauma suffered over the past month.   
 
     Gerald (who kind of reminds me of Jed Clampett on “The Beverly Hillbillies”) and Carolyn both thought that this was a good idea.  He admitted that at times he gets so caught up in the job of just surviving that he forgets we need to LIVE a little to.  He said he had a few ideas, and asked for some of mine as well.  Before I could say anything, Dylan immediately piped up that having some video games to play would be nice.  I explained that I was thinking more along the lines of hooking up a couple VCRs or DVD players so that we could watch movies at night.  Gerald thought that both of these ideas were not only good ones but quite feasible.  And he agreed that they could be great ways to provide some much needed stress relief to the town’s citizens. 
 
    For dessert, Carolyn served an oatmeal crumble with cream.  It was superb!  The kids and I left their home (located on the north side of the square) full and content. 
 
    Gerald and Carolyn are such a happy couple, even after all that has happened.  It makes me wonder if they lost family in the flu.  No one really broached the subject at dinner.  I think people understand that for those who have experienced the loss of someone close to them in the flu (which I think is pretty much everyone), the feelings are still too raw to discuss, especially with relative strangers.  But sometimes I think about our own family.  Chris and I were never that close with the other family members (mostly from his side of the family) that lived around Chicago.  I wonder how many of them survived the flu?  And of those trying to get down to southern Illinois, I wonder how many of them actually made it…if any? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, October 5th  
 
      
 
    9:34 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I just got back inside from a weather check.  It’s a bright, sunny, blue sky (which will be great for the farmers market), but it’s kind of chilly out – I’d say only in the upper 40s.  
 
    We’re scheduled to be at the farmers market at ten this morning.  Dylan and Violet are finishing their bowls of cereal with powdered milk.  They are going to help me at whatever I’m supposed to do at the market. 
 
    I’m not exactly sure what to expect.  Guess I’ll see here shortly. 
 
      
 
    P.S. Violet’s been asking about why I write in this journal so much.  I wasn’t sure exactly how to answer her sweet four-year-old question, so I told her it was my way of putting down thoughts about our lives and what’s happening, and that it helped me feel closer to Daddy – to talk to him in a way.  Now she wants to talk to Daddy too, so I’m going to let her. 
 
    The following is her entry: 
 
      
 
    Der daddy 
 
    i luv u so mush.  i mis u so mush.  i wis i cud see u an giv u a big hug an luv.  dylan mis u to.  i hop i see u rel sun. 
 
    luv violet  
 
      
 
    Now she is working on a picture to put with her letter to Daddy.  I feel like crying. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4:33 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was actually kind of nice.  I got to meet a lot of the people that live outside of town.  I guess I shouldn’t say “a lot”.  It was more like 20 or so.  Still, these days, that can seem like a lot.  
 
    People trickled into town for the farmers market throughout the day.  All of them brought something to trade for canned goods, clean drinking water, or supplies such as gasoline, ammunition, tools, and other items that we’ve collected from around town.  I helped at one of the “stands” (which was actually just a pickup truck, its bed loaded, tailgate down) that offered an array of canned goods available for trade.  There were cans of corn, peas, potatoes, carrots, black beans, green beans, kidney beans, navy beans, baked beans, pork and beans, diced tomatoes, stewed tomatoes, black olives, mandarin oranges, peaches, pears, pineapple, fruit cocktail, and much more.  In trade for these goods, people offered items like fresh milk, chicken eggs, live chickens, fresh meat, and fresh veggies.  
 
    There were other trucks like mine.  One had one and two gallon containers of gasoline and tanks of propane.  Another had packaged dry goods like crackers, cookies, pasta, rice, beans, and potato chips.  One offered various herbs and spices including salt and pepper.  There was also a truck with an assortment of paper products, toiletries, and medicine and another with guns and ammunition. 
 
    Each truck had several people there to assist those arriving with items to trade.  Gerald and Carolyn moved among the trucks, acting as supervisors to help the bartering process along when needed since there were no clearly defined rules as to how goods were to be exchanged.  A live chicken might be worth an entire case of canned goods, while a dozen eggs might be worth just six cans.  It was all very subjective and somewhat confusing at first.  But by the end of the afternoon, I’d gotten the feel for it and felt fairly comfortable making trades on my own and unsupervised. 
 
    After I’d completed a deal, Violet and Dylan would serve as my little helpers.  Violet would collect the items we were accepting in trade (except for the live animals), and Dylan would hop up in the back of the truck and gather whatever we were giving in exchange.  The kids weren’t super efficient in their works, but I think the outside-of-towners just liked seeing and being around kids again.  Children provide a small sense of normalcy in what is far from a normal world.   
 
    I’d say that most of our work came in the form of customer service.  I don’t think that many of the people who arrived to town today get much, if any, social interaction.  A lot of my day was spent explaining who we were, where we’d come from, how we’d gotten here, and what we’d seen in Chicago and Indianapolis.  The negotiation of the actual trades seemed secondary to these people compared to the social and news aspects of their visits.  Most of them were surprisingly friendly and quite talkative. 
 
    At three o’clock, I was not so much physically but mentally exhausted from rehashing our story for the umpteenth time.  So it was perfect timing that as we took to the armory what remained of our supplies as well as the new ones we had gathered, it began to rain (it’d been clouding up throughout the day since our crystal-clear start this morning).   
 
    At the armory, items like fresh milk, eggs, meat, and fresh veggies were put in several generator-powered refrigeration units.  The four live chickens we’d accumulated went into several cages to be processed later.  I ignored Violet when she asked what the word “processed” meant. 
 
    After we were done with our work, since we were already at the armory, we took time to do some shopping of our own, loading up on the supplies we’d need for the week.  Residents are allowed one paper shopping bag of goods per person, per week, which seems both fair and feasible since dinners are provided by the community. 
 
    After I got what we needed, Chase dropped us off at our building so we wouldn’t have to walk back in the rain.   
 
    The sound of the rain is nice as I write.  It’s heavy enough that we can hear it pounding on the rooftop.  It makes it dark and cozy in our little apartment.  I’ve lit several candles, and Violet is reading while Dylan watches the rain trickle down the windows that overlook the square.  I wish Chris were here to share this with us.  He’d be so happy to know that we’re safe here and re-establishing our lives.  I’m sure that he’s proud, looking down on us now knowing that he is the reason for us being here.  Without him, we would never have made it this far, I’m sure of it.  He has been, and continues to be, my inspiration along this arduous trek.  His presence in my heart and mind continues to serve as motivation to forge ahead in building this new life of ours.  
 
    In other news, Gerald invited us to CHURCH tomorrow!  He told me the entire community attends (minus a skeleton crew of the town’s security force), so it feels more like an expectation that we be there than an invitation. 
 
    It’s been forever since I’ve been to church.  In fact, I was just a child the last time I went.  I think it will be a good thing.  I remember there being some good lessons to be learned from church sermons.  And being a part of a church can provide a nice sense of security and belonging that could be good for the kids, especially now that they no longer have a father around.  Plus, I don’t want us to be the community infidels who don’t attend church.  The last thing we need is to be viewed as social pariahs.  I think that not attending would be strongly frowned upon and certainly wouldn’t help us assimilate with the rest of the community.  It’s not something I’m particularly looking forward to on my Sunday off, but like a family gathering, it’s something I SHOULD do.  
 
    But for right now, I’m going to light a few more candles, pour myself a glass of wine, and settle down with the kids to do some reading and enjoy listening to the rain. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, October 6th  
 
      
 
    1:33 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It rained all last night and this morning.  I’ve never seen rain like this – a hard, steady, driving rain that has hardly let up from the time it began.  I don’t know how much rain we’ve actually gotten, but the streets have standing water in them and it feels like it must have been several inches at least. 
 
    Church was good this morning.   
 
    The kids weren’t too excited about going this morning when they woke up.  They said they just wanted to sleep more.  But once we got there, they seemed to get into it.  Almost the entire town was there.  Gerald (who serves as preacher) took the opportunity to recognize our family, formally introducing us to the rest of the congregation (although I think everyone knows us by now).  It was nice he thought of us, though, and it made me feel good that he appreciated our presence.  He went on to say how pleased and grateful he was that God had brought us to Spencer and that he hoped we would stay and continue to be a part of their community…their “family” as he called it.   
 
    There was lots of singing that the kids seemed to like.  Then Edna took all the children downstairs to do some educational activities and play games before the full sermon began. 
 
    After the service was over, we all trudged – as careful as we could, to avoid getting completely soaked – over to what I now call the “cafeteria”.  A big Sunday dinner of beef stew and noodles was served.  It was warm, hearty, flavorful, salty deliciousness.   
 
    When we were done, the storm had dissipated for a few minutes, and everyone took the break in the rain to hurry home for naps or whatever.   
 
    The kids and I have decided to use the opportunity to walk off some of our Sunday dinner.  These stuffed bellies are weighing us down, and we need to get a little activity to help us digest.  We decided to do it now since we aren’t sure how long the break in the weather will last.  That’s what the kids are getting ready for as I write.  They’re putting on rain boots and coats.  I think we’ll walk over to the river.  Dylan mentioned he’d like to see what its water level looks like after all this rain.   
 
    I’d better wrap up this entry and get ready too because I see some darker clouds starting to roll in on the horizon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:52 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I thought life in a small town would be boring.  Today my theory was disproved. 
 
    The kids and I ended up walking over to the river.  No one was at the river bridge since the single sentry there had been pulled for church services and Sunday dinner.   
 
    As we expected, we found the river swollen and nearing the top of its banks from all the rain we’ve had lately.   
 
    But that’s not all we found. 
 
    I guess all the rain has washed a lot of debris from upstream down our way.  The White River passes through Indianapolis, and the flood waters are carrying a lot of junk downstream.  Along with the standard sticks, logs, and trees, there was just about any type of floatable garbage one could imagine being swept along in the river’s current or stuck in small debris fields along its banks.  Worst of all, there were bodies…lots and lots of bodies.  They were bloated, horrible looking things, and as luck would have it, poor Violet was the first to notice them.  I counted at least 20.  I don’t know where they came from, but it doesn’t matter.  It was terrible to see and I immediately hustled the kids back to town.  Poor Violet.  I have thus far been able to pretty well shelter her from most of the terrible images our new world has presented, but today was a real shock for her – definitely not the way I wanted our afternoon stroll to go. 
 
    I also noticed that the river water had a strange orangish hue to it and was toned with oil slicks in many spots.  I wonder just how polluted the water has gotten with stuff either spilling or being dumped into it after civilization’s demise.   
 
    It makes me sick to think that this has been our drinking water and we’ve been cooking our food and showering in it since we took up on the square.  I mean, I know they’ve been doing their best to filter and boil it before we ingest it, but after seeing those floating bodies, their bloated, grimacing faces upturned and bobbing in our drinking water, I feel like throwing up.  Plus, God only knows what sorts of waste – human or chemical – might be in that water.  Abandoned industrial sites located along the river could now be purging their contents into it, and survivors could be doing as much damage or worse by dumping their own waste.  I’m assuming that’s why the bodies are there.  The river is probably the best way to quickly and quietly dispose of the dead.  Who knows how many have been dumped in from Indianapolis alone.  
 
    Once I get Violet calmed down, I’m going to find Gerald and tell him about what we saw. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7:11 p.m. 
 
      
 
    After I told Gerald about the river, he wanted to go see for himself.  When he got back, he asked me and Dylan to help him and Carolyn go door-to-door around the square to gather everyone for an emergency meeting to be held at six o’clock. 
 
    It had started raining again, so we donned our rain jackets and assisted with gathering the rest of the town. 
 
    Once everyone had gathered at the cafeteria, Gerald explained the situation to the rest of the group as they sat quietly absorbing the news.  He told us that we could rely on bottled water that we had collected from around town while a new water source was established.  He said that he knew of a home outside of town that is on a well system we could use a generator to power.  We’ll haul fresh water in from there until the river clears itself.  In the meantime, he told us that we would need to do our best to conserve our existing water supply.  He requested that no one shower until he gets the new well operational, which while a sacrifice, isn’t THAT big of a deal in the overall scheme of things.  So we have to go without a shower for a day or two – big deal.  I’ve dealt with so much worse in the last month that it seems like a miniscule inconvenience.   
 
    Gerald also advised that due to the dangerous and rising floodwaters, we should try to keep away from the river until the flooding subsides and the water level recedes to diminish the chance of one of our own accidentally falling in and drowning.   
 
    The way things looked today, and if the rain keeps up like it has been, we won’t have to worry about us going to the river as much as the river coming to us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:48 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I can’t fall back asleep.  Violet woke up screaming about the dead bodies she saw floating in the river this afternoon.  Poor thing.  It’s such a shame.  What should have been a lovely river walk turned into a terribly traumatic experience.  She said she dreamed about them climbing out of the river to get her and pull her in with them.  I knew she was going to have trouble with this.  Hell, I’M having trouble with it.  Those images were horrific.  She used to get scared when zombie shows came on television.  Dylan loved them.  He and Chris used to watch them together.  But they terrified Violet.  Now she’s seen people that looked just like those terrible walking dead on television, but now those corpses are REAL.  I have a feeling that her nightmare isn’t just going to be a one-and-done occurrence.     
 
    Now that I’ve got HER back to sleep (after a nice backrub), I have to get myself back to sleep, which isn’t as simple.  Sleep used to come so easy.  Heck, Chris used to grumble about how I could never stay up for movie night after the kids went to bed.  Back then, life was so good, so undemanding, so uncomplicated, so trouble free.  There was nothing to weigh on my mind and keep me awake.  Our jobs were secure, our living location and lifestyle were secure, we were all healthy, and money wasn’t tight.  Now all that is gone.  Now I never know what tomorrow will bring.  I guess as long as we don’t end up like the people in the river, we should count our blessings. 
 
    Got to work tomorrow, so I guess I ought to at least TRY to get some sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, October 7th  
 
      
 
    7:32 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It rained all night.  Its steady pounding helped me fall back asleep after Violet’s nightmare.  I can’t believe it – I’ve never EVER seen rain like this!  It just keeps coming and coming and coming.  And now it’s starting to get chilly outside too.  I opened the window when I woke up this morning to get a temperature check, and I’d say it was in the upper 30s at best.  The way things are going, it won’t be long before winter is upon us and snow is falling instead of rain.  Boy, if this was snow instead of rain, we’d be buried! 
 
    I thank our lucky stars that we’re not walking the rails like we were just a couple weeks ago.  We’d be drenched and freezing our asses off.   
 
    Well, I have to finish getting Violet dressed and me and Dylan ready for work.  With winter apparently fast approaching, I think we’re going to be in a real push to get as many supplies as possible stocked in the town warehouses. 
 
      
 
      
 
    12:52 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I have just a few minutes until I have to get back to work.  I don’t have much to say anyway.  I think that more than anything, writing a few lines just helps to keep me connected to Chris and give me a private moment to spend with his memory and what he began with this journal. 
 
    Lunchtime always seems hectic since I have to return to the square, pick up Violet, make us all lunch, drop her back off, and then get back to work.  But somehow I always manage to squeeze out a couple minutes to jot a few lines.  I know it’s probably silly, but I’ve been carrying this journal with me all the time since we left home.  Even when I’m at work, I keep it in the inner pocket of my jacket.  It’s habitual now and it makes it feel like Chris is always with me. 
 
    We started on a new block – North Washington Street – for our scavenging efforts today.  Chuck (the guy who I learned was actually 56, not in his 40s as I’d first assumed) wasn’t able to make it in today.  Chase told us he’s sick.  They aren’t sure what it is.  He’s got flu-like symptoms, but they don’t know if it’s Su flu or an average strain.  Either way, it’s serious, and it’s got everyone on edge.  It’s not like in the old days when someone coming down with the flu was just a part of life.  Now it’s a matter of life and death.  Chuck is currently being quarantined in a site several blocks from the square until we know for sure just how serious his condition is or even WHAT it is. 
 
    I hope he’s okay.  He’s a nice fellow, kind of quiet, but always courteous.   Gotta go, time to get back to work.  I’ll write more later. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:48 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dinner tonight was good – chicken and noodles with mashed potatoes.  It really hit the spot! 
 
    It seems that Violet is starting to warm up to Edna.  It makes me feel less guilty about leaving her behind when Dylan and I head off to work.  I know that at first she was jealous of me taking Dylan along and not her, but now I think she’s almost glad she gets to stay with Edna.  She seems to enjoy the other kids, and according to Edna, she is getting along well with them.  At night, Violet tells me stories of all the activities they did and games they played together.  Too bad they can’t get outside more since it’s STILL RAINING! 
 
    Oh well, there is plenty of room to spread out inside Edna’s building, and they’ve put down padded gym mats in one part of the first floor so the kids can get a little wild without us parents having to worry too much. 
 
    In other news, they said that Chuck doesn’t appear to have the Su flu, just the regular flu, so it looks like he’s going to be okay.   
 
    At dinner, Gerald reported that the river had topped its banks today, and the little park down by the river’s edge is flooded.  I wonder if it’s raining like this in Chicago?  It’s so weird not having news from other places or knowing what the weather is going to be tomorrow.  I feel so cut off from the rest of the world.  While I certainly prefer Spencer over Chicago, at least in Chicago you knew other people were still alive.  You may not have wanted anything to do with them, but they were ALIVE.  Here, it’s just so isolated.  I guess that’s not a bad thing considering the situation.  The last thing we want is outsiders coming in trying to take our stuff or bringing the Su flu with them. 
 
    Alright, time for bed.  The kids are already asleep and I’m pooped! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, October 8th  
 
      
 
    12:39 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re eating leftover chicken and noodles with mashed potatoes that I warmed for lunch in a microwave at the cafeteria.  I’m writing while I eat.  I’ll try not to slob any chicken gravy on the page. 
 
    We’ve relocated our work site today.  The river, having broken its banks, is creeping ever closer to the houses located nearest it on the south side of town.  We want to get through the homes (I guess I shouldn’t call them “homes” anymore, just “structures” since no one actually lives in them) closest to the river in the event the water reaches them.  We don’t want valuable supplies swept away or destroyed.  And with the water rising the way it is, we’re pushing ourselves pretty hard.   
 
    I guess the interesting part about our work is that the most valuable things in our old world are now the most worthless in our new once, and vice versa.  Cash, gold, silver, diamond jewelry, televisions, cell phones, and other electronics aren’t worth anything now.  Meanwhile food, water, clothing, toiletries, and the likes that were more affordable and commonplace items not so long ago are now extremely valuable. 
 
    In past scavenging sessions, we’ve tried to be somewhat respectful of the homes we’re searching and their contents (although I guess there’s really no reason to be).  Now, though, we’re just tearing through these places as quickly as we can before the water reaches them.   It’s strange, sometimes I feel like a robber breaking into someone’s home.  It’s so odd to be picking through the remnants of what once were people’s homes and belongings and wondering what their lives were like.  It’s very sad.  In each house, I get a small taste of who these people were even though I never knew them personally.  In one way, I feel guilty because it’s like we’re stealing, but in another way, it’s almost fun, like we’re at a big rummage sale where everything is free. 
 
    It ends up making me feel so lonely at night when the day’s work is over and I reflect on all these lost souls.  I know that I’m surrounded by a nice little community here, what remains of it at least, and I still have the kids, but the world feels so different now.  Without television, without internet, without phones, without stores, without news, without an income, without Chris…it’s all so strange.  I mean, I’m grateful we survived, but survived to do what?  Just continue to survive?  Is that all we’re here for now?  I guess that’s okay if we are.  That’s what people hundreds of years ago did.  It just seems that we (the human race) had evolved into something more, people who were put here for a purpose of more than just SURVIVING.  We were making the world a better place, weren’t we?  Through technology, through medical advancements, through improvements in our way of life and living, we were building a more advanced civilization that should have been immune to things like the flu.  We were forging ahead so quickly in our steps of progress.  Now we’re pushed back toward the dark ages.  Will we have to start all over?  Will we ever get back to where we were?  What happens in a few years when we’ve used up all the supplies left to us from the modern world?  Will we be able to fend for ourselves?  It’s only been a little over a month since all this started, and yet it feels like so much longer than that.  I used to work from the comfort of my home, take the kids to play dates, drive to the store whenever we needed something, watch television shows and movies with a couple button clicks, and communicate instantly with friends (friends who are probably no longer alive) with just a few taps of my phone. 
 
    Maybe there are still some spots out there that remain relatively untouched by the flu and its aftermath.  I guess it’s the only hope we have of recovering what once was. 
 
    Well, enough of that.  Such thoughts certainly aren’t doing me any good.  Time to get back to the job at hand of trying to make the best of what we have.  Maybe I can con Chase into sneaking me another bottle of wine from the stockpile.  It was nice having a glass each night to calm my nerves and sooth some of the pain that comes with learning how to cope with and accept this new world without Chris.   
 
    I love you honey, and I miss you SO much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:28 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m taking a break from my game playing with the kids.  They’re getting ready for bed while I write.  We’ve already finished two games of Candyland and another of Chutes & Ladders.  I’m gamed out for the moment and still stuffed from dinner; which, by the way, was breakfast – pancakes, eggs, and ham.  Deeelicious! 
 
    I can’t believe I’m saying this but it’s STILL raining.  This is getting INSANE!  The river’s flood waters have already reached one of the first structures we scavenged earlier today.  No one knows just how high it might get.  After dinner, we had a short discussion about emergency and evacuation preparations should it come to that, which we all hope it won’t.  I’ve seen some big storms in Chicago, but I’ve NEVER seen such a long-lasting rain like this.  It’s reminds me of seeing news footage of the monsoon seasons in Asia…back when there WAS news. 
 
    We spent the hour after dinner at the town’s new recreation center located in one of the empty buildings on the square.  Taking my advice on adding some entertainment venues for the community, Gerald set up several televisions with VCRs, DVD players, and a couple video game consoles that we pulled out of homes during our scavenging work.  According to Gerald’s brief history, the building used to house several businesses of various sorts throughout the years; then it was used as a meeting place for the local church youth chapter before becoming our post-flu recreation center.  One of its lower-level walls is exposed brick with a cool hand-painted drug store advertisement that has to be close to 100 years old.  It adds some unique history to the space. 
 
    Dylan got to spend some time playing a shooting video game with Elliot from our scavenge team, and Violet and I watched part of a Disney movie.  Chase stopped by for a couple minutes while we were there.  He was all wet and said he had been out with Gerald inspecting the river’s rising waters.  He told us that Gerald is debating pulling the teams from their scavenging work tomorrow to do some sandbagging if things continue the way they have been.   
 
    I’m not sure what’s up with Chase.  He didn’t seem to have any other reason to stop at the rec center other than to chat with me.  It’s nice, but I’m getting the feeling that he’s interested in more than just being friendly.  I’ve caught him sneaking glances at me when we’re working, and they aren’t just peeks, they’re more like lingering stares.  I’ve seen such looks from men before, and each time they led to more than just a friendship.  Who knows, I could be way off base…but I don’t think so. 
 
    Okay, the kids are ready for bed, but they want one more game before they go to sleep.  I’m going to turn it over to Violet for a minute; she wants to write something to Daddy. 
 
      
 
    Dear Daddy, 
 
    I luv u.  I wun candilnd tonite.  Im so hapy.  I wis u wur her to se it.  I wuz so xsited.  I mis u.  im tird now so im gonna bed.  luv u soooooooooooo mush. 
 
    luv violet 
 
      
 
    Poor sweet thing.  I can barely stand to read what she writes to Chris.  It just rips my heart out.   
 
    But for now, I’m going to have to try to hold it together for one more game with the kids. 
 
    Oops, one more child wants to write, so here’s Dylan. 
 
      
 
    Dear dad, 
 
    I miss you.  I wish you were here.  I go to work with momma each day.  Its kinda cool.  We get to go through peoples houses and take stuff we need to live.  Theres this guy.  His name is Chase.  I think you wuld like him.  He noes alot about cars and stuff.  Hes pretty nice.  On saterday we go to the farmer market.  On sunday we go to church.  Its alrite.  Anyway, I love you alot and miss you alot and Im sad your not here.   
 
      
 
    Love Dylan.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, October 9th  
 
      
 
    12:32 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dylan and I took our lunches with us to work today.  We were contacted this morning by one of Gerald’s men (Walter, I think his name was) and notified that we were going to be on sandbag duty for the day.  It has finally stopped raining (for the moment), but the river is still rising.  I told Violet we wouldn’t be able to come see her for lunch.  She was disappointed at first but seemed to get over it rather quickly once she started playing with her friends.  Edna said she would be happy to have Violet eat lunch with the other children.   
 
    So far, we’ve spent the first half of our day loading sandbags from a truck of sand.  Gerald had a couple guys load the truck last night and haul it in from an abandoned highway department site near the state park a couple miles up the road.  He said there is plenty more if we need it.  I hope we don’t.  This work is hard as shit.  My arms are killing me from shoveling sand and lifting filled bags all morning.  After today, I think I’m going to need my allotted weekly shower.  Gerald said he’s got the well outside of town up and running, so we’ll have our first shipment of clean water soon, then we should hopefully be back to two or even three showers per person per week. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7:59 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I have to say, for living in a post-apocalyptic type world, our dinners have been pretty damn good here in Spencer.  Tonight we had ham, served with optional sides of eggs, noodles, green beans, and mashed potatoes.  It was super tasty and really hit the spot after a hard day’s work. 
 
    This afternoon we returned to our scavenging work.  We currently have enough sandbags filled and in place for the moment.  We can position more if the flood waters continue to encroach on the square, which most of the longer-term residents don’t think will happen.   
 
    At the end of dinner, Gerald told everyone that (weather pending) we will hold a Fall Harvest Festival this coming Saturday.  Everyone, including those living outside town in the rest of the county, will be invited. 
 
    He said that it will be a nice chance for everyone to get together in a non-work setting.  There will be a pig roast, games, drinks, and music.  It sounds like fun, and the kids and I are looking forward to it.       
 
    For now, it’s off for a quick board game with Violet and Dylan, maybe a little reading, and then I’m going to call it a night.  I’m pretty beat from today’s work.   
 
      
 
    P.S. – Chase snuck me another bottle of wine after dinner.  I’m too tired for a glass now, but I’m looking forward to having one tomorrow night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, October 10th 
 
      
 
    7:19 a.m. 
 
      
 
    This morning, while we were eating breakfast, Dylan asked me if I thought any of his friends were still alive, and then he started crying.  It really caught me off guard.  So far, he hasn’t asked me questions about much of anything.  I’ve honestly been surprised by his strength and resilience throughout this whole thing, especially for an eight-year-old.  I wonder if he’s been in shock up to this point.  It wouldn’t surprise me.   
 
    I wasn’t sure how to answer.  Then Violet chimed in asking if I thought that Felix the cat was okay.  I told Violet that Felix was probably doing just fine, and then I tried to assure Dylan that many of his friends were probably still alive.  But then he wanted to know when we were going home and if he could see his friends when we got back. 
 
    It all dissolved into a sort of cry-fest that I did my best to handle, but it’s so darn hard.  Single parenting can be difficult in the best of situations, let alone when you’re trying to deal with this…WHATEVER it is…end-of-the-world Armageddon shit. 
 
    I don’t want to hide things from the kids, but how do you tell your children that the world as they once knew it, and the friends that they once had, are gone forever?  I mean shit, really?  Not exactly something they teach you in parenting 101.   
 
    Instead, I tried to change the subject and remind them that the Harvest Festival will be here in a couple days and that they should look forward to that.  I half-jokingly tried to remind Dylan that it could be worse…he could be back in school, studying, doing homework, and taking tests.   
 
    I don’t think it helped.   
 
    I told them I’d try to get them over to the rec center tonight for some video games and movie watching.  That seemed to perk them up a little.  But for now, it’s off to work.   
 
      
 
    12:48 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I don’t have much to write.  So far, it’s just been another day of scavenging.   
 
    Dylan and Violet seem to have recovered after their little breakdowns this morning. 
 
    For lunch, we’re having some leftover ham from last night’s dinner made into sandwiches and served with potato chips and bottled water.   
 
    It’s cloudy today, but so far the rain has stayed away.  Hopefully it remains that way.  I’m sick of rain.  It’s windy, though, and the temperature is only in the low 40s.  It looks like the river level has stabilized, so we can refocus our full attention on scavenging again. 
 
    I wonder what I’ll do once all this scavenging work is done?  What will my role be?  To be honest, I don’t have a ton of skills to be put to use in this new world.  Running an online store doesn’t quite go for much when it comes to job qualifications these days.  I don’t fish, I don’t hunt, I don’t knit, I don’t sew, I’m not good at fixing things, and I’m an okay cook but not the best.  I’m a pretty quick learner; so that’s a plus, but I’m not sure what the expectations are going to be for me pulling my weight.  Maybe I can help tend the community garden that’s being planned for this spring.  That sounds like something I could do.  I don’t know what other roles there will be.  I’m pretty good with numbers.  If they need someone to keep a running inventory of the supplies we have on hand, I could do that.  But Gerald, Carolyn, and Erika handle most of that.  Guess I’ll just have to wait and see.  All I know is that I don’t want us to be a burden on these people who have been so good to us.  I want us to earn our keep in some way, whatever that way is.          
 
      
 
      
 
    1:41 p.m. 
 
      
 
    How quickly things change in this new world of ours.   
 
    We were stopped early in our work today.  Gerald called us all to a meeting inside the courthouse.  We sat in a courtroom while he addressed us.  It was such a strange setting.  I have to admit, while I’ve seen a lot of them on television, I’ve never physically been inside a courtroom before. 
 
    Anyway, he told us that there had been a situation at the roadblock near the highway river bridge heading toward Bloomington.  He said a group of armed men had confronted our security personnel and a skirmish had broken out.  During the firefight, one of our people had been killed, and another injured.  Three of the armed intruders were killed before they retreated.   
 
    Gerald explained that the men had come in search of supplies.  When our people told them we’d be willing to trade, the men had become belligerent and said that it was a free country, that we didn’t own this entire town, and that they could and WOULD take whatever they wanted as long as it was in abandoned houses and hadn’t yet been claimed.  Tempers flared and things got out of control.  Our people had apparently called for backup when they saw vehicles approaching, and when our reinforcements arrived, that’s when the shooting started.   
 
    Gerald said he didn’t know if this was an isolated incident or whether these men were just a scouting party for a larger group with intentions of making a stronger push to enter the town later.  He said that everyone needs to be on the lookout for potential intruders or people infiltrating the town to gain information about the number of inhabitants here, our defenses or our supply situation.  
 
    This really puts a damper on the upcoming Harvest Festival.  But Gerald said things were still on for this weekend, at least for the time being. 
 
    Even though I didn’t know the man who was killed very well, a loss affects us all in such a small community.  The only comfort we can take in his passing was that he was single and didn’t leave a wife or any children behind. 
 
    The other man injured in the fight seems to be doing okay; still, I think this whole event has been an eye-opening experience for the rest of our citizens.  I’ve seen stuff like this back in Chicago, so it doesn’t surprise me that it’s finally made its way to small-town America.  Maybe more than anything what HAS surprised me is how long it’s taken to reach us. 
 
    After the meeting adjourned, Gerald pulled me aside to ask me some questions relating to my experiences back in Chicago.  I sent Dylan and Violet back with Edna so that we could talk.  Gerald knew that our family had encountered our fair share of violence and wanted to know more about what to expect.  I could only relate to him our own personal experiences, but I explained what Chris had told me about the roving gangs and their use of families to infiltrate homes, holding several family members hostage to force the others to do their bidding.  He found this both a terrible yet understandably feasible tactic for those desperate enough or evil enough to utilize it.  I also told him how Chris had given us brief firearms training and that I was comfortable firing a weapon and had indeed fired one on multiple occasions in self defense along our journey here from Chicago.   
 
    To this point, only Gerald’s security forces have been given access to high-powered weapons (assault rifles and the like), but he thought it a good idea to begin training everyone on firearm use and safety.  I agreed with him and said that I also thought it would be a good idea to provide all the adults at least a handgun to carry in the event intruders gained access to the town.  He didn’t particularly like the idea, but agreed that in this sort of situation, it might be a pertinent move…at least temporarily. 
 
    And finally, I mentioned that he might want to consider positioning someone atop the courthouse rooftop.  I explained that having lived in a third-floor condo back home, I had seen just how valuable holding the high ground could be and how Chris had used it to his advantage when defending our condo.  I told Gerald I thought that if he put one or two of his best shooters up there with radio communication to the rest of the town and a fog-horn or bell or similar alert system, they could quickly notify residents of the square should the town be attacked or infiltrated.  From that position, they could also help coordinate a defense should it be necessary and pick off any outsiders trying to enter the square. 
 
    He thanked me and said he appreciated my input and would consider what I’d said. 
 
    Then, to put his mind at ease about the weapon situation, I told him that I was never a big fan of guns, but that if I could learn how to safely use firearms and feel comfortable with them around, ANYONE could. 
 
    Gerald ended up giving everyone (security personnel excluded) the rest of the day off from work.  The kids and I are going to have a nap then maybe take a walk and stop by the rec center for some games and play time before dinner. 
 
      
 
    P.S. – I dug Chris’ .38 handgun out of the top dresser drawer in the bedroom and reloaded it…just in case.  I think the people here are a little more naïve, which I understand to a point.  They didn’t see what I saw back in Chicago.  But I’m not going to be caught unprepared.  While they might not be ready for what’s out there, I sure as hell am. 
 
      
 
      
 
    10:04 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Tonight was nice, and it proved to be a good break from the stressful events of the day. 
 
    The kids and I took a short walk around town after our nap.  We didn’t go to the river this time, instead choosing to walk the home-lined streets on the other side of Highway 46.  They are such nice, cozy little avenues.  It makes me somewhat sad that we didn’t get to visit the town before it was ravaged by the flu.  I bet it was a sleepy little burg.   
 
    After dinner (pasta Alfredo with vegetables), Gerald announced that they had used power generated from the freight locomotive (that I have “so graciously blessed the town with” – his words, not mine) to power up the Tivoli, the town’s movie theater that’s located just off the square.  He invited everyone, once they were done eating dessert (cookies and brownies), to attend a show there.  He told us he thought we could all use something to take our minds off the events of the day and remind us of our not so distant past. 
 
    He was right. 
 
    The Tivoli was a neat old theater.  I’d heard from some of the other residents that several fires had damaged the structure in the past, and at one point, it had been slated for demolition, but the town rallied to save and restore the structure.  The theater was originally built in the 1920s in the Mission Revival Style, and much of the theater’s vintage charm had been maintained in the preservation efforts.   
 
    Almost the entire town turned out for the showing.  The movie was a feature-length cartoon that I’d never heard of (although Dylan and Violet said that they had heard it was coming out before the flu hit).  There was even candy, popcorn, and canned soda served.  Erika came with Travis, who wanted to sit beside Violet.  Dylan sat on the other side of Violet, and I sat beside him.  Chase came too.  He sat beside me.  Even in the darkness of the theater, I could feel the death stare I was receiving from Erika.  What was I supposed to do?  Ask Chase to move? 
 
    Throughout the entire movie, I kept getting little signals from Chase.  When he’d laugh he’d touch my knee lightly or nudge my arm playfully.  When he’d comment on the movie to me, he’d lean in just a little closer than necessary to whisper in my ear.  I’m just glad I had the kids between me and Erika; otherwise, her eyes might have burned right through me.  I just want to scream, “IT’S NOT MY DAMN FAULT YOUR MAN IS INTERESTED IN ME!” 
 
    I’m trying my best to play the innocent.  I’m not going to respond to Chase’s little come-on’s.  I’m just going to let things take their course.  Who knows, I might be imagining all this and Chase is just trying to be friendly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, October 11th  
 
      
 
    8:07 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Sorry I didn’t have a chance to write earlier.  This morning we were all busy taking showers.  At lunch, we had a double funeral.  Not only did we have to lay Scott (the guy who was killed in the firefight yesterday) to rest, but Chuck as well.  Chuck was the man who worked on my scavenge team and who had come down with the flu.  His death was another unexpected blow to the morale of our small community.  He didn’t appear to have had the Su flu, but apparently the strain he was infected with – whatever it was – was bad enough to kill him.  He wasn’t in the best of health to begin with from what I’ve heard, but his passing still came as a shock. 
 
    Unfortunately, death, dying, and regularly seeing decomposing corpses is starting to become the norm for me.  While I wouldn’t say I’m immune to such things yet, nor do I think I’ll ever be, like anything, I’m starting to become steeled against their effects.  It used to freak me out when we’d come across the remains of flu victims during our scavenging work.  Now it’s just another part of the job – an unpleasant one of course, but I’m getting more accustomed to it nonetheless. 
 
    Unlike most of the flu victims we find around town, we took the time and effort to bury the two men in the town’s cemetery that overlooks the river.  It’s a very nice spot for a cemetery.  Atop its highest point is a small war memorial.  There are several old cannons mounted there as well.  After the service, I let Violet and Dylan run around and play for a few minutes with Travis before returning to work.  It’s been so rainy lately that I thought the opportunity to let them stretch their legs for a few minutes out in the fresh air would do them good.  Erika and I supervised.  There wasn’t much small talk between us…there never is.  I’ve seen her talk to other people.  She even laughs and smiles and seems like a decent individual on occasion, but I never see that side of her when I try to strike up a conversation. 
 
    I’m looking forward to the Fall Harvest Festival tomorrow.  I think everyone is.  We all need something to get our minds off the death of our neighbors.   
 
    For now, the kids and I are going to spend some family reading time to try to keep their learning on track.  I’m not as concerned about Violet.  Edna appears to be a very adept teacher.  But I AM concerned about Dylan.  I don’t want his educational progress being stymied (even though I know it is right now) too much as we trudge through this ordeal.  I try to throw math problems and little history lessons at him during our scavenging work, and Chase has been teaching him things about cars and mechanical stuff that I know nothing about.  More than anything, I want him to keep up on his reading – something he was not very interested in before the collapse of civilization, and seems even less interested in now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, October 12th  
 
      
 
    10:23 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The farmers market was cancelled for today so that the town can get ready for the Harvest Festival.  Anyone who lives outside of town can bring supplies with them for trade before the festivities begin around five o’clock.  My job for tonight is to work the hot chocolate/hot apple cider stand.  According to Gerald, another integral part of my role will be to spike the apple cider when requested by the adults.  I’ll be provided an array of liquors with which to work.   
 
