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Chapter 1

   
 I hate to write. Well, not exactly. I like to
put words together in interesting ways, to lay them down and roll them out like a newly paved road stretching into the distance, daring you to follow wherever it will lead. Writing is like that for me—when I start, it draws me along, showing me new places and giving my brain interesting challenges until I come to the end of the story. Most times, I don’t know where my writing is going to lead me, so it’s always an adventure. At least, until the day the power grids failed and I couldn’t type on the computer anymore. What I hate, to be precise, is writing my stories down on paper. 
 My mom says that, even though we can’t go to school anymore, there’s no reason to put a halt on our education and she’s right. I got kind of bored in the weeks after PF (Power Failure) Day. There are only so many chores to do, so many books to read, so many conversations to have, especially when you live in the country like we do. Here, your closest neighbor lives two miles away and the closest kid your age lives over five miles away. There are no phones, no TV, no video games, no lights to read by at night, not to mention no refrigeration, no microwave, and no cars after the gas ran out. No life, really—well, not the kind we were used to anyway. 
 Mom said that I should keep this journal and write down all that happened on PF Day and afterward, because when we eventually get the power back on like we did for a while a few months after PF Day, no one in the future will understand how bad it was unless they read an actual account of it. She said I could use this as a Language Arts assignment. So that’s why I’m writing this with a pen, on paper—ugh. 
 I am the second of three brothers. Mom thought it would be cool to name us in alphabetical order, so my older brother is Alexander, I’m Bracken, and my little brother is Calvin. Mom always jokes that if she’d had another kid, she would have named it Done. 
 I don’t especially like my name. I mean, it sounds kind of cool and all, but it means “fern.” Fern! Do I look like a fern, Mom? Dad, why didn’t you step in here? Seriously, there are plenty of cooler names that start with B—Baron, Beck, Blade, or how about Bond? (Notice how I put them in alphabetical order for you, Mom.) 
 As for my older brother, everyone calls him “Alexander the Great.” My parents and grandparents (and Alexander) think he’s “the golden boy,” nearly perfect in every way, but I know the real Alexander, and I can tell you he’s not so great. He’s eighteen and two years older than I am, but you’d think he was a generation ahead, the way he acts toward me, all condescending and patronizing. 
 My little brother, Calvin, who is two years younger than I am (you can do the math), acts just like his namesake from the cartoon Calvin and Hobbes. He’s really smart but kind of ornery and annoying. He’s cool, though. I get along with him a lot better than I do with Alexander. But now we’re all stuck together at home, thanks to the sun. 
 I was fifteen when the first coronal mass ejection or CME wreaked havoc on our lives. It was November 1st and I was at school, trying to concentrate on what the geometry teacher was trying to teach us. I couldn’t quite make my brain behave—it kept wandering away on its own adventure about the girl in the desk in front of me, Silky Henderson. Man, was she hot! 
 It didn’t help that she was wearing a short sweater and low-cut jeans, or that she kept leaning forward in her chair, making the sweater inch up her back, then sitting up straight and hiding her skin like a teaser for the Promised Land. (See? There it goes again. My brain, that is.) 
 I vaguely remember at one point the vice-principal coming in during class and talking to the teacher, Mr. Andresen, in a low, kind of hurried voice. I might have been able to hear what he was saying if I had tried to listen, but there was Silky’s back, again, as she leaned forward to take advantage of the break in the lecture to do a little flirting with the guy in front of her. 
 Even if there hadn’t been a tease going on right in front of me, I probably wouldn’t have listened to the conversation at the front of the room—“adult” talk used to bore me. I wish I had listened that time, though. Maybe I would have had a little jump on what was going to happen next. 
 Fourth hour (and the exquisite torture of Silky’s skin) was almost over when, all of a sudden, there was a loud explosion in the distance. Then all the lights flickered out, some popping and sparking before they went dark. Everyone put their hands over their heads and some of the girls screamed as we looked around in confusion. 
 It wasn’t completely dark inside the classroom since there were a series of tall windows on the outer wall to let in daylight, but it was a little weird not to hear the faint hum of the fluorescent lights or the whir of the teacher’s computer and docucam. It’s funny how you don’t even notice things like that until they’re gone. 
 Everything was silent for several seconds except for faint echoes of the explosion and other unidentifiable bangs and pops from outside. It seemed like everyone froze for a couple of seconds. Then we all started talking in a rush, like we all had something in our mouths that we had to spit out immediately or we would choke on it. We all knew something serious had happened. Our first thought was of another grain elevator explosion. It was harvest season and there were thousands of tons of grain being loaded into the elevators from trains and semis. One had just exploded a few days before in a neighboring community, killing six people. We were all worried because everyone in our school knew someone who worked at the elevators or hauled grain there. 
 Mr. Andresen managed to settle us down, telling us that the power outage would be temporary and that the explosion was most likely a transformer. Some of the, shall I say, “less intellectual” among us thought he meant the robots from outer space that change into vehicles. One doofus (I won’t say his name in case he or his family read this) even said, “Cool! I knew they were real!” We all had a good laugh at his expense. 