    Sounds good to me! 
 
    At this point, it appears the weather will be favorable for the event.  The sky is actually blue for the first time in, well, I can’t remember how long.  It’s chilly, but that’s the way fall time is supposed to be. 
 
    For now, since the weather is holding, I’m going to take the kids for a walk over to the elementary school and let them run around at the playground.  Then it’s back home for lunch and naps in preparation for our big night out! 
 
      
 
      
 
    4:06 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It’s been such a lovely day so far…let’s hope it stays that way.  I’d say it’s only in the upper 40s, but the sun and lack of a breeze makes it feel warmer.   
 
    Our time at the park was nice.  The kids got to run and play on the jungle gym and burn some of that pent up energy kids at their age always seem to have an excess of.  Personally, I enjoyed that nap that came after lunch more, although it was good to see my little ones having fun and looking like regular kids again.  I don’t get to see enough of that in this messed up world of ours. 
 
    Now we’re just relaxing, getting ready for this little shindig to start in about an hour.   
 
    I have to say, it’s nice to feel some semblance to our old lives return again.  If Chris were here, it might almost seem like a normal Saturday afternoon.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, October 13th  
 
      
 
    10:10 a.m. 
 
      
 
    WOW!  What a night!  So much to write before church.  Where to begin?   
 
    Well, first off, it’s Violet’s 5th birthday.  We aren’t making a big deal over it, though, since there isn’t a whole lot we can do to celebrate the occasion.  For a special breakfast, I’m making her pancakes on a little single propane-fed burner I found on one of our scavenging trips.  I told my sweet girl yesterday that she could consider the fall festival last night her party, and I think she did just that considering she seemed to have a blast…as a matter of fact, I think we all had a great time.  We slept in this morning since it was a late evening for us.   
 
    So yesterday, we headed across the street to the courthouse lawn at just a hair after five.  There were beanbag games and horseshoe pits set up on the courthouse lawn, people were assembling wood for a big bonfire in the middle of Main Street, and there was a barbeque pit going with a whole pig being roasted.  Pretty much everyone from town had already arrived.  People from the county outskirts were still trickling in.  Gerald had even given the majority of the security personnel the night off, only leaving one roving sentry in a vehicle at each side of town to make the rounds.  Almost everyone was enjoying a beverage of some sort, from beer and wine to mixed drinks, straight alcohol, punch, and later in the evening – once I got set up at my stand – hot cocoa and apple cider (spiked – or not – depending on the person’s preference).  Personally, I found a little Irish Crème worked best in the hot cocoa, and some spiced rum hit the spot when mixed with the apple cider.  While I’m now paying the price for my overindulgence of these delicious beverages, at the time, it seemed well worth it.        
 
    For dinner, the pig was sliced and served.  Inside the courthouse, there was a heavenly spread laid out that included potato salad, coleslaw, baked beans, pasta salad, potato chips, fresh vegetables, steamed veggies, apples, steamed apples with cinnamon sugar, deviled eggs, cookies, brownies, cobbler, pies, and more.  There were tables and chairs set up both inside as well as out on the courthouse lawn, but most people ended up congregating to eat and to drink around the bonfire that was lit just after dark.      
 
    After dinner, there was bobbing for apples, games of pin the tail on the donkey, and sparklers were handed out to the kids.  For the adults, there was music and dancing, and of course plenty of drinking.  There was even a tractor with attached trailer that provided hayrides around the square!  
 
    I was allowed to abandon my post at the hot beverage stand at a little after seven.  I made sure both drink dispensers were full and several bottles of alcohol remained for those looking to help themselves before I left.   
 
    It was on the hayride that my most intriguing moment of the night occurred.   
 
    At first, it was just me and the kids on the back of the tractor-pulled trailer, the group that had gone before us having already offloaded and moving on to get warm by the bonfire.  There were a couple blankets scattered around the back of the trailer so I grabbed one and hunkered beneath it.  I used a bale of hay as a back rest to watch the kids as they sat on their knees across from me waving sparklers out over the side of the trailer.  I had made the unfortunate mistake of showing Dylan how to use a cigarette lighter to light them (that was before I knew he was going to get several boxes of the incendiary devices).  While the sparklers kept the two of them pleasantly entertained and out of my hair for a good portion of the evening, they also turned me into a worry wart concerned about burns and jabs in the eye with red-hot pokers. 
 
    Just as the tractor jolted to a start for a slow and steady three-circuit trip around the square, Chase climbed aboard.  He plopped down right beside me.  It being a chilly night, and me being the thoughtful girl that I am, I offered him a portion of the blanket under which I was snuggled.   
 
    We made small talk for a minute or two while the kids continued to whisk their sparklers through the air, drawing their names, shapes, and designs in the darkness of the night.  Then, out of the blue, Chase surprised me by explaining that he was the one who had asked Gerald to place me on his salvage team when I first arrived to town.  I was somewhat shocked, a little flattered, and overall pleasantly surprised.  I guess you could say I was already sensing the electricity between us; I just wasn’t certain how strong the voltage was.   
 
    I wasn’t sure how to respond to his revelation, and I probably sounded like an idiot when I said, “Oh…thank you.”  But I didn’t know how to take what he had told me.  He went on to say that from the instant he saw me, he knew that he wanted to get to know me better. 
 
    Then he KISSED me! 
 
    It wasn’t too long, but long enough to let me know that it was more than just a friendly endeavor.  Then he reached down and found my hand.  We finished the hayride largely in silence, holding hands. 
 
    After the hayride, we rejoined the others around the bonfire.  The kids ran and played while the adults talked, drank, sang, danced, and otherwise let loose for a night. 
 
    But now I’m all flummoxed.   
 
    I’m not sure how to handle this Chase situation, and I’m finding myself left with a mixture of emotions.  There is loneliness, longing, confusion, trepidation, nervous excitement…it feels like they’re all wrapped up together into one tightly-bound, pent-up bundle in my stomach.  Sure, Chase is young (I think he’s younger than me by at least a couple years), handsome (he’s got a cute face and a GREAT body), he seems nice, he’s strong and able (probably more street smart than book smart, which these days might be preferable), and he gets along well with the kids – especially Dylan.   
 
    But my interest in Chase is tempered by a strong sense of guilt about Chris.  It hasn’t been that long since I lost him, and something about meeting someone new this soon after his passing leaves me feeling as though I would be cheating on him.  However, in this new world, having a good man around could prove extremely beneficial.  I could use the help with the kids too.  And I have to admit, when it comes to prospective mates, pickings are looking pretty damn slim, especially for a woman with two children to support.  I’m sure that Chris would want me to move on, if not for myself, at least to provide support and security for the children.  But I don’t want to jump at the first lure that’s thrown into the pond.  I want to ensure that any developments between me and Chase occur slowly enough to prove that Chase is serious about a real relationship and isn’t just looking for a quick roll in the hay – no pun intended. 
 
    And then there’s Erika.   
 
    I’m still not sure what’s going on there.  I mean, what is UP with that woman?  I just wish I had some clarity as to her relationship with Chase.  I guess that’s the next step.  Because if there IS something going on with those two, I don’t want to insert myself – or the kids – into a volatile situation.  Erika seems like she could be a bit of a psycho if pushed too hard.  I’m not the one pursuing Chase here, he’s pursuing ME, but I also know it doesn’t always matter who is chasing who in matters of the heart.  And with the way Erika acts toward me, I’m not chancing anything. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:29 p.m. 
 
      
 
     After church, the majority of the town headed over to the cafeteria for Sunday dinner.  It was a pasta buffet today (probably to help us absorb some of the alcohol we ingested at last night’s celebration).  A variety of pastas had been prepared – elbow macaroni, penne, bowtie, spaghetti, fettuccini – to be paired with sauces including tomato, meat, Alfredo, cheese, marinara, and even pesto.  Garlic toast and salad was also served.   
 
    Nothing was mentioned about Violet’s birthday at the church service since we didn’t want to make a big deal out of it, but someone (I’m thinking Dylan) must have let it slip.  No one said a thing all through dinner.  Then BANG!  All at once, Edna came out carrying a cake with five candles on it and everyone started singing.  It was perfect, and Violet was delighted at being the center of attention and getting to have cake. 
 
    Chase was kind of quiet during dinner, almost like he was embarrassed about or regretted what happened between us last night on the hayride.  So after dinner was over and everyone had finished their cake, I let the kids go on home ahead of me and I pulled him aside so we could talk in private.   
 
    I wanted to have things out with him so that we knew where we stood…or so at least I knew where I stood.  I’m at a point in life where I’m done beating around the bush.  I’ve learned that there’s no time for that now; life’s too short.  So once we were alone, I asked him what was up with him and Erika.   
 
    I think I caught him off guard, but that’s okay since he did the same thing to me last night on the hayride.  He told me that he and Erika had been an item back in high school.  He played football, she was a cheerleader.  He was a senior, she was several years his junior.  Apparently, things moved a little too far, a little too fast.  They broke up when Chase graduated and got a job at a local tire dealership.  I guess there’s been a strange mixture of romantic interest and jealous tension between them ever since.  One of them gets interested while the other backs off and vice versa.  He said that this hot and cold thing has been going on for years.  Erika ended up getting pregnant and having Travis with a close friend of Chase’s during one of those cold periods, and that didn’t help their relationship.  Now both of them are somewhat protective of one another, yet at the same time, somewhat cautious.  According to Chase, there’s nothing going on between them…at least not at the moment.   
 
    To me, it sounds like a relationship with Chase could be dangerous, not just because Erika could prove to be WAY too over-protective of him, but because if I let myself start falling for Chase only to have him turn the hot tap back on for Erika, I could be the one who finds herself burned.  And the last thing I need in this current environment is to go inserting myself into some kind of wacky love triangle that’s only going to make my life more complicated.  I think that for right now, I’ll just focus on me and the kids.  Hell, that’s more than enough.  Plus, it hasn’t been that long since I lost Chris, and I’m still going through everything that comes with the loss of a spouse.  If something develops with Chase down the line, so be it.  But I’m not going to open myself up too much right now.  I left it cordial with Chase.  I don’t want to string him along.  I told him outright that if he thinks anything real might develop between us down the road, then we’re going to need to take things slow.  He knows about Chris and he understands my pensive attitude toward jumping into another relationship too quickly.  He told me that he agrees and thinks it’s a good idea as well.  He wants me to feel comfortable and not rushed into anything.   
 
    I thanked him for his understanding and gave him a small kiss on the lips.  It was short and sweet.  It wasn’t so long as to make him think that what I’d just said meant nothing but long enough to let him know that I was still interested. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 9:45 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m on my second glass of wine.  I’m just sitting here hoping that I dealt with the Chase situation right.  I don’t want to scare him off; it’s just so hard to know how to handle these things.  It was so easy with Chris.  We’d been together over ten years, and during that time I got complacent, losing much of my dating-game skills.  I was never that great at such things to begin with.  I liked to make my intentions known up front which I think scared a lot of men.  They often took it as being too forward, but Chris didn’t.  Actually, I think he liked it…knowing where he stood with me that is.  I wasn’t one of those girls who played games and was hard to read.  When I saw something I liked, I made no bones about it.  I didn’t like playing guessing games and I still don’t.  Back then I felt like I had more energy for such pursuits.  Now, with the kids, it just doesn’t hold the same appeal.  But something still draws me to Chase.  I guess I’ll just have to wait and see where that pull takes me.  
 
    For now, though, it’s time for bed.  It’s back to work tomorrow morning, and it’s been a busy weekend, so I need my sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, October 14th  
 
      
 
    7:47 a.m. 
 
      
 
    It’s been hard to get moving this morning…for ALL of us.  Even the kids seem sluggish.  I had to keep prodding Dylan to get out of bed and get dressed.  Tomorrow will be shower day.  We need it after the weekend.  We all smell like smoke after standing around the bonfire.  It’s actually kind of a nice smell in a way…reminds me of fall every time I get a whiff.   
 
    We’ll be moving back over to Washington Street for our scavenging work today since the river has started to recede.  It’s six one way, half dozen the next to me.  I really don’t care where we work.  Scavenging one house is about the same as scavenging another, although I’ve realized that the houses located closer to the elementary school are somewhat nicer than those by the river. 
 
    Well, I’d better get moving.  The kids are wrapping up breakfast.  I’ve got to drop Violet off at Edna’s before Chase and the rest of the scavenge crew picks up me and Dylan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2:44 p.m. 
 
      
 
    What a terrible, terrible day it’s turned out to be.  I’m having flashbacks of Chicago.  I don’t really feel like rehashing it, but writing these entries has almost become habitual for me.  I remember Chris mentioning once how this journal became that way for him after a while, a private outlet for him to express his innermost thoughts.  He was right, as he so often was. 
 
    We were coming off such a high after the weekend that I think the events of the day shocked everyone back into the reality of the world in which we now live.   
 
    The first indications that something was wrong came just before lunch when our scavenge team got a call on the radio to return to the square immediately and meet up with the other teams at the courthouse.  As we were climbing into our pickup truck, we heard the sound of distant gunfire.  This had us moving our tails. 
 
    By the time we got back to the square, all hell was breaking loose.  We could see several pickup trucks full of armed men pulling up just outside the square while our own people were arriving and trying to arm themselves to defend our homes.  Thank God that Gerald had heeded my advice and placed a lookout atop the courthouse.  He was able to alert those around the square so they could at least get the children to safety and prepare an initial defense until the rest of the security forces arrived.   
 
    I guess the defenders on the west side of town near the river bridge had held long enough to buy us a few minutes, but they had been pushed back before our other security forces could arrive to reinforce their position.   
 
    As soon as we got back to the square, I told Dylan to go up to our apartment, lock the door, and hide.  I then left our scavenge team and headed straight for Edna’s.  I found her scrambling to get the kids tucked away in the rear of the building away from the big glass window facing Main Street.  She managed to get them locked safely in a back room.  I told her to join them and try to keep them quiet.   
 
    Erika was right behind me, there to ensure that Travis was okay.  We could hear gunfire coming not just from the sharpshooter Gerald had placed atop the courthouse, but other points around the square.   
 
    I had no idea how many people were invading the town, and really, the only thing on my mind was the kids’ safety.  Thankfully, I had Chris’ .38 with me, although I didn’t have any extra ammunition for it.  
 
    I locked the front door once Erika was safely inside the building, and about 30 seconds later, we could see people – people we didn’t know – running past on the sidewalk out front.  Erika and I moved to the back of the room, away from the windows, to where we hoped we wouldn’t be noticed but we could still keep an eye on the activity outside.  However, a spray of automatic gunfire ripped through the large plate-glass window, shattering it, and driving me into the cover of a nearby back hallway while Erika dove behind a desk in the front room.  A few seconds later, I could hear more glass shattering, and then Erika screaming.  By the time I made it back out front, I could see Erika struggling with an armed intruder who had a knife to her throat and appeared to be trying to haul her outside with him while two more armed men entered through the shattered window behind him. 
 
    While I’m not a big Erika fan, there was no way I was going to let these scumbags take her.  While I was terrified out of my mind, I was also mad as hell.  I was pissed that these people were invading our peaceful town.  And I was bound and determined not to let what happened to us in Chicago happen again and be forced from our home.  I also realized that if these guys subdued Erika, Edna and I were likely to be next…and then the kids would be left undefended.  The thought of danger to my children, and the fear that came with it, pushed me to act.   
 
    I aimed the .38 at the first guy who’d come through the window, just to Erika’s right, and pulled the trigger.  The combination of terror, anger, and determination led me to keep pulling the trigger until it finally clicked silent.  The man fell to the floor where he lay motionless. 
 
    I guess the other guy (the one not struggling with Erika) hadn’t expected to encounter such resistance, and the shock of seeing his buddy blown away in front of him by a somewhat harmless looking woman caused him to hesitate.  It was then that I realized my predicament.  I was out of ammo and had no backup weapon.  My mind suddenly became a blur.  Time seemed to move in slow motion.  I saw Erika continuing to struggle with the guy holding the knife.  I saw the other guy glance from me, still pointing the .38 and squeezing the trigger uselessly, down to the guy on the floor who I’d filled with bullets, then back to me.  Then he raised his own weapon – a long rifle of some sort.  He took aim at me and I waited with a mixture of intense fear and morbid curiosity to find out what it would be like to be shot.  I’ll admit that there was a strange twinge of interest to see whether I would live through the event to find out.    
 
    Apparently, Edna wasn’t having any of this.  I hadn’t realized that she had left the kids, but I guess when she heard the gunfire the old bird had decided to make her last stand.  Before I knew what was happening she had let the guy preparing to shoot me have it with both barrels of a double-barrel shotgun, blowing the guy aiming his gun at me back out the smashed window through which he’d entered.  The ear-shattering blast left me stunned and half deaf (my ears are still ringing even now) but thankful that I wasn’t the one on the receiving end of Edna’s shotgun. 
 
    Besides saving my life, Edna gave Erika the chance she need.  The shotgun blast distracted the guy with the knife enough so that Erika could bite his hand.  And it wasn’t just a bite…she laid into him like a dog going after a meaty spare rib.  The guy screamed in pain as he dropped the knife.  Erika seized the opportunity to spin around and knee him hard, right in the nuts.  It was a maneuver she conducted with such skill and precision that it left me wondering how many times she had successfully accomplished it in the past. 
 
    Anyway, the guy keeled over and dropped to the floor like a sack of potatoes.  Then Erika began kicking him.  She took several good whacks at his stomach until he balled up to protect himself.  Then she went after his head.  She combined a brutal barrage of kicks and stomps with the heel of her boot until the man was eventually rendered unconscious.  She conducted the assault so vehemently that I had to look away.  Finally, when I could take no more of listening to her destroy the man on the floor, I pulled her away.  His face was a bloody pulp, but he was still breathing. 
 
      
 
    * Note to self: Don’t ever get in a fight with Erika or ANY woman from Spencer for that matter.  They’re apparently hellacious fighters and carry double-barrel shotguns.   
 
      
 
    During the time we were dealing with the men who had broken into Edna’s building, the rest of the town had managed to repulse the other invaders.  After the intruders retreated, and we’d had time to take a tally, we found that three of our people had been killed in the fight and four injured.   
 
    I think that ALL of us had in some way been traumatized by the events of the day.  We know we killed at least five of the invaders (since we recovered their bodies), wounded more (although I’m not sure exactly how many), and took two prisoners (one of whom was Erika’s stomping victim).  Now we’re all just praying that these people don’t come back.  We can’t take another attack like that.  I guess I shouldn’t say we “CAN’T”, we just pray we don’t have to. 
 
    Gerald, Chase, and several others are currently interrogating the prisoners we took.  I hate to think what they are doing to get the information they want…although I guess our town leaders’ presence is a godsend to that one guy compared to Erika.  He’s probably just thankful he hasn’t been locked inside the room with HER!   
 
    Thankfully, the kids were out of sight during all that happened so they weren’t as affected by the event.  Now I’m just trying to calm my nerves.  I keep having flashbacks to Chicago now that the shooting has stopped.  I thought we’d left all that behind…but apparently not. 
 
    I’m finding it difficult to grasp that I’ve killed another human being.  I certainly didn’t WANT to, but I’m trying to justify it in my mind.  It was either him or me, and if it was me, it would also have been the kids.  That line of reasoning helps, but it still doesn’t help enough.  I went back through Chris’ journal entries and found the ones he wrote about having taken a life when he was defending our home.  It seems he had just as much trouble with it as I’m having.  It makes me feel better in some ways, knowing that I’m not alone with the emotions I’m having, but it doesn’t help the guilt I’m feeling.  I have no idea who the man was, what his true intentions were, whether he had a family, or if I could have handled the situation better.  Maybe if I had tried to talk to him…but no, the one guy had a knife to Erika’s neck and all the men were armed.  These were NOT good people.  And were it not for Edna, the other guy would have shot me for sure.  No, I made the right move.  Still, it’s going to be one of those things that I replay over and over again in my mind no matter how I justify it or reason it out.  Like Chris said, it’s not like in the movies or on television shows.  You see people get shot or killed all the time on film and those people doing the shooting or killing just move on with their lives, but that’s not the case in real life, at least not for me.  I will never look at life the same way now.  I can never go back, never take back what I did.  I’m a killer now, plain and simple…a killer of another human being. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, October 15th  
 
      
 
    12:34 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I slept terribly last night.  I kept replaying the events of the day over and over again.  I just can’t get the image of me shooting that man out of my mind.  And once I do, then I flip over to Edna blasting the one guy through the window with her shotgun or Erika stomping the other guy.   
 
    This morning, I asked Gerald for some rounds for Chris’ .38.  He didn’t hesitate in getting me a box.  I think I earned his respect yesterday if I didn’t have it already.  He saw the usefulness of my recommendation for a rooftop sentry at the courthouse, and he saw that I can take care of myself and handle a weapon.     
 
    While I was talking to him, he said that after work today, we were going to have a trial for the two captured men who are currently being held at the courthouse.  He wanted me as to testify to what happened with the one that Erika, Edna and I had captured.  He said it shouldn’t take long.  I have a feeling this is going to be like the old west.  Justice is going to be swift and severe.  I don’t really want to have to rehash yesterday’s events, but I feel obligated to – if not for me, at least for Erika since she was the one who had the knife held to her throat.  So I told Gerald that I’d agree to testify. 
 
    The town is on edge today.  Who can blame them after what happened?  Our scavenging is only taking place at a half-hearted pace.  We are constantly looking over our shoulders and checking in with those back at the square to make sure everything remains status quo.  Gerald ended up using one of our three teams as replacements for the dead and injured security forces.  Chase said they had debated using all three teams as security for the next couple days, but decided against it, feeling it best to keep pushing ahead with our scavenging efforts since winter will soon be upon us.  We need as many supplies stockpiled as possible.  It’s surprising how much we go through with all these mouths to feed, although after yesterday, the number of those mouths has unfortunately been reduced.   
 
    It’s so sad.  We’re getting to know everyone, and now when we lose someone it’s not just a loss in manpower, it feels more like a loss to our family.   
 
    Chase took a few minutes with Dylan this morning to show him how to handle a couple different types of guns.  I don’t particularly like it, but I guess it’s probably a good idea.  He’s going to have to learn at some point, so why not let someone who is knowledgeable about these types of weapons teach him?   
 
    I can’t believe I just wrote that.  The mother inside me from a month ago cringes at the thought of my eight-year-old boy learning how to fire a weapon.  But I guess that mother from another time and another place is quickly dying.  She is now being replaced by a stronger, harder, more realistic one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:01 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Erika brought Travis over for a play date with Dylan and Violet tonight.  It was actually kind of nice.  She brought a bottle of wine with her – a sort of peace offering, I guess.  The kids mostly just played board games and built with blocks while Erika and I talked (something we really haven’t done since I arrived).  It was surprisingly cordial, and dare I say, even a little nice? 
 
    We mostly talked about today’s trial of the captured invaders since we both testified at it.  It was a somber affair.  I think that everyone – including the defendants – were well aware of what the outcome would be even before the proceedings began.  Gerald served as judge and jury. 
 
    According to the two prisoners, their group had traveled from Indianapolis both to escape the danger of other groups there as well as to search for supplies.  They said they were just looking to re-supply in Spencer.  Of course they said that our security forces fired on them first as they approached the bridge, which I doubt.  But that was their defense.  All this didn’t help explain why they felt it necessary to raid our square like pillaging pirates after the fact, which they really didn’t have a good explanation for.  They clammed up when asked about the number of people in their group or whether there were intentions of returning.  Nor would they say whether their group was moving on or where they were currently holding up. 
 
    The whole trial seemed like a pretty big waste of time.  I think it was more about making the optics of the situation look good and placating the residents regarding the final verdict – death by firing squad.  A trial gives the punishment some legitimacy…a little touch of our old world laws, rules, and humanity. 
 
    The defendants didn’t say much when the verdict was read.  I think they had already resigned themselves to the fact that they were going to die. 
 
    Dinner tonight was a pretty somber affair.  Most people just ate quietly and left once they were finished.  There was very little socializing.  The solitude in which most of us ate was in stark contrast to the jovial demeanors we had exhibited over the weekend.   
 
    How quickly things can change in this new world of ours. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, October 16th  
 
      
 
    9:23 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Sorry, I know it’s kind of late for my first entry of the day.  I just didn’t feel like writing earlier.  Sometimes it’s hard to express what I’m feeling when writing in this journal.  Putting it all down on paper often seems like just too much emotional effort.  While it can be a nice way to relieve my troubled mind – a confessional of sorts – it can also be extremely depressing sometimes. 
 
    Nothing much happened today…which I guess is a good thing.  Our scavenge team is still working on Washington Street.  I found the work we’re doing kind of fun at first (except for finding the bodies of dead residents of course), but now it’s becoming somewhat tedious.  I know that it’s necessary to sustain the town with a steady stream of supplies, but it’s starting to wear on me.  It’s not the work so much as the job sites.  It’s just so damn sad having to pilfer through people’s homes – DEAD people’s homes.  We do it over and over again each day, sorting through the remnants of their former lives, knowing that these people all had hopes, dreams, and loved ones, and that now all of that is gone.   
 
    As a nice distraction, a movie was shown at the Tivoli after dinner.  It was some Alvin and the Chipmunks flick that I’d never heard of.  I really didn’t care.  It was more for the kids and the opportunity to get my mind off things.  Not as many people come to this showing as the previous one.  I just don’t think they’re in the mood after the attack.  Chase showed up…without Erika.  Again, he sat next to me.  I found him a more pleasant distraction than the movie.  His presence was comforting.  He kept giving me little touches that sent my hormones racing.  I’m realizing that I got complacent when Chris was around.  I took for granted having him there not just for the emotional side of things but for the physical as well.  Having gone for over a month now without a man’s touch is starting to get to me.  And it’s not helping things having Chase around.  While I’m still mourning Chris, I DO still have the needs and wants of any human being.  But for now, the guilt I feel whenever I think of being with another man still tends to overwhelm any desires that might arise.   
 
    Oh yeah, about an hour or so ago, we heard several rounds of gunfire.   It took me a moment to realize what it was…the firing squad carrying out their duty of executing our two captives.  Strangely enough (or maybe not), I wasn’t that bothered by the sound or the thought of what it meant.  I’m not sure if that is a good thing or not.     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, October 17th  
 
      
 
    7:51 a.m. 
 
      
 
    It’s cold and gray outside.  The day looks like I feel.  Just peering out the window as I sit here writing makes me shiver.  Even without ever leaving our cozy apartment, I can tell that it’s one of the blustery Midwest days where the whipping wind cuts you to the bone.  I can feel the cold seeping in around the cracks in the windows.   
 
    Last night we added a couple blankets to the bed.  Little Violet was almost on top of me as we slept.  I’m going to have to bring in a few heavier blankets for winter since we don’t have any central heat.  Gerald told us the other day that he would allot propane-fed space heaters to the square’s residents once November arrived, but fuel for such heating units is in short supply, so we’ll only be allowed to use them on the chilliest of nights. 
 
    And now it’s off to work. 
 
      
 
      
 
    12:52 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I made a can of chicken noodle soup and peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for lunch.  It really hit the spot.  Dylan and I especially appreciated the warm soup after working outside all morning.  Even when we’re inside the houses scavenging, it’s cold.  The structures block the wind, which helps a little, but there’s hardly any temperature differential between outside the homes and inside.  The wind today makes it super chilly.  I’d say it’s only in the low 30s – it might even have broken into the 20s – and the wind chill makes it feel far colder.  Winter will be upon us soon.  And having one of the scavenge teams now being used for the town’s security detail means that our work gathering supplies is even more important, so we’re really pushing hard. 
 
    Guess I’d better wrap it up for now and get back to it. 
 
      
 
    P.S. – You know what’s funny?  Our little apartment has a television in it with a remote control.  Sometimes when I come home, I instinctually go for the remote before I realize that there’s no point.  I suppose it’s just one of those old habits that’s slow to die. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6:58 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dinner tonight was perfect – the perfect meal for such a day…chili. 
 
    After the kids and I finished eating, we walked over to the old armory building to pick up a couple heavy blankets.  Several generators power the building to keep perishables fresh.  They also power several washing machines and dryers, so we put in several loads of our dirty laundry while we were there.  I’ll go back later and put the clothes in the dryer.  I’ll pick the stuff up tomorrow on the way back from work at lunch time. 
 
    Edna appears to be making some real strides with Violet’s education.  I’ve noticed Violet getting much better with her numbers, handwriting, and Edna even made the big breakthrough – shoe tying (thank God!).  That process was a big enough battle with Dylan.  And while I’m a little jealous Edna gets to take credit for some of these educational benchmarks, the whole shoe-tying debacle is one of them I don’t mind her getting to handle, that’s for sure!    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, October 18th  
 
      
 
    12:12 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re off a little early for lunch today.  One of the men injured in the firefight several days ago died last night.  His name was Fred.  I didn’t know him well since he spent most of his time on the outskirts of town on security detail, but it was still a hard loss for our continually shrinking community.  This brings our death toll from the fight the other day to four.  I think the others who were injured in the fight will pull through; although, as we’re finding, things are far from being guaranteed in this new world of ours. 
 
      
 
      
 
    7:46 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Ugh…I’m glad to be done with work.  It’s been a rough week.  We have the farmers market tomorrow, but that’s more of a social event than actual work.   
 
    Right now, the kids are playing Jenga while I fold laundry.  It’s a good game for just the two of them.  They also like to play Battleship, checkers (Dylan always wins, but he’s a good sport about it), and Candyland.  I join in quite often but tend to get tired of playing games all the time in the evening.  Instead, sometimes we put on little skits.  They’re stupid, but they’re a fun way to pass the time.  We even make up songs to go along with them.  And lately, I’ve been giving the kids more time to spend at the recreation center.  Many of our neighbors hang out there in the evening, and I like to get the kids (especially Dylan since he has to work with me all day) some socializing in a casual environment where they can watch movies and play video games.  Ping pong and pool tables have now been moved in there as well.  Having a taste of how life used to be – albeit a small one – seems to be good for the kids.  I think it makes the shock of what our world has become just a little bit easier to bear.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, October 19th  
 
      
 
    3:35 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It was chilly this morning, and it hasn’t gotten much better as the day has progressed.  I put a thermometer that I found outside a house we scavenged the other day on one of our front windows that overlooks Main Street.  It read 28 degrees this morning and is currently hovering right around 36 degrees.   
 
    We moved the farmers market inside the old armory building where we could run several large space heaters to stay warm.  It was slightly busier than the past few markets I’ve attended.  I think people who live outside town are stocking up for winter.  But this is a good thing for us since they’re bringing more livestock in to be butchered, fresh milk, eggs, and canned fruits and vegetables in exchange for things like fuel, ammunition, heavier clothing, blankets, and other non-perishables.   
 
    Now that we’re home, the kids and I are going to take showers in a few minutes.  The walk over to the communal bathroom in the cold isn’t bad, but the walk back – when we’re still kind of wet – sucks! 
 
      Chase is coming for dinner tonight; then we’re all going to a movie over at the Tivoli.  I’m going to attempt to cook a few pieces of fresh chicken I picked up at the farmers market today.  After coating them in bread crumbs, I’m going to deep fry them.  I hope it works.  I don’t want to make my first culinary endeavor for Chase a losing effort.  But it’s hard when you’re cooking on a single burner.  Oh well, I’ll give it my best shot.  I have a bottle of wine, and he’s said he’d bring some scotch.  I’m not a big fan of whiskey, but if I can get a few drinks into HIM before dinner, my cooking might taste better. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, October 20th  
 
      
 
    10:02 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I still have a few minutes before church.  The kids are getting their shoes on.  It takes Violet a while, but it’s worth the wait to let her practice her lace tying. 
 
    Sorry I didn’t write more yesterday.  Once Chase arrived, I just got so busy with playing hostess and cooking dinner that I didn’t have time.  I feel so funny mentioning his name in what used to be Chris’ journal, like I’m being unfaithful or disloyal – especially when it’s about him coming over for dinner, which was an overall success (at least I THINK so).  The chicken turned out tender and the breading wasn’t soggy.  The wine was good, and Chase made me an old-fashioned, a drink I’d never had before.  It was good…strong, but good. 
 
    After we finished eating, we played board games with the kids.  Around nine, the kids went to bed.  Chase and I stayed up talking (yes, just talking…well, pretty much) until after midnight.  It was hard.  I could tell he wanted more than just good conversation.  To be honest, so did I.  But I held it together.  That’s not to say there wasn’t some kissing and a little groping, but I’d say that all things considered, I was a pretty damn good girl.  Chase is a cute guy.  And he has a rock hard body (I could tell THAT even through his clothes – I didn’t need a sneak peek).  But while my body is willing, my mind still isn’t quite there.  I just hope Chase doesn’t get put off by me slow-playing things.  I know how some men are.  If you don’t put out fast enough, they move on to someone who will.  And with Erika lurking in the shadows (even though we’re on better footing with one another now), who knows just how much Chase will be willing to put up with before he gets bored or tired of trying.  I suppose that will be the tell-tale indicator of just how much he’s really into me…so maybe my slow-play is the best move I can make right now. 
 
    I guess only time will tell. 
 
    1:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Church was good – well, as good as church can be I suppose.  Gerald talked a lot about the four people we lost in the recent attack as well as about those who had attacked us.  I think everyone is having trouble balancing their religion – or their personal morals and beliefs – with the reality that this new world is thrusting upon them.   
 
    Right and wrong, good and evil – the lines between these things have been blurred without the rules of modern society, and the structure of law and order that we were used to for so long.  Were those people that came here evil or just desperate?  Did we do the right thing by executing the ones we captured?  Should we have let them go only to have them return with the rest of the group to try and take what is ours?  Maybe we should have invited them to join us or offered them a portion of our supplies.  How do we govern moving forward?  Do we continue to let Gerald make the majority of the decisions for us?  So far, he’s done a pretty darn good job, but at what point will he become more dictator than leader?  Or will he?  Eventually, power corrupts just about anyone who holds it long enough, no matter how well intentioned they are.  Maybe it won’t matter.  Maybe we’ll all be dead long before we get to that point.  But will Gerald be the one who leads us there? 
 
    They are questions I can’t answer.  I guess they are questions only time can answer.  But how long do we wait to find out?  And do we really want to know? 
 
    For now, it’s off to Sunday dinner.  Then I think a good nap is in order. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:43 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Sunday dinner was nice.  We had several beef roasts and mashed potatoes, among assorted other items.  People seem to be in better spirits now and a bit more relaxed.  But I can tell that the attack – and the potential for a similar event – still weighs heavily on our small collective. 
 
    After dinner, since most of the community was already gathered together, we played a few games of bingo.  Dylan won one game.  His prize was several candy bars.  He was super excited.  Violet was jealous, but he shared with her, so she was happy. 
 
    Chase pulled me aside as we were leaving and asked if we would be attending tomorrow night’s movie at the Tivoli.  I told him that I’d have to check my social schedule.  I think he thought I was serious at first.  We’re both pretty comfortable with one another, and even though we work together on a daily basis, we’re still at that point in our relationship (if you can call it that) where we’re getting to know the other’s personality and sense of humor.   
 
    As I was heading out the cafeteria door with the kids, I noticed him start talking to Erika. 
 
    I hope I’m not blowing it.  Those old insecurities that came with the dating game are starting to creep in again.  I was always so confident with Chris.  I could do no wrong with him and I got complacent in maintaining my abilities to lure a man.  Now I’m starting to question whether I’ve still got ‘it’.   
 
    I remember talking to a couple younger girls at a party for one of Chris’ friends back before the flu and listening to their frustrations regarding the dating scene.  I tried (unsuccessfully) to sympathize.  I reminded them how “fun and exciting” it could be to be on the prowl – the thrill of the hunt, the nervous anticipation of what COULD be.  Neither of them thought that what they were going through was “exciting” at all and just wanted to find a good man. 
 
    Now I admit…they were right, it’s neither “fun” nor “exciting”.  Frankly…it SUCKS!  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, October 21st 
 
      
 
    7:41 a.m. 
 
      
 
    It’s another week of work.  Hopefully, things will be a little calmer than last week.  It’s slightly warmer out than it has been over the past few days.  The temperature is hovering in the mid-30s right now, and from what I can see outside, it doesn’t look too windy.  That should help us with staying warm at work. 
 
    Dylan has a pretty nasty cold, so I’m going to let him stay home today.  He’s been working hard – especially for an eight-year-old – and I don’t want him pushing it.  It’s just not worth it.  I know he’ll be missed considering that we’re already shorthanded after losing our third scavenge team, but him taking a day or two off won’t hurt our collection efforts that much. 
 
    He wants to go over to the rec center to watch movies and play video games, but I told him no.  He’s disappointed, but he needs to rest and I don’t want him spreading his germs to others.  People are still quite touchy about those who get sick.  They get nervous that it’s the initial stages of Su flu.  I told Dylan that he should just read, rest, and enjoy getting to be warm and cozy in bed all day while the rest of us work.  I made him a couple sandwiches and warmed some canned chicken noodle soup that I put in a thermos for later this morning if he wants it; otherwise, he can have it for lunch. 
 
    Now it’s time to drop Violet off and get to work.  Duty calls. 
 
      
 
      
 
    12:50 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I warmed another can of chicken noodle soup to share with Violet while Dylan ate his.  He wasn’t that hungry, but I reminded him that he needed to “starve a fever, feed a cold”.  I tanked him up on bottled orange juice and some vitamin C tablets I found in a home we searched today.   
 
    I need to go “shopping” tonight at the armory.  We’re getting a little low on our at-home supplies.  We aren’t consuming much since dinners are provided each night, but I still need to load up on things like juice mix for the kids, canned veggies, soup, peanut butter and jelly, as well as crackers.  Some real milk and a little fresh meat would be nice too.  Since we don’t have a refrigerator in our apartment, I can put the fresh supplies out on the window sill to keep them cold now that the temperatures have dropped.  
 
    On the Chase front, he seemed a little distant today…or maybe it’s just me reading too much into things.  It makes me wonder what happened with him and Erika after I left the cafeteria yesterday afternoon.  I hope they didn’t hook up.  God, listen to me.  I sound like a freakin’ teenage girl.  I’ve got to shake myself of this school-girl crush I’ve got going. 
 
    Life here is just so slow (when we’re not being attacked by armed intruders) that there’s little else to occupy my mind when I’m not working.  And when I AM working, I’m around Chase all day.  Ugh, there’s just no winning. 
 
    Speaking of work, I’d better wrap this up so I can get back.  I dosed Dylan up on some cold medicine after he finished lunch, so hopefully he’ll sleep most of the afternoon.  I hate leaving him here by himself, but I don’t have much of a choice.  Edna said she would drop by in an hour or so to check on him.  I thanked her but told her not to stay too long.  I don’t want her catching his cold, especially at her age. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:13 p.m. 
 
      
 
    A lone man arrived this afternoon.  Our security personnel stopped him at the river bridge coming in from Bloomington.  At first, they thought it was someone from the group that attacked us last week.  But after questioning him, they allowed him access to town to speak with Gerald.  I guess that after hearing what he had to say, Gerald wanted the rest of the town to hear it as well.  He asked the man to address the entire town (minus security – they’ll be informed of what he says later) this afternoon. 
 
    Now we’re all gathered in the cafeteria waiting.  I’ll write more when I have a better idea of what this is all about. 
 
      
 
    3:58 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was interesting, heartbreaking, and unnerving all at the same time.  I find myself both thankful and terribly dejected about the man’s presence here.   
 
    His name is Ronald, and he came all the way from Illinois.  When he addressed us, he explained that he had formerly been a technician at the Clinton Nuclear Generating Station in Clinton, Illinois.  He went on to say that he had worked at the power plant before the flu hit.  When people started getting sick and the flu virus began to spread exponentially, the plant was rapidly left with just a skeleton crew to keep things running.  Many employees either got sick or refused to return to work for fear of contracting the virus.  By the time it became apparent that the flu had gotten out of control and it was determined that the reactor should be shut down, Ronald and one other man were the only ones who remained well enough to maintain the station.  The problem that Ronald and Bill (the other technician) faced was that both of them were lower-level technicians and not sufficiently trained in all aspects of operating (or shutting down) a nuclear power plant.   
 
    The two men eventually moved in to live full time at the plant since they were too afraid to leave it unattended.  They spent several weeks trying to maintain the reactor until relief arrived.  But the help they were waiting for never came.  And as time passed, they came to the realization that they would have to abandon the plant either due to lack of supplies or the issues they knew would eventually arise with the reactor…or both.   
 
    And that was why Ronald was in Spencer now.  
 
    Eventually, the core temperature of the reactor began to rise.  Neither he nor Bill knew how to get it back down, and they knew the temperature would continue to rise until a meltdown became inevitable.  The two men remembered what had happened at the Chernobyl disaster in Ukraine back in the 1980s, and they understood the ramifications of the aftereffects.  The explosion from such a disaster would send a cloud of highly radioactive dust into the atmosphere, potentially killing or severely debilitating any living thing in its path.  Both Ronald and Bill felt an obligation to warn as many people as possible who remained in the eventual radioactive cloud’s potential path of the looming threat.  Therefore, they parted ways, abandoning the doomed reactor.  They each took a vehicle and extra fuel and drove east.  Ronald had been zigzagging his way from Illinois into Indiana and was headed for Ohio next, driving from town to town trying to alert as many people as possible as to what was headed their way.  He had departed the power plant nearly three days ago when he and Bill had determined that the reactor’s meltdown was inevitable.  He had no idea whether an explosion had already occurred, but what he DID know was that the prevailing winds would likely carry large amounts of radioactive dust from such a disaster right over Spencer whenever it occurred.  The affects of such high doses of radiation he said could be significant and long-lasting.  He explained that he had already warned as many of the few remaining residents of Bloomington of the impending danger as he could, and he had asked them to spread the word to anyone else that they knew.  He had then made a brief stop in Ellettsville, and was now doing the same for us. 
 
    After Ronald finished explaining the situation, Gerald took over.  He offered to feed Ronald as well as provide him a bed for a night or two where he could recover from his arduous trek (the poor man didn’t look like he’d slept in days).  While Ronald was grateful for the offer, he said he had to continue spreading the word to as many people as possible.  He told us that the people who had managed to survive the flu had already suffered enough and that life was hard enough now without being afflicted with the horrors that large doses of radioactive material would bear with it.  He went on to say that he felt it his duty as an employee of the power station and his obligation as a human being to save as many people from the harmful affects of the radiation as he could. 
 
    The poor man.  I feel bad for him.  He seems to be taking responsibility for what is happening even though it’s not his fault.  I thank God for his efforts, though.  I can only imagine what horrors we might have to endure had he not informed us of what is coming. 
 
    Gerald has now called a town meeting scheduled for five o’clock at the courthouse to discuss the information Ronald has brought to our attention.  He has dispatched messengers to contact as many of those living outside of town as they can find. 
 
    6:27 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Our regular communal dinner was canceled for tonight.  Instead, a sandwich bar was hastily erected at the courthouse outside the courtroom where our meeting regarding the looming nuclear disaster was held.  There was ham and cheese, peanut butter and jelly, some chicken salad, slices of beef, individual-sized bags of chips, condiments, and bottled water.  People collected their food before entering the courtroom for the meeting. 
 
    Once the majority of the town was settled (minus the few sentries we left on guard duty to protect the roads into town), Gerald began.  There were around 20 people from outside the town who had arrived for the meeting as well.   
 
    Gerald started by rehashing the information Ronald had relayed to us for those who hadn’t been present for the prior meeting.  After he was done, he opened the floor for thoughts and comments from the group.  As we went around the room, it soon became apparent that a minority of our people was of the opinion that Ronald, and the message he delivered, might just be a ruse by the group who had previously attacked us.  They thought it could be a well-though-out plan to get us to let our guard down or just abandon the town completely.   
 
    This theory was quickly dispelled by some very astute observations by Chase and Gerald.  First, they pointed out that they had checked Ronald’s identification.  He had an Illinois driver’s license with a home address in Clinton, Illinois.  Second, he also had on him an identification badge with his picture on it from the nuclear power plant where he said he’d been employed.  And while such identification could be forged, it seemed unlikely.  Third, Chase raised the question as to why Ronald would come to warn us to leave the town, giving us time to load up a large portion of our supplies to take with us, if the intent of the outsiders who had attacked us was to obtain supplies.  It didn’t make any sense.  If he was part of a group that wanted what we had, they would either have attempted another attack or used a ploy that wouldn’t have involved giving us time to take our supplies with us.  Someone pointed out that they might just be after the remaining supplies in the homes we’d yet to scavenge, but most everyone agreed that it wasn’t worth chancing the effects of the radiation possibly headed our way to find out.  
 
    After everyone who wanted to be heard on the issue had their chance to talk, the majority of the people in attendance agreed that Ronald was apparently legit and was speaking the truth regarding the disaster heading our way.  We took a vote to find out the group’s attitude toward the situation – “real” or “ruse” – and almost everyone voted “real”.  Even after the vote; however, there were still a few people who grumbled that this was just a way to get us out of town so that the group could scavenge what remained.  For these people, Gerald noted that they were welcome to stay and risk being exposed to deadly amounts of radiation to find out, but that he was of the mindset that we shouldn’t take such a risk.  He therefore put it the decision to another vote – “stay” or “go”. 
 
    After more debating, we voted almost unanimously to “go”.  It was a sobering vote to say the least and one that we realized would throw our lives into turmoil.  If this is just a scam by those outsiders trying to take what we have, it’s brilliant.  While I really don’t think it is, there’s no way to know for sure.  And dismissing Ronald’s warning could kill or debilitate us all in terrible fashion.     
 
    After the vote was taken, we then debated how and where we would go.  The first idea was to form a large convoy and head south.  It was the one direction that would take us away from the potential radioactive cloud that would be moving west to east, and at the same time, toward warmer weather. 
 
    The concern about this move was that we would likely encounter roadblocks like the ones we had in place around Spencer along our way.  And then of course there was the potential for roadside bandits or marauding gangs.  And who knew what lurked around larger cities.  I had already related my experience traveling through Indianapolis by rail, so I can only imagine what it would be like by vehicle.   
 
    Then there was the question of how many running vehicles it would take to transport all our people and supplies, not to mention the issue of having to fuel them all. 
 
    While I was sitting, listening to all this, it got me thinking, and eventually brought me around to mentioning the train.  It was still operational, still had plenty of fuel, and it could provide a safe, sturdy, and relatively secluded way to travel that could efficiently haul plenty of people and materials.  
 
     Gerald liked the idea, and thought it our best course of action, especially considering the railway leaving Spencer continued south once it reached the outskirts of town.  From that point, the line continued past Freedom and into Greene County, but once there, no one really knew exactly where it would take us.  To the majority of the group, it didn’t matter, as long as it got us away from the imminent danger apparently headed our way. 
 
    Therefore, after another quick, and again, nearly unanimous vote, it was decided that the train the kids and I had arrived on would be our chosen mode of departure.   
 
    Those living outside the town were given the options of joining us on our journey, relocating on their own or staying put.  The same options were given to those residing inside the town; although, I doubt very much that any of us will be staying. 
 
    After a brief recess in which Gerald met with Chase and several others, a schedule was announced for our departure preparations.  Every person would be allowed a single suitcase of personal belongings to make more room for supplies aboard the train.  It was announced that a break would be given after the meeting adjourned (a break we’re currently on as I write this) to allow people to return to their homes and gather their belongings. 
 
    No one knows for sure – even Ronald – how long we have, so we aren’t leaving it to chance.  We are all to meet back at the courthouse at eight o’clock and will work in shifts throughout the night to get things moved from our supply depots and loaded onto the train.  I’ve been assigned the first shift that goes from eight tonight until midnight.  I figure that Violet and Dylan can work with me until around nine or so, and then I’ll send them home to sleep while I finish up.  I’m to be back at six tomorrow morning.  Gerald says there will be time for people to sleep once everything is loaded and we’re on our way.  He makes a good point.  We need to get as much loaded aboard the train and get moving as quickly as possible.  There likely won’t be any way to know when the first traces of radiation start to reach us, and we don’t want to unwittingly expose ourselves. 
 
    This whole thing comes as a complete shock.  I think everyone is still absorbing the entirety of the situation.  It has really blindsided us.  I mean, the attack last week was one thing.  We could all foresee something like that happening even though it DID catch us by surprise.  But this?  Who could have guessed such a calamity would befall our town?  I think even Gerald was caught off guard. 
 
    So it looks like we’ll soon be on the move again.  Here I thought we’d found our new home…but I was wrong.  At least THIS time we’ll have more supplies to keep us fed along our journey…AND we’ll have companions.       
 
    For now, I’m going to help the kids finish packing their suitcases.  In an attempt to be positive about the whole situation, at least we get to leave with a suitcase full of stuff.  It’s certainly more than we arrived with. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, October 22nd  
 
      
 
    5:44 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Everyone worked their tails off last night.  And as I look out of our windows through the darkness of the pre-dawn hours and across Main Street to where the railroad tracks run, I see nothing but piles and piles of supplies waiting to be loaded aboard the train that sits idle alongside the courthouse.   
 
    Guess they were busy last night after I finished my shift. 
 
    Gerald got us generator-fed lights to work by last night and most of my shift was spent loading and hauling supplies from the armory.  Another team worked bringing stuff from the post office, and another worked taking supplies out of the old library.  Another group moved refrigeration units onto the train to store our cold goods. 
 
    It also appears that Gerald has gotten the train reorganized with the boxcars all moved closest to the engine and the coal cars placed to the rear.  I’m guessing that he had Hank (the man with prior work experience on trains) handle that late last night. 
 
    I find myself filled with a strong sense of nervous anticipation.  I remember having this same sort of feeling as a kid preparing to leave for vacation – the difference now is that it’s more nervousness and less excitement.  There’s no telling where this next stint of our apparently extended post-flu adventure is going to take us.  It’s not something I was expecting, and not something I’m particularly looking forward to.  I was actually finding myself settling quite nicely into our new life in Spencer.  With the exception of the attack last week, which sadly was tame compared to our experiences in Chicago, and missing Chris, I was reasonably content here. 
 
    But I’m doing my damnedest to go into this with a positive outlook.  There are too many negative emotions flowing through me right now to do otherwise.  I think I would have been quite happy settling in and spending the rest of my life here with the kids…and possibly with Chase.  But now I find myself uprooted again with no clear picture of what lies ahead.  But it’s really not about me.  I feel terrible for the children, although I think that at their ages, they’re actually a bit more adaptable to such changes.  As long as they have food to eat, a few games and toys to play with, and maybe a friend or two, they seem to be reasonably content.  I know that they’re still dealing with the effects of not having a dad around (heck, I’m dealing with the effects of not having a HUSBAND around), but there isn’t anything I can do about that right now.  Chase has helped fill the void a little bit, but it’s not the same as having Chris here.  It’s strange; when I have dreams, many of them still take place in Chicago, back in our old life before the flu.  Chris is usually there, but not always.  I wonder how long it will take before those memories start to fade…or if they ever will. 
 
    Sometimes I think back to the last moments I spent with Chris, both when he was alive and once he was already dead.  Then I think about what happened to him, to his body, after I left him in our condo.  Is he still there, decomposing alone in our old torn and tattered kitchen?  Is our condo building even still standing or was it burned to the ground?  Is his body now buried under a pile of bricks and rubble? 
 
    God, what terrible thoughts.  Why do I have them and why are they coming up now?  I need to focus on the job at hand – helping to get the kids, myself, and the rest of the town safely away from this place before we’re all green-glowing malformed monsters.  I’m going to be late to work if I don’t move my tail.  It looks like a light snow has begun to fall.  Great – perfect weather to work in.  
 
      
 
      
 
    11:14 a.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m on my lunch break.  There are sandwiches, cookies, hot coffee, and hot chocolate set up inside the courthouse so that people can grab a bite to eat and get back to work.  Dylan is here with me.  Violet helped for a while, but she kept getting in the way and then she started complaining that she was cold so Edna offered to watch her. 
 
    I’m pretty exhausted, especially after being up late last night and then up again early this morning, but we’re all pushing hard to get as much stuff as possible loaded on the train.  We want to be on our way by early this afternoon – 3 p.m. is our target – to stay ahead of the radiation that’s supposedly headed toward us. 
 
    When the sky starts glowing green, I guess that’ll be our cue that it’s too late. 
 
    I’m sitting here on the courthouse steps watching several forklifts load pallets of supplies inside the boxcars.  It’s cold, but I’m still warm from working.  Dylan and I have been assigned to the inside of one of the boxcars where we offload supplies from pallets, stack them inside the car, and then secure them with bungee cords and ropes.  Down the way, there are several lifts and a small crane being used to lower bulkier objects or things that will weather the open air better – containers of gasoline, propane, generators, tools, etc. – down into the coal cars.  The bottoms of several of these cars were fitted with plywood and grated metal sheeting so that we could put livestock into them.  There are some pigs, goats, a couple cows, and several crates of chickens.  Big tarps are being used to cover the tops to help keep the animals dry and warm.  It almost looks like the circus has come to town. 
 
    There’s another train car – one of several being used to haul most of our residents – where the luggage is being loaded.  People are lined up in a sort of fire brigade tossing bags to one another and then up to people loading them inside the car.  It all reminds me of scenes of Jewish refugees preparing to be herded onto trains during the Holocaust. 
 
    I certainly hope our ride is more comfortable and has a better ending. 
 
    There were several empty boxcars left on the east side of town, an industrial part of Spencer.  They have been linked to our train to give us some additional carrying capacity.  With all the supplies we have, and now with the 20 extra residents from outside town, we’ll need the space.  Of the 20 new arrivals, I’d say about 15 or 16 are men, and the other four are women.  They’ll all adults.  Most of them look to be at least in their 40s or older.  From what I’ve heard, the remaining county residents who didn’t join us on the train mostly decided to attempt to link up with friends or family members in other parts of the state or country. 
 
    It’s good that we have a lot of supplies.  It looks like we’ll need them with these extra people.  We were going through a lot of food and water with 40 people; now we’re up to 60.  Gerald has sent a small team of people to the well outside town to collect as many containers of clean drinking water as they can fill before our departure.  We’ve also refilled the train’s water tank. 
 
    It’s amazing to see all the stuff we’ve collected on our scavenging missions.  It didn’t seem like all that much since we were accumulating it a truck full at a time and then stashing it away in our supply depots.  But now that it’s all been hauled out and piled before the train, the amount is impressive.  There are guns, ammunition, tools, blankets, clothing, medical supplies, toiletries and paper products (several portable toilets have been loaded inside the boxcars too), feed for the animals, bottled water, a vast array of canned and pre-packaged foods, and just about anything we think we might need to make a home for ourselves in a new location.  That’s good.  Having to hit the rails again and find a new home – that may or may not have the supplies we had here – means we could be in for a long, hard winter. 
 
    I just pray this isn’t a gimmick and that Ronald wasn’t associated with the group that attacked us earlier.  If he was, now would be a perfect time to strike.  We only have a couple lookouts posted on the outskirts of town since everyone else is involved in the evacuation efforts. 
 
    Everyone who knows how to handle a firearm is carrying one right now and will continue to do so once aboard the train.  According to Gerald, each car will have several lookouts.  A heavier security detail will be placed aboard the engine to guard against the possibilities of an armed takeover.  
 
    Well, I’d better get back to work.  They need every hand on deck, and Dylan and I have finished our sandwiches. 
 
      
 
      
 
    2:27 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m taking another brief break from our loading efforts.  We’re getting close to wrapping things up.  It’s definitely a communal effort.  Everyone is giving it their all to ensure we get as many of our supplies loaded and out of harm’s way as possible.  Edna even took the kids over to the well to help fill water jugs – a perfect job for them.   
 
    Who knows how long we will have to go before we find a new spot to settle.  It might only be a day or two…or it could be weeks.  My question is, when we find it, will others already be there?  And if so, how happy will they be to see us? 
 
    While the rest of the country may have been hit just as hard as Chicago and Spencer by the flu, there are likely survivors just about anywhere we’ll go.  And I doubt they’ll greet us with open arms.  I’ve seen just how willing WE are to accept outsiders here (and we’re good people), so I can only imagine what other places are like – probably more like Chicago. 
 
    Personally, I’d like to find another small town just like Spencer (preferably uninhabited).  But I’m not sure how realistic that desire is.   
 
    As I sit here writing (I’m inside the courthouse, drinking a cup of coffee), I’m watching the work proceed outside through one of the windows.  The last few preparations are being made, the final supplies loaded inside the freight cars, and extension cords run from outlets aboard the engine back to where several large refrigeration units are set up inside the lead boxcar. 
 
    It’s all extremely depressing – a very somber affair.  I find myself feeling quite down about our situation and sad about leaving Spencer – and WE’VE only been here about a month!  I can only imagine what it’s like for longer-term residents.  I guess I can relate since we were forced from our home in Chicago.  That was hard enough, but I hadn’t lived there that long compared to many of the people here.  Quite a few of them have been born, lived, and had planned on dying in Spencer.   There are a lot of quiet tears being shed while people continue their work.  These are good people, hard-working people, people that understand they’ll likely never see their homes or their home town again but are resigned to get on with life and start anew.   
 
    Watching the last few suitcases coming in from stragglers among the group – those who haven’t had time to pack until the last minute like Gerald and Chase – and being loaded aboard the train, those mental images of the Jewish refugees of WWII keep flashing to mind.  I try to push them away in favor of more positive thoughts.  I can only hope our outlook is brighter.  If only they had known what was coming, I bet they would have done things differently.  I hope that doesn’t foreshadow what lies ahead for us. 
 
    I feel like we’re dystopian refuges fleeing for our lives.  I guess I’d rather think of us as pandemic pioneers setting out to seek and hopefully to settle a new world.   
 
    Right now, I have that odd feeling like I’m forgetting something.  That’s because I probably am.  It’s a feeling like right before you leave for vacation and you’re sorting through that mental list trying to make sure you don’t leave your toothbrush behind or forget you’re cell phone.  I just hope that collectively we remember everything we need to make our resettlement transition as seamless as possible.  As long as I have the kids, that’s all that really matters.  At least we can’t leave with any less than we arrived with. 
 
    This sucks.  I was really starting to get attached to Spencer.  I suppose I’d better finish this entry.  It looks like people are starting to board the train.  Gerald has asked me and the kids to ride up front to start the trip.  I’m finally feeling kind of important.  He said that I have more time than anyone else actually operating a freight engine (which is kind of scary when I stop and think about it, but he’s right).   Even Hank, the guy who has experience working on the railroad, hasn’t spent as much time as I have actually driving one.  He started as a freight loader and then moved into more of the logistics side.  It’s nice having these people counting on me, but kind of scary too.  I think the kids like it, especially Dylan.  He’s strutting around here like he’s king of the roost.  It makes me feel proud…like we’re finally necessary.  I haven’t felt that way since we arrived – just the opposite in fact.  I’ve almost felt like we’ve been a drain on the town’s resources.  Even though Dylan and I have been earning our keep through contributing our labor to the scavenging efforts, I never felt like the town actually NEEDED us for any reason.  We were just more physical labor…extra pairs of hands.  I know it’s stupid, but now I can bring something to the table that no one else can.  It’s a nice feeling. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    4:11 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We were a little late getting started, but now we’re on our way, riding the rails (once again for some of us, for the first time for most).  But ALL of us are headed into the unknown together.   
 
    We just passed through the town of Freedom, cruising along at a steady 15 miles an hour – not too fast, not too slow.  We don’t want to dawdle with a nuclear dust cloud headed our way.  We’ve been snaking alongside the White River since beginning our route south.  After speaking with Gerald before our departure, we’ve decided to adopt my own personal travel strategy.  We’re traveling slow enough to be able to pick up any Owen County residents who might decide they’d like to accept a last-minute ride, but fast enough that we can kick it into high gear to escape any danger.   
 
    We have security details on all the cars, and right now, everyone is still on edge.  For some people, this is their first time traveling on a train, so there is also a little nervous excitement.  We’ve cut small ports in the sides of the boxcars for ventilation and so people feel less claustrophobic.  Dylan wants to go play lookout on the engine’s catwalk, but between his lingering cold and the ever-present possibility of danger, I’ve told him to help us by keeping lookout inside the relative safety of the engine.   
 
    I find myself filled with an odd mixture of hope, fear, anticipation, and dread.  I want to find a new place to settle, but I fear what we’ll discover when we arrive.  It seems like we had finally gotten settled in Spencer, and suddenly, here we are, in almost the same situation we were in just a month ago.  Will we ever find a place we can finally call home again? 
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    Saturday, October 26th 
 
      
 
    7:41 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He died in my arms.  I didn’t even know his name, but the life faded from his eyes as I held him.   
 
    I’ve seen someone die before; hell, I’ve even killed someone, but I’ve never witnessed the actual moment when the spark that makes a person a person departs their earthly vessel.  I’ve never seen those final moments of life slip slowly from their body, never heard their last breath…and that soft, almost inaudible death sigh.  And I never realized that a person’s chin goes slack right after.  It all makes for an interesting and intensely macabre event that I know will forever be etched into my memory.  
 
    I realized the mistake as we were making it that cost this man his life.  I realized it, because unlike those I’m traveling with, I’d been through a post-pandemic city before.  I knew what potentially lay in wait.  The others didn’t (even though I told them), but they learned fast.   
 
    It’s just a shame that it was already too late. 
 
    After departing Spencer, Indiana several days ago, we chugged steadily (and largely undisturbed) past the remnants of the once civilized world.  We forged onward through southern Indiana, then Kentucky, and on into Tennessee. 
 
    During that time, we saw very few places that looked right for us settle.  A couple towns (if you could call them that) were far too small to provide a group our size of over 60 people the necessities for long-term survival.  Other locations (after quick inspection) appeared too far from reliable water sources.  Several more spots were too large and made it obvious they weren’t looking for new residents – the random gunfire the train took passing through these spots told us that.   
 
    Finding a new place to call home is not turning out to be as simple as we thought. 
 
    Along our travels, we have however picked up a few additional supplies.  These items came by way of several abandoned train cars we discovered alongside the tracks and that we added to our nine-car train.  One car was loaded with new SUVs, another carried stacks of two-by-fours, and the last was a tanker full of oil.  It took us some time to attach these cars to our own train, but we felt the time and effort would prove worthwhile down the road (or should I say, down the “tracks”).  While none of these supplies will do much good in the near term, they might prove valuable once we settle.  We could use them ourselves or barter with other communities for necessary supplies. 
 
    It wasn’t until we reached Nashville, Tennessee that we detected any real signs of life.  Up to that point, the rails had guided us largely through rural areas and small towns.  I think that most of those aboard our train were unprepared for what we were to encounter in a larger city.  I had described to them my prior travels by rail from Chicago, through Indianapolis, and on to Spencer.  I told them about the fires burning in Indianapolis and explained how the smoke from these fires was visible well before the train began taking gunfire when traveling through the city.   
 
    But on our approach to Nashville, there was no smoke.  I think those leading our group like Gerald and Chase took this to mean the situation in the city was safer than what I had described and that it might even have been abandoned completely.        
 
    They were wrong…VERY wrong! 
 
    The first sign of trouble came when…oh, Violet needs me.  I’ll write more in a bit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:53 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Sorry about that.  I think Violet has picked up her brother’s cold now that he’s finally over it.  She needed some tissue to blow her nose and then wanted me to stay with her until she fell asleep.  We’ve abandoned our positions up front in the engine for more comfortable spots with the other townspeople in one of the boxcars. 
 
    Anyway, back to what happened yesterday in Nashville. 
 
    During our approach to the city, things remained quiet.  Even as we entered the city’s outskirts, we saw very few signs of life.   
 
    It wasn’t until we got closer to the heart of the city that things started to break down.  The train was cruising along at a consistent 15 miles an hour, the same speed at which we’d left Spencer, and the speed we’d maintained for the majority of our trek south.  But as soon as we began taking a smattering of gunfire, I advised Gerald to increase our speed to between 25 and 30 miles an hour.  I explained that this would not only help us escape the danger faster, but at this speed, it would make it difficult for anyone on foot to board the train.  He heeded my advice, but it takes time for a train to double its speed.  Before – when the kids and I traveled through Indianapolis – we were only a train of six cars, all of them empty.  Now we were a train of 12 cars, all of which were packed with people and supplies.  With the added weight of the vehicles, lumber, and oil we’d accumulated along our trip south, it meant that it took our lone engine longer to accelerate than I think any of us expected. 
 
    While our slower speed was certainly a factor in the trouble we encountered in Nashville, I don’t think it was what hurt us the most.  In fact, I think that most of the light gunfire we were taking initially was random – a person or two taking occasional potshots at us for the pure delight of having been presented with such a large target.  I think what REALLY hurt us was that the guards and lookouts we had posted on the train’s exterior began to return fire in force.  As soon as we realized this, I quickly told Gerald to radio them to hold their fire until direct threats to the train were encountered.  I thought that if we just laid low, hunkered down, and rode this out, the attention the moving train was drawing wouldn’t amount to much.  But it was already too late.  The sound of gunfire being exchanged seemed to draw anyone and everyone who was looking for trouble.  Like moths to a flame, it lured more and more spectators to see what was going on, making a bad situation substantially worse. 
 
    I was amazed at how heavily armed many of these people were.  Everything from handguns to shotguns and assault rifles could be seen among those rushing toward the tracks.  You name it, and they seemed to be shooting at us with it.  But by this time, we’d gained enough speed to outpace these people…at least the ones on foot.  And while we were taking a fair amount of gunfire, for some reason, most of it thankfully appeared to be directed toward the rear of the train.  I initially guessed that this was because at nearly 30 miles an hour, by the time most people reached the tracks, the engine and lead cars of our train were already past them.  I was wrong, but at the time, this was my theory. 
 
    What we weren’t able to outrun were the two pickup trucks and an SUV that had joined the fray and saddled up alongside us.  The tracks we were traveling on ran right beside, and level with, a city street.  From their vehicles, several armed men managed to board the lead cars of the train, including the engine.  A vicious firefight broke out as Gerald and Chase led our security forces against these armed intruders.  I had Dylan and Violet shelter in the safety of the engine’s tiny bathroom while I was hunkered at the train’s controls, only able to sneak an occasional quick peek down the rails ahead for fear of a bullet coming in through the engine’s windows.       
 
    I pushed our speed even higher in an effort to lose the vehicles keeping pace with us, but they maintained their positions.  Worse yet, the people who remained in those vehicles were pouring a ferocious amount of gunfire into the sides of our trailing freight cars.  This terrified me since this was where the majority of our townspeople were sheltering.  And while the sides of the boxcars are steel, it doesn’t mean they are immune to bullets. 
 
    Incredibly, our defenders were able to fend off the attack; however, several of our security detail had been shot, one of whom I mentioned earlier (the one who died in my arms).  Another man was killed instantly when he was struck in the head by a bullet, and two more were badly wounded.  But this didn’t end our list of casualties.  The vehicles pursuing us managed to shoot up the train pretty good.  Some of the larger caliber weapons penetrated our boxcars.  Three of our townspeople were wounded and another killed – Agnes was her name.  I had only spoken to her at length one time, back at the Fall Harvest Festival in Spencer.  She seemed nice enough – a married, middle-aged woman.  Her husband, Lamar, isn’t taking the loss well.  Who can blame him?  I’ve spoken to him several times since her passing in an attempt to console him.  I know what it’s like to lose a spouse under similar circumstances.  He has been very appreciative of my efforts. 
 
    Another woman, Chloe, was blinded in one eye by shrapnel from several bullets that ripped a jagged piece of steel from the wall of the boxcar in which she was riding.  She’s despondent about the loss of sight, but she’ll live, and that’s the main thing. 
 
     And older man (Frank), and a younger woman (Jessica, I think her name is), both received flesh wounds from bullets, but they’ve been treated and it looks like they’ll be okay.   
 
    Our mistake passing through Nashville was not the use of the train.  I’m 100 percent positive that trying to make it through the city using vehicles would have borne far worse results.  No, our mistake was the utilization of our weapons when it wasn’t necessary.  We should have let the few people taking shots at the train continue to do so.  Returning fire only riled the rest of the hornet nest and brought them swarming.  It was a valuable, but at the same time, costly lesson.  But this wasn’t the only thing we learned.  Once we got far enough outside the city to stop and lick our wounds, I pulled Chase aside and asked him to check something…something that had been nagging at me even during the firefight.   
 
    After a few minutes, he came back and confirmed my theory.  We’d been hauling a far too inviting target.  His inspection determined that a large portion of the attackers’ bullets had struck the oil tanker car.  It was then that I knew for sure what a poor decision attaching a rolling bomb to the end of our train was and how lucky we were that it had survived the impacts of those rounds and not burst into flames or exploded.   
 
    After talking with Gerald, we decided that even though it could prove extremely valuable, we should uncouple the tanker car and leave it behind.  The loss of this extra weight would also make the train lighter and increase our acceleration time should we again encounter trouble.   
 
    Now that we’ve made it through Nashville, we have to decide what our next step is.  We’re currently stopped in a secluded valley a fair distance from the city, which is both good and bad.  It’s good because we’re not being shot at, but it’s bad because once again, it doesn’t present a feasible option for establishing a settlement.  The terrain has started becoming more mountainous, and we’re seeing fewer and fewer towns along the rail line since having passed Nashville. 
 
    Tomorrow, we’re going to have a town meeting to decide whether to stay here for a few more days or continue to forge ahead into the unknown.  I’m of the mindset that we keep going and just get this trip over with.  The sooner we can find a place to call home again, the sooner we can begin to fortify ourselves against the type of danger we encountered in Nashville.  We need another Spencer – a spot with a town square or similar defensible living location that can accommodate a sizeable number of people would be perfect.   
 
    On the personal side of things, Chase and I have both been so busy on this trip that there’s been little time for socializing.  When we do talk, it’s mostly business.  But I’m glad to see that we can interact well in that area too.  For the time being, he and Gerald seem to be treating me almost like a group leader now.  I guess I earned their respect with my knowledge of how to operate (sort of) the freight engine, as well as with the advice that helped us survive the outsiders’ attack back in Spencer.  Being on a more equal footing increases my confidence regarding the prospects of entering a relationship with Chase.  Before, I kind of felt like he viewed me more as a sex object (the timid woman with two kids – a damsel in distress sort of scenario) even though he knew I had escaped the dangers of Chicago and made it all the way to Spencer on my own.  But even though he KNEW it, he hadn’t BEEN there.  Now I’ve proven that I’m more than just a pretty face.  He’s seen that I have a brain and some guts to back it up.  I still don’t know if that will be enough of a foundation to build a future with him, but hell, it can’t hurt…can it?  I guess that some men are put off by strong women.  I just hope Chase isn’t one of them. 
 
    Dylan and Violet are holding steadfast…my little troopers.  As I mentioned earlier, I think Violet has her brother’s cold; but otherwise, they seem to be weathering this current storm reasonably well…as well as can be expected.  I just thank my lucky stars that they were in the engine with me when the shooting began.  Not only did the engine protect them from the bullets, but it also sheltered them from the horrors of people being wounded inside the boxcars.  Poor Travis (Erika’s five-year-old son) was sitting right beside Chloe when the shrapnel took her eye.  There was plenty of blood, and from what I hear, Chloe presented a fairly gruesome sight right after the injury.  I guess it shook up little Travis pretty bad.   
 
    The initial excitement that came with riding in the engine has now faded for the kids.  They were actually excited when I moved them back to the boxcar with Edna after we made it through Nashville.  There they can play games, read books, and have access to the toys they brought with them.  It takes some of the strain off me too, since now I can focus solely on helping Gerald and Chase drive the train. 
 
    Okay, enough for now.  My hand is going to fall off if I don’t quite writing.  I wanted to get a lot down now, since depending on how the vote goes tomorrow morning, we could find ourselves on the move again shortly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, October 27th  
 
      
 
    10:10 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This will be quick.  The vote passed in favor of moving on.  We’re currently in the thick of the Tennessee mountains, heading south and slightly east.  While the scenery is beautiful, we’re not seeing much in the way of potential living locations.  I think I’d like it here if we could find a good spot.  I’ve never given much thought to living in Tennessee, but from the looks of things, I think I could call it home.  
 
    While morale seems to be holding among our townspeople – even after Nashville – I’m not sure how much longer that will last.  Being away from one’s home can be hard under the best of conditions, but being displaced under the threat of a radioactive dust cloud can test even the strongest of individuals.  At least we have plenty of food and water…and we have one another.  But with almost 60 mouths to feed, even the sizeable stock of supplies we have on hand will go fast.  The portable toilets we brought along are already nearing their capacity.  They’ll have to be dealt with soon as they are starting to smell pretty ripe.    
 
    A steady snow is starting to fall as I write this.  It’s beautiful, but it’s also one of the downsides of staking a claim in this part of the country.  We’re still not far enough south to escape harsher winter conditions.   
 
    We’re cruising at a steady 15 miles an hour.  The grade of the rails is starting to increase.  Hank (who knows a little about trains) said that there’s a way to release sand onto the rails to increase traction if necessary, but none of us know exactly how to do that.  It’s the project of the morning.  Guess I should get back to helping them try to figure it out. 
 
    Oh, and by the way, Chase asked me about my journal.  I didn’t want to get into the real reason why I am keeping it.  I don’t want to discuss with him how it makes me feel closer to Chris, my wonderful husband who sacrificed his life to save his family.  Instead, I explained my entries as being my way to jot reminders and thoughts about the future…hopes, dreams, that kind of stuff.  He nodded as if he understood, but then promptly dropped the subject, which tells me he probably didn’t.  Just as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:12 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m going to try to get to bed here in a couple minutes, once I’m finished writing.  It will be an early morning and I want to be well rested for the day ahead.   
 
    We’re currently sitting idle about two miles outside Chattanooga.  We’re going to wait until dawn to attempt passing through the city.  We figure that most of the habitants will be asleep at this time.  This will hopefully increase our chances of avoiding the type of scenario we encountered in Nashville. 
 
    In the meantime, we’ve sent a small scouting party ahead to check out the situation.  They were instructed to keep their distance from populated areas if possible and to avoid anything that looks like trouble.  I just pray they don’t take any unnecessary chances.  The last thing we need is more casualties, or worse yet, the scouts being followed on their way back to the train by ill-intentioned outsiders. 
 
    Dinner was leftover ham and dehydrated mashed potatoes.  It wasn’t the best meal in the world, but it was warm and filling.   
 
    I’m helping guard the train tonight.  My shift runs from 3 a.m. until dawn.  Almost all our people (those who aren’t injured at least) are assigned to guard duty or a maintenance crew at some time throughout the night.  I think Nashville was a real revelation, and our people finally realized just what the outside world is like.  They’ve lived in their happy little hamlet, in relative seclusion, since the flu.  With exception of the several incursions by outsiders seeking supplies, Spencer weathered the post-flu environment fairly well.  The citizens weren’t exposed to the types of things I saw back in Chicago.  Now they’ve seen first hand what they’re up against, especially in bigger cities.   
 
    Due to that harsh education, our maintenance teams are working to affix several steel plates we found alongside the tracks to the interior walls of the boxcars.  This will provide additional protection from bullets for those riding inside. 
 
    Okay, enough writing for right now.  I have to be up early, and tomorrow could be another Nashville, so I want to be rested and ready…if one CAN be ready for such circumstances.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, October 28th  
 
      
 
    7:02 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, that was an interesting turn of events, and for once, things appear to have gone in our favor…at least that’s the way it seems right now.   
 