 “No,” Mr. Andresen explained, “It was an electrical transformer at the power station that has probably blown because we have just experienced the effects of a huge coronal mass ejection from the sun.” 
 Mr. Andresen was also a part-time science teacher who liked to throw around scientific words like that. When he realized nobody had any idea what he was talking about, he explained that there had been a huge storm on the surface of the sun that had sent magnetically charged particles to Earth, which had caused enormous power surges in some electrical plants. He also mentioned that scientists studying the sun’s activity had known it was coming for several hours, and that Vice-Principal Cox’s quiet message earlier in the period had been a warning. 
 Nice of them to tell us! 
 By now, chaos had erupted outside. We could hear sirens and shouting, so we all crowded the windows to see what was going on. People were lining the streets in our small town, pointing up at sparking power lines and the tops of telephone poles that were engulfed in strange, blue flames. In the distance, we could see a huge cloud of black smoke rising from the power plant and all three of our town’s volunteer fire department trucks already racing toward it. 
 Later on, we would find out that even three of the four huge windmills that help supply our town with electricity had caught on fire, although they burned out quickly. People reported being shocked by their cell phones, and some of the newer, more expensive vehicles—the ones with all the gadgets like GPS and other satellite systems—just turned off and wouldn’t start again. 
 We were relatively safe in our school building—almost too safe. The administration decided that we should all be sent home for the day, but the system that automatically locks all the windows and doors during a lock-down was apparently tripped when the power surge went through the electrical system. Now we were all locked in. 
 We were stuck inside for almost an hour while parents gathered outside, waiting to pick up their kids, and the administrators and custodians scrambled to figure out how to get the doors unlocked. It would have been nice to hang out there with friends, but we were all kind of worried about our own families, since we couldn’t get a hold of them by phone. All cell phone towers and landlines were down. 
 Most of the people living in town and the surrounding countryside gathered in the town square until sundown to get the latest news, since practically all electronic communication was useless. Only one guy with a ham radio was able to communicate with somebody outside of our town, but the signal was faint and the people operating the ham radios on the other end were just citizens like him trying to find out information. 
 By the time we were ready to go home that night, we hadn’t even begun to realize how bad the situation was. It didn’t look like the power was going to be restored anytime soon, but we still didn’t know how widespread the problem was. 
 As several motorists ran out of gas along our highway and were forced to stay in our one small motel until the electricity could be restored to run the gas pumps, we learned from them that cities as far as 350 miles away were also affected. They all reported that they were desperately trying to get back home to check on loved ones, and that many of the cities and towns they had come from and traveled through were in much worse states than ours. 
 The motorists told of panic in the cities: people stuck in elevators and subway trains, thousands of car accidents as all of the stoplights blinked off simultaneously, dozens of explosions at power plants and gas stations where power surges through the electronic pumps had ignited the tanks of fuel, small fires all over the cities, and people panicking everywhere. Part of me was glad to be here in the country, but another—a crazy, adventurous side—kind of wished I was in a big city where all the excitement was. 
 When the sun set, an unusually brilliant orange sunset, there was a faint green glow in the northern sky that grew brighter as the sky got darker. The glow began to swirl and change colors like some kind of psychedelic gas-plasma ghost. As beautiful as it was, it was unnerving at the same time. Mr. Andresen explained that the phenomenon was called the Aurora Borealis and that it was a common sight in the northern latitudes. He added that the disturbance in the geomagnetic atmosphere from the CME made them visible much farther south. As we drove home that evening, we watched the colors dance in the sky and marveled at the wonder of nature. 
 That first night at home was strange, really, but a little fun. We had a gas generator, but Dad decided to not waste the gas to run it since he was convinced that the power would be back on soon. We had to keep the refrigerator shut to keep in the cool, so Mom made peanut butter sandwiches for dinner while Dad started a fire in the family room fireplace. It was still pretty warm outside, especially for November, but it got a little chilly at night. Plus it was fun to have a fire, something that we had been too busy to do for a while. Dad put a kettle of water on the fire and we made hot chocolate and roasted marshmallows too. I wanted to roast hot dogs as well, but Dad reminded me that we couldn’t open the fridge, so I had to make do with marshmallows and chips and whatever else I could find in the cupboards. 
 Mom lit candles in almost every room, and the house smelled like a mix of vanilla and cinnamon and oatmeal cookies, making me hungrier than ever. Then we all sat in the family room, around the fire, and talked. We hadn’t done that in a long time either. 
 Alex was going crazy about not being able to call his girlfriend, Robin, and Calvin was going crazy about not being able to play his video games. I was happy to have the break in the normal routine. It felt like we stayed up late but really, we were in bed by 10:00—early by my standards. 
 I woke up the next day at dawn. I had wanted to sleep in, but the combination of going to bed early, anticipation about what the day would bring, and waking up to a cold house got me out of bed right away. Dad and Mom were already up—with a fire going in the fireplace and the kettle of water whistling away—sipping at hot coffee and talking about what we needed to do today. They were in good moods—Mom because she had the day off from her job as a part-time accounts receivable clerk at the electric cooperative in town—“can’t work at an electric company with no electricity,” she joked—and Dad because the harvest was already in and he liked “roughing it.” 