    As I write, the kids and I are enjoying a breakfast of biscuits and jam served with coffee for the adults and hot cocoa for the kids.  Violet seems to be getting over the cold she picked up from Dylan, but she still has a runny nose.  I keep telling her to stop wiping it on her sleeve, but from the looks of the crusted edges of her sweatshirt, she’s not listening.  That’s a five-year-old for you. 
 
    So anyway, back to this interesting set of events.  Late last night, our scouting party returned.  They reported that they made contact with leaders of the group that has organized the majority of Chattanooga’s remaining residents.  These leaders informed our scouts that they represented about 80 to 90 percent of the city’s survivors. 
 
    Lamar – the member of our group who lost his wife in the Nashville attack – offered to lead the scouting expedition.  I think that without her, he feels he has little to lose.  He said that the leaders of the city seem a reasonable lot.  While both sides were initially wary of one another (which is certainly understandable in the post-flu world), their meeting was civilized.  I guess that’s about the best that can be hoped for these days. 
 
    Lamar went on to relay to us that apparently the remaining residents of Chattanooga are meeting with the same sorts of issues we encountered back in Spencer.  Their main duties revolve around finding food and fresh water, staying warm in the falling temperatures, fending off outside groups searching for supplies, keeping conditions sanitary, and trying to ensure that people remain relatively content with their new and substantially more difficult post-flu lives.  Lamar said that after some time spent getting to know one another – that included rehashing brief post-flu histories on both sides as well as enjoying several introductory drinks – an agreement was reached with the city leaders.  One of these leaders is a priest who Lamar said added to the level of trust he felt toward them.  While pertinent details regarding our group and its current location weren’t divulged, Lamar explained to the city representatives that we had supplies to barter in exchange for safe harbor in Chattanooga.  But the leaders of the city said that weren’t looking for more residents.  They did however say that they would allow us several nights within the city limits and would guarantee our safety (as much as safety can be guaranteed these days) in exchange for a reasonable amount of bartered material.  
 
    Lamar said he neither accepted nor declined the offer, saying that he would relay the offer to the rest of our group.  The city leaders understood but also explained that should we attempt some sort of action against them, they were fully prepared to defend the city with deadly force. 
 
    So the issue to stay or go is now being put to a vote.   
 
    There’s no guarantee that the people of Chattanooga are being truthful regarding their intentions to let us reside (albeit temporarily) peacefully within their city limits.  But having that option would give us the chance to catch our collective breath.  We could empty the portable toilets and re-supply our fresh water.   
 
    Who knows, we might even make a good enough impression on the existing population for them to let us stay indefinitely.   
 
      
 
      
 
    9:07 a.m. 
 
      
 
    The vote to give Chattanooga a chance passed 42 in favor to 17 against (the kids get votes in these decisions too).  Gerald took Lamar, Chase, and several others back to town to negotiate the exact terms of our bartered payment.  Hank, Erika and I have stayed behind.  We have been left with the instructions that should they not return by noon, we are to get the train and the rest of our people moving again, push through town as quickly as possible, and stop again (if the situation presents itself) ten miles past the other side of the city limits.  Gerald said to give them a day and they’d catch up with us…if they could.  That’s the plan at least.  Hopefully I won’t have to execute it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:01 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Eleven o’clock and no sign of the negotiation team.  Still an hour to go before our set departure time.  God I hope they’re okay.  I’m trying to remain calm.  I’m just worried.  What if something has happened to them?  What if they were just waylaid and I end up leaving them here? 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:34 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Now I’m really starting to sweat.  I figured our negotiators would be back by now.  What could be taking them so long?  It’s not that far into town.  They could just be having trouble hashing out the exact terms of the agreement.  Maybe they were taken hostage.  Will I have to negotiate their release?  My mind is swimming with possibilities.  And I’m suddenly realizing that I’m much more concerned about Chase’s well being than I thought I’d be. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:43 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Thank God!  Gerald and the rest of the group are back safely.  I know I already mentioned it, but I was far more concerned about Chase being away than I thought I’d be.  I know there are feelings there, but a part of me doesn’t want to get any closer to him in such an unstable world.  
 
    I guess the group worked out an agreement with the Chattanooga leadership.  We agreed to barter half the vehicles we picked up along our trip, as well as a portion of the lumber we’re carrying.  In exchange, the city will provide clean replacements for our portable toilets, help us refill our fresh water supply, and give us a security detail for three nights in a location about a half mile outside town.   
 
    Personally, I think it’s kind of a hefty price to pay for what we’re getting, but at this point, what do we really need vehicles and lumber for anyway?  We can always find more cars, and we can always cut more trees.  I guess the main thing is that we’ve bought ourselves a little time before we are forced to push on again.    
 
      
 
      
 
    6:54 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’ve set up camp just outside of town.  One of the Chattanooga townspeople guided us to a solitary spot with a small cluster of abandoned homes alongside the tracks.  We’ve taken the opportunity to use these homes to spread out and stretch our legs a little.  Riding in dark, cramped, smelly boxcars for days on end hasn’t been the most comfortable of situations for our people.  At least the kids and I have had the chance to get up front and ride in the engine where we had a little more room to move around.   
 
    Chuck, a resident of Chattanooga, is serving as our temporary guide.  We asked him if he or anyone else in the city has had any news from the rest of the country, particularly the south.  He laughed and told us that he was going to ask us the same thing.  He said that Chattanooga had remained isolated since the flu, and news from around the state – let alone the rest of the country – had been spotty at best.  About the only thing he’d heard lately was that Atlanta had gotten pretty damn crazy.  According to him, violent groups there are vying for control over the city and its resources.  He said that supposedly, three of these factions had gained control over most of the city and were now working to organize it under their central authority.  But from the last report he’d heard, it was still “the wild west” down there.  His only piece of advice to us was that when we continued our journey, if we were forced to pass through Atlanta, that we do it as quickly and as quietly as possible. 
 
    I definitely DON’T like the sounds of that.  I can only pray that we find a suitable spot to settle down before we reach that point.  If not, we’re gonna see just what this engine can do.  I have an idea that I’m going to mention to Gerald if it comes to that – a better way for us to defend ourselves when passing through an urban area.  It might not work, but it’s worth considering. 
 
    For now, I’m going to settle down with the kids (we’ve picked out a nice queen-size bed in one of the empty houses), finish our dinner (ham on biscuits left over from breakfast), read a couple stories, and call it a night.  I think we’re all tired more from the mental stress of our situation than anything else.   
 
    For the first time since we left, I feel relatively secure.  Our security forces have been bolstered by about a dozen men assigned to us from Chattanooga (per our barter agreement).   
 
    More than anything, it just feels nice to lie down in a bed again.  I’m also glad to see (per Chattanooga’s example) that the world hasn’t lost ALL its humanity.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, October 29th  
 
      
 
    8:22 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Breakfast this morning was oatmeal – not very exciting, but warm and filling.  It’s a good meal for feeding a lot of people.   
 
    Sleeping in the abandoned house beside the tracks was nice – cold, but nice.  We woke this morning to several inches of snow on the ground.   
 
    Gerald is holding a meeting at nine this morning to dole out our duties for the day.  Some people will go to town with Chuck (the Chattanooga representative assigned to us for the duration of our stay) to find equipment for offloading our portable toilets.  The majority of us will have the job of collecting water and treating it to replenish our fresh water supply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:09 p.m. 
 
      
 
    It’s been a monotonous day of collecting water, boiling it over large fires we’ve built, and refilling containers.  Violet and Dylan have been assisting.  At least we’ve had something to keep us busy.  We should be wrapping up our work here in the next hour or so.   Once we’re done, it’s community bath time.  No, we’re not all bathing together.  Since we have the opportunity, we’re using some of the warm water we have to fill the bathtubs of the abandoned homes in which we’re temporarily staying.  It’s been days since we’ve been able to get a proper cleaning, and I think everyone would appreciate the chance to get ‘stink free’ before renewing our journey.  Who knows how long it will be before we have another such opportunity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    7:29 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Tonight’s dinner was macaroni and cheese and sliced ham.  Again, not the most exciting of meals, but warm, filling, and flavorful – “comfort food,” my grandmother would have called it. 
 
    According to Erika, the supplies are holding out reasonably well, but the group should probably start rationing.  She estimated that we have another week to ten days of food remaining before we have to start slaughtering the livestock we brought with us.  No one wants to do that since we brought the animals alive for a reason.  We need them to procreate so that we have a sustainable food source once we are settled. 
 
    Speaking of Erika, we have been on decent terms lately.  I think it’s helped that I haven’t had much time to spend with Chase.  It seems like the less interaction I have with him, the more interaction (and the more pleasant the interaction) I have with Erika.   
 
    Whatever.  It’s the least of my concerns right now.  Should we find a good spot to relocate, then I can start worrying about matters of the heart again.  Right now, I just want to be safely settled…I think everyone does. 
 
    We’ll be on the move again soon enough.  I prepare to leave Chattanooga with mixed emotions.  Part of me wishes we could stay here in the relative safety of this mountainous terrain, but the other part is itching to get going, if for no other reason than to just get it over with.   
 
    For now, I’m going to play a game or two of Go Fish with Dylan and Violet before we hit the sack.  We had to leave most of their board games behind when we left Spencer, but I did bring a couple decks of cards since they are small and easy to carry. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, October 30th  
 
      
 
    11:47 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s sunny today but cold.  I think it’s only in the upper 20s, maybe low 30s.  The kids went outside earlier and made a small snowman.  It wasn’t a Chicago snow, but it was a nice way for them to get outside and play a little bit. 
 
    It’s been kind of a meandering day.  Everyone seems somewhat sluggish.  I think we’re all feeling down knowing that we’ll be on the move again soon.   
 
    I’ve been helping make sandwiches for lunch, but I’m taking a break right now.  Our assigned cooks don’t really need the help.  More than anything, I just wanted to stay busy and keep my mind off the journey that lies ahead.   
 
    Other than that, I don’t have much more to say. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, October 31st  
 
      
 
    7:51 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This morning’s breakfast was dry cereal and granola bars. 
 
    We are to be on our way out of Chattanooga by nightfall.  Gerald has managed to trade another of the vehicles we’re carrying for more half-inch-thick steel plates.  We will affix them to the interior walls of the boxcars for further reinforcement.  This will hopefully make them impenetrable to all but the heaviest of weapons. 
 
    I was able to pull Gerald aside for a minute during breakfast to discuss my thoughts regarding the defense of the train.  He said he was open to my ideas but that we only had a couple people trained for the tactic I was contemplating.  I already knew this, since I saw them with their weapons back in Spencer – that’s how I first got the idea.  Gerald said that he would talk to them…when he had a chance.  I don’t know how soon that will be with how busy he’s been, getting us ready to roll, but I hope it’s soon.  It could be crucial to our survival. 
 
      
 
      
 
    6:49 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We ate an early dinner tonight – sandwiches, chips, crackers, and water – so that we could finish our departure preparations.  We’re hoping to be on our way around eight.  This would have us reaching Atlanta at about two or three in the morning should we not find a livable location before then.  Hopefully the majority of the city’s populace will be asleep at that time.  By the looks on people’s faces in our camp, they have no illusions about what we might be facing should we have to pass through the city. 
 
    I AM glad to see that Gerald has moved forward with the idea I put forth earlier in the day.  Along with the rest of our security forces, he’s placed an archer on almost all of our train cars.  We have six people who have hunted with or are familiar using crossbows or regular bows and arrows.  My theory is that using this form of defense could help us maintain our cover better when passing through populated areas.  Rather than rolling in with guns blazing as we did in Nashville, which only drew more people to us, we can hopefully utilize this silent method of defense.  We will have our security forces carrying guns as well, but the sentries carrying those weapons have been instructed only to use them if necessary.      
 
    Okay, I’d better wrap it up.  I should try to get some sleep.  Gerald wants everyone up and alert if or when we approach Atlanta.  Unless there’s a miracle, it looks like we’re going to have to push through the city.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, November 1st   
 
      
 
    1:37 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
     From the best I can figure, we’re about ten miles outside downtown Atlanta.  I left the kids with Edna in what is now one of our armored boxcars and moved up to the engine with Gerald, Chase, and Hank.  We’re increasing our speed until we get to the other side of town.  We’re currently up to 25 miles an hour, and we’re going to try to push it to 35…maybe even a little faster.  We just don’t want to chance derailing ourselves by going TOO fast.  We hope that if we can fly through downtown, we will be past anything that looks like trouble before that trouble is awake enough to attempt something.  I pray that it works.  I have Chris’ trusty .38 caliber revolver here with me just in case.  I hope I don’t need it.   
 
    We’re up to 32 miles an hour now and still increasing speed.  We should be into downtown in the next couple of minutes, so I need to stop writing.  We’re going to kill the engine’s interior lighting to help conceal our presence.  God I pray this goes okay.   
 
      
 
      
 
    5:56 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was a complete pile of shit!  This is the first chance I’ve had to write since we entered downtown Atlanta early this morning.  We’re far enough outside the city and have gotten a good enough handle on the overall situation that I finally feel comfortable writing again.  
 
    Fuck!  Fuck is what I have to say regarding what happened.   
 
    I guess I should have realized, or SOMEBODY should have realized that yesterday was Halloween.  I suppose the holiday isn’t high on anyone’s priority list lately.  I partially blame myself, though, since I write in this journal daily.  I should have made the connection when I wrote yesterday’s date.  I guess that subconsciously I probably did.  I just didn’t think it mattered since it’s not like we’re celebrating the occasion.   
 
    I’m currently on my dinner break.  I’m not that hungry, but I haven’t eaten since yesterday’s dinner, so I’m having a sandwich to at least put something in my stomach.  I don’t think that many of our people (those who are left at least) have eaten today.  We’ve all been too damn busy.  This is also the first chance I’ve had to break away from my work and be with the kids.  Edna has been caring for them since early yesterday evening.  Thank God for her! 
 
    So Atlanta was just as bad as Chattanooga Chuck said it’d be…worse actually.  Things started well enough.  In fact, I think that as we began our approach into downtown with no indications of trouble, we started to get our hopes up.  I think that what hurt us was the fact that since it was Halloween some of the rougher groups in the city were out partying.  I guess “partying” is too good a word for it, but in this new world, I don’t know what else you would call it…“raging”…“rioting” maybe? 
 
    For lack of a better word, downtown Atlanta was a “mess”.  As we approached, we could see it glowing from afar.  It wasn’t like back in Indianapolis or Chicago where burning buildings lit up the night sky.  Instead, there were huge bonfires in the streets.  Apparently, anything that was burnable, including vehicles, was being put to the torch.  These fires, of which there were literally dozens, didn’t cast the same hue into the night sky as the building fires I’d seen in the Midwest.  So it was hard to know they existed until we were almost on top of them.  Tending these bonfires, or grouped around them, were throngs of people.  At first, I thought they were going to let us pass unmolested.  Traveling in the dark helped obscure the train, so our presence was a surprise to them.  Actually, I don’t think we would have had a problem at all getting through the city were it not for the blockade.  With the speed we were carrying (around 40 miles an hour), and having caught the partying inhabitants unaware, we could have been through the city and on our way in a matter of minutes, and probably without a shot been fired…but there WAS a blockade. 
 
    In the dark, it was hard to tell exactly what the barrier was constructed from.  In the few seconds immediately proceeding impact, I could make out several vehicles and what looked like some concrete highway barriers.  There may also have been a large pile of dirt and other debris since when we hit, there was a huge plume of dust that blanketed the engine’s windshield.   
 
    The impact from the collision is what caused the initial, though far from the worst, injuries among our passengers.  Hank and Gerald took some nasty gashes to their heads from falls suffered during the impact, which was substantial, and some of the passengers riding in the rear cars suffered bumps, bruises, and cuts.  The worst injury from the impact was a broken leg received by one of our security personnel when he was thrown from his perch atop a coal car down into its bottom.   
 
    What WAS severely injured was the train engine itself.  
 
    Ramming the barricade on the tracks slowed us substantially, but we continued to decelerate even after clearing the obstacle.  After several minutes, we eventually slowed to about 15 miles an hour.  Minutes after that, we were laboring along at about nine miles an hour.  While I’m no expert on trains, even if our decreased speed hadn’t been an obvious indicator, I could tell simply by the feel of our ride that something wasn’t right with the engine.  It gave a large shudder immediately after impact and continued to vibrate noticeably after that.  There was also a grinding sort of sound that continued well after we cleared the obstruction.  While the noise has decreased since then, it persists even now.   
 
    Our impact with the barricade was enough to draw attention from several of the groups partying around the nearby bonfires.  With such an intriguing and inviting Halloween gift presented to them, they came rushing…but not to help us. 
 
    At nine miles an hour, it felt like we were creeping along at a snail’s pace, especially when the shooting started.  So much for my idea of using archers to help defend the train.  With our cover blown, there was little point.  We were swarmed by at least 30 or 40 armed individuals.  A group of them tried to get inside the engine.  Thankfully, Chase, Gerald, and Hank put up a ferocious defense.  Poor Hank was shot and killed in the process.  Chase was hit in the face with glass from the window of the engine’s entry-door, and Gerald was grazed by a bullet.   
 
    Our defenders in the back of the train didn’t fare much better.  Nine were killed and a dozen more injured, at least half of which are now in what I would call critical condition.  The attackers even managed to get our armored boxcar door open where the children and older passengers were taking shelter.  Thankfully, we had taken time to arm our older residents before arriving to Atlanta.  They were able to fend off the attackers and quickly get the door re-secured.   
 
    Our saving grace was that while the firefight was raging around us, I kept trying to get the engine up to speed.  I moved our speed-level indicator back and forth between the number two and number three positions until it finally caught in the third position and we began regaining speed again.  I eventually managed to push it all the way up to 23 miles an hour before I was unable to increase the speed further.  At that rate, we were able to outpace any remaining attackers who hadn’t boarded the train and fend off those who were already aboard.     
 
    Within ten minutes, we’d made it through the most dangerous portion of the city, but the damage had been done both to our people and to the train itself.  Outside the city, the train started decelerating again.  Despite my best efforts, we’re now crawling along at a pitiful three miles an hour.  I’ve tried and tried, but I can’t get the train moving any faster than that.  And without Hank, there’s no one here who really knows any more about freight engines than I do…and that’s pretty much nothing.  Even Chase, who knows cars inside and out, doesn’t have a clue as to where to begin work on this behemoth.   
 
    We’ve placed our dead (the five that remained with at least – the other four were unrecoverable when they were shot and fell from the train) in one of the coal cars to be buried at our next stop.  The other four people we lost are presumed dead, and there’s no way we can go back and look for them now without risking the well-being of the entire group.  Our remaining uninjured passengers are either on security detail or helping to care for the wounded.  We’ve turned the armored boxcar into a rolling hospital.  The injured there include several of the Atlanta attackers.  Some of our people wanted to execute them immediately, but Gerald held them off, saying that we should put them in restraints, treat their injuries, and vote on what to do with them when we stop for the night.  I’m of the mindset that we should ditch them now.  I don’t necessarily think we should execute them.  But why treat them with kid gloves when just last night they were trying to kill us?  And we DEFINITELY shouldn’t be feeding and caring for them.  But right now, I guess it isn’t our biggest concern.  Making sure that our own people are cared for and that we find a safe place to stop for the night are our top priorities right now.  
 
    Violet and Dylan are currently doing their part, helping by bringing water to the wounded and handling other menial, yet useful tasks under Edna’s supervision.  Considering everything that’s happened, they seem to be handling the situation well.  Obviously, it’s not something I’d have chosen for them to witness, but right now, we need everyone’s help no matter their age.  
 
      
 
      
 
    7:09 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re currently stopped about 50 miles outside Atlanta.  We’ve been crawling along at about three miles an hour for the past ten hours.  Sadly, that’s now our top speed…still, it beats walking.  It’s warm here, maybe in the upper 50s or low 60s – better than Chicago, Spencer, or even Chattanooga. 
 
    Some of the group has set to work cooking a big pot of chicken and rice soup over an open fire they made near the woods beside the tracks.  Soup sounds good – not super filling but maybe that’s a good thing since I think it’s about the only thing my stomach can handle right now.  The kids are the only ones who really seem to be hungry. 
 
    Our vote (taken as soon as we stopped the train and got organized enough to have one) was nearly unanimous to dump the wounded attackers we have on board.  We’ll be releasing them tomorrow morning before we depart.  Some people were still in favor of executing them.  But I think most of us are tired of death and of dying.  There are three of these prisoners, all men, all apologetic (now that they’ve been captured of course) for their actions last night.  Two of them suffered bullet wounds, and another has a stab wound to his right thigh.  None of the wounds would have been considered life threatening before the flu.  But these days, with infection looming as an ever-present danger, we are getting their injuries cleaned and bandaged in order to give them at least a chance of survival once we let them go.  I guess it’s the humane thing to do.  Who really knows anymore?  To me, the sooner they’re gone, the better.  The last thing we need is more problems.  I think it’s highly unlikely that the people they were with would try to find them and take them back.  I don’t think they’re that type of people…the caring type.  But who knows?  It’d be easy enough to track us.  All they’d have to do is follow the rail line we’re on. 
 
    My main concerns right now however are not of being followed by the people of Atlanta.  I’m more worried about things like being discovered by area residents or the possibility of the train not starting again in the morning.   
 
    I’m tired and want to go to bed.  While I’m physically exhausted, I think the desire to sleep stems more from the desire to get away from all that’s been happening for a few hours.  Atlanta’s death and destruction reminded me all too much of Chicago, and the flashbacks only add to the nervous tension and mental strain I’m under.  While the kids are holding up, I’ve noticed some signs of stress among them as well.  Poor Dylan is pulling at his eyelashes (one eye is almost devoid of them he has plucked so many away) and little Violet had taken to chewing on her fingers and biting her nails.  It’s a disgusting habit (especially in this new world where hand washing is a luxury), and one I scold her about every time I see her do it, telling her she’s putting untold numbers of germs into her mouth, but it doesn’t seem to stop her.  Once we are settled (if we ever ARE settled), I’ll work harder on breaking her of the habit.        
 
    It looks like the soup is about ready.  Our regular cooks (Maxwell, Brian, and Charlotte) already had the chicken diced and noodles out and ready to boil as soon as we stopped.  They’re great at cooking for large numbers of people and seem to have a sixth sense of our dietary needs when they create their menus.  We are blessed to have them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, November 2nd  
 
      
 
    8:04 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The prisoners are on their way and so are we, both groups limping away in opposite directions of the track.  We’re headed south; we told the prisoners to head north.  I don’t know if they’ll make it or not, but I don’t care.  One of them could barely walk (the one who’d been stabbed in the thigh), and another had a bad cough.  Not our problem, though.  We have enough issues of our own.  Another one of our people died last night from injuries suffered in Atlanta.  That brings our total dead from the fight up to 10, with 11 more still injured.  I hope we don’t meet with any more such situations.  We’re running out of people to fight back with. 
 
    The weather this morning is decent, nothing special, but I suppose it’s a hell of a lot better than back home.  It’s overcast and warm…for November at least.  I wonder how things are back in Spencer and whether the radioactive cloud ever arrived.  I still wonder from time to time if that was just a ruse, but I guess it doesn’t matter.  We’re here now…THAT’S what matters…well, that and the kids of course.   
 
    I wonder what Chris would think about all this?  Would he have stuck with the group, with Gerald, with the train?  Or would he have led us off by ourselves somewhere to start a new life on our own?  As well as I knew him; and as much as I loved him, I don’t know the answer to that.  All I know is that he would have made a decision and stuck to it.  In a way, I guess that’s what I’ve done.  I stuck by Gerald, by Chase, and by the group.  And I’m afraid, for better or worse, that’s how it’s going to stay. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    1:19 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Not much to report.  I’m splitting time between helping Chase and Gerald run the train, watching for a potential settlement site, checking on the kids, and assisting where I can with tending to our injured.  There is no lack of things to keep me occupied, which is good.  I like staying busy.  It keeps my mind off all the troubling aspects our new world presents. 
 
    Lunch was pasta that our cooks made last night when we were stopped and they had the opportunity to do some extra cooking.  They served it with canned spaghetti sauce.  It wasn’t the best I’d ever had, but considering the circumstances under which our chefs are working, it sufficed.  I think I was hungry not having had more than just the soup to eat last night. 
 
    I hope we find a good spot to settle soon.  I’m really starting to get sick of being on this train.   
 
      
 
      
 
    8:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dinner tonight was pork and pasta.  Not super exciting, but it was food, and it was better than the ramen noodles the kids and I used to eat when traveling by train, so I guess I shouldn’t complain.   
 
    I’d say we’ve covered 35 or 40 miles today.  That would put us about 90 miles from Atlanta.  Good…the farther away, the better.   
 
    Chase and Gerald are at the helm in the engine.  I’ve moved back to the boxcar temporarily to play a few games of cards with the kids and read them a story before bed.  We already had a game of Fish.  Violet won.  It was the first game she’s ever won.  She got so excited, it was actually kind of funny.  Little sweetheart.  She got all hot and flustered and out of breath celebrating her big win.   
 
    I’m extremely proud of her and her brother.  They’ve been (and continue to be) so strong through all this.  When we finally get settled, I’ll have to do something special for them.  I’m not exactly sure what that will be, but I’m sure I can come up with something.  For now, though, it’s time to give them more parental attention (something they’ve been sorely lacking lately), and then get them to bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    11:04 p.m. 
 
      
 
    I’m writing by flashlight.   
 
    I decided to sleep with the kids in the boxcar tonight rather than up front in the engine.  I really just wanted to spend some more time with my sweet children. 
 
    Just as I was about to fall asleep, Violet woke me up.  She said she wasn’t feeling good, and then she threw up all over the place.  Having a small child throw up is bad enough, since typically they don’t make it to a toilet or trashcan in time.  The situation is compounded when there IS no toilet or trashcan to make it to and you’re sleeping in a communal environment where other people have to deal with the sights, sounds, and smells.   
 
    I did my best to get the mess cleaned up in the darkness of the boxcar, but the smell lingers.  And poor Violet is now here next to me, squirming and moaning softly.  I’m not sure if it was something she ate or what.  We haven’t been consuming anything odd lately, but then again, our conditions here aren’t exactly sanitary either.  And with her still putting her hands in her mouth all the time, she might have ingested something that didn’t agree with her fragile tummy. 
 
    I hate it when my kids are sick…hate it, hate it, HATE it!  I suppose no parent enjoys it, but it REALLY bothers me.  All these horrible things run through my mind.  Was it something I missed that made her ill?  Was it something I could have prevented?  Is there something I can do now or do better to help her? 
 
    While being a parent is awesome, there are definitely some downsides.  One of those downsides is the guilt I feel when things don’t go right for my little ones.  I try so hard to give them responsibility and allow them to learn and grow while at the same time trying to keep them safe from the big, bad world.  It’s such a difficult balancing act…a very fine line.  Only the occasional misstep makes me realize just how fine that line truly is…and then it’s too late. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, November 3rd  
 
      
 
    2:02 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m tired as heck, but I dare not go to sleep.  I probably couldn’t if I tried anyway.  Violet threw up again about an hour ago.  I’m hoping that she’s purged herself of whatever it is that’s making her ill, but I’ve taken the opportunity to move our resting spots closer to the boxcar door just in case.  I cracked it just a bit so that she can stick her head out if she feels like she’s going to throw up again.  She’s warm, and the cool air from outside helps cool her down. 
 
    I hope that this is just one of those kid things, something that passes quickly – a food-borne illness or a 24-hour bug.  God I’m sleepy.  Maybe Violet is done being sick and I can grab a few winks before daybreak.  
 
      
 
      
 
    4:27 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Uhhh…round number three.  I don’t know how such a little girl can have so much stuff inside her to throw up.  I know the people trying to sleep around us are probably fed up with our disturbances.  I’m fed up with it myself, but there’s nothing I can do.   
 
    I got Violet to drink a little water, but I don’t want her to drink too much least she just throw it all back up.  Yet another one of those balancing acts.  Give her too much and she throws it up, give her too little and she’ll become dehydrated. 
 
    Oh boy, now she’s telling me she needs to go potty…“Number two,” she says.  Great.  So much for sleep tonight.  Oh well, there’s always tomorrow…wait, I guess it IS tomorrow.  Okay, better go before Violet explodes.  She just told me, “The poo-poos are coming, and they’re gonna leak out if we don’t hurry.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    8:08 a.m. 
 
      
 
    What a night.  Violet’s finally asleep, although I have to say, it’s a very broken sleep.  She keeps waking up with chills.  I have several blankets on her and she’s still saying she’s cold.  She crapped her little brains out after she got done throwing up last night.  Between the vomiting and the diarrhea, she must have lost five pounds.  I managed to get a little more water in her and a bit of orange juice this morning.  I also found a jug of Gatorade in our group supplies that I’ll try to get her to drink some of later to replace her lost electrolytes.   
 
    Sadly, she’s not the only one feeling ill.  One of the adults, Ted, is sick now too.  I wonder if there was some tainted meat or other ingredient that was accidentally mixed into our meals yesterday.  I mean, it wouldn’t surprise me.  While our cooks are great at their jobs, they’re making the best of a bad situation.  They’re often using older ingredients that were scavenged from unknown sources.  God only knows how that food was stored prior to the flu.  And while we’ve done our best to ensure that meat is stored cold or frozen, it’s not as though it has “best by” dates on it or has met FDA standards.  Most has come from butchered animals or residents who traded it at the farmers market back in Spencer.  It’s anybody’s guess how fresh it was before that.   
 
    While I’m tired after last night, I’m willing to deal with a bad night’s sleep for my sweetheart.  I just hope she’s feeling better by tonight.  I think the mental strain of worrying about her is more exhausting than actually being awake throughout the night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    10:58 a.m. 
 
      
 
    This is not good…not good at all.   Several more people are sick now, and I don’t think it’s from food poisoning.  If it was, I have a feeling most of the symptoms would have passed by now, but Violet seems to be getting worse.  She still has chills, she’s running a fever, and she continues to have bad diarrhea.   
 
    Besides Violet, there are now two men and a woman who are exhibiting similar symptoms.  I’m afraid we have a mini-outbreak on our hands.  But a mini-outbreak of what? 
 
    I explained the situation to Gerald, and he has stopped the train so that we can deal with it.  But no one really knows what to do or what exactly we’re dealing WITH.   
 
    We’re going to meet here in a few minutes to discuss the situation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    11:43 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Things have gone from bad to worse.  During our meeting, people were getting all worked up.  They’re saying that the symptoms our sick are exhibiting are exactly like those that people had with the Su flu.  I was unaware of the characteristics of the flu since back in Chicago I was sheltered from those who had contracted the sickness when we were holed up in our condo.   
 
    They think that one of the captives from Atlanta – the one who had the bad cough – was carrying the flu (or some version of it) and must have passed it along while we were caring for him.  That’s the thanks you get these days.  As they say, no good deed goes unpunished.   
 
    I couldn’t stay for the whole meeting since I had to get back to Violet, but it seems that people want to quarantine the sick.  I’m not sure how exactly they’re going to do that considering we’re on a train. Either we’ll have to stop somewhere or devote an entire boxcar to them.   
 
    I guess I’ll find out here shortly.  They told me that I have to wear a medical mask and gloves before I return to Violet.  I feel terrible about wearing them in front of her because I think it will scare her (she’s already frightened enough by the severity of her symptoms), but I was told by the group that I wouldn’t be able to return to her unless I wore them.   
 
    For the first time since the day that I was put into quarantine after arriving in Spencer, I felt somewhat threatened by this group.  I mean, I can’t blame them for being frightened by the reappearance of the flu (hell, I’m scared shitless – it’s MY little girl who is sick), but I think they could have handled it a little bit better.  Of course, I wasn’t around when nearly their entire town was wiped out by the flu, so I guess I should try to cut them some slack.  All I can hope for is that this is just a normal strain of the flu and not full-blown Su flu. 
 
      
 
      
 
    12:17 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Chase just came to visit.  I’m with Violet who is currently resting toward one side of the boxcar with the others who are sick.  Even though he was wearing a mask, he was apparently the only one brave enough to come and tell me that we are going to have to move Violet. 
 
    He said that they are going to convert the new SUVs we’re still hauling into mini-quarantine units.  It’s the best they could come up with to keep the sick away from the healthy.  That way we can still keep them with us as we continue our journey south.  They have put the back seats of the vehicles down so that the cargo areas fit a person comfortably.  There are five such vehicles, four of which will be occupied…one with Violet. 
 
    This is absolutely horrible.  I can’t believe it’s happening.  I feel like I’m having my child taken from me with absolutely no choice in the matter.  I want to fight the decision.  But what am I supposed to do, tell them to screw off and let those who are healthy be infected too?  I’m almost tempted just to take Violet and leave.  But where would we go?  We’d have no shelter, no supplies, and no assistance from others.  And I’d have an extremely sick little girl to contend with. 
 
    It’s a no-win situation. 
 
      
 
      
 
    1:01 p.m. 
 
      
 
    So Violet has been relocated to one of the SUVs.  I gave her some children’s acetaminophen to ease her pain and discomfort before she got inside the vehicle’s cargo area.  She was screaming and crying, not wanting to be separated from me.  I was crying myself.  After about ten minutes, though, she fell into a fitful sleep, I think more from exhaustion than anything else.  I just don’t think she had the strength to fight anymore.   
 
    Right now, I’m sitting outside the vehicle while the boxcar in which she was previously traveling is disinfected.  We’re to be on our way again by 1:30.  Dylan is sitting here beside me.  I can tell that he’s worried about his sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
    3:58 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re on our slow and steady churn down the tracks again.  Dylan went back up front to get a snack while I stay here with Violet.  The train is creeping along so slowly now that it’s easy for people to pass back and forth from car to car.  This also means that we make for an easy target for anyone thinking about attacking us.  I guess it’s good that we’re in an isolated area.  With the way our passengers are dropping like flies – either from outside attacks or the flu – we don’t have many people left to defend the train.  Three more people have come down with flu-like symptoms.  This means that all our vehicle quarantine units are full, several with two people inside them. 
 
    While Dylan was away, Edna came to visit Violet and me.  She has become almost like a grandmother to Violet over the past month.  She told me flat out that she was going to care for Violet from here on out.  She has designated herself caregiver to the sick.   
 
    I explained that I was more than capable of caring for my daughter and that I didn’t care about what happened to me as long as Violet was okay.  She told me that she understood, but that I SHOULD care about what happens to Dylan, especially if I should become infected.  She remained steadfast, saying that there was no point in arguing with her on the matter.    
 
    I was taken aback at first and somewhat perturbed, even offended by what I considered her pushiness, but reflecting on it now, I realize it was done out of both love for Violet and concern for me and Dylan.   She’s right; by continuing to expose myself to the disease, I could be risking not only my own health, but Dylan’s and the rest of the group’s as well.  Still, it’s a terrible situation to be in.  I feel so completely helpless staring at my sick little girl through the SUV’s fogged window glass.  I don’t care what Edna says.  I’m going to stay here.  I won’t expose myself to the disease, but I won’t abandon Violet either.   
 
    Two months ago, who would ever have thought that THIS would be our life?  If someone had laid this scenario out before me, I would have said the possibilities were absolutely insane, ridiculous, impossible…and yet, here we are. 
 
      
 
      
 
    5:45 p.m. 
 
      
 
    As the sun begins to set, I’m left to make a tough decision.  Do I stay here, sitting in the cold all night outside Violet’s quarantine unit, or do I try to get some sleep?  Edna told me that she would keep an eye on Violet throughout the night so I can rest, but it’s hard to tear myself away.  I can’t leave my precious girl in her time or need, but she sleeps almost constantly now.  The diarrhea has stopped (I don’t think there’s anything left inside her), and I have to coax her to crack the window occasionally so I can administer a few sips of Gatorade or medicine through a straw, or take her temperature.  I can tell that she’s so weak now, but I keep telling her she has to try to stay hydrated. 
 
    As evening falls and the temperature begins to drop, Violet’s body heat has fogged up portions of the windows.  I see that she has drawn a little picture on the rear window near where she’s resting.  It rips my heart out.  The picture is of our family…the way it was before the flu.  I’m there with Chris, we’re holding hands.  Then there’s Dylan and Violet.  They’re holding hands too.  It’s such a wonderfully sweet picture – little stick figures that represent a five-year-old’s portrayal of the people who are her world. 
 
    Edna’s here.  She’s telling me to go have something to eat.  She’s going to open the SUV’s cargo hatch and try to get Violet to sip some chicken broth. 
 
    I suppose she’s right.  I should eat.  But then I’m coming right back.  I refuse to abandon my daughter. 
 
    Since she’s awake, I’m going to give her a BIG kiss through the window glass.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, November 4th  
 
      
 
    9:22 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This new world is horribly cruel…cruel to everyone…even children.  I’m standing here staring at an empty SUV.  The lip prints from the kiss I shared with Violet through the window glass last night are still there, but my daughter is gone.  
 
    It all happened so fast.  She finally fell into a deep sleep late last night, and this morning, she was gone.  There was no visible indication that she had passed.  No coughing, or crying, or vomiting…nothing…she was just gone.  I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye or tell her that I love her one last time.   
 
    I can’t do this anymore, this diary thing.  I thought nothing could be worse than losing a husband, but I was wrong…VERY wrong.  The loss of a child is a far greater wound, one that I’ll never be able to describe, nor would I want to try.  I’m done with this.  I don’t want to keep a record of what’s happening anymore.  It’s nothing I’m going to want to look back on, nothing I’ll want to remember. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, January 15th  
 
      
 
    10:44 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s a cold, gray, somewhat rainy morning with nothing in particular going on.  It seems like a good day to pick up again with this journal.  It’s a new year, so I’m going to try to begin it somewhat positively.  Frankly, things couldn’t go any worse than last year.  I guess I shouldn’t say that.  It’s like I’m tempting fate.   
 
    I just couldn’t force myself to write before now.  Every time I looked at this journal, I started crying thinking about Chris and Violet, so I just put it away in a drawer where I wouldn’t see it for the past few months.  But over the last couple of days, I decided to get it back out again.  In so doing, I’ve had time to read back over some of Chris’s old entries.  There was one in particular in which he mentioned not really wanting to continue writing in this journal either, but he said that he felt somewhat obligated, like he owed it to the memories of those lost in the flu.   
 
    I guess he’s right.  I suppose I owe it to him and to Violet to preserve their memory somewhere other than in my own mind.  And as difficult as it is for me to do so, I’m going to try, but there’s a lot to catch up on.  It’s been more than two months since my last entry.  I’ll try to get through the major events that have occurred since then. 
 
    So… 
 
    Of the eight people (including Violet) who were stricken by the mini flu outbreak, all but one succumbed to it.  It took Violet, along with four adult males and two adult females.  The last adult female to pass was Edna.  She must have contracted the sickness helping take care of Violet.  The wonderfully sweet woman gave her life to assist those in need, including my daughter.  And even though her effort was in vain, I’ll always remember her and honor her for her sacrifice.   
 
    Of the group of nearly 60 people who left Spencer, about a third didn’t survive the journey south to our new home.   
 
    Speaking of our new home, we are currently settled in the small town of Glasgow, Georgia.  It’s a somewhat isolated spot and wasn’t completely devoid of flu survivors when we arrived.  There were about 25 townspeople remaining when we got here.  But due to their need for able bodies to help them scavenge and survive in this harsh post-flu environment, they were willing to accept us into their community (not to mention, we outnumber them nearly two to one, so really they didn’t have much of a choice).   
 
    Glasgow is where we laid our flu victims (including Violet) to rest.  There is a small cemetery just outside town, and the day after our arrival, we had a ceremony to bury our dead.  It was a sad welcome to our new home. 
 
    Glasgow was a town of only about 400 people before the Su flu.  Between the sickness that ravaged the area and the severity of life in the post-flu world, the town’s population had rapidly dwindled by the time we arrived in early November. 
 
    The townspeople were surprised to see us to say the least.  The last thing they expected was a train (albeit a severely damaged and nearly inoperable one) full of people and supplies rolling into their town.  But that’s what they got.  I don’t think they would have been as welcoming had we not been hauling our own supplies.  By the time we arrived, the town had already consumed much of its remaining post-flu supplies.  And while its populace said they were planning to grow crops come spring, they weren’t set up well to handle the winter months.  So to see people arrive with food, water, medicine, tools, and livestock, was a welcome sight.  More than that, we brought knowledge.  With some of our people having been farmers and hunters (the people in Glasgow are definitely NOT knowledgeable of such things), they were happy to accept our expertise in these realms.   
 
    In the two months since we arrived, I think everyone has become pretty well acclimated, though there is still a defined split between the two groups.  It’s not necessarily a bad thing, but it takes time to combine two communities under the best of circumstances, let alone in a post-apocalyptic world. 
 
    The layout of Glasgow is very different from Spencer.  While there is a Main Street with stores that line its small business district, there’s no town square with a central courthouse, and there’s no river as a border to help protect us from potential invaders.  Before our arrival, the people here had largely stuck to living in their pre-flu homes.  However, once we explained to them how we had things set up in Spencer, with the town square forming a perimeter in order to centralize our remaining population in a more defensible location, they saw the merit in the idea and agreed to relocate to the buildings lining Main Street.  Dylan and I have a small, two-bedroom apartment above what used to be the hardware store.   
 
    And while the geography here in this part of Georgia (which is a far cry from the rolling hills of mid-southern Indiana) doesn’t lend itself to insulating us from outsiders as it did back in Spencer, the positive is that there isn’t much else around here.  There’s only one state road leading into and out of town.  And as far as we know, there are just a few far-flung communities (the populations of which were largely wiped out by the flu) to have to worry about bothering us.  The nearest town of note is Franklin, about 20 miles from here.  But that also means there aren’t many good scavenging opportunities close to home. 
 
    Gerald is still in charge of leading our group, but things are slightly more complicated.  He must now share his leadership role with the man who was decision-maker for Glasgow before we arrived.  People call him Barker (I’m not sure if that’s his first or last name).  Personally, I find him somewhat sleazy, and he seems to think pretty highly of himself (I don’t know why).  Whenever he talks to me, which I try to ensure isn’t very often, it’s as if he’s undressing me with his eyes.  It’s creepy.  But his people seem to like him.  I think that most of OUR people (Spencer people) just tolerate him.  I know for a fact that Chase doesn’t care for him, and he’s informed me that Gerald feels much the same but doesn’t want to ruffle any feathers by saying anything. 
 
    Speaking of Chase, I’ve kind of have let the whole relationship thing go since our arrival.  After Violet, I just didn’t have the energy for such pursuits.  Don’t get me wrong, we’re still close, and we talk regularly, but I think he understands that I need some time after losing not only my husband but my daughter as well in the space of just two months.   
 
    Since our arrival, we’ve spent most of our time figuring out what roles are necessary and who fills these positions best.  We learned quickly that scavenging here isn’t as simple as it was in Spencer.  There are fewer homes and businesses in Glasgow, and many of them had already been picked clean of their usable supplies well before our arrival.  The remaining residents of Glasgow used up a lot of the town’s food and fuel supply in the post-flu months as well.  Any scavenging trips we now make to search for supplies are farther from home and often have to be made into areas where we don’t know how dangerous the situation is.  To compensate, we’ve tried to do more hunting, gathering, and tending to the livestock that we brought with us, with varying degrees of success.  The hunting here sucks pretty bad, but the extended growing season helps make up for this.  While winter here has been far milder than in the Midwest, it’s still not warm enough to allow us to start our outdoor planting.  It will have to wait until spring.  For the time being, we’ve created some indoor growing sites and have been doing our best to develop our green thumbs, learning growing techniques from those with farming experience.   
 
    With more time on our hands during these winter months, we’ve been taking time to improve skills like knitting, sewing, and creating home-remedies.  Lately, we’ve also been working on maintenance and modifications to the buildings lining Main Street as well as creating street barricades at each end of town for added protection from potential incursions.   
 
    Okay, I think that’s enough for now.  I’ve made a good start after being away from this for over two months.  I’ll try to make writing a habit again.  Sometimes it’s just extremely difficult.  There were days when I thought I could do it.  I’d get this journal out and stare at it for a few minutes or just hold it.  Sometimes I’d even manage to open it and flip through some of the previous entries (either Chris’ or mine).  Other times I’d open the drawer it was in and not even be able to take it out.  But today, it just felt right, like it was time.  I’m glad I did this.  I have to persevere, not just in life, but in continuing to put down these thoughts, events, and emotions.  I have to remain strong, and I think that writing in this journal makes me stronger through the knowledge that I’m not just doing this for me but for my lost loves as well, to honor their memory, to honor THEM. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, January 20th  
 
      
 
    12:32 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m currently on my lunch break.  I prefer writing during the day when possible.  Writing at night, before I go to bed, is unappealing.  Then I’m left with the thoughts and emotions this activity stirs up right before trying to sleep (which doesn’t come as easy as it did in the old days). 
 
    In my last entry, I noted some differences between Glasgow and Spencer.  Well, one difference is that we don’t have communal dinners anymore.  We’re pretty much on our own for all our meals.  This decision was made largely because we realized that people tend to consume more when it’s a buffet style spread.  When they’re cooking for themselves, they make less, and in turn, consume less.  We just don’t have the resources we did back in Indiana, and therefore we have to take every opportunity to reduce our consumption.   
 
    And instead of an armory full of food and supplies where we could go shopping, we now have a general store that is run by four employees – two from Spencer, two from Glasgow (to ensure propriety).  One of those employees from Spencer, is me (yes, I’m considered a “resident” of Spencer now, not Chicago).   
 
    I’ve finally found my niche in the post-flu world, and it’s not very different from what I was doing before the flu – the only difference is that I’m working in a physical sales environment rather than an online store.  Gerald liked how I handled myself at the farmers market back in Spencer, and he recommended that I represent our group at the Glasgow general store. 
 
    There’s actually a bit more involved in this new job compared to my old “at-home” work.  Rather than just purchasing inventory, marking it up by a certain percentage, and reselling it, managing the general store is almost like managing a micro-economy.  Each week, our residents (including the few kids we have) are issued town script as pay for their contributions to the group cause.  Everyone participates in the work – even the kids, who perform general chores like cleaning, garbage collection, or feeding, watering, and cleaning up after our livestock.  This script can be used at the store to buy various products that are collected from scavenging missions, grown in our indoor gardens, or produced by (or from) our livestock.  The challenging part in this process is regulating the prices of the products we get in – handling the “supply and demand” aspect, you might say.  One week, we might get more eggs from our chickens, meaning we need to lower the price of an egg.  However, if demand for eggs at that time remains high, we might have to keep the price stable or even raise it.  If there is a drop in the number of eggs we receive, we might have to increase the price, unless there’s no demand, which means the price remains lower.  It’s a delicate balancing act and one that we constantly have to readjust depending largely upon what products we’re getting in and in what quantities.  Making it even more difficult is that all four of us managing the store have to agree on a price before it is set.  This rule was put in place to ensure that an employee of the store wasn’t artificially manipulating prices to allow them to purchase a majority or even all of a particular product to hoard or to sell for personal gain on the black market.  When we have difficulty coming to an agreement for setting a product’s price, we privately write down what we think the price should be and then add up our prices to get an average.  Amazingly, in almost every instance, this pricing strategy works.   
 
    Personally, I enjoy my job at the store.  It keeps me busy, allows me to interact with the community, and it adds a constant element of change to my life that keeps my mind active and makes me feel productive. 
 
    Of course, there ARE downsides to the job.  It’s never fun telling people we’re out of something they need.  And lately, our shelves have been more barren than in weeks prior as we continue to consume more than we produce.  But overall, it’s a decent job.  At least I’m indoors during the chillier months – although I have to say, Georgia winters are nothing compared to Chicago. 
 
    Dylan usually stops by the store for lunch.  Most mornings he attends one of the training sessions offered by the town’s residents.  These are people who have expertise in the area they’re teaching whether it’s agriculture, mechanics, food prep, medicine (human or animal), or whatever.  I’m honestly amazed at how much he’s learning.  He’s even teaching ME stuff.  And while they aren’t things he might have been taught in his pre-flu grade school, it’s more hands-on instruction related to subjects that I think are going to prove important in post-flu living. 
 
    In the afternoon, Dylan comes and cleans the store, restocks shelves, sweeps the floors, cleans the windows, unloads new inventory, and helps people home with the products they’ve purchased. 
 
    So far, work at the store is a pretty good gig.  I don’t know exactly what will happen should we run out of supplies, but for now, things are going okay. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, January 22nd  
 
      
 
    10:41 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Work is slow today, so I’m going to take the opportunity to do some more catching up in my backlog of journal entries. 
 
    Let me first give a little more detail about where we’re living.  I’d describe Glasgow as the town that time forgot.  It’s located in a somewhat isolated portion of south-central Georgia.  It’s a cute little burg that had everything a town needed…at least before the flu hit.  There was a local grocery store, a hardware store, a restaurant, a coffee shop, a drug store, a gas station, a school, a library, a police and fire station, a small health center, a dentist, an auto repair shop, and a few other assorted small businesses. 
 
    I’d say that by the styles of structures housing the businesses around town (those not lining Main Street at least), the most recent was completed around the late 1950s or early 60s.  Most of the town’s business buildings along Main Street were constructed toward the earlier part of the 20th century.  And while Spencer had old buildings, it had touches of modern too – a Wal-Mart, McDonalds, Dairy Queen, Subway…that kind of stuff.  But EVERYTHING in Glasgow is old, and there were no fast food joints or mega-marts for shopping. 
 
    The apartment where Dylan and I live is set above the old hardware store.  It’s a little two-bedroom job overlooking Main Street.  It reminds me of our place back in Spencer.  It’s sparsely furnished but has everything we need to make it a home…at least in this new world in which we live.   
 
    While we spend most of our daylight hours working, at night, Dylan and I have come up with a nice routine.  When we get home – usually between four and five – we spend half an hour or so just relaxing.  We talk about our day, maybe play a hand or two of cards (we’ve both gotten very good at two-handed solitaire), or spend a few minutes reading.  At around five or five-thirty, we make dinner.  Dylan helps me cook (he’s becoming such a little man), and after dinner, he helps me clean up and do the dishes.  We try to get our cleaning done by nightfall since most of our lighting comes by way of candles and oil lamps. 
 
    Doing dishes is not like in the old days where we had multiple sets of everything and would let the dirty stuff accumulate until there was enough to run the dishwasher.  Now we just have a couple sets of dishware, silverware, cups, pots, and pans.  It all fits easily in one cabinet and we tend to reuse things like our cups and mugs until we HAVE to wash them.  Since we don’t have running water, we now keep a tub of soapy water and a rinse bin of fresh (or FAIRLY fresh) water that we wash our dishes in.  We exchange the water in these tubs a couple times each week to keep it from becoming too disgusting.  I usually wash while Dylan dries.   
 
    On each of our dresser tops, we also keep a small basin of water that we use for washing each morning and evening.  Clean water is a more precious commodity here than it was in Spencer.  So far, our efforts to get the town’s water system functioning have been unsuccessful, and there are no reliable rivers or streams in the vicinity.  We found a house outside of town on a well system, but considering that we’re using this to supply the water needs of the entire community, I’m not sure how long it’ll last.  Using this well to collect fresh water and haul it into town is a full-time job for one of our residents.  It’s all he does all day – fill containers, load them onto a truck, bring them into town, and distribute them to people.  He’s like a milkman in the old days only he handles water, not milk.  Each person is allotted two gallons of fresh water a day.  It sounds like a lot, but when you consider that we have to utilize it for our drinking, cooking, and washing, it’s not really that much.  We’re only allowed one shower per person per week.  We have a sign-up sheet and have to take them at the house with the well.  We can also do a load of laundry there each week since several washers and dryers are powered from the same generator that operates the well.   
 
    Once Dylan and I are done doing dishes at night, and if the weather permits, we like to take a short walk around town.  When it’s dark, we usually play a couple more hands of cards.  Double solitaire is quite habit forming.  Rather than battle each other to see who can play the most cards, we often work together to see if we can play them all out.  It’s a fun and time-killing form of entertainment, not to mention, it’s a good bonding activity. 
 
    After that, we usually do a little bit more reading.  Often, I read aloud to Dylan from books that are a little too advanced for him.  Our latest read is The Count of Monte Cristo.  Dylan’s really getting into it.   
 
    Then we wash up and hit the hay around nine o’clock.  I let Dylan sleep in the same bed with me.  I don’t care if he’s nine-year’s-old, that he has his own room, or whether it’s the right parenting technique.  I think we both need the comfort of one another’s company, and after what we’ve gone through, if it helps us sleep better at night, then I’m fine with it. 
 
    As for weekends, they don’t really exist anymore.  The town is too busy to take many days off.  Sundays are about the only break we get.  We’re still going to church.  Both segments of the town attend a sole church.  It’s the one place where we seem to come together without a divide.  Gerald gives the sermon.  He’s very good at it – quite the preacher. 
 
    Oops, looks like a customer just arrived, so I’d better stop now.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, January 25th  
 
      
 
    6:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m going to start getting ready in a few minutes.  I have a date with Chase at 7:30.  He asked me out yesterday.  Actually, “asked me out” isn’t quite accurate.  There is no real “going out” anymore.  There’s nowhere to go as far as restaurants or bars or movie theaters or anything like that, so I really have no idea what he has planned.  He told me that the evening would be a “surprise”.  
 
    Hey, I’m up for anything at this point.  I’ve been in such a funk since Violet passed that I think I’m finally ready for a little excitement.  It’s time for me to start getting back into the groove of trying to live a normal (as normal as it can be these days) life again.   
 
    Like me, and like the rest of the town, Chase has been very busy over the past few months helping get things organized here.  He and another man, Eric, handle the repair and maintenance duties of the town’s vehicle fleet.  These roles are becoming increasingly valuable positions in the post-flu environment as there are no longer quick-lubes and auto repair shops to take vehicles for service. 
 
    I know for a fact that Chase still spends time with Erika.  But I haven’t interfered with this aspect of his life.  Hell, they’ve known each other since they were kids.  What am I supposed to do, tell him not to talk to her anymore?  I personally find it unbecoming and somewhat immature when women do that.  Plus, at this point in our relationship (if you can call it that), I don’t feel I have any standing to make such a request.  While I still want to exhibit an obvious interest in him, which I think I have since we arrived in Glasgow, I just haven’t had the will to push forward with anything more than that.  I don’t know how he is viewing the attention he gives Erika – if it’s just friendship or something more.  They seem friendly in social settings, but I personally don’t detect more than that.  Maybe they’re just good at hiding it.  He could be playing both of us for all I know.  I’m trying not to think about it and just go into this date with an open mind.  I’m willing to set any expectations or pre-conceived notions aside for tonight and just let things take their course.  The only thing I’ve asked of him is that I be home by ten.  I feel like a schoolgirl with a curfew, but I don’t want to set a bad example for Dylan who is staying with Lamar, our next-door neighbor, for the evening.  I don’t want his impressionable young mind thinking that his mother is out traipsing around all night.  Maybe it’s silly, but he has lost so much since the flu, maybe I’m a little overly concerned about how he views his mother.  But I’m all he has left now, and I want to ensure that I remain a rock-steady example of dependability for him.   
 
      
 
      
 
    10:42 p.m. 
 
      
 
    My evening with Chase was nice.  He picked me up a few minutes after seven, saying that he was sorry he was late but he was stuck in traffic.   
 
    I like a man with a sense of humor. 
 
    I have to admit, I was intrigued and a little excited to see what he had planned for the evening.  He escorted me downstairs and outside.  It was clear and chilly out.  He guided me over to a waiting vehicle – a modified pickup truck with a camp cover over the bed.  I was a little hesitant when I saw it, wondering exactly WHAT he had in mind, but I reminded myself to dismiss any preconceived notions and just go with the flow.   
 
    The inside of the truck’s cab was toasty warm, and Chase had a CD playing – some soft bluegrass tunes.  I’ve never really been a fan of country music, but something about bluegrass just strikes me right.  There’s a deeply rooted sound to it, a very down-to-earth style.  
 
    Anyway, we drove for maybe 20 minutes down a tangle of country roads.  I had no idea where we were or where we were going, but I was putting my faith in Chase.  We ended up at a small pond out in the middle of a large field (I have no idea how he found the place).  We pulled up and parked beside it.   
 
    At this point in our date, my mind was racing.  I wasn’t sure if Chase was just looking to get lucky or if there was more to his dragging me out to the middle of nowhere.  After we parked, he rummaged in a bag he’d set between us and pulled out a bottle of wine and two glasses.  We each had a glass, talked for a while, and then he invited me to go to the camper in the back of the truck with him.  I think he sensed my hesitation and explained himself, saying that there was something he “wanted to show me.”  My mind in the gutter, I wanted to reply that I was sure there WAS, and I was pretty damn sure that I’d like it, but I kept my mouth shut.  Such comments are for husbands and boyfriends, and at this point, Chase is neither. 
 
    So, figuring the worst-case scenario was that he’d make a move on me (something I couldn’t say I’d mind all THAT much), I decided to go with it and let things take their course.   
 
    Well, I have to say, Chase was a complete gentleman.  His intentions were completely honorable, and actually quite romantic.  As I crawled into the camp cab, I found that he had placed layers of pillows and blankets inside to make the hard bed-liner more comfortable.  Above us, he had cut out a portion of the camper’s roof section and replaced it with a transparent panel so that we could see through the area around our heads.  In the darkness of the Georgia night, we laid there and stared up at the stars.  It was amazing.  It reminded me of the night I climbed atop the boxcar when our train was traveling through Indiana.  And I have to say, Chase was a very good boy.  He held my hand, but other than that, he made no other advances.  Personally, I don’t know how he does it.  I was getting all sorts of ideas back there in the cozy darkness of his truck, but he remained steadfast, and so did I.   
 
    We talked for a while, and we just stared at the stars for a while.  Our conversation wasn’t forced, and our silences weren’t uncomfortable – at least I didn’t think so.  That must say something about how our personalities mesh, right?  It’s so damn hard to tell what Chase wants.  I would think he would have tried SOMETHING back there in the bed of that truck if he was truly interested in me.  But maybe he’s just giving me the space I said I needed.  Maybe he’s waiting for ME to make the first move.  I don’t know. 
 
    Anyway, after a while, he asked if I was hungry.  Not having eaten since lunch, I told him that I was.  He then told me that I should prepare myself for surprise number two.   
 
    Well, it certainly WAS a surprise.  Chase had decided to cook for me…or at least TRY to cook for me.   
 
    When we got back to his place (he lives in an apartment above the old drug store located just down the street from me), he had everything ready to go.  All the ingredients (we were having fried fish, brown rice, and toasted bread with olive oil) were prepped, and he instructed me that I was to let him handle all aspects of the cooking.  He poured me another glass of wine, pulled a chair out for me at his kitchen table, and said that all I had to do was relax and enjoy. 
 
    It sounded good to me, but even the best laid plans… 
 
    If I was ever worried about my own cooking offending Chase, I shouldn’t have been.  The fish breading was soggy, the rice was gummy, and the toast was burnt.   
 
    But the main thing was that he tried.  The thought was there and that was what counted in my opinion.  I could tell that Chase was embarrassed by his failure, but I did my best to be polite, placate his concerns, and at least TRY to find some redeeming qualities about the meal he served.  The fish was good (Chase had caught it earlier in the day at the pond he took me to), although I would rather have had it cooked without the breading.  And the un-charred portions of toast were good with drizzled olive oil.   
 
    And while the dinner attempt might not have been a success, I feel that Chase’s overall effort for the night WAS.  And maybe most importantly, I think the date got our relationship back on track after all that has happened since we first met back in October. 
 
    That’s how I feel at least.  We’ll see how he’s acting the next time I see him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, January 26th  
 
      
 
    2:13 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase sat beside Dylan and me at church today.  After services were over, I invited him for lunch at our place.  I didn’t make anything fancy, just chicken and green beans, but I think Chase appreciated a well-cooked meal after last night’s debacle.  He was impressed at how Dylan helped with the cooking and serving, and he complimented me on what a good job I was doing raising him.  It made me feel really good.   
 
    I think I needed to hear such praise regarding my parenting efforts from someone else.  It’s hard being a parent in the post-flu world.  Hell, it was hard BEFORE the flu, now it’s REALLY tough!  There are so few standards on which to gauge one’s efforts.  And without Chris, I really don’t have anyone to discuss how things are going with Dylan’s upbringing, where I’ve been succeeding or failing, or how better to handle certain situations or circumstances.  It always helped having Chris as a sounding board, if for nothing else but airing my grievances or discussing potential parenting techniques. 
 
    But this is the hand I’ve been dealt, so I just need to play it as best I can.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, January 29th  
 
      
 
    6:29 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This evening the town held a meeting to discuss our supply situation.  We ended up voting almost unanimously to expand our search area.  Now we will include territory outside the 10-mile perimeter that had previously been our limit.  Up to this point, we’ve tried to stay reasonably close to home to avoid stumbling into someone else’s territory, but the amount of supplies we’re bringing back has been steadily declining.  I wouldn’t mind this expansion so much if Chase didn’t go on many of these missions.  He has to go in the event there are mechanical issues with the vehicles.  I worry about him being out there and what could happen.  While we’re isolated here, it doesn’t mean that other groups aren’t taking similar steps to expand their search areas as well.  Should we meet up with less than friendly outsiders, I can see there being issues about who has first dibs on the stuff that we (or they) are taking.  But what choice do we have?  Until spring, there’s not much hope of growing enough of our own food to sustain ourselves, so we have to make due with the pre-flu leftovers until then. 
 
    Our town meetings are always interesting, and sometimes a little tense.  We (as in the Spencer side of town) don’t always see eye-to-eye with our Glasgow counterparts.  So far, they’ve been largely isolated and haven’t dealt with people looking to take what they have, as we did back in Spencer.  I mean, yes, WE invaded them, but it was a peaceful invasion and we brought our own stuff.  This means that they’re a little more naïve about what the post-flu world is really like.  Living in their little bubble here, they haven’t seen what we’ve seen, and haven’t dealt with what we’ve dealt with.  They think they’re safe here, and that seems to lull then into a false sense of security that affects their decision making.         
 
    I also don’t think that the residents of Glasgow have completely gotten over our being here.  While we came in peace, they don’t seem to appreciate our being here.  I can’t blame them in a way, but we’ve helped them more than they know with the knowledge and manpower we’ve brought to their tiny town.  I think they’d be a lot worse off without us.  However, feelings are still somewhat strained between our two groups, which makes it even more difficult for the people of Spencer to settle in and feel comfortable.  Most of them probably never will…it’s not home.  I don’t think it bothers me as much since Spencer wasn’t my home either. 
 
    In an effort to sooth some of their misgivings, we’ve tried our best to keep things on an even playing field when it comes to major decisions that affect the entire town.  When we hold votes on these decisions; since we outnumber the natives of Glasgow nearly 2 to 1, their votes count for double so that it doesn’t seem like we’re trying to take control of their town.  I think that this has helped to placate some of their concerns regarding our presence here, and maybe over time, they’ll grow to accept us more.  Right now, though, things are still somewhat strained, and you can feel a certain level of distrust whenever we hold meetings, almost as though the residents of Glasgow are waiting for the other shoe to drop and we tell them we’re taking over.  I hope that they soon realize that such a move behooves no one.  With our supply levels now decreasing, it should be glaringly obvious that the more we work together, and the more hands we have pulling the towns’ weight, the better.   
 
    I guess only time will tell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, February 10th  
 
      
 
    7:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dylan is sitting here beside me reading on our apartment’s couch.  Sorry it’s been so long since I last wrote, but there just really hasn’t been much to say lately.  I’ve been very busy with work.  With having expanded our scavenging radius, more supplies are coming in and I’ve been very busy at the store (mostly with organizing inventory). 
 
    In the meantime, I’ve also had two more dates with Chase.  Yep, things are starting to get a little more serious.  I think I’m ready.  Plus, staying busy at work and spending more time with Chase helps keep my mind off Violet (although she’s always there).  Her death haunts me far more than even that of Chris.  The passing of a child has to be the worst thing anyone can suffer through – so much potential lost, so much she never got to see or do, so much I’ll never get to do with her, tell her, and see her accomplish.  Just writing about it is making me start to cry.   
 
    I go visit Violet weekly at the local cemetery.  I tell her what’s happening, what her brother is doing, and generally just talk to her as though she were sitting right beside me.  I could go visit more often, but it’s just too heartbreaking.  I’m always left in a funk for a day or two after I leave her.  It’s hard, very, very hard.  I miss her so much.  Okay, enough of that.  I need to put this down for a little while and regroup.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, February 14th  
 
      
 
    8:32 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Happy Valentine’s Day! 
 
    Chase stopped by earlier this morning and brought me chocolates – so sweet!  He saved them from one of the scavenging trips he went on last week.  He said he would have brought me flowers too, but he couldn’t find anything nice blooming in mid-February.  I told him he was forgiven.   
 
    He’s coming for dinner tonight.  He offered to take me to what has become “our spot” – the pond where we watch the stars.  But I explained that I didn’t want to leave Dylan on Valentine’s Day.  He told me that he understood and that he’d be fine with eating at our place.  He jokingly said that if I’d cook, he’d pay.  I’m fine with that since we can’t exactly go out for dinner at a restaurant, and I’d MUCH prefer my cooking over his.   
 
      
 
      
 
    10:38 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Dinner tonight was nice.  I made grilled chicken (it’s kind of a delicacy these days) and pasta seasoned with Italian herbs.  Chase brought wine (alcohol is one thing there’s no lack of).  After dinner was over and Dylan went to bed, Chase gave me my Valentine’s Day gifts.  To start, he presented me with a pair of diamond earrings and a matching diamond necklace.  And while beautiful, such things are a dime-a-dozen these days.  His BEST present was a full-body message (clothes on…aww shucks!).  It was a wonderfully thoughtful gift, though, and I’ll take it over a bouquet of flowers or even diamonds any day.  I guess it’s also a good indication of how our relationship is progressing.     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, February 26th  
 
      
 
    7:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today was weird.  It started out fine, just another day.  At work, we were busy.  Another big load of supplies was hauled in from one of the scavenging trips.  There were several pickup trucks full of inventory that either needed to be put out on display to restock the store shelves or put away in the back of the store to be sold later.  We divided our store personnel, Betty and Doug (two of the Glasgow residents who work at the store) said they would restock the shelves, while Lamar (my neighbor who lost his wife back in Nashville) and I worked on inventorying the excess and finding places for it in the storeroom.   
 
    We have a big handwritten list (everything is handwritten now – such a change after doing so much on computers before the flu) of all the items in our storeroom and their various quantities.  We update the list when we put new stuff in as well as when we take it out so that we have a running tally of our available inventory.  This helps us with pricing our items since it provides insight into supply and demand.  It tells us how much of particular items we’re selling, what we’re running low on, and where we have an excess.  It also helps us with loss prevention, yet another way to ensure that employees of the store remain honest and don’t dip into the stock for personal use when no one is looking.   
 
    So anyway, Lamar and I were working together.  He would carry stuff in from the trucks or from where we had offloaded some of it just inside the building’s rear entrance (there’s a dock area there – it’s our loading/pickup spot).  I was noting what came in on our inventory list and stacking it where it belonged with similar items.  Around noon, Lamar told me he was ready for his lunch break.  I was finishing with the last few loads he’d brought in since sometimes it takes me a little while to catch up depending upon what the items are.  Occasionally, I have to go through and sort boxes of stuff that the scavenge crew has thrown together in disarray.  We’ve asked them repeatedly to try to sort the boxes into pre-set categories – “use-soon” food, “long-term” food, alcohol, firearms, ammunition, tools, clothing, medicine, toiletries, etc. – but some things don’t have “easy-fit” categories and they fall into these jumbled assorted boxes that then have to be sorted item by item.  Other times, our scavenging crews are just lazy and toss everything in together.  
 
    Anyway, I told Lamar I’d catch up with him and our co-workers in a few minutes once I finished.  He asked if I wanted him to wait, but I told him to go on ahead.  He’s such a sweet man.  He reminds me a little of my grandfather, God rest his soul.   
 
    A few minutes after he and the others left (we typically close the store from noon until one so we can eat at home since we all live so close), I heard a knock at the storeroom door.  It was Barker, the head of the Glasgow group.  He stops in from time to time to see how things are going, and I think he hits up his people for extra stuff when the Spencer employees aren’t around.  I have a feeling that he takes stuff straight off the trucks when his people are working them.  This is one of the reasons I like it when Lamar and I are here when Barker shows up, it crimps his style.  It’s not fair.  Just because he’s one of the town’s leaders, he thinks he gets to take extra stuff.  Gerald doesn’t do it.  Hell, I don’t think Gerald has ever even THOUGHT of doing it. 
 
    Anyway, Barker just kind of hung around for a while, lingering as though he wanted something.  He made a few attempts at small talk that fell flat.  I was busy, and I frankly want nothing to do with the man – there’s something about him that just makes my skin crawl.  Plus, I was trying to concentrate on our inventory numbers.  After about five minutes (which felt more like 20), he asked if I’d like him to treat me to lunch.  I found the offer a bit odd since I don’t know how he would manage that with no restaurants in town.  Then he clarified, saying that he had gotten a hold of some steak (I’d like to know how, since steak is worth its weight in gold these days), and was going to prepare it back at his place if I was interested.  And while a nice juicy steak sounded about as heavenly as a full-body massage from Chase (MINUS clothes!), I did my best to politely decline.  Something about the offer (probably the “back at his place” part) just sounded a little bit off.  Then he started going on about how he knew how hard it was for me being a single parent, and how sorry he was about the loss of Violet (he’d heard about her getting the flu on the way here), and how it must be very lonely for a single woman in this new world.   
 
    I was only half listening since I was trying to keep running tallies in my head before noting them on our inventory chart.   
 
    Suddenly, while I was lifting a box, this scumbag was right up behind me, hands all over me.  I dropped the box in surprise and quickly shoved him away.  Meanwhile, he’s looking at me like I’m crazy.  He explained that he was only trying to help me with the box since it looked heavy.  I don’t know how wrapping his arms around me and grabbing a boob is his idea of help, but it certainly isn’t mine.  But his reaction left ME feeling like I was the one who was in the wrong.   
 
   
  
 

 I didn’t know what to say, but Barker took care of the reconciliation.  He came back over, and without asking, gave me a big hug, saying it was all a misunderstanding.  I really didn’t want a hug from this skuzzball, but I figured that rather than make a big deal over it (and potentially blow it up into an issue that widens the crack in our community relations), I’d just let it go and move on.  But Barker wasn’t about to make it that easy.  After our hug (that went on for far too long in my opinion), he tried to kiss me – on the LIPS no less!  That’s when I lost it.  I pushed him away hard and then smacked him in the face.  I mean, I REALLY let him have it.  It left a big red mark on the side of his face.  But come on, the guy is MARRIED!  I thought he was going to come after me again for a minute, and I think he would have.  Thankfully, Lamar re-entered the storage area saying he’d left behind the keys to his apartment.  With a witness in the room, Barker promptly beat a hasty retreat.  I think Lamar realized that he had interrupted something, and he could tell that I was visibly shaken, but he didn’t say anything.  And I really didn’t want to get into it.  So we both left the store together.  On the way out, I saw neither hide nor hair of Barker.  Just as well.  I don’t like seeing him on normal occasions, let alone after something like that. 
 
    The rest of the day, I was all in a fuddle.  My mind just wouldn’t work.  I kept making mistakes on the inventory list and screwing up my counts.  God only knows how far off we’ll be when we do our end of the month inventory verification. 
 
    I’m doing my best to let it go, but it was such a sleazy move.  I keep replaying it over and over in my mind, and I just can’t figure why he would think that trying something like that would be okay.  Maybe it’s that in this post-flu world, some people (like Barker) are starting to think that they no longer have to play by the rules since no one is really around to enforce them.  Maybe the power that comes with being in charge of a group of people is going to his head.         
 
    I don’t know, but whatever it is, I certainly don’t like it, and I’m DEFINITELY not going to say anything about it to Chase.  He’d probably kick Barker’s ass or worse, and I have a feeling that wouldn’t help things between our two groups much either. 
 
    I kind of hate to admit it, but I’m starting to not like it here.  Things continue to feel very strained between the two sides of the town.  Back in Spencer, we used to have our communal dinners and entertainment like movies or the Fall Harvest Festival to help bring us together and maintain community relations.  But we don’t have those things here.  It’s not like it hasn’t been brought up.  We’ve just been so busy that it seems like no one has the time or energy for extra, more trivial pursuits like entertainment.  Maybe one day we’ll get to that point, but I tend to wonder.  Instead of settling down and things feeling like they’re getting easier as they did in Spencer, it almost feels like they’re getting harder.  And as our search broadens for more supplies, it makes me wonder what will happen when the food eventually runs out.  Will we be able to grow enough for the entire community? 
 
    For now, except when we’re working, it seems like people are staying to themselves more and more, almost as if they’re becoming distrustful of one another.  Personally, I feel somewhat uncomfortable when I’m around native residents of Glasgow.  It’s like they look down on us.  Maybe it’s just me, or maybe it’s the day I’ve had…I don’t know. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, March 6th 
 
      
 
    8:22 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s starting to get warmer out and I can tell that the days are beginning to stretch just a little bit longer.  Spring is almost here, and summer will be upon us before we know it.  We’re already starting to get things ready for our community garden.  The scavenging teams have been gathering tools, equipment, and seeds to plant, and we’ve even put together a team to start staking out our garden areas, tilling the soil, hauling in fertilizer and top soil, and collecting fencing materials to keep the wildlife away from our crops once they are planted. 
 
    I’m looking forward (actually, I think we’re ALL looking forward) to this new food source.  Once again, our scavenging crews are coming back with fewer and fewer supplies each time they go out.  If we have to keep expanding our search area like this, we’ll be making trips into Atlanta come June…and nobody wants that. 
 
    From what I’ve heard, the other day one of our teams encountered another group searching the same area.  There was a confrontation, and things got tense, but no shots were fired.  I have a feeling that the farther these missions head from home, the more likely it is that they’re going to run into trouble, so the sooner we can start moving toward self-sufficiency, the better.       
 
    Overall, though, I’m feeling somewhat better this week.  Maybe it’s the start of a new month, maybe it’s the prospects of spring, maybe it’s that Chase has been paying me more attention than ever, maybe it’s that I haven’t had anymore encounters with Barker (ugh…just the mention of that man makes my skin crawl), or maybe it’s just the warmer weather.  I don’t know, but I’ll take whatever it is. 
 
    For a Chicago girl, it’s strange to go through almost an entire winter without snow.  Last time I saw the white stuff was back in Chattanooga.  Heck, it hardly even falls below freezing here in Georgia, even in the depths of what we would have considered the winter doldrums (January and February) back in the Windy City.  But heck, I’M not complaining.     
 
    I’m trying to head into spring with a more positive outlook.  Hopefully, the whole Barker thing was just an isolated incident, something we can move past and try to forget (although I admit, as much as I’d like to, I will NEVER forget it).   
 
    I’m hoping that Dylan and I can start getting outside and doing more as the weather warms.  Chase said he’d like to teach Dylan how to fish, which I think sounds like a great idea.  Dylan needs a few hobbies, and the more he can get outside activity at his age, the better.  Without many friends or organized sports like baseball, basketball, soccer, or having recess at school, he’s becoming rather sedentary when not working at the store with me.  I think it affects his mood too.  It’s hard enough being a young boy without many other kids around to play with, but then being stuck inside much of the day either learning skills and trades or helping at the store doesn’t really provide him with much of a chance to be a kid.  Poor little guy.  He’s such a good boy.  I feel bad for him and all he’s gone through, but there isn’t much I can do about it.  I’m happy that Chase is starting to take a more active interest in him.  I think Dylan needs a father figure.  And while I know that Chase will never take Chris’ place, he certainly helps. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, March 16th  
 
      
 
    7:55 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s been too long since I’ve written, I know.  There’s just not much to write about lately.  It’s the same thing every day, and there’s hardly anything exciting to break up the monotony.  It’s just wake up, get ready, see Dylan off to whatever it is he’s doing for the first half of the day, get to work at the store, come home, make and eat dinner, maybe take a walk, play a few games with Dylan (sometimes with Chase too), read a little, and go to bed.  Then it’s rinse-and-repeat the next day.  I guess that’s not necessarily a bad thing.  It’s a heck of a lot better than walking the rails and eating ramen noodles for breakfast, lunch and dinner, that’s for sure.  But I can’t say it makes a very cozy bed for dreams of the future either.   
 
    For now, Dylan and I have to finish getting ready for church.  It’s the one time each week where the entire town can come together as one and at least pretend to act neighborly to one another. 
 
    Gerald has been trying his best lately with his sermons, preaching about “loving thy neighbor”, “doing unto others as we would have them do unto us”, and telling various stories of unity and community in an attempt to bring us closer together.  I’m not sure it’s working.  It feels good when we’re there listening to him, but once we’re out in our daily lives, it’s back to that certain level of distrust.   
 
    On a happier note, I’m going to wear the jewelry that Chase gave me for Valentine’s Day.  I’ve been holding off, not wanting to seem like I’m trying to be flashy or flaunting our relationship (especially in front of Erika), but I think church would be a nice opportunity for him to see me wear them.  They’re not really me (I didn’t wear diamonds much before the flu…other than my wedding ring), but I want Chase to understand that I appreciate his gifts and his thoughtfulness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    2:21 a.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that backfired…BIG TIME.  I couldn’t have picked a worse day to wear Chase’s jewelry.   
 
    Unbeknownst to me, Barker had decided to make a statement of his own at today’s sermon.  Toward the end of the sermon, when Gerald typically opens the floor to questions, comments, and concerns (it becomes a brief town hall meeting of sorts since we’re all gathered together), Barker usually says a word or two.  He normally doesn’t have much to say, I think he just has trouble letting Gerald hog all the attention.  He typically talks about how the scavenging missions have been going, any outside news that has been received (which tends to be not much), and how various projects the townspeople have been working on have been progressing.  So today, I wasn’t expecting much from him in the way of anything earth shattering. 
 
    But that’s Barker for you.  As with our last encounter at the store, I wasn’t at all prepared for what he was about to pull.  His little speech began with a scavenging team progress report.  He explained how their expanded search radius around Glasgow has increased the supply stream steadily trickling into town (which everybody already knows). 
 
    At this point, I figured it was just going to be another boring rehashing of things we already know and stuff he’s gone over repeatedly.  But Barker wasn’t going to let us down.  He was about to spring a surprise on all of us…especially me. 
 
    He went on to say, that due to our increased supply levels, it appeared that we were starting to get complacent regarding our inventory – specifically at the general store.  He referenced our last month’s inventory count as proof that there was theft occurring at the store.   
 
    While we take general inventory of the supplies coming in and what has been sold from the store shelves each day, we also do a month-end count of everything we have on hand both on the store shelves as well as in the stock rooms.  This audit is conducted by two store employees – one from Glasgow, one from Spencer – along with a town leader rotated each month…Gerald or Barker.  It was Barker’s turn this month.   
 
    After things had calmed down in the church, and everyone had quieted their chatter regarding this late-breaking news, Barker said that there was a large discrepancy at the end of February (I knew I made mistakes when Barker made his advances on me while I was doing my counts).  Anyway, he went on to say that he didn’t have any direct proof to link the person or people who might be involved in the theft, but he had personally seen at least one of the store employees flaunting several new personal possessions.  And there I was, sitting in church with my new diamond jewelry on.  I felt my face burning under the accusatory stares of the town’s residents. 
 
    I’m almost positive there hasn’t been any theft.  It’s probably just a case of my miscounts due to Barker hitting on me, but it’s too late to prove it now. 
 
    I wanted to rip Chase’s jewelry off and scream, “Just take it!  I don’t even want it!”  But I did my best to remain impassive since I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong.  Still, I felt like such a criminal.  I know that Barker can’t prove anything, but I can’t disprove it either.  And while I’m not the only one subjected to his accusations, I was the only one wearing diamonds at church today.  I was just trying to make Chase happy, but as they say, no good deed goes unpunished. 
 
    Barker then said that he’d like to replace the people working at the store.  He said that he thought it would be a good idea to rotate the employees working there regularly to help keep incidents like these to a minimum.  It really makes me angry.  There WAS no incident!  I’m sure of it.  Our store employees are good people.  There’s no way anyone was stealing…unless it was Barker himself (which wouldn’t surprise me).  And now I feel guilty as hell, not because I did anything wrong, but because I’m sure that it was my inventory errors that led to all this.  Now everyone at the store is facing being replaced because of me.  
 
    I don’t know if Barker did this in reprisal for my rejection of his advances or because he’s trying to cover his own ass for taking stuff.  Tomorrow, he wants to vote on whether or not to replace the current store staff with new people.   
 
    I’m pretty devastated over all this.  It not only calls my credibility into question, but that of my co-workers.  Plus, what am I going to do if I’m not working at the store?  I mean, I’m sure I’ll find something, but the store was the one thing I felt confident and comfortable doing.  And minus my apparent inventory screw up last month, I was damn good at it. 
 
    Fucking Barker!  I hate that asshole!  I wish that piece of scumbag trash would just shrivel up and die! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, March 17th  
 
      
 
    10:02 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, it’s official.  Dylan and I just got back from a special meeting regarding the store personnel, and I’ve been fired.  Actually, I guess ‘fired’ is a strong world…all four of the store’s staff were “reassigned”.  The vote for making this change passed 53 to 26.  Frankly I’m amazed that we got 26 votes in favor of allowing us to remain after Barker’s little stunt in church the other day.  But since the native Glasgow votes count double, I’m not exactly sure how many people actually supported us. 
 
    Gerald did his best to smooth things over saying that it was nothing personal against any of the store employees but that Barker had a point regarding loss prevention.  He agreed that rotating personnel on a quarterly basis was a good idea to also help keep the staff from becoming too complacent in their work.   
 
    Still, it hurts.  I even spoke up, hoping that accepting responsibility for the inventory fowl-up might at least take some of the heat off the other store employees.  I explained that I was felt it was most likely my fault we were in this predicament and that I was probably the one who had made an error.  But it didn’t matter.  The vote was to replace ALL the staff members.   
 
    Now the other people who were working at the store are pissed at me.  I think that Lamar understands, but the two Glasgow natives just sat there glaring at me.  I feel terrible.  We’ve been re-assigned to working in the community garden.  I don’t think it’s a terrible thing, and working outside might actually be nice, but the store jobs were cushier gigs.  Gerald and Barker each nominated two new individuals (one of whom is Barker’s son, Craig) to replace us, and they received the majority vote needed to assume the roles. 
 
    We swap out our positions at the start of next week. 
 
      
 
    6:58 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Chase came over for dinner tonight.  He brought a fish for me to fry, and I made rice and green beans to go with it. 
 
    While I was preparing dinner, he explained that Erika is now pissed at me too.  Up until this point, she has had a sweet job refilling the town’s vehicle fleet with fuel and checking the air pressure in tires.  It was a job that she could do whenever she liked so that she could also care for her son, Travis.  She’s one of the people newly assigned to the store (a job she really doesn’t like since she has to be there ALL day and work with other people).  He said she was bitching about it – and about ME – almost the entire time (almost a WHOLE hour) she was doing her job at the town’s vehicle fleet station.   
 
    Great, nothing like have a bunch of people pissed at you in a town with a population of only 60.  Word spreads fast in a small community, and everyone knows when someone is on the town shit list.   
 
    Personally, I don’t mind all that much that Erika is upset about the job transfer since it keeps her and Chase father away from one another.  It’s not that I don’t trust HIM, but SHE’S a different story.  And knowing their shared history, I can see proximity leading to issues of the physical kind.  Erika is the type of woman that when she wants something, she goes after it with a vengeance.  And while I think I have a leg up on her both in brains and beauty, Chase is only human.  He has so far exercised pretty good self-control (as far as I know) regarding his old flame, but Erika can be VERY persuasive.  Therefore, having her stuck at the store working all day rather than out-and-about with a lot of spare time on her hands and hanging around Chase at the fleet station, is just fine with me.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, March 26th  
 
      
 
    8:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    So I actually kind of like my new job.  The weather has been great lately – mild and not a cloud in the sky – and I love being outdoors in the fresh air for a change.  While there hasn’t been much in the way of results to show for our hard work yet, we all know that our efforts will eventually be rewarded.   
 
    We’ve been spending our time preparing a space about the size of a football field.  It’s a damn big undertaking, but we figure we might as well go big so we don’t have to try to expand the garden later.  Most of the first week I spent gathering old fencing from around town to put up to keep wildlife away from our crops.  It’s amazing how many materials you need to cordon off a space this size. 
 
    This week, we’ve been working on getting that fencing up.  After we’re finished with that, we’ll start plowing the space we’ve cordoned off and getting things like tree roots, rocks, or other debris out of the growing area.  Then we’ll work to put down additional top soil and fertilizer where needed before we start planting. 
 
    It’s a lot of work.  There are ten of us who have been put to this task – seven men and three women.  I include Dylan in the seven men.  He’s just as hard a worker and often exhibits more energy and enthusiasm than most of the other men.  His education has been left to me in the evenings for now since we need all hands in the garden to make the spring planting a success. 
 
    Our efforts are led by Jack and Jared, two men from Spencer who have previous farming experience.  They push us hard and expect a lot from us, but they are fair, do just as much work as the rest of us, and lead by example.    
 
    I’d say that the only downside to my work is that the two Glasgow natives from the store are still harboring a grudge about me costing them their previous jobs.  They make their distain for me blatantly obvious with dirty looks, and snide comments, but I can take it.  It’s not like I’m here to make friends with everyone.  If they like me, great…if not, so be it.  I have Dylan, and I have Chase.  And that’s all I really need.  Would I prefer to get along with everyone?  Sure.  But I’m not going to go groveling for forgiveness.  I feel like telling them WHY I made the mistakes on the inventory count to begin with, but I don’t think it would help.  They probably wouldn’t believe me, and my account of what happened would only get back to Barker, which could lead to more issues.   
 
    Instead, I just keep my mouth shut, my head down, and work my tail off.  It’s the best thing, and about the ONLY thing I can do right now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, April 4th  
 
      
 
    12:42 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, I guess you could officially call Chase and me an “item” now.  While we’re not living together, and neither of us have attempted an “I love you” yet, I think it’s safe to say that our dating relationship is solidified.   
 
    Lately, he has been coming over for dinner several times a week (I can’t blame him after experiencing HIS cooking) – and yes, we’ve consummated the relationship.  I won’t get into any more than that, but it’s safe to say that I was completely satisfied in all regards.  And I think that in our current world, a fair enough amount of time has elapsed since Chris’ passing to begin getting serious with someone new.   
 
    I think it will take some amount of time for me to feel completely guilt-free about being with another man.  But what am I supposed to do, take a vow of abstinence and become a nun?  Chris knew that he was number one and the ONLY one when we were together.  He proved his love for me and the kids in the most devoted way possible – by giving his life to protect us.  And I’m almost positive that he would want me to find someone who exhibits similar qualities in this new and rather dangerous world.  Even though he and Chase are very different in personality and interests, I think that Chris would approve because Chase treats me with respect and as an equal.    
 
    On the work front, there’s not much to report.  We’re finally done with putting up the fencing.  It took a lot more time and effort than I expected, but I shouldn’t be surprised considering the size of the space we’re working with.   
 
    Chase got a tractor up and running so we could start plowing the field.  It will be nice to get the crops planted and finally start to see some results from all our hard work.  The supplies that have been arriving from the scavenging missions have started to dwindle again.  And as anxious as we are to see our farming efforts come to fruition in the form of some bright green shoots popping forth from the good earth, we don’t want to jump the gun.  Jack and Jared said getting things planted too soon, only to lose them to a late-spring cold front, could set us back far more than waiting an extra week or two.  The native Georgians are pooh-poohing this conservative stance, saying that once the cold weather breaks in this part of the country, it’s over and done with; but Jack and Jared said they’ve seen it happen too many times and won’t be swayed.  I tend to agree with them, and I’m content to leave such things up to the people with the experience behind them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, April 8th  
 
      
 
    9:19 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today was Dylan’s 10th birthday.  Poor little guy.  He didn’t even really seem like he cared.  He used to get so excited about his birthday, but now it’s just another day.  I managed to get him a couple pre-packaged cupcakes (the kind you’d find at a gas station) along with a candy bar for his birthday treats.  I know it doesn’t sound like much, but it’s the best I could come up with in this weird world of ours.  Toys are a dime a dozen now since there are so many of them just sitting around in abandoned houses, and I can’t exactly go to a bakery and buy him a cake, so this will have to do.   
 
    I invited Chase over for dinner tonight, and we made fried chicken (Dylan’s favorite, and a real delicacy these days) with rice and pasta.  Chase allotted me some extra script from his own weekly payment just so we could afford two chicken breasts.  But it was worth it.  Dylan’s eyes lit up at the sight of the chicken breasts.  Chase and I made some extra pasta for us so that we could watch Dylan enjoy all the chicken he wanted – he ate almost ALL of it!  But it was worth missing out on the meat to make Dylan’s day just a little more special.    
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, April 14th 
 
      
 
    3:13 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There’s no time to write in the mornings anymore since, upon Jack and Jared’s recommendations, we’ve moved the start of our workday up to 7 a.m.  They say that with it getting light out earlier, and with the temperature increasing, we’ll find ourselves glad to sacrifice getting up at the crack of dawn in order to be finished with our work earlier.    
 
    Today is the seven-month anniversary of Chris’ passing.  It’s not really something I want to dwell on as it brings back so many memories.  Probably one of the best – or in a way, the worst, since it makes me realize all that I’ve lost – is recalling our Labor Day picnic in Riverside.  It was our last truly happy and relatively carefree day spent together as a family before the flu really started to dominate our lives.  That day, there was still so much to look forward to, so much we didn’t realize we had at the time, so much to be lost.  We were so naïve about the death and destruction that was looming at our doorstep.   
 
    See?  It’s such a wonderful memory of a wonderful day, yet it brings up such painful realizations at the same time.   
 
    I still remember talking to Chris about possibly using Riverside as the staging site for Violet’s 5th birthday, a birthday that never in a million years would I have guessed would be spent in Spencer, Indiana…without her father…and that it would be her last. 
 
    This was why it was better when I worked later into the day.  There wasn’t as much time for this type of thinking.  It’s too damn depressing.  I’m going to see if Dylan wants to take a walk.  Maybe getting outside will help take my mind off things. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    5:09 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was a bust!  Here I wanted to get outside to help take my mind off my troubles, and I only ended up encountering more problems.   
 
    While we were walking down Main Street, Dylan let out a sudden screech.  It scared the living daylights out of me.  At first, he said he thought he had been stung by a bee, and showed me a big welt in the middle of his forearm beneath his shirtsleeve.  But I thought it unlikely a bee had stung him through the sweatshirt he was wearing.  My thought was more along the lines of a spider bite. 
 
    As we stood in the street discussing what it could be, I felt a sharp sting on my right butt cheek.  I jumped in surprise and let out a little yelp, at which point we heard a child’s laughter coming from behind us.   
 
    Well, to make a long story short, we quickly realized that it was Travis (Erika’s son).  Apparently, he’d gotten hold of a BB gun and was taking pot shots at us while we walked.  As soon as Dylan realized what was going on, and before I could stop him, he had run over, grabbed the gun away from Travis, and pushed him down on the ground.  It was slight reprisal for his actions in my opinion, but I told Dylan to stop it.  Travis immediately started crying and yelling for Dylan to give him his gun back.  A minute later, Erika showed up demanding to know what “WE” had done to her son, who was now fearfully clinging to his mother and telling her that Dylan had pushed him down and taken his gun. 
 
    I calmly tried to explain, but Erika wasn’t having any of it.  She immediately got huffy and told me that MY child was out of control and treating her son like a bully.  I tried to show her the wound on Dylan’s arm, and I told her about mine as well.  I couldn’t exactly show her the point of impact, considering its location, although by the end of the incident, I felt like telling her to give it a big fat kiss.  But it didn’t matter.  Erika said that I was lying and that Dylan had made the injury to himself or that it was a bug bit.  She said that there was no way HER Travis would shoot another living creature, let alone another person, that he was too good a boy and that SHE had raised him right.  She said that if Dylan laid another hand on her son, we’d have “more shit on our plates than we’d know what to do with” – her words, not mine. 
 
    Yeah, and I’M the unfit mother.         
 
    Then she told me that I needed to get my kid under control and that she expected me to discipline Dylan accordingly, but that judging from my parenting, she wasn’t counting on that happening.  Boy is that the pot calling the kettle black! 
 
    Then she grabbed the gun away from Dylan and stalked off with Travis in tow. 
 
    I was so stunned by the blatant ridiculousness of the situation that I honestly didn’t know how to respond.  I was angry, astounded, confused, and somewhat in shock that someone could take a situation in which their child was so obviously in the wrong and turn it around like that.  Even worse, it somehow left ME feeling as though I was the offender.   
 
    Sheesh!  What a nut job! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, April 17th  
 
      
 
    9:52 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ugh, what a night!  It started so nicely but ended so badly. 
 
    Chase had come over for dinner.  He stayed for a few board games with Dylan and left around 7:30.  It was a nice evening – nothing special, but that’s fine with me.  I’ve learned that sometimes the best nights are the seemingly insignificant nights. 
 
    At around eight, there was a knock on the door.  Well, I guess I shouldn’t say ‘knock’; it was more of a pounding.  I just though it was Chase returning to pick something up he’d forgotten.  I figured the banging was his way of screwing around with me – he does stuff like that sometimes.   
 
    But it wasn’t…it was Erika…a DRUNKEN Erika. 
 
    As soon as I opened the door, I realized my mistake.  Before I could stop her, she’d pushed herself halfway inside and jammed a knee between the door and the frame to keep me from closing it.   
 
    Then she let loose with a verbal tirade the likes of which I’d never heard before.  As soon as I’d heard the first string of profanities, I sternly told Dylan to go to the bedroom.  He lingered a moment, curious as to what this lunatic wanted.  He has grown very protective of me since Chris’ passing.  But another firm warning from me sent his little tail hustling. 
 
    Meanwhile, Erika was going on about me and Chase, and about Dylan, and about how I was a thief of not only stuff from the store but of men too, and that I let Dylan get away with murder, and that I was a dumb bitch, and on and on. 
 
    At this point, I still had her wedged between the door and the doorframe.  I had my foot against the bottom of the door as leverage to keep it in place.  Meanwhile, Erika kept on yelling so loudly that it was embarrassing.  Several neighbors in our building had opened their exterior hallway doors to watch the scene.  And boy was it a scene! 
 
    After what felt like forever, but probably wasn’t even a minute, I was racking my brain trying to figure out how to get rid of this raging psychopath.  I could smell the alcohol on her breath and was trying to convince myself that it was only the booze talking.  I thought that Erika and I had gotten onto a pretty stable – I might even say “good” – footing until we got to Glasgow, and I didn’t necessarily want to throw all that away over a couple silly incidents…at least not until she brought up what she felt was my poor parenting again.  There’s just something about her criticizing how I care and HAVE cared for my children since the flu that really burns me up.  It sets me off like nothing else, and when she said that I had “let my daughter die”, I couldn’t help it; I went ballistic.  It was probably the one thing she could have mentioned that would set me off like no other.  I changed from a relatively calm, cool, and collected – what I would consider “sensible” – woman, into a bull in a china shop.  As soon as she uttered those words, the transformation was almost instantaneous.  I went from a combination of confusion, embarrassment, and honestly being a little afraid, to my own rare form of raging bitch.   
 
    I quickly stepped back to allow the door to open about another foot.  I think the act caught Erika by surprise and she kind of lurched forward and then hesitated, almost as though she didn’t know whether to come inside or stay put.  She stood there, momentarily silenced, halfway into the apartment.  Before she could make a decision as to what to do next, I rammed the door back hard against her, smashing her in between the door and its frame.  I could tell that the force of my blow had caught her off guard and kind of stunned her.  It also pushed her back so that she was almost completely out of the apartment.  I then pulled the door back toward me one more time and put all my weight against it to close it.  Erika was in a bad spot.  She took the majority of the violently closing door’s blow to the face.  While I couldn’t see it happen (as much as I would have liked to), I guess it blasted her onto her ass in the hallway.  I reopened the door to see her sitting there on the floor, crying, blood streaming from around her hands where they were cupped over her nose.  I was suddenly hit by a wave of guilt and the desire to help her, but then I remembered her words and decided against it. 
 
    I gave a quick look around at the questioning stares of my neighbors who were still watching wide-eyed, then closed and locked the door behind me.   
 
    I’m still trying to calm down from the confrontation.  I just don’t know what the hell is wrong with that crazy bitch.  So I caught your man.  So the fuck what!?  If you’d done a better job landing him the first time, he wouldn’t have been back in the pond for others to catch.  What the hell am I supposed to do about it?  She had more than enough time to get Chase if she really wanted him.  But she blew it, and now she needs to get the hell over it.  She’s screwing around with one of the Glasgow men now anyway.  Reggie, I think his name is.  He hangs out with Barker (if that tells you anything), and he seems like he’s kind of a sleazebag.  Plus, he drinks a lot.  The two are a good pair (and you can read that as Reggie and Barker OR Reggie and Erika).  Erika was probably with him before she came over here.  Hell, she was probably with BOTH of them, knowing those weirdoes. 
 
    I think that this new world is kind of screwing with people.  They’re thinking they can do what they want and act how they want since there isn’t anyone around to tell them otherwise.  It’s starting to feel a little like the Mad Max apocalypse here.  I mean, we have Gerald and Barker, and our town’s security people, but we don’t really have a sheriff or town constable or anything.  Our group is just so damn small, and we’re so concerned with protecting ourselves from outsiders that inside the town itself, we all just kind of looking out for ourselves.  But now I’m starting to worry.  I’d like to bring up nominating someone for the position of town sheriff, but on the other hand, I really don’t want to open my mouth.  It could backfire, and we could get someone like Reggie or Barker who would only abuse their authority and make things worse.   
 
    I just know tonight’s events are going to bother me for days to come.  I have a bad habit of rehashing things like this over and over again in my mind, replaying them and analyzing why they happened, how they happened, and how I could have handled them differently.  Maybe I should have invited Erika inside to talk things out over a glass of wine.  Maybe I shouldn’t have opened the door in the first place and just pretended I wasn’t home.  Maybe I should never have confronted Travis about the BB gun incident. 
 
    See…there I go.  I’ll be up all night trying to get inside Erika’s warped mind to figure it out, and it won’t do any good.  You can never get inside someone else’s head, nor would I want to, especially when they’re as screwed up as she is. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, April 18th  
 
      
 
    6:53 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chase stopped by work today.  He wanted to know what happened with Erika last night. 
 
    See?  Didn’t I say news travels fast around here? 
 
    So I rehashed the whole thing, giving him every detail I could recall regarding the brief yet highly charged incident. 
 
    Then Chase dropped the bombshell.  Erika had been over at his place before mine.  He said that she was drunk and acting all lovey-dovey toward him, telling him she wanted him back.  According to him, he told her that it was just the booze talking and that she needed to go home and sleep it off.  Apparently, she wasn’t thrilled with this response, and his rejection is what must have really set her off before she came over to see me.   
 
    Great, just what I need right now, something else to make me look bad in front of the other townspeople.  As if my reputation wasn’t tarnished enough by the whole store inventory incident.  Like I said, I don’t care that much what people think about me, but when people have a certain perception of you, it can make life more difficult.  And life is complicated enough these days without people going out of their way to make it more difficult.  
 
      
 
      
 
    9:09 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Well that was fun.  The hits just keep on coming.  Gerald and Barker came to discuss what happened with Erika yesterday.  They had already spoken to Erika, as well as several of my neighbors to hear what they had to say, and now they wanted to get my side of the story.   
 
    That was all they gave me to go on.  They didn’t tell me what Erika had said or what the neighbors had told them.  But I had nothing to hide, so I simply told them the truth.  It’s all I could do; and frankly, I think I did a hell of a job retelling the night’s events in a detailed, systematic, levelheaded account that covered everything and ended with Erika plopped on her ass in the hallway with a bloody nose. 
 
    The two men listened quietly until I was finished, never interrupting with questions.  Once I was done recounting the tale, they informed me that Erika had told them that I hit her without provocation after she came over to have a civilized conversation regarding an incident that transpired between our two sons the other day.   
 
    I couldn’t believe her nerve.  Come to MY house, yelling, screaming, and trying to push her way inside, and then tell people that she had come to have a “civilized conversation”.  What a witch! 
 
    The two men told me that after talking to my neighbors, my version of the story was closer to theirs.  They said that there wasn’t much to be done if what I told them is indeed what happened.  But they advised me that it would likely be in my best interest to keep my distance from Erika for a while.   
 
    I told them that I had absolutely no problem with that, and that other than the incident with Travis the other day, and the deal with Erika last night, I haven’t had many dealings lately with her anyway.    
 
    I guess that if anything good has come out of this, I’ve at least learned that my neighbors will back me up when needed.  While I’m not exactly sure what they said, it sounded like Gerald and Barker got a reasonably close version of events from them.  I’m sure they probably got the best recounting from Lamar who lives in the apartment directly across from us.  It makes me feel good that he’s there.  I trust him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, April 26th  
 
      
 
    4:24 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m happy to report that nothing more has come of the whole Erika situation.  She pretty much just avoids me now like the plague, although when I saw her at the store the other day, she was sporting the remnants of two pretty good shiners and her nose looked a little out of whack.  Oh well, serves her right for acting like a freakin’ psycho. 
 
    Work has been good lately.  The weather is holding – dry and sunny – and the temperature has been gradually on the rise.  Jack and Jared have outlined the first week of May as the start of our planting season.  We’ve really just been holding off in hopes of getting a good rain to saturate the ground before we start.  We haven’t seen a drop of precipitation in several weeks.  I hope this isn’t a pre-cursor to a dry summer.  It could make our lives a lot more difficult.  Once again, each week, we’re seeing fewer and fewer supplies come back from the scavenging missions, and the store shelves have grown increasingly barren.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, May 3rd  
 
      
 
    4:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We had a light sprinkle of rain on the morning of the first, and took it as a sign that we’d better get our tails in gear since precipitation in Georgia is apparently anything but guaranteed.  We got most of our seeds in the ground, but now we’d like to see the skies open up and really give us a good soaking.   
 
    We’ve been hauling in water for the crops since then.  It’s been a real pain in the butt, and it consumes the majority of our workday.  We’re making constant trips back and forth between the garden and the water house.  The faucets there run almost non-stop to supply not just the community’s needs, but the garden’s too.  We hate utilizing our fresh water for the crops, but there aren’t any other options. 
 
    Barker hangs out at the water house a lot.  It seems like he’s either “helping out” at the general store, where he eats all he wants for free, or he’s at the water house “supervising”, which pretty much entails making sure the generator is operating and the water remains flowing.  One of the older residents – Bob is his name – is charged with the actual operations at the water house, but he is in his late 70s and tends to doze off or go fishing at Chase’s little pond quite often.  Who can blame him?  The work is monotonous at best – putting gas in the generator when necessary and watching large containers slowly fill with water.  It’s about as exciting as watching paint dry, but it’s a necessary job nonetheless. 
 
    In his spare time, Chase has been helping haul some water in from his fishing hole outside town to supplement our own efforts.  The downside to that is that the pond is a good distance from Glasgow.  It takes time and fuel to drive back and forth, not to mention manually filling the tank on the back of the water truck with bucketfuls of water.  Chase has been looking for a good pump, but the ones he’s come across are too small or give him trouble.  He said he found a decent one, but the water intake kept getting plugged up by the pond’s muddy water.  He says at this point, it’s quicker for him to fill five-gallon buckets by hand than have to deal with a pump. 
 
    Oh well, I guess it’s fine for now.  We’ve got the water we need and we’re hoping to see some green shoots sprouting here shortly.  I just hope we haven’t started too late with our planting.  I trust Jack and Jared, but they’re used to the Indiana growing season, not Georgia’s.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, May 21st  
 
      
 
    8:57 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I know it’s been a while since I last wrote, but time flies when you actually have another adult around to talk to at night.  Yep, you guessed it; it’s official…Chase moved in! 
 
    It’s so strange having another man in my life full-time again.  And it has certainly taken some getting used to.  Dylan seems a little weirded out by it too, but he likes Chase and they get along well, so I think he’ll become acclimated to the change pretty quick.   
 
     Erika has stopped talking to Chase completely, and she acts as though I don’t even exist, which is just fine with me.   
 
    I’m glad to report that there has been no more trouble from Barker, Erika, or anyone else for that matter.  I don’t want to jinx myself, but it seems like they’ve moved on to other things.  I also think that Chase living here with me has also helped keep them at bay.   
 
    I don’t think that Barker changing the store staff was directed at me so much as it was a way for him to get new people working there…HIS people working there…people he can control.   But whatever.  I don’t really care as long as it doesn’t affect me, Dylan or Chase.   
 
    It’s so weird to write about Chase that way in here, but it’s time.  I mean, I think I’ve done a good job of honoring Chris’ memory and not jumping into the sack with the first guy that came along.  I’ve had my time to mourn, and while I’ll never get over the loss of my husband, I need to start the process of moving on at some point.  And I don’t want to chance waiting any longer.  I’m not getting any younger, and it’s not like new guys are popping into my life with regularity…not that I’d want them to anyway.  Chase is about as good as they get…so for the first time in a long time, I’d say I’m pretty damn happy. 
 
    Meanwhile, at the garden, we’ve seen our first green poking its way through the dusty Georgia soil (we’re still hauling in most of our water, as we’ve only gotten a light rain since I last wrote).  I can’t wait until we can start harvesting! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, May 27th  
 
      
 
    2:25 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wow!  All I can say is that it is warming up here BIG TIME!  I’m glad the scavengers have found a lot of sunscreen because I have a feeling that those of us working outside this summer are going to need it.  I got a wide-brimmed hat for my work, along with some loose fitting but covering clothes.  Being a Midwest girl, my skin isn’t used to the sun beating down like it has been, and I need some time to acclimate.  
 
    I forgot to mention the Easter Day services last month.  The whole thing was kind of a downer.  We had an Easter egg hunt for the few kids in town.  Dylan participated, but he’s getting to that age where such things aren’t that big of a deal anymore.  The event mostly just left me missing Violet and thinking about what fun she would have had hunting for eggs.  Afterward, the town got together for a cookout, a communal event we haven’t had in quite some time.  It seemed somewhat forced, though, and people just didn’t seem very comfortable.  The people from Spencer pretty much talked to people from Spencer, and people from Glasgow stuck to their own as well.  It’s such a shame.  We had such great community relations back in Spencer, but it’s just never felt right here.  In a way, I’m glad to see that it’s not only ME feeling this way; but in another way, it’s kind of a shame to see that it’s not only ME feeling this way.    
 
    Things are good with Chase, and I think Dylan is getting used to the idea of Chase being a new father figure.  They go out together in the evenings sometimes and throw the baseball or Chase will take him to the pond to fish.  It’s nice to see them bonding.  I have a lot of flashbacks to Chris and Dylan, but I try not to dwell on them, doing my best instead to focus on the here and now. 
 
    Speaking of the here and now, the town’s supply situation is growing increasingly bleak.  We have reduced our weekly per-person script allotment we receive each week.  We used to be able buy about a paper shopping bag full of items with the amount we received, but now the same amount of script gets us about a half shopping bag.  Talk about inflation!  Unless our scavenging teams stumble across a big stock of supplies somewhere, I have a feeling it’s going to get even worse between now and when the garden starts producing.   
 
    At least the water is holding out.  We’re still hauling water for our crops that are struggling to survive in the dry, sun-beaten earth.  We’ve been using more and more of it as the crops continue to grow and the sky continues to work against us, refusing to open up and provide a good downpour.  We get little sprinkles here and there, but nothing that really saturates the ground.  We need one of those long soakers like the ones we used to get back in Spencer.   
 
    Now that most of the harder work on the garden has been done and we’re waiting for the fruits of our labor to be realized, we’ve taken to posting a night watch.  We had an incident about a week back where a wild animal – we think it was a deer – got over the fence and gave a patch of our crops a good nibbling.  It sucks when it’s my turn to be out there on watch, but it’s a necessary part of the work.  Each of our 10-person farm crew (except Dylan) takes a night, and then we start the rotation over again.  It only works out to three or four nights a month, but they are still three nights that none of us look forward to.  My first night-shift will be tomorrow.  Oh boy!  Not much of a Memorial Day for me, but we don’t pay a whole lot of attention to holidays these days, they’re just more notches on the calendar. 
 
    I’d write more, but there’s not much more to say.  We’re just living life.  We work, we eat, we sleep, and then we start all over again the next day.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, June 7th  
 
      
 
    8:43 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This Georgia heat is a KILLER!  It really takes it out of you when you’re working in it all day.  I never realized just how good we had it back in Chicago.  I mean, we usually got a couple weeks where the humidity came in thick and temperatures hit the upper 80s, sometimes lower 90s, but this place puts those days to shame. 
 
    Beyond our dwindling supply situation, we’re now on a water boil/filter alert after the supply we were getting from the water house began churning up a rusty sort of material.  The appearance of this sludgy brownish material is spotty right now.  The consensus around town is that we’ve used so much water in the past few months that the well is close to running dry and we’re sucking up material from its bottom.   
 
    We’re currently on the lookout for a new supply, but since we’ve been inside nearly all the homes in the area, we haven’t found a lot of options.  If we lose the water house, we might have to rely almost solely on the small pond where Chase fishes.  There’s a stream and a small river within driving distance, but hauling enough water for the entire town from these locations could prove difficult, dangerous, and consume more of our already dwindling fuel supply.  But without rain, even THESE sources are starting to dry up.  Chase has noticed a substantial decrease in his pond’s depth recently, and he’s seen some vehicle tracks and footprints around it that he say’s don’t look like his or Bob’s, and they are about the only two who go out there from Glasgow.  If we don’t get relief in the form of a good rain soon, we could find ourselves fighting a water war to keep other people away from our limited supplies. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, June 13th  
 
      
 
    5:14 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We’ve taken to sitting outside much of the time in the evening.  This oppressive Georgia heat is just too unbearable.  Even when there IS a breeze, without air conditioning inside, all it does is circulate the oven-hot air.   
 
    Sleeping is ridiculously difficult in this type of weather.  It’s so uncomfortable.  You feel like you’re lying in a pool of sweat when you’re in bed.  And now I have a bed partner in Chase.  Great!  All those chilly winter evenings when I could have used a man for snuggling up to and he wasn’t there.  Now the Georgia sun puts us under the broiler, and I’ve got a big man adding extra body heat…just what I need.  But hey, I won’t complain too much.  He makes up for it in other ways.  But that’s getting less enjoyable now too.  Even when it’s cool enough for a little romp in the sack, the last thing I really want is to go getting myself all heated again.  But I suppose I can deal with it. 
 
    Being outside at night is kind of nice.  We’ve been interacting more with our neighbors, since many of them are coming outside too.  We might make this a community yet.  I still think we have a ways to go, but having the heat as a common complaint is actually helping bond us together.  As they say, misery loves company, and with this heat, there’s plenty of misery to go around. 
 
    On a lighter note, Dylan and I have been teaching Chase how to play cards.  About the only card game that Chase knew before he joined us was poker, so we’ve been working on teaching him how to play solitaire.  It’s kind of funny to watch.  Dylan has gotten really good, and he “supervises” Chase when he plays.  It’s hilarious!  Dylan will point out cards for Chase to play before Chase sees the move himself.  Chase will then explain to Dylan that he needs to let him find his own plays because that is how he’ll learn, but Dylan just can’t keep his little mouth shut.  He loves that he’s better than Chase at something.  He’ll wiggle and squirm, and make little noises until he just can’t help himself, and then he’ll point out a play that Chase has missed.  I can tell that it frustrates the hell out of Chase, but he does pretty well at keeping it together.  The other night, though, he got so fed up with Dylan telling him what to play that he got up and stormed off.  It was the first time I’ve really seen Chase get upset.  He was back a couple minutes later and apologized to Dylan for his behavior.  I like it when a man can admit when he is wrong.  It shows that he’s slightly more advanced than a ten-year-old, and that’s often more than a woman can hope for in a mate (tee-hee). 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, June 20th  
 
      
 
    5:49 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the first time ever, our scavenging teams came back from a mission empty handed.  Well, I shouldn’t say that.  They had some stuff, but there wasn’t any food.  It’s definitely a bad sign and bodes poorly for the future.  All they brought was some summer wear from a resale shop they discovered in a tiny town a good 25 miles from Glasgow.  It was hardly worth the gas it took them to get there and back.  But I’ll admit, with summer temperatures in full swing, having some warm-weather wear will be good…just not as good as food. 
 
    We still have at least a month or two before we can begin harvesting our crops, and while our well water has cleared for the moment, we’re not taking any chances.  We’ve begun hauling in water from Chase’s pond as well as from the small river (which has about withered to the size of a creek) that’s within striking distance of our scavenging radius.  We’re putting this extra water in a large tank located at the edge of town.  We use it mostly for the crops and watering the livestock.  I don’t know what we’ll do if we lose the water from the well house completely.  We have a meeting scheduled for after church on Sunday to discuss options, but unless they consider drilling a new well or getting us all outside to do some rain dances, I’m not sure there are many options to consider. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, June 24th  
 
      
 
    3:22 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, I can’t say that our Sunday meeting regarding the water issues we’re having came to much…at least not regarding the actual WATER issues themselves.  More than anything, it became apparent that there is a growing segment of our group (led mostly by Barker) that thinks venturing outside our expanded safe haven of scavenging is a good idea.  They want to send a scouting party to Atlanta to see if the situation there has shaken itself out and whether any sort of organization has been implemented among survivors.  The other day, we picked up some radio communications that sounded like they were from other scavengers.  It was mostly just random back and forth chatter about the various supplies they had gathered and where they were taking them, but it sounded like locations in and around the Atlanta area were being referenced.    
 
    I guess this piqued Barker’s interest, thinking there may be bigger, better pickings outside our small search area.  Gerald and many of our people aren’t hot on the idea since we’ve actually SEEN how things are in the bigger cities and because we had to fight our way through Atlanta.  We tried to explain the dangers – whether it’s encountering other people or picking up a disease – but they just don’t seem to get it.  They say that the danger of us running out of food and water outweighs the risks, especially if we’re careful, take things slow, and travel mostly at night. 
 
    They want to send one of our security teams to scout things out in a few days.  Barker is insistent.  He wants a group of five people to go on a three-day mission, doing their best to make contact with survivors in or around Atlanta.  Gerald is against it, but he finally gave in as long as Barker was willing to modify the mission’s objectives.  Instead of making contact, they will scout the situation first and report back to us in Glasgow so that a group decision can be made as to how best to proceed. 
 
    Barker begrudgingly agreed.   
 
    The team heads out tomorrow morning and will be expected back Friday night.  They are taking radios with them so that we can keep in contact in the event of delays or other issues. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, June 27th  
 
      
 
    4:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gerald stopped by the garden today.  He reported that we had lost contact with the security team we’d sent to Atlanta.  Their last reported location was just east of the city where I-20 links up with I-285. 
 
    Barker told him that it was probably just a radio glitch, but that was at noon.  We still haven’t heard anything since…and they have backup radios, so his theory doesn’t fly.  Hopefully they’re okay.  We’re trying to look at the situation positively for the time being.  Maybe they’ve linked up with other survivors and are so busy getting a rundown on what has been happening in the heart of the state that they just haven’t had a chance to check in yet…but I doubt it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, June 28th  
 
      
 
    6:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    We still haven’t had word from the scouting team.  They are officially a day overdue, and there still hasn’t been any radio contact.  Unfortunately, I think they’ve had it.  You can’t send people off to explore big cities willy-nilly these days.  And these people from Glasgow have been so isolated that they have no idea what awaits them out in our cruel and crazy new world.    
 
    So now it appears that our already small community is going to be smaller by five more people.  What a waste.  Sadly, three of them were our own people from Spencer.  I know I shouldn’t look at it that way, but it’s hard not too.  I just have more of a bond with them.   
 
    Hope fades for their return by the hour.  And while it’s a terrible way to view it, now there are five less mouths to feed.  At the same time, there are five less people to keep us safe and help us gather supplies.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, June 29th  
 
      
 
    12:12 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Church was cancelled for today.  Right before the service was about to begin, a lone survivor from the Atlanta scouting mission team (Greg, one of our Spencer people) straggled into town.  He had been badly beaten and was very dehydrated, but he was alive, and I guess that’s all that matters.   
 
    After having some time to recovery, he related that the team had been taken captive by a large group of armed men with big, brightly colored X’s on the side of their vehicles.  He explained that there were at least 20 men, and they had shot three of our people right off.  They had tortured the other one (who he believed was now dead, but he wasn’t sure), and Greg had expected to be killed as well.  They beat him, then tied him up and threw him in the back of one of their vehicles, saying they were going to take him back to their boss for interrogation.  During a supply stop on the way to wherever it was they were going, Greg managed to get free from his bindings.   
 
    He escaped on foot and traveled for miles until he was sure he wasn’t being pursued.  Eventually he was able to locate an operable vehicle and make his way back to Glasgow. 
 
    He said that he didn’t think the other man, Terry, who had been captured, had divulged any pertinent information regarding our town’s location, size, or supply situation, and that anything he did give up had been in an effort to misdirect their captors.   
 
    I hope Greg’s right; otherwise, we could all be in big trouble.  The last thing we need it for a heavily armed group from Atlanta coming here to raid our town. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, July 4th  
 
      
 
    9:43 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Today was nice…HOT, but nice.  We had a Fourth of July celebration.  I guess calling it a “celebration” is pushing it a bit.  We had a gathering in which we played games like horseshoes, bean-bag toss, ring-toss, and more, had drinks (there’s still plenty of alcohol left – if only we could use it to water our crops), ate appetizers, and sacrificed one of our hogs for a pig roast.  Unfortunately, I didn’t partake in the drinks, choosing instead to stick to lemonade.  I wasn’t feeling so hot.  I don’t know if I picked up a summer bug or if it was something I ate.  I just pray it isn’t anything more serious. 
 
    Overall, the event was a pleasant affair – nothing like the Fall Harvest Festival back in Spencer, but it was a chance to get the community together and at least try to bond us all a little more closely.  I think some of the excitement was tempered by all the issues we’re facing – lack of food, lack of water, and the loss of the scouting party.  Once darkness fell, we had fireworks – something else there is no lack of.  We kept most of them small and close to the ground since no one wants to be sending flares into the night sky, potentially signaling our location to outsiders. 
 
    Erika was there with her skuzzball boyfriend, Reggie.  Ugh, it gives me the shivers just to think of them together.  What a downgrade after having had her shot at Chase.  I could see being with Reggie if he had a great personality or something, but he seems like a real dud…and not too bright to boot.  He works on one of the town’s scavenging teams.  Maybe he brings her back good loot on the side.  Maybe he’s great in the sack.  Yuck!  That’s even WORSE to think about.   
 
    After we left Spencer, I thought that Erika and I might at least be amicable toward one another, but I guess that ship has sailed.  Oh well, at least she hasn’t attempted any more drunken confrontations with me.  I suppose I should be thankful for that.  I DO catch her staring longingly at Chase every so often when we’re around her, but she had her chance and blew it, so I don’t feel too sorry for her. 
 
    In other news, our corn crop is nearly knee high, which is what we want by the Fourth of July.  The watering process goes on.  We had a nice rain the other day, but it wasn’t nearly what we needed to really get the ground good and saturated. 
 
    Things have gotten so bad on the food front that we’ve resorted to slaughtering some of the animals we brought with us from Spencer.  Up to this point, we’ve been hesitant to do this since we are using our livestock largely to supplement our food supply with dairy products – milk, eggs, and cheese.  We were also breeding them.  But we’re just so low on food that we have to make up the shortfall somewhere.  The slaughtered pig for the Fourth of July celebration was a real pick-me-up for a lot of our residents since none of us have had much meat lately.  I had a little ham, but I didn’t want to overdo it since I’m feeling under the weather.  Of course.  The first time we’ve had fresh meat available in weeks, and I can’t enjoy it.  Go figure! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, July 11th  
 
      
 
    10:19 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, I guess I know why I wasn’t feeling well at the Fourth of July event…I’M PREGNANT!!!! 
 
    I took the day off from work (yes, that’s allowed, I’m just not paid for the missed day) since I was experiencing a serious bout of morning sickness.  Thankfully, Chase is contributing to the family wages because I’ve had three such mornings in the last week.  The other two times, I tried going in for the second half of the day, but my contribution was minimal to say the least.  So today, I figured I’d just stay in bed and hope to be in better shape tomorrow.  With the cost of food at the store lately due to falling supply levels, our wages aren’t going nearly as far as they used to, and we need every extra dollar of script possible just to put food on the table.  Now it looks like we’re going to have another mouth to feed! 
 
    From my best guess, I’d say I’m probably about five weeks along if I’ve calculated correctly.  I’m a wild mix of emotions right now.  There is excitement regarding the prospects of a baby.  There is fear from the potential complications that can come with a pregnancy (especially in a world where reliable medical services are virtually non-existent).  And these feelings are mixed with a combination of happiness and pride that I’ll have a baby with Chase (I can tell that Chase is proud as hell – we haven’t told anyone, but he’s strutting around like he’s cock of the walk).  But there is also guilt and sadness regarding Chris and Violet not being here.  There is confusion as to whether the decision (although I can’t say it was a CONSCIOUS decision) to bring a new life into this harsh new world of ours was a good one.  Considering the adversity currently facing us, I’d say that it probably wasn’t.  And there’s curiosity as to whether it will be a boy or a girl (I’m kind of hoping for another little girl – although no one will ever replace Violet). 
 
    I’m trying to play it cool.  I don’t want to jinx myself, and I DEFINITELY don’t want to get overly excited.  It made me nervous as heck when I was pregnant with Dylan and Violet, always worrying about how they were doing, what I was or wasn’t eating, and whether there might be developmental issues or complications during the birthing process.  And that was when we had access to great doctors and awesome medical facilities back in Chicago.  Now we’re in the middle of nowhere, with no such amenities, in a town where there isn’t even a doctor.  So yeah, you could say I’m a bit concerned.  But there isn’t much I can do about it other than do my best to stay healthy.  Easier said than done in a world where my work entails a great deal of physical activity in the sweltering sun each day and in an environment where access to a healthy diet – or even food and fresh water – isn’t guaranteed.  Still, I can’t temper my excitement.  Even during these hellish spells where I’m barfing my brains out in the morning, I suffer through it with my head up (figuratively, definitely NOT literally) knowing that there is a new life brewing inside me.   
 
    I just wish I was on month eight instead of month two…that would be nice. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, July 24th  
 
      
 
    5:57 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    All quiet on the western front as Chris used to say. 
 
    There’s not much to report.  I guess that’s a good thing.  We’ve just been rolling along in the status quo.  We got a little rain last night, but not enough…as usual.  We still have a couple weeks to go before most of our crops are ready.  A few veggies are starting to ripen, and we’ve already picked our first few pea pods; but otherwise, the food situation is still looking bleak.  The store shelves are almost bare, and we’re pretty much living hand to mouth.  The store only opens in the afternoons, once the scavenging teams return.  There is usually a line of residents waiting outside in hopes that a stockpile has been discovered somewhere.  There usually isn’t.  It’s typically just a few canned items, some boxes of stale cereal, and maybe some pasta and rice that come trickling in.  Sometimes our scavengers will stumble across a couple fruit trees.  Then they come back with a few bushels of usually apples or peaches.  It’s nice to have fresh fruit, but you can’t really make a meal out of that.   
 
    Sadly, almost all of our livestock is gone now, butchered for their meat because we couldn’t afford to feed them.  The other day, one of the scavenging teams shot a deer.  It was a scrawny thing, and the meat it provided didn’t go far considering we’re trying to feed a town of over 50 people.   
 
    I’m afraid that even when the crops start ripening with regularity, it will be far from enough to supply the entire town with three square meals a day.  This is starting to look really bad.  Chase hasn’t even had any luck fishing at his pond (which is on the verge of drying up anyway). 
 
    I still haven’t told anyone about being pregnant.  I don’t really want to mention that I’m bringing another mouth to feed into an environment where, if things don’t change soon, we’ll all be starving.   
 
    But screw ‘em!  Other than Gerald, his wife Carolyn, Lamar, and a few others (and of course Chase and Dylan), it doesn’t matter to me what these people think or say about me as long as they just leave me alone and let me and my family live our lives.   
 
    But I have a feeling that people will find out about my delicate condition soon enough.  It turns out that Chase let it slip to Erika when he was shopping at the store the other day.  She cornered him, pressing him about getting back together.  And when he was trying to explain that he was in love with me, he told her that we’re happy together and that our happiness should be blatantly obvious considering we have a child on the way.  I know he didn’t mean any harm; it just slipped out, but from what he told me, Erika’s reaction wasn’t one of congratulatory well wishes.  I can only image what her response was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, July 25th  
 
      
 
    7:03 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I guess I was a bit premature with the “all quiet on the western front” comment yesterday.  I should have known better.  Any time I think things are finally going our way, they start falling apart again. 
 
    So I was at work today and finally feeling well enough to be productive.  But my good day wasn’t to last.  Right before lunch, Erika showed up.  I knew as soon as I saw here storm up to the garden fence that there were going to be issues, and boy were there.  It was a scene for the ages.  After she finished calling me every name under the hot Georgia sun, she began with the threats.  She was going absolutely berserk, and of course, all my co-workers had gathered around to watch the scene.  They were treated to a real show that ended with Erika spitting in my facing and telling me that she’d kick my ass if I weren’t pregnant.  Then she said that I’d better watch myself after I “dropped this little shit” (her exact words…nice way to refer to an unborn child) because she’ll be looking for me. 
 
    Lovely person is all I can say. 
 
    Ugh!  I need a drink…AND I CAN’T HAVE ONE!!!!  AAAAAHHHHH!!!!  
 
    In other news, the town has gotten so desperate for water that they sent the scavenging teams to several distant ponds and streams a good half hour’s drive from town.  But collecting water from these sources didn’t turn out to be as simple as we’d hoped.  It appears that others have already laid claimed to them, and when our people showed up, they opened fire on us.  We retreated but returned later to scout the area better.  There is apparently a good-sized settlement around the lake.  I guess I shouldn’t refer to it as a lake – it’s more of a large pond.  The settlement appears to be a good deal larger than Glasgow.  We sent a small delegation in to see if we could negotiate a deal, but they were informed in no uncertain terms that there would be no such agreement.  We have very little negotiating leverage, and water – at least in this part of the country – appears to be the new gold.  No one is willing to give it up without a fight.  So it looks like we’re back to square one. 
 
    What a mess this whole place is becoming.   
 
    Guess the best I can do to take my mind off things is play a few hands of three-handed solitaire with Dylan and Chase.  It’s not the best, but it’s better than nothing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wednesday, July 30th  
 
      
 
    8:12 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With news of my pregnancy now out and circulating, the farm team has relegated me to water collector.  Dylan often comes with me.  He says he is my “security detail”.  Such a sweetie!  Like he’s really going to intimidate someone if push comes to shove.  I think it’s mostly because he gets bored at the garden.  But it keeps him out of trouble and he’s a big help carrying water containers to the truck, so I’m good with it. 
 
    While it was thoughtful of the farm crew to give me this new job, I can’t say it’s been the best move for me personally.  It now regularly places me in contact with my other favorite person in town (besides Erika), Barker.  It seems like he’s constantly hanging out at the water house even though there’s no real reason for him to be there.  He says he’s there to relieve Bob (the REAL water house employee), but that’s bull crap.  It’s like the place is his private clubhouse.  It’s weird, and it makes me uncomfortable.  He just hangs around while I’m filling up water containers.  He often tries to start up a conversation with me or make small talk while I’m there, but it’s just so strained.  I don’t know why he bothers.  I wish he’d just let the silence run its course, but it’s almost like he feels obligated to talk about SOMETHING…which is usually just talking about nothing since nothing ever seems to happen in this town…unless I’M involved in some way.  I like when Dylan comes with me because it gives me someone else to talk to.  Dylan’s a nice buffer, but he finds waiting for the water containers to fill boring and often just sits out front (where it’s usually cooler than inside the house) playing games.  He’s gotten pretty creative at coming up with a variety of little travel games that he keeps in the truck’s glove compartment along with a deck of cards.  
 
    Today, Barker was asking if I’d thought about names for the baby.  He laughed and said that Barker is a good strong name.   
 
    Oh…yeah, I’m going to name my child after HIM.  And if it’s a girl?  Is that a good strong name for her, too? 
 
    What a loser! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, August 1st  
 
      
 
    3:37 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    If I didn’t think it could get any hotter, I was wrong.  Work ended early today due to the heat.  Now we’re home in our stifling little apartment. 
 
    Like back in Spencer, I put a thermometer outside one of our windows.  It’s within a hair of hitting 100 degrees right now.  Honestly, I don’t think it really matters if I put the thermometer inside our apartment or outside, it’s probably the same temperature in either spot. 
 
    This is horrible.  There’s no escaping the heat and there’s hardly any breeze.  I don’t know if this is normal for Georgia at this time of year, but if it is, it makes me wonder just how people managed to live here before the flu.  I guess air conditioning was their savior, but how did they do it before that invention? 
 
    I’d take us all over to Chase’s pond, but he said that the water level has fallen so drastically there that we’d mostly just be wallowing around in the mud…which actually sounds kind of nice right about now.  I’d take ANYTHING at this point.  This is getting RIDICULOUS!  Actually, it’s BEEN ridiculous, now it’s downright UNBEARABLE! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, August 4th  
 
      
 
    4:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Well, the shit has really hit the fan.  Church was cancelled on Sunday due to the heat.  Even the most devoted among us didn’t want to go sit in a stifling church for two hours. 
 
     But that’s not the big news.  The BIG news is that the brown stuff in our water supply is starting to come back, and it’s worse than ever.  PLUS, for the first time since we arrived, the shelves at the general store are completely emptied of food products.   
 
    We picked what we could from our garden, and we dare not kill our last remaining livestock since we need them for breeding.  This town is really stuck between a rock and a hard place.  Stuff in the garden continues to ripen, but it’s becoming apparent that we didn’t plant sufficient crops for a community this size.  Our planting calculations in the spring were based on producing enough to supplement our scavenging operations.  They weren’t meant to be our ONLY source of food.    
 
    We have a meeting scheduled for this evening to discuss our options. 
 
    It’s days like these where I wish I was a man and could go without a shirt. 
 
      
 
      
 
    9:12 p.m. 
 
      
 
    Our meeting tonight didn’t come to much.  Our options are fairly limited at this point.  We decided to expand our scavenging search radius even farther from town.  In my opinion, this only endangers us more.  It could lead to increased confrontations (similar to the ones we had when searching for new water sources) with other communities who are probably finding themselves in similar circumstances right about now.   
 
    One of the scavenging team members (Dave, I think his name is) mentioned that the town where they got the summer clothing from a while back might have some good stuff.  The problem is – it’s inhabited.  The place consists of just a handful of homes and businesses.  The first time our scavengers visited the place, they thought it was abandoned.  Turns out, they scouted the place again last week and found that this little community – Olsten it’s called – is inhabited.  But they said it looked like only a small group of people live there, and they were mainly holed up in the town’s old store.  They have a small garden out back.  Dave said that it also looks like these are the same people siphoning water from Chase’s fishing hole, further decreasing our own water supply.  He said they had modified a pickup truck, turning it into a rolling water hauler.   
 
    Dave suggested that he and his team go back to Olsten, stake the place out, take some stuff from the garden, and see what the response is.  He doesn’t think they have the numbers to retaliate, but it could be a good strategy to feel them out.  If nothing comes of it, we can vote to decide whether to go back at night in a week or two and set fire to Olsten’s structures – burning the people there out of town.  Then we’ll have the pond (what’s left of it at least) completely to ourselves. 
 
    His motion barely passed: 31 for, 24 against.  Most of the “against” votes were people from Spencer, but the way we’ve weighted the Glasgow votes proved too much for us to overcome.  I’m of the opinion (as are many others) that we should try to link up with these people.  They might have supplies that we could barter for.  Who knows?  If there aren’t that many of them, why not give it a chance?  Gerald is of that mindset too.  But after the Atlanta incident, a lot of these people are frightened.  They’d rather shoot first and ask questions later. 
 
    “Burning” people out of their homes, is not really something I want to be a part of, but at this point, it doesn’t look like I have much of a choice.  The vote has passed, and it looks as though the people have spoken. 
 
    Worse yet, even though Chase voted against the plan, he’s going on the garden raiding party that is planned for Sunday night. 
 
    I know it’s not like he’s going to Atlanta or some other big city, and I know he has put himself in danger before by regularly accompanying the scavenging teams, but that was then, and this is now.  Our relationship has changed, and with it, my level of concern when he’s away.  Before, he was just a cute guy with potential…now he’s the father of my unborn baby.      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, August 10th  
 
      
 
    12:12 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The scouting party (there’s ten of them in total) going to Olsten just departed.  They aren’t due back until tomorrow morning. 
 
    I’m so worried about Chase.  I know this isn’t supposed to be a dangerous trip or anything, but I can’t take the loss of another loved one in my life this soon after Chris and Violet.  It might break me. 
 
    At least Dylan is here with me.  I have to say, I don’t think I’ve ever felt such pride as when I look at him.  He’s been so strong through all this, especially when I consider his age.  I can tell that things trouble him at times.  The other day, I caught him sitting by the window looking at something.  It appeared as though he’d been crying.  When I asked him what he was doing, he tried to hide the object from me.  When I finally caught a glimpse of what he was holding, it turned out to be Violet’s graph-paper notepad that we used to play games and draw pictures on.  Once I realized what he had, I dropped the subject; but later in the day, I found the notepad where he’d put it back in a box with some of Violet’s things.  After inspecting it, I realized that Dylan has been drawing pictures of his own in it…pictures of our family as it once was – him, me, Chris, and Violet.  I guess it’s his way of coping with all this.  Sometimes I wish I could help him more with processing everything we’ve gone through.  But it’s hard to know whether it’s better to talk about it, and chance reopening old wounds, or just let it go and try to move on as best we can, focusing on the present and the future rather than digging up and rehashing the past.  Rather than pushing him, I simply let him know every now and then that I’m here if he ever wants to talk and that he’s always free to tell me anything.  He nods, and says he understands, but he rarely tells or asks me anything.  Again, I don’t want to push him.  I figure that if or when the time is right, and he knows that I’m open and willing to talk to him, he’ll come to me.  Until then, I’m just doing my best to give him all the love I can.   
 
    It’s like, how do you raise a child who no longer gets to have a normal childhood?  It’s something I’ve yet to figure out, but I’ll do my damnedest.    
 
    When it comes to the weather, it’s still a sauna here.  Outside, it’s slightly cooler, albeit not much.  I’m taking Dylan with me to do a little extra work.  Maybe it will help take our minds off Chase and the others endangering themselves by undertaking this scouting mission.   
 
    The garden soil is looking cracked and parched, and it’s in a never-ending need for liquid relief.  Therefore, Dylan and I thought we’d take a ride out to the water house, fill up our tanks, and give the crops a drink.  They’re so close to being ready to harvest that we can’t chance losing them now.  A day or two without water in this heat could have them wilting and withering away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    4:58 p.m. 
 
      
 
    What has happened?  What in God’s name has just happened?   
 
    It was supposed to be a way to get our minds off things…just kill a little time…not kill a PERSON! 
 
    So here’s what just happened, not that I really want to rehash it, but I need to put some clarity to my thoughts while they’re still fresh. 
 
    Dylan has been taken from me.  Having a detailed account of today’s events will hopefully help to free him.  I still can’t believe they took him in the first place, but they did, and now it’s up to me to get him back. 
 
    As I stated in today’s earlier entry, we decided to do some extra water hauling to the garden.  Sounds simple, right?  Well, it should have been…but it wasn’t. 
 
    When we got to the water house, Dylan said he was going to wait in the truck.  I couldn’t blame him.  There he can sit in privacy and play his games or get out and wander about the yard or whatever.  There’s also a stray dog that hangs around the house that he plays with sometimes.  I think it’s a comfort to him.  Whatever Dylan decides to do outside, it’s probably a heck of a lot more interesting than watching containers being filled with water.  Once I’m done, he helps me carry the water outside to the truck.  We can back the pickup in close to the front door, but the containers still have to be carried from inside the house and loaded into the truck’s bed. 
 
    Anyway, I soon realized that even on a dull Sunday afternoon, Barker was there…of course.  And he was with his buddy, Reggie (Erika’s man).  Apparently, they’ve taken to using the water house as their private hangout.  They sit around drinking and occasionally shooting at things with their guns.  I’m surprised they haven’t shot the stray dog that comes around yet.     
 
    I should have known better than to stick around once I saw Barker’s truck parked out front when we pulled up.  But I thought we’d moved past the store incident that occurred several months ago, and I figured that having Dylan along would keep him from trying anything.   
 
    But I knew the instant I set foot inside the house that I was in for trouble.   
 
    Barker and Reggie were sitting on a couch in the living room.  Two bottles of whiskey, a six-pack of beer, and several packs of cigarettes sat on the coffee table before them.  There was also a small sealable plastic bag with some white powder in it.   
 
    The two looked up at me as I entered.  Their eyes looked funny – like they were half asleep.  They just stared at me as I explained that I wanted to haul some extra water to the garden.  Barker gave a kind of nod – at least that’s what I think it was – his mouth agape.  Neither of the two men said a word.  I then asked if it was a good day or bad, referring to the cleanliness of the water.  Barker just shrugged.  Rather than stand around and wait for them to come up with a shared syllable between them, I moved on to find out for myself.      
 
    I took the four, empty three-gallon containers that I brought with me and headed for the kitchen that has been converted into the “filling room”.  There, I got the water running and began the tedious process of filling the jugs.  I’d brought a book along with me to read, and was sitting at the kitchen table minding my own business when the two men staggered into the room.  At first, I figured that now having emerged from their stupor, the two men had finally figured out how to formulate a coherent sentence and were now prepared to unleash it upon me.  But that was far from the case. 
 
    Reggie made the first move.  He walked over, grabbed my book away from me, and tossed it onto the floor.  The act caught me off guard, and it was such a childish thing to do that I almost laughed aloud.  However, the knowledge that Reggie was romantically linked with Erika kept me quiet. 
 
    I found myself wondering if I was in for some trouble, but I was under the assumption that any drama from these two would come in the form of a verbal tirade or maybe even threats.  But when Reggie pulled me to my feet from the chair I was sitting in, I realized they might have more in mind.  Still, the seriousness of the situation hadn’t fully hit me.  I mean, I’m pregnant, and in my mind, even the scummiest sleaze on the planet would tend to give preferential treatment to a woman with child. 
 
    Again, I was wrong. 
 
    With Chase away on the scouting mission, along with many of our security personnel, these two dirt-bags must have felt like they owned the world.  And whatever drug they were apparently on was feeding these delusions of grandeur.  After some remarks about “how fine I looked” and what they’d like to do to me that I don’t care to repeat in writing, the groping began in earnest.   
 
    Having thought only of comfort as a pregnant woman combating the overwhelming Georgia heat, I had worn a short and very loose-fitting (and fairly revealing) sundress.  And while I was going for anything but a “sexy” look, it’s probably what I presented to these two mouth breathers.   
 
    Reggie immediately started trying to feel me up, and Barker was right up behind me before I had a chance to do anything.  Hands were everywhere on me – arms, thighs, buttocks, breasts.  Reggie tried kissing me, but I managed to duck away, landing his lips on my neck where he began sucking like a leach.  I was doing my best to pull away, to fight back, to do anything and everything in my power to break free, but it was impossible.  As soon as I managed to pull free from one of the men, the other one would restrain me. 
 
    They began moving me between them back toward the home’s two bedrooms.  I knew that I was in deep shit at this point, and thought about screaming, but I knew it would do no good.  No one else was around, and I realized that my cries would only bring Dylan running, and there was no way I wanted to involve HIM in this.  With whatever these two men were on, they could beat him…or worse.  And my own situation was dire enough without adding my little boy into the mix. 
 
    The stink radiating off the two men was almost unbearable.  I almost lost my lunch twice when they tried to kiss me.  Now that I think about it, vomiting probably would have been my best bet at escaping; but when you’re in such a situation, things are happening so fast that you aren’t even thinking straight.        
 
    As they were hauling me down the hallway, away from the kitchen, I first tried scratching my way free, digging my nails into whatever flesh I could find.  But it didn’t work, so next I tried biting.  I managed to bend over, get hold of an arm, and really sink my teeth in.  I could feel the breaking of skin and hear the result of my efforts in a screech of pain from Reggie, but my attempt to get free was only met with a heavy smack in the face from Barker that stung like hell and temporarily dazed me. 
 
    Before I knew it, I was being tossed onto one of the beds in a back bedroom at the end of the hall.  The bed was devoid of sheets or blankets – just a nasty bare mattress that bore the stains of previous occupants.  But it was apparently good enough for these two greaseballs. 
 
    As soon as I was down, Barker held me while Reggie worked to remove my underwear.  This was the point where I REALLY started fighting.  It wasn’t that I wasn’t fighting before, but it was almost as though what was occurring wasn’t real, that what was taking place wasn’t ACTUALLY happening.  Maybe my mind was just HOPING that it wasn’t happening.  I don’t know.  Whatever it was, the removal of my underwear hit the “panic” button.  I frantically started trying to kick, flail, or squirm my way off the bed, but it seemed like the harder I struggled, the tighter the grips holding me became.  I started screaming too.  I just couldn’t help it.  It was instinctual.  Barker was lying across me, his full weight acting to pin me in place.  He grabbed the sole pillow from atop the dingy bed and held it over my face, muffling my cries and making my fight even more difficult since I couldn’t see and my oxygen intake was limited. 
 
    I could feel my sundress being lifted up and away from me as it was bunched up around my chest, and suddenly my legs were being forced apart.  Then I heard the sounds of a belt buckle jingling and a zipper being undone.   
 
    I couldn’t believe this was happening.  It was all so surreal.  I thought that if anything, danger would come from outside the town, not INSIDE!  It was then that I began to cry.  It wasn’t the act that was about to occur that hurt me (THAT actually filled me with rage).  It was the fact that in this new world – after everything I’d gone through – I was being betrayed by the same townspeople I thought I could trust.  Even though Barker was scum, I at least thought he had enough heart in him not to try something like THIS.   
 
    Apparently, I was wrong. 
 
    Just as I was about to give up all hope and end my struggle to resist, I was wrenched from my thoughts of defeat by two ear-splitting gunshots that were thankfully muffled by the pillow over my head.  I felt hot spray on my exposed skin and the body at my waist move away.  Then there was the sound of something heavy hitting the floor.  A second later, I felt Barker’s weight move from me as well.  As he did so, I heard him cry, “WHAT THE HELL!?” before another gunshot rang out and I heard him scream in pain.  Then there was the sound of heavy footsteps hurriedly leaving the room. 
 
    With the force of the pillow being relieved from my face, I took a quick moment to catch my breath and then moved the pillow aside.   
 
    I was shocked by what I saw. 
 
    Standing just inside the bedroom door, my smoking .38 that I keep in the truck’s glove compartment when traveling, still in hand, was Dylan.      
 
    I quickly arranged myself, getting my dress back down, and the hair out of my face before rushing to my little lad.  He was just standing there, a stunned expression affixed to his face, the gun still held straight out before him as though he was afraid to lower it.  I saw Reggie lying motionless on the floor at the foot of the bed, two bullet holes in his torso.  Blood was seeping out from under his body and across the wood floor.    
 
    I grabbed Dylan and hugged him close, taking the gun from him in the process.  I didn’t even check on Reggie.  He looked dead, but I wasn’t sure.  Frankly, I didn’t care, as long as he was incapacitated.  Then I guided Dylan out of the bedroom and into the kitchen where water was running out of the container I had been filling and all over the floor.  I set Dylan down in a chair, quickly grabbed a nearby rag, wetted it, shut the water off, and then took time to tend to him in his state of shock. 
 
    Breaking away from him for a quick minute, I took the .38 and checked outside.  Barker was nowhere to be seen, neither was his truck.  But I could see a blood trail leading out the front door and down the front steps, so I knew he must have been hit by at least one of the shots Dylan fired. 
 
    After ensuring that we were secure, I hustled back to Dylan, gathered him up, put him in our truck, and hauled ass back to town.   
 
    Once we arrived, I got Dylan home to our apartment, but I didn’t want to leave him alone, so I asked our next-door neighbor (one of the few people here I actually consider a TRUE friend), Lamar, to watch him while I went to find Gerald.  I didn’t get into what had happened, but I could tell Lamar knew something was amiss.  He didn’t ask any questions, and I didn’t offer any specifics. 
 
    Once I found Gerald at his apartment across the street, I asked if we could talk in private.  I like his wife Carolyn, but she’s a bit of a gossip, and I didn’t want news of what had just transpired leaking out immediately.  I knew it’d get out soon enough. 
 
    Gerald took me downstairs to a room in the building that he uses as an office.  There, I explained to him what had just happened.  He listened quietly, yet intently, never interrupting until I was finished several minutes later. 
 
    Then he immediately sprung into action.  First, he told me to go home and be with Dylan to ensure that he was okay and that no one came after him in reprisal for the shooting.  He asked me if I wanted him to send over a man to watch over us, but I told him we’d be with Lamar and that I felt safe with him. 
 
    Then he told me that he was going to get a couple people together to go out to the water house and see if they could help Reggie.  He also said that he’d send a search party to look for Barker. 
 
    All that took place about two and a half hours ago.  It turns out that Reggie was dead.  Dylan had killed him.  They found Barker in his truck just outside of town, he was unconscious from blood loss, having been shot in the upper thigh, but they think he’s going to pull through. 
 
    That’s when the worst happened – yes, even worse than the prospects of being raped by two barbarians.  They came and took Dylan from me. 
 
    Gerald said they had to take him into custody not only because he was responsible for killing a man and severely wounding another, but for his own safety.  He said that Dylan needed protection from people loyal to Barker and Reggie who might try taking revenge for what had happened. 
 
    Gerald has Dylan under guard (thankfully by one of the men from Spencer who I trust far more than Barker’s people) in the town’s small jail.  Gerald said that we’re going to have to keep him there until a trial can be held.  A TRIAL!  I CAN’T BELIEVE IT!  The poor little fellow defends his mother, and this is the thanks he gets.  How about trying Barker for assault and attempted rape?  Un-freaking believable!  How could something that began as such a ho-hum, no-nothing day, evolve into this?  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tuesday, August 12th  
 
      
 
    12:44 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s lunch break.  Everyone is either working or at this trial…if you can call it a “trial”.  Feels like more of a witch hunt to me.  I can’t even think about food right now.  I’m a nervous wreck.  It turns out that in this joke of a court they’ve rigged up, Dylan’s standing trail for his life.  He’s just a boy, but they’re trying him as an adult! 
 
    Poor thing.  It’s not like taking a man’s life and wounding another was traumatic enough for him, now he’s being treated like a common criminal.  Gerald explained that it HAS to be handled this way.  Barker is saying that I accompanied him and Reggie to the bedroom willingly and that Dylan shot them without provocation.  As if anyone in their right mind could believe such insanity.  Yeah!  A pregnant woman with a hunk of a man like Chase by her side is going to risk all that for a roll in the sack with two piles of crap like Barker and Reggie.  Sure, that makes a ton of sense.  But that’s Barker’s story, and he’s sticking to it.  And it’s pretty much my word (and Dylan’s, although he wasn’t there to actually see how things actually got started) against his. 
 
      Barker has recovered from his gunshot wound enough to testify on his own behalf.  Gerald is serving as “council” for both sides, asking the questions to Barker, Dylan, and me when we take the stand.  Barker began the testimony, being the supposed “injured party” (yeah, maybe physically, but certainly not mentally).  I’m up after lunch.  Dylan will wrap things up with his testimony tomorrow.  Since he’s considered the “offender” in the trial, he goes last.  
 
    Gerald also acts as judge.  All these rules are kind of being developed on the fly since we haven’t really had any circumstances that have called for an official criminal justice system to be put in place during our time in Glasgow.  I’m so glad that Dylan and I could be the guinea pigs on which this structure is developed and tested.   
 
    The closest we came to any sort of judicial system was back in Spencer when the two men we captured during the attack on the town stood trail.  But that was more to ease the residents’ minds when the men were executed than anything else. 
 
    This however, is different.  This is one of our own on trial…one of MY own! 
 
    I actually just got my journal back.  It was confiscated Monday morning.  I guess people have seen me writing in it and they thought it might contain valuable evidence relating to my state of mind and my prior feelings toward Barker and Reggie. 
 
    I don’t really know if it being taken was a good or bad thing.  Gerald read entries to the jury that I feel both helped and hurt our defense.  Since Gerald is representing both sides in the trial, he’s pretty much trying to remain impartial, playing devil’s advocate.  He’s simply putting all the evidence out there and then letting the jury decide.  Before the trial started, he even took pictures of the “crime scene” with an old Polaroid and hauled the jury members out to the water house to see where the event took place.  He said he wanted them to see the location in person so they had an idea of the layout of the home and could envision where and how events took place.    
 
    Speaking of the jury, I’m concerned about how they will decide their verdict.  The jury is formed from nine randomly selected residents.  Four of these people were chosen from our Spencer group (they put names – excluding Dylan, Gerald and myself – into a hat, and drew four), four were pulled from the Glasgow group, and one was selected from all the remaining names put together after the initial eight were selected.  This last – potential deciding vote was from Spencer, which you would think would put things in our favor…but it was Erika.  God only knows what that nut-job will decide considering our recent past together as well as the fact that Dylan shot and killed her man.  I can’t imagine that her decision will go in our favor, but I guess there’s always hope.  Maybe some of the Glasgow group will surprise me and vote in our favor.  
 
    I guess I shouldn’t count on the Spencer faction’s votes as 100 percent certain.  While I’m trying to keep an open mind and pray this new justice system will prove our innocence, I can’t deny that I’m disappointed in Gerald and his leadership (or lack thereof) in the matter.  Knowing us as he does, I assumed that he would step up and vouch for us.  I know he’s trying to play devil’s advocate and provide a fair and honest setting for the trail, but there shouldn’t even BE a trial.  He should have stood up for us and told Barker and his cronies to go take a flying leap.  We outnumber them anyway.  What are they going to do other than bitch and moan?   
 
    These last several days have been a living hell to say the least.  Chase and the others are back safely from the scouting mission to Olsten.  He was shocked by the situation he returned to find unfolding.  He’s been acting strangely ever since his return.  Who can blame him? 
 
    The raiding party he accompanied managed to collect a few vegetables from Olsten’s small garden, but the food was hardly enough to make a dent in the supply needs of a town this size.  I don’t even care at this point.  Who can think about food at a time like this?  I get one of my loved ones back safely, and now I have to worry about the other.  All I can think about is Dylan and the baby.  My thoughts ping back and forth between the two.  Now I’m constantly left wondering whether I’m destined to lose another child.  What if I lose both?  In a word, it’s “TERRIFYING!” 
 
    I’m allowed to visit Dylan for one hour each day.  I tried to convince the guard at the jail to let me stay overnight with him, but he refused.  I know Dylan is scared witless.  I keep telling him that it’s going to be okay, and I try to sound confident when I say it, but it’s hard to believe since I have no idea what will happen.  All I can do is hope, pray, and try to focus on my upcoming testimony. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thursday, August 14th  
 
      
 
    8:49 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I haven’t written since Tuesday because my mind has been in too much turmoil.  The trial hasn’t been going well and I’ve just been too emotionally sapped to try to formulate into words what has been going on until now.   
 
    The jury is deliberating and we’re expecting a decision by tomorrow morning, so I figure I’d better try to catch up before then.   
 
    As I said, the trial hasn’t exactly been going in Dylan’s favor.  Every little bit of dirt seems to have been dredged up against us.  I just don’t understand why Gerald isn’t making more of an effort on our behalf.  When Barker was on the stand, the BB gun incident with Erika and Travis was discussed, and the fact that Chase has had a romantic history with Erika was mentioned as well.  It’s as though they’re trying to say we had a reason to dislike Reggie due to his relationship with Erika. 
 
    And while certain journal entries have helped me, others have hurt me.  Gerald read the portions of my diary relating to Barker’s previous attempt to kiss me at the store (which of course he denied).  But then there were entries in there about me “wishing Barker was dead” and how messed up I think Erika and Reggie are, which certainly didn’t help our case or our standing with the jury.   
 
    Then there was the fact that Barker is a fantastic liar, while Dylan told the absolute truth.  Dylan admitted that he didn’t know exactly what was happening in that bedroom when he entered other than, “Two men were on top of Momma, and she was screaming, moaning, and wiggling around on the bed.” 
 
    Barker just leered at me when he heard that portion of testimony.  When he was recalled to the stand to dispute any part of Dylan’s recollection of the event, he said that the kid had recounted it perfectly.  Dylan DIDN’T know what was going on, and yes, I WAS “screaming, moaning, and wiggling around on the bed,” not because I was being restrained, but because I was enjoying them doing the deed so much.   
 
    It’s lucky we aren’t allowed to bring firearms into the courtroom with us.  If we were, I might have finished what Dylan started right there.  But I guess now I’d better be careful what I write in here.  They’ll probably use it against us.  Now I know how the woman of Salem felt regarding the persecution they endured during the witch trials – powerless, helpless, hopeless, their words manipulated and everything said in their defense taken, twisted, and used against them.     
 
    While Dylan told the jury that, “It looked like the men were hurting Momma,” Barker easily refuted this, saying that, “The boy is just too young to understand what was REALLY going on.”   
 
    The worst thing about all this is that only a majority of the jury (just five people) has to find Dylan guilty.  With nine jurors, this leaves no room for a hung jury – it will be “innocent” or “guilty”. 
 
    God only knows what verdict the jury is currently leaning toward.  I can only pray that the good citizens of Spencer are able to sway the vote in our favor.  But we’re the outsiders here, and we were the outsiders in Spencer not so long ago – the odd arrivals from the big city.   
 
    I hate to think what damage Erika is doing.  She can be VERY manipulative and VERY persuasive when she wants to be.  And I have a feeling that considering I’ve stolen what she considered her man (Chase), and my son has killed her other man (Reggie), she’s holding nothing back. 
 
    God, I don’t know what I’m going to do if they come back with a guilty verdict.  They couldn’t…could they?  I mean, how could anyone in their right mind find a boy like Dylan guilty of murder? 
 
    In the old days, it wouldn’t even have been a possibility.  He would never have been tried as an adult.  But now, in this crazy world of ours, there’s no differentiating between adults and children.  We’re all treated the same in this insanity in which we live.  Gerald says we can’t treat kids any different; it’s just not possible.  If Dylan is indeed guilty of murder and they just let him go without punishment, it would set a terrible precedent and there would likely be reprisals for his actions.  Thus, it’s necessary to try him as an adult with an adult-sized punishment…death.  I can’t believe they’re even considering it, but Gerald said, what are they supposed to do, send him to jail?  Our tiny community has neither the time nor resources necessary to keep an unproductive mouth to feed around for years or even decades.  It’s either execute him as a murderer or he goes free as an innocent man…boy.   
 
    If I had known it would come to this, I would have taken Dylan straight from the water house after the incident, left Glasgow, and never looked back.  I don’t care how hard it would be on our own, it would be worth it.  I’d rather take our chances out there alone than have Dylan’s fate decided like this.  At least out there, I could have some sort of control.  Here, I’m just stuck waiting and wondering.  It’s terrible, and I can’t stand it.  And as much as I want to know what the verdict is, at the same time, I don’t want to know.  I want this all to be over with, but only if the outcome is a positive one for Dylan.  And then what?  Will we have to live here constantly looking over our shoulders, wondering if Erika or Barker or some other nut job like Barker’s son Craig is going to retaliate for what happened…or for what they THINK happened? 
 
    I guess I’ll worry about that after the trial.  For now, I just have to focus on keeping Dylan’s head up and praying that we get the decision we need. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Friday, August 15th  
 
      
 
    7:56 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s a blazing-hot morning…as usual.  I hardly slept at all last night.  I dozed off for maybe an hour or so, but mostly I just lay in my bed sweating and thinking.  My thoughts were mostly of poor Dylan, locked alone in a stuffy jail cell, all because he was trying to help me…DID help me.   
 
    I guess the only positive in this whole situation is that I still don’t think he really understands how serious this all is.  He feels terrible about what he’s done, but he’s steadfast in his belief that those men were trying to hurt me and that he did nothing wrong in trying to protect me.  And he’s right…if only the jurors see it that way.  But Barker is a truly gifted and persuasive liar, and I’m afraid he has convinced these people that he’s done nothing wrong.  I have a bad feeling that while the jurors might think Dylan truly believes that he was acting to protect me, there is no way to know what ACTUALLY happened at the water house that day.  I’m afraid they’ll view Dylan’s actions as extreme, thinking that he should have fired a warning shot or gone for assistance…not that either decision would have helped.  In fact, they probably would only have made the situation worse, as it would have given Barker and Reggie the opportunity to get their hands on Dylan and then continue their assault on me.  Who knows, in their drug-induced stupor, they might have tried to assault Dylan too! 
 
    The jury is still in deliberations, and the waiting is driving me crazy.  Added to this nerve-racking ordeal, I saw Chase talking to Erika before court this morning.  All of a sudden, he’s seemed very distant toward me.  He didn’t come home last night and I have no idea where he was or what he was doing.  I don’t want to ask because I’m afraid of the answer I’ll get.  I guess I’ll just let it go for now and hope he’s still on our side in all this.  I pray he’s not getting cold feet now that he knows I’m pregnant and now that Erika is back on the market.  That’d be great.  Just another straw on the camel’s back.  I can only take so much, and I feel like I’m already at the breaking point. 
 
      
 
      
 
    1:04 p.m. 
 
      
 
    We’re on lunch break.  I’ve been given a pass from work this week.  I ate half a peanut butter sandwich for lunch.  It’s about all I could stomach.  And I ate alone since Chase ate with Erika.   
 
    What in the hell is up with THAT!?  Are they getting back together now?  Maybe he’s not that man I thought he was.  Maybe he IS a better match for Erika than for me.  If this is the type of loyalty he exhibits – heading for greener pastures as soon as the going gets tough – I don’t want him around anyway. 
 
    I feel so empty inside right now…so alone.  If Dylan is found guilty, I don’t know what I’ll do.  I’ll have no reason to live.  I guess I shouldn’t say that.  I have the baby.  If the worst happens, maybe I’ll just take a chance, leave Glasgow, and go it alone.  But where will I go?  The thought is terrifying – a woman, several months pregnant, alone, in a world that’s collapsed, in a society where no one can trust anyone.  I guess it’s about my only option.  I can’t stay here, not after what has happened and the way I’ve been treated.  I’ll always be viewed as some sort of criminal…a social outcast.  I’ll constantly be looking over my shoulder.  In a way, I hope it never does rain again here.  Then this place will just wither up and die…maybe that’s the best thing for it.  Dry up, die, and be blown off the face of the planet.  Those are my hopes for Glasgow.  It probably sounds terrible, but that’s just the way I feel right now…so betrayed, so hurt, so hateful toward anyone and anything associated with this place.  I thought these people were my friends…most of them at least.  I thought I could trust them.  But if this is their idea of a justice system, then I don’t belong here, and neither do any of my children.   
 
    I need to find a way to get Dylan out of here no matter what the verdict.  But how?  They’ve got him locked up in a jail and under the watchful eye of an armed guard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    3:24 p.m. 
 
      
 
    After lunch today, the town held a brief meeting regarding the water situation.  The water house is sputtering filthy water, and the pond is at a dangerously low level.  We’ve all been on a water restriction for weeks now, but it doesn’t seem to matter.  Without rain, no matter how much we conserve, it’s just not enough. 
 
    The meeting was mostly about whether to attempt to run off the people in Olsten who are utilizing our pond water. 
 
    In my opinion, who gives a SHIT!?  My son is on trial for his life, and they’re bickering back and forth about water issues!  I mean, I know it’s important, but not nearly as important as my son’s life! 
 
    I didn’t even attend the meeting.  I couldn’t care less.  There’s only one thing on my mind right now, and that’s Dylan.  Lamar reported to me after the meeting that they voted to go ahead with trying to get rid of the people in Olsten this coming Sunday.  Personally, it doesn’t surprise me with the way things have been going lately.  I think that we should try to work with them, but our little community here seems to be falling apart as our situation grows increasingly bleak.   
 
    After the meeting adjourned, the jury members returned to their deliberations.  I can’t believe it’s taking this long.  I know that in the old days, back when our country still had a normal judicial system, they used to say that the jury being out for a long time was a good thing.  But that was when it only took a dissenting vote or two to deadlock a decision.  Now it’s a majority vote, one way or the other, and that fact terrifies me.   
 
      
 
      
 
    5:15 p.m. 
 
      
 
    At five tonight, the jury was ready to go home.  They still haven’t come to a decision, but Gerald told them they needed to stay put until they can decide on a verdict.  He wants a decision tonight so that the town can focus its attentions on the Olsten/water situation.   
 
    Guess I’ll find out shortly one way or the other whether my boy will be back with me or…well, I’m not even going to think about the “other”.   
 
    We’re having the trial inside a building on Main Street that used to be the old Elk’s lodge.  A meeting room is being used as the courtroom.  Out back behind the building is an enclosed patio with a picnic table; it’s where I spend much of my time waiting.  I don’t want to go back to our lonely apartment, and since I can’t be with Dylan, I like to stay close to the courtroom in case there’s a verdict.  Plus, it’s better to wait outside where there’s at least a slight breeze.  I’d say it was probably in the low 90s today.  And while the nights are cooler, it doesn’t feel like the temperature drops by much.  It probably gets down in the low 80s at best.   
 
    I think I’ll go over and visit Violet.  I haven’t had a chance lately, and I miss her.  Visiting her will be a mixture of emotions, and while it’s sad as hell and rips my heart out, it’s therapeutic in a way too.  Even though I cry about the whole time I’m there, it still feels good to sit and talk to her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:17 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The verdict is in – guilty.  I’m in shock.  This all seems like a horrible nightmare from which I can’t wake up. 
 
    At just after seven tonight, Gerald came and got me, saying that the jury had reached a decision.  Dylan was brought from his jail cell to the makeshift courthouse to be read the verdict.  They had him in handcuffs!  I couldn’t believe it…HANDCUFFS!  Like he’s a common criminal or he’s going to try to make a break for it.  What is WRONG with these people!? 
 
    Once everyone was settled in the stifling courtroom, the jury foreman – one of the Glasgow residents by the name of Keith who is part of the town’s security patrol – read the verdict.  The final decision was five votes guilty to four votes not guilty.  The instructions that Gerald had given them regarding the sentencing was to focus purely on whether Dylan was guilty of taking a life using unnecessary force, which apparently in their opinion, he had.  I think that Barker’s testimony made it sound like Dylan had just walked into the room and shot them for the fun of it.     
 
    In any normal judicial system, their split decision would have resulted in a hung jury, but not in this kangaroo court.  I’m almost positive that Erika was the deciding factor.  From the minute that Keith started reading the verdict, Erika locked eyes with me and didn’t blink until the entire verdict and sentencing had finished being read.   
 
    What a heartless bitch – a heartless, stone cold bitch.  If she had an ounce of compassion or sympathy, she’d put herself in my place and Travis in Dylan’s, but apparently that’s too much to ask. 
 
    I’ve been sitting here alone at the picnic table out back behind the courtroom crying ever since, just trying to collect myself.  I don’t know what to do.  Dylan’s execution by firing squad is set for Monday.  It gives me hardly any time…but time for what?  What am I supposed to do?  How am I supposed to get him back? 
 
    From what I understand, Monday evening (once our raiding party is back from handling things in Olsten on Sunday night), Gerald and a small detail from the town’s security force are going to take Dylan to an undisclosed location for the execution.  I was told that his body would be returned to me for burial.  
 
    I have to figure out something to free him.  I think my best bet is when Dylan is taken for execution.  If I can follow them and take out a few of the guards when they exit their vehicles with Dylan in tow, maybe the rest of the guards will figure it’s not worth risking their lives and flee.  If only I had help.  I’d ask Chase, but I’m afraid he’d just turn me in with the way things have been going lately.  And I think Lamar would help, but I don’t really want to involve another person in this.  No, it’s MY problem, and I need to figure out how to handle it.   
 
    Right now, I just feel like such a failure.  I’ve failed in keeping my husband alive, I’ve failed in keeping my daughter alive, I’ve failed in sustaining the relationship with the man who has fathered my unborn child, and now I’m facing the failure of keeping my first born alive.  Could I be any more worthless? 
 
    But I have to shake this off.  I have to persevere.  If I don’t, there’s absolutely no hope for Dylan.  I just wish I knew where they were going to take him for the execution.  Then I could at least start figuring out some sort of plan.  I don’t even know the exact TIME they’re taking him.  I only know that it’s going to be Monday evening.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Saturday, August 16th  
 
      
 
    6:57 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I spent a portion of today appealing to Gerald to do something…ANYTHING to lessen Dylan’s sentence.  But he said there’s nothing he could do.  I told him that we’d leave town and they’d never see us again, but he said he couldn’t just let Dylan go after what he’d done and after the jury’s verdict.  He explained himself saying that it’d be a slap in the face to our people and it would set a precedent that our court rulings were meaningless (which in my opinion, they are).  I told him that he had the power to do something about this but that he was scared.  He could let Dylan continue to serve time in jail or work off his sentence or SOMETHING.  He could even just pull the guy guarding Dylan and let me break him out when no one was looking.  Then we’d be gone and no one would ever see us again.  But he said that the people had spoken and that he doesn’t control the law here, he just helps enforce it.  He said that if he overruled the decision, it’d be as though he was a dictator rather than just a spokesperson of the people.  He told me he sympathized and could “feel my pain” (yeah right, he has no idea), but that a man was dead and he could do nothing regarding the will of the people.   
 
    I think he’s just scared, scared of making a real decision on his own.  Everything has to be discussed with the community and then put to a vote.  Maybe he’s scared of Barker.  I don’t know.  Whatever it is, I eventually realized that all my pleading and reasoning with Gerald was pointless.  It’s going to be up to me to do something about this.   
 
    So after I got done wasting time with Gerald, I took my .38, borrowed one of the town’s work pickups that we use for hauling stuff to the garden, and drove a good distance from town.  With the extra ammo that Gerald gave me back in Spencer, I did some target practice.  It’s been a while since I’ve shot – actually, since we were raided back in Spencer – and I wanted to steady my hand and get a feel for firing a weapon again.  It looks like I’m going to need the preparation if I want to help Dylan.  I hate the thought of having to hurt the people I’ve been living with, but they’re giving me no choice…my son’s life is at stake.  I’ll do ANYTHING and EVERYTHING in my power to save him.      
 
    I still haven’t talked to Chase.  It’s almost as though I suddenly don’t even exist.  I saw him when I was going to get the truck, but he crossed the street to avoid me.  He didn’t even make eye contact!  ASSHOLE!  Here I am, carrying his unborn child!  I can’t believe I was so wrong in my feelings for someone.  I don’t know where he’s been staying the last few nights (I hate to think), but now I find I don’t even care.  I don’t want him to come home.  That’s not true…I DO care, and I DO want him to come home, but right now, I CAN’T care.  I need my wits about me, and I can’t be dwelling on lost loves.  It’s just as well.  Being so damn angry at him makes it easier for me to plan and carry out what I’m about to do.  And if I’m successful, it will make it substantially easier to leave town and never look back. 
 
    Tomorrow, I’m going to pack up every scrap of food in the apartment that I can lay my hands on.  Then I’ll go to the store and use any remaining script I have to buy food.  Come Sunday night, I’ll stake out the jail where Dylan is being held.  I’ll note who comes and goes from the building so that I’ll have a better idea of what I’m up against.  I’ll keep the pickup truck I used today nearby, loaded with all our supplies.  They have more than enough vehicles at the garden, and most of the work being done there right now is harvesting, so it won’t be missed.  People borrow them all the time for little jobs or errands.   
 
    Once I see the security detail leave with Dylan to take him to the execution site (I still can’t believe they’re going through with this), I’ll give them a head start and then follow them.  I’ll have to be careful, otherwise they’ll see me, and my cover will be blown.  If they see the truck and find me driving it, they’ll know immediately that something is up, and I’ll never have a chance of getting my boy back.  Once they get wherever they’re going, I’ll park where they can’t see me and hike to the site of the execution.  I’ll have to balance my approach carefully.  I’ll need to be stealthy enough not to be noticed, but quick enough not to be too late.  Hopefully there won’t be more than a couple men there to carry out the execution.  If there are more, my already slim chance of success will be next to nothing.   
 
    I figure they won’t be expecting an escape attempt.  If there was a brave father in the picture or older brothers, they might be on the lookout for someone to try something.  But with me – a pregnant woman – being Dylan’s only relative, I can only pray that they won’t be thinking along those lines.   
 
    AND I have an ace up my sleeve. 
 
    Sunday afternoon, before I begin my stakeout later in the night, I’m going to stagger across the hallway to Lamar’s apartment.  I’m going to tell him that I’m having pains relating to my pregnancy and need assistance.   
 
    After the mini-outbreak outside Atlanta, Gerald is usually involved in any medical issues that arise to ensure that the rest of the community isn’t affected.  His wife Carolyn (the town gossip), typically accompanies him.  Not only was Carolyn a nurse in her younger days, but her nosiness won’t allow her to not to be involved in whatever is going on.  When they arrive, I’ll tell them that I’m feeling better, but that the pregnancy has been a tough one (they’re aware of my bouts of morning sickness) and that Dylan’s trial and resulting death-sentence has taken so great a toll on me that I’m suffering from exhaustion.  I think I can pull it off.  It will make them think that I’m too weak to try anything, and Carolyn (being the busybody that she is) will ensure that the news of my “delicate” condition rapidly spreads around town.  If my theorizing works out the way I hope, this will leave the guards more complacent when taking Dylan to his execution. 
 
    If there are three or four men at the execution, I have a shot.  I’m pretty sure I can take out at least two before they realize what’s going on.  It’s all in God’s hands from there.  Maybe Dylan will be able to make a brake for it.  Maybe the other guards will flee at the first signs of trouble.  I have no idea.  But if I can get Dylan back to the pickup truck and safely out of town, we’re gone for good and there’s no looking back.  I figure we’ll head south, maybe to Florida.  Or maybe we’ll go west into Alabama.  I don’t know.  At this point, I’m not worried about that.  All I’m focused on is Monday.  If we get past that, THEN I’ll deal with the future.      
 
    All I know for sure is that I’m going to get Dylan…or die trying.  I just hate that I have to risk my unborn child in the process.  But in this horrible new world of ours, maybe it’s just as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday, August 17th  
 
      
 
    6:44 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Right now, I’m in a sort of waiting game.  I’m sitting on the floor of an upstairs room in an empty building overlooking the jail where Dylan is being held.  It’s dusty, dirty, and hotter than hell in here, and the flies keep bombarding me since there’s little else to attract them.  They’re driving me crazy.  I keep flashing back to the old days when I’d be sitting comfortably in my air-conditioned condo and those commercials for starving children in Africa would come on the television.  They’d have flies crawling on them – sometimes on their faces or around their eyes – and it didn’t even seem to bother them.  Poor things.  I felt for them then, and I have far more sympathy for them now.  I’d open a window, but I’m afraid that doing so would alert people to my presence here. 
 
    I’m eating a dry peanut butter sandwich even though I’m not very hungry.  I only have a little water to wash it down, so that makes it even less appetizing.  But I want to keep my strength up for what I know is coming. 
 
    I took one last opportunity earlier today to stop by and talk to Violet.  I told her that I might have to leave her.  I didn’t want to scare her, and it was incredibly difficult, but I did my best to explain that I needed to help her brother, and that doing so might mean having to leave town.   
 
    I know it probably sounds ridiculous, justifying myself to a girl whose physical presence is no longer here, but I felt I owed it to her.  I told her that if she could still hear me, not to be afraid, that she was in a better place now and that even though her earthly body would remain in Glasgow, her spirit and her memory will forever travel with us.   
 
    The thought of never being able to visit her grave again breaks my heart.  I know that deep down, it’s silly to think that way, but I can’t help it.  It’s almost as though I’m losing her all over again.  Being able to visit her grave and talk to her has become a regular routine.  It’s the one thing – the ONLY thing (other than Lamar) – I’ll miss about Glasgow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    8:35 p.m. 
 
      
 
    The last bits of daylight are fading fast.  I brought a sleeping bag (not that I’ll need it for anything more than the comfort its cushioning provides with as hot as it is) and a pillow so I can continue my vigil. 
 
    I saw several truckloads of people leave town about 15 minutes ago.  It’s the Olsten mission heading out for their night raid.  They’re planning to torch the entire town.  Real nice…much more productive than trying to talk to the people.  I saw Chase climb into one of the trucks with his mechanic’s assistant to accompany the convoy.  I don’t even care at this point – good riddance.   
 
    I find myself torn between trying to get some rest so that I have energy for tomorrow and staying awake to watch the jail.  Dylan isn’t supposed to be moved until tomorrow, but I don’t want to fall asleep and have him be relocated without my knowledge.  I’d never forgive myself if I miss my only opportunity to save him.  But at the same time, I don’t want to be so exhausted when tomorrow comes that I do something foolish and foul up my one chance.   
 
    Right now, there is a sole guard on watch inside the jail.  I thought about trying to break Dylan out tonight, but I know the guard would be instantly alert upon my arrival.  And I also know that they keep the jail’s entry doors locked at night, so I don’t know if I’d even be admitted.  Right now is when I find myself wishing I had help.  I could go ask Lamar, but I’ve been burned so badly by the people in this town, I find myself distrustful of everyone.   
 
    I guess I’m on my own.  I’m so nervous right now that I don’t think I could sleep even if I wanted to. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Monday, August 18th   
 
      
 
    6:25 a.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It’s finally light enough to write, and I have so much to say.  For once, I have something positive…no, make that downright FABULOUS to report!  Dylan is safe and we are on the road out of Glasgow, hopefully never to see nor hear of that dust pile again. 
 
    And when I say “we”, I don’t just mean Dylan and me. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m saying this (and I feel guilty as hell about the thoughts I wrote down earlier regarding the father of my unborn child), but Chase came to our rescue.   
 
    Last night, about two hours after the Olsten convoy departed, a lone pickup truck returned and parked around the corner from the jail.  I was just starting to doze in and out of consciousness, but I was instantly alert at the presence of the new arrival.  Frankly, it terrified me.  I wasn’t sure whether my concerns about Dylan being moved had come to fruition or if it was the start of some vigilantly justice led by Erika, or maybe if it was something else altogether. 
 
    The sun had already set, making it difficult to see, but the person that exited the vehicle looked a hell of a lot like Chase (even in the dark).  Therefore, I stealthily made my way downstairs and across the street to where I could get a better view.  I hid myself around the corner of the jail, about ten feet from its front entrance.  Within a minute, maybe two, Chase (I could tell it was him now from my new vantage point), came hustling out of the jail with Dylan in tow.  I couldn’t believe it, and I was instantly wary of his motives.  I thought that maybe Erika had convinced him to go get Dylan so that she could torture him or hold him captive and exact her sick revenge in the worst possible way (I certainly wouldn’t put it past her).  But at the same time, I saw an opportunity – Dylan was free from his cell, guarded by a lone individual.  It was the chance I’d been looking for, and best of all, there was a waiting vehicle right there.   
 
    As soon as Chase had Dylan loaded into the passenger side of the truck, I made my move.  From the shadows of the position where I’d been hidden, I confronted Chase, holding him at bay with my loaded .38 aimed at his chest.  He seemed surprise to see me, but not in a bad way.  In fact, he seemed happy, even relieved. 
 
    He told me to get inside the truck and he’d explain everything, but that we had to be fast.  I half wanted to believe him, but the other half was suspicious after the way he’d been acting over the past few days.  But I figured we could discuss it inside vehicle.  I told him to get in beside Dylan; I’d drive.  
 
    He was fine with it, but he said he didn’t know how much time we had.  As I pulled away from the jail, he quickly explained that he’d just overpowered the jail’s security guard and quickly tied him up.  He wasn’t sure how long it’d take the jailer to free himself, so we had to make the most of the next few minutes.   
 
    I drove straight back to our apartment.  Chase continued to talk as we made the short trip back, headlights off.  He said that he’d left the Olsten convoy on the pretense of having forgotten several of his most important tools.  He told his assistant to stay with the convoy in case they needed help and that he’d catch up with them.  Then he had waited for darkness to fall before returning to town.  Once he was sure the town was quiet, he went to the jail, telling the guard that he wanted to drop off a late-night snack for Dylan – a “last meal” of sorts.  As soon as he saw his chance, Chase had hit the guard, overpowered him, and tied him up.  Then he took his keys and released Dylan from his cell.  In hindsight, he wished he had put the guard in Dylan’s cell and locked him in.  He just hadn’t thought of it at the time.  But I didn’t care.  All I cared about was Dylan being free. 
 
    I parked behind our apartment building and told Dylan to get out and lay flat in the back of the pickup’s bed.  He got out silently and did exactly as directed.  Once we were alone, Chase took my hand.  There in the darkness, he apologized profusely for being so distant over the past few days.  He said that initially he was trying to get Erika to do the right thing and find Dylan innocent, butter her up so to speak.  But as soon as he realized there was no hope of getting her to change her mind, he realized that his only hope of helping Dylan would be to make the rest of the town think that we had split – that this thing with Barker and Reggie had driven us apart.  Then, with the town under the assumption that I was on the outs, it’d give him the chance he needed – and tonight was that chance.   
 
    There in the darkness, I could hear the sincerity in his voice as he apologized for what he’d had to do, but he had seen no other way.  It was something I could sense, something that only someone who has spent time with Chase, slept next to him, talked to him and listened to his words dozens of time in the dark, conceived a child with him, loved him, would be able to feel. 
 
    But I couldn’t linger on the fact that he was here, helping us…at least not then.  So we made a quick but quiet trip upstairs and collected the few supplies I’d been able to set aside.  On the way out, I slipped a pre-written note for Lamar under his door.  It wouldn’t make total sense to him since I had written it with the plan of trying to rescue Dylan on the day of his execution, but I didn’t have time to re-write it.  More than anything, I just wanted him to know that I appreciated his friendship and would miss him. 
 
    Then we threw everything in the back of Chase’s truck, along with the few supplies Chase had prepared, got Dylan back up front with us, and hit the road. 
 
    We’ve been driving the back roads of Georgia ever since.  We don’t dare stop until we’re far enough from Glasgow that we’re sure we won’t be followed.   
 
    So here we are, almost a year after this whole mess began back in Chicago, on the road once again.  But I don’t care, in fact, I can’t remember many times in my life where I’ve been happier.  I have Dylan, I have Chase, and I have a new baby brewing inside me…and best of all, we’re free!  Free of that horrid town, free of those people, and we have the opportunity to make a completely new life for ourselves…OUR life, the way WE want it, not how someone else wants it.  I truly feel like pandemic pioneers.  It’s terrifying yet exhilarating all at the same time.   
 
    After talking with Chase as we drove, I think we’ll shoot for Alabama…maybe somewhere along the coast.   
 
    I was so mad at Chase, but now I’m so thankful he’s back.  It probably sounds like I’m being fickle, but I think I had good reason to be mad at him at the time and with the way he was acting.  I mean, I thought he’d completely abandoned us! 
 
    He explained that he was afraid to tell me what he was doing.  He thought that if I knew the truth, the way I would act toward him would not be convincing enough for the other townspeople to believe.  While he realized that what he was doing to me was terrible at the time, he needed me to look like I’d really been dumped by the man I loved.  It was crucial that it look realistic.  He even took to sleeping in a recliner he’d put in the back of the gas station where his repair shop was located so that he wouldn’t be seen coming home to our apartment.  He said that being away from me, and Dylan, and our unborn baby under such circumstances was one of the worst things he’d ever endured, and that he was terrified I might not take him back when he finally explained what he’d been trying to do. 
 
    And while I hate him for putting me through all that, I have to admit, he’s probably right.  I don’t think that even the best actor could have looked as miserable as I did during that time.   
 
    But knowing what I know now, and seeing what Chase did for us and what he’s risked for me and Dylan, there’s no way I can stay mad at him.  I totally get why he was acting the way he was.  He’s gone from being at the top of my shit list to my knight in shining armor.  How have I been so lucky as to have found TWO men willing to risk their lives for me?  First with Chris giving his life to save us in Chicago, and now with Chase having abandoned the people he new and grew up with to turn a bleak situation into one where there is finally hope, and not just hope for me, but hope for Dylan, hope for the baby, hope for our FAMILY.  I finally feel confident in calling us that after what Chase has done. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    March 2nd  
 
      
 
    2:02 p.m. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I have no idea what day of the week it is.  I suppose I could go back through my previous journal entries and figure it out, but it’s not worth it.  Frankly, it’s lucky I know the date considering I can’t exactly pick up a wall calendar at the local bank anymore.  And the only reason I know the date is due to Chase’s watch that keeps track; otherwise, none of us would have a clue.  When the watch battery dies, I guess we won’t even know the date anymore.  I suppose by that point, it won’t really matter.   
 
    I’m glad that we know it now, though, because we can assign a birthday to the new addition to the family…our lovely new baby – Daisy.  Chase and I choose the name in honor of my other darling, Violet.  Plus, we felt the name was such a fresh, upbeat, shiny and bright sounding name for what we hope to be a similar start to our new lives.       
 
    After we left Glasgow, we drove for several days looking for a new place to settle.  We ended up in a secluded spot along Mississippi’s gulf coast.  The area is lightly populated (and when I say ‘lightly’, I mean LIGHTLY!).  I’d say we’ve encountered just a couple dozen people in the half year we’ve lived here.  Most of them live within a ten miles radius of our own little homestead.  We see our neighbors occasionally (they seem like decent people), but we have largely adopted a relatively secluded subsistence lifestyle.  It seems to be the safest route to go these days, especially after our previous attempts at living in a more organized community.   
 
    We enjoy our solitude, but that’s not to say there aren’t still people and cities.  Biloxi is a relative ghost town, but Mobile has people, people with jobs and products they produce.  But with more people come more problems.  There are reports of high crime there, continued infighting between the residents, power plays among the city’s various leadership factions, and constant outbreaks of things like cholera, malaria, West Nile virus, salmonella, and dysentery from the poor living conditions.  It’s pretty much a cesspool of sickness.  If a tooth needs pulled or you have an extreme health issue that needs to be treated by one of the few remaining medical professionals then you go to Mobile, get your fix, and beat it the hell out of there.  Mostly the city is only good for vices – booze, drugs, and picking up a venereal disease or two from the local prostitutes (a profession that’s been kicked into high gear since the collapse of civilization).  Otherwise, you do your best to stay away.   
 
    Most people these days are sticking to home remedies.  In fact, that’s my new profession.  Toward the end of my pregnancy, I couldn’t do much physical labor, so I had Chase find me some books about herbal remedies.  I’ve been studying them ever since, and I’ve even had a few patients from outside our own little family.  They pay us with food if they can, if not, that’s okay too.  I figure that even if they can’t pay for the treatment, providing the service helps keep us safe.  I mean, who wants to mess with the woman who helps keep them alive, right?  I provide the treatments for what ails them (unless it’s something major), and if they can’t pay, then they’re indebted to us.   
 
    My little entrepreneurial endeavor is still a work in progress, but every day I’m learning more.  If nothing else, it’s helping keep our own family healthy.  The hardest part is dealing with infections.  We’ve already lost a couple neighbors to things that could have been easily remedied with antibiotics in the old days.  Mobile is the only place to get stuff like that.  I’m hoping eventually to save up enough to barter for a small personal supply; but right now, I’m limited to antibiotic ointment that’s only good for general cuts and scrapes.  Overall, it’s good work.  I help the occasional patient, and it lets me stick around the house and raise the kids. 
 
    Chase stays pretty close to home these days too.  He goes out scavenging every so often when we need something we can’t make or grow ourselves, but otherwise he likes to keep an eye on the homestead (I think that becoming a father has matured him).  And that’s just fine with me.  He also spends a lot of time fishing and crabbing.  He’s actually become quite the fisherman.  He has his own boat and is thinking about teaming up with several of our neighbors to work the gulf coast (he says it’s often difficult and dangerous being out there alone).  Dylan wants to help him, but he’s still a little young and I need him working in our garden for the time being.  Even on his own, though, Chase catches more than we need, and occasionally he gifts or trades some of our extra food to our neighbors.  This also helps keep up good relations with the locals.  And I can’t complain since I get my fill of delicious fresh seafood, something I could never get enough of back in the Midwest. 
 
    Dylan and I started the garden shortly after our arrival since the growing season is largely year-round here.  My little big-man continued the work even while I was unable to assist during the last month of my pregnancy.  He’s done a wonderful job and has been a huge asset to our family.  It hasn’t been easy by any means, but I think we’ve gotten through the most difficult portion of our getting established here.  At night, after Daisy is asleep, Dylan and I read together and do a few lessons (when we’re not too exhausted).  Right now, his schooling consists largely of survival and agricultural topics with some light general education (mostly math, reading, and writing) thrown into the mix.   
 
    So overall, things are good.  I think we’ve all come to the realization that they will never be the same as they were before the flu and have for the most part accepted that hard truth.  In some ways, they’re better…simpler.  We appreciate things for what they are rather than always hoping for something better or thinking about what’s coming next. 
 
    Daisy is a little jewel.  She’s such a happy baby.  Every so often, I have flashbacks to when Violet was a baby.  In some ways, Daisy’s presence is hard because she recalls such memories, but in other ways, it’s as though a piece of Violet is here with me. 
 
    It’s been one hell of a journey since we left Chicago.  There have been so many ups and downs.  Who would ever have guessed that THIS is where we’d end up?  Not me, that’s for sure.  I’m just glad we’re out of Georgia.  Not only was I thankful to leave our troubles in Glasgow behind, but in the time since we’ve resettled here, we’ve heard terrible things about the despotic rule of what they call the “Three Families”.  They base their operations out of Atlanta and apparently rule with an iron fist, taking what they want, when they want it, killing anyone who stands in their way, and enslaving the rest.  From the rumors floating around (since we don’t get factually-based news anymore), these ruling families have expanded their control from Atlanta out to the rest of Georgia and are looking to move into neighboring states.  I hope it’s not true.  If it is, it looks like we’ll be on the road again.  It’s obviously not something we want since we’ve laid down roots here, but we’ve done it before, and we can do it again. 
 
    It makes me wonder what has happened to the people of Glasgow.  Mostly, I don’t care, although I hope Lamar is okay.  The rest of them, well…I want to keep things positive here, so we’ll just move on.   
 
    Supposedly, the remaining population of Florida has been fighting within itself, as well as struggling to stay independent from the Three Families’ rule.  It makes me thankful that we didn’t select Florida as our new home.  Hopefully they’ll be successful in their efforts against Atlanta, keeping the tyrants in check and from expanding their oppressive control into neighboring areas. 
 
    While I can’t say the thought of having some sort of governing force overseeing the remaining population of our former nation is necessarily a bad one, it would need to be constructed in the right way.  There are so few people left, and so many of us are scattered to the winds, I think it would be difficult at this point.  Maybe one day.  Right now, most people are just too busy trying to survive.  I’m perfectly happy being left alone here with my family for the time being.   
 
    Sometimes I find myself wondering how I could have done things differently along our journey.  I play out various scenarios, wondering if making different decisions could have saved Violet, or had I been more forceful with Chris regarding taking shelter with us in our condo’s storage space that fateful day, if maybe he’d be with us now.  They are questions with no answers, questions that will NEVER have answers.  Even if they did, would I want them?  Maybe if Chris had remained in the picture, the decisions we made together would have led to ALL our deaths.  Or maybe things would have been better.  Who knows?  I might have kept Chris and Violet alive, but I would never have met Chase or had Daisy.  While I wouldn’t trade either for the other, it just would have been different…how different I’ll never know. 
 
    That’s why I think that this will be my last entry.  This journal has become a relic of a former world…a former life, and I think that’s where it should stay.  We’ve begun our lives anew.  Rehashing the events of the pre and post-flu world won’t do me any good now.  What’s done is done.  This book has served its purpose, acting to preserve memories…but now it’s time to make NEW memories.  We can’t constantly be looking in the rear-view mirror. 
 
    I’ll put this safely away for Dylan, and Daisy, and who knows, maybe another child one day.  The kids might even show it to THEIR children and their children after that, long after I’m gone.  Maybe it will teach them something, as Chris once hoped…maybe not.  If nothing else, it’s a record of our family history – a history of struggle, sacrifice, loss, perseverance, joy, and sorrow.  
 
    We are truly the pioneers of our day – pandemic pioneers – forging ahead into the unknown to settle and repopulate a new world, possibly a new nation, but more importantly, our new family. 
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