 Calvin was still asleep (lucky devil) and Alex had already gone to see his girlfriend, risking the last of his gas to fulfill his desire for love (or at least for making out). I was glad he was gone; things just seemed to be more pleasant when he wasn’t around. 
 Mom and Dad decided we would do some chores around the house and farm, and then go into town after lunch if the electricity wasn’t back on yet. It was kind of hard to do any cleaning around the house without electricity—we couldn’t run the vacuum and we had to do the dishes by hand since the dishwasher wouldn’t run. The worst part was that, without electricity, the pump on our well couldn’t work, so we had to go outside to the old hand pump and manually pump the water into a bucket to carry inside. At first, the well water was all brown since the hand pump hadn’t been used in ages, but after a while it cleared up. The toilet was acting weird too, bubbling and gurgling, because of the water to the house being off. 
 Finally, after cleaning up the house the best we could, feeding the chickens and goats my Mom kept in a pen in the backyard, and eating our lunch of fresh eggs scrambled over the fire in the fireplace, we all climbed into Dad’s big, extended-cab farm truck and drove the twelve miles into town. 
 Lots of people were gathered in the square again, and everyone seemed happy and excited, considering the circumstances. Old Man Riley, who owned the gas station, had somehow gotten ahold of a generator and was selling gas at an outrageous rate. He cited the fact that he now had to rent the generator and provide the fuel to run it. The stranded motorists were more than happy to pay the extra money, and most of them were already gone by the time we arrived in town. One poor guy, however, didn’t have any cash or checks on him and without electricity, Old Man Riley couldn’t run his credit card, so the townspeople took up a collection and bought him a tank of gas. He left declaring his undying gratitude for the town and promising to come back and repay each and every one of us who had helped him out. We assured him it wasn’t necessary and wished him Godspeed (whatever that means) on his trip home to his family. 
 The highway, which ran through town, was eerily quiet most of the day, with just an occasional car or semi going by. Once, a hybrid car stopped for gas and its driver told us all that the power outage had spread at least as far as Denver, two states away, because that was where he had come from on his way home to Omaha. He said he was glad that he had a hybrid car, because there was no place to stop for gas or anything else in Kansas, and he had driven straight through. Otherwise, he probably would have run out of gas before now. Old Man Riley was glad to sell him some of his expensive gas, but refused to let him plug his car in to recharge for a while. 
 My friends and I had a great time wandering around the town, talking, tossing a football back and forth, and mildly harassing some girls. Around sundown, we were all getting a little cold and hungry, so we went back to the town square and found everyone gathering at Tipton’s Diner, which now had a generator, food, and a somewhat warm place to eat. While our parents sat inside and talked, we kids sat out back on the picnic tables and messed around. Mr. Tipton had built a bonfire in the middle of the gravel parking lot and we all kept plenty warm. 
 Little by little, the bonfire died and the kids left to go home with their parents until I was left alone with Skylar Tipton, the owners’ daughter. I hadn’t talked much to Skylar for a long time because she had to work in the diner so much. That night, however, her parents had let her socialize with the rest of the kids, and it was nice to talk to her one-on-one for a change. I had known Skylar since we were little kids, but she seemed somehow different now—in a nice way. 
 When my parents were finally ready to go home, I didn’t want to leave her. I tried to stall, but Skylar said she needed to go too; her parents would be wanting her to help clean and close up the restaurant. I reluctantly went home with my parents, but it wasn’t nearly as fun that time. I just wanted to call Skylar and talk to her more. That wasn’t going to happen, of course, since the electricity still wasn’t back on. 
 Mom said she had talked to her boss at the Electric Co-op, and he had told her that it could be a week before they had the opportunity to make the necessary repairs to get the electricity back on, and that was only if they could get their hands on parts soon enough. A serviceman had left in a company truck yesterday afternoon to see if he could get the parts in Kansas City, about ninety miles south of our town. No one had heard from him yet. 
 I went to bed even earlier that night. I felt unsettled and tossed and turned all night, thinking about the Skylar I thought I knew and the one I found out I didn’t know at all. 
 




Chapter 2


 

 I woke up on the third day rather groggy from lack of sleep, and I blinked uncomprehendingly at the dark digital alarm clock for several seconds before I remembered that there was no electricity to keep track of the time. I knew it was later than normal, though, because the sun was already shining through my east-facing window. It was cold again, and I would have loved to stay there under the covers and think some more about this new, very attractive Skylar I talked to last night. I mean, she’d been there all along, all my life, really, but I guess I had not paid attention to how she was growing and changing all these years. Funny how something can be right in front of your eyes, but you don’t really see it. 
 Anyway, as I was lying there in bed, the irresistible smell of bacon assaulted my nose like a line of C-dust (not that I’ve ever done it—I’ve just heard the class junkie, Irvine, talk about it. But with a name like Irvine, who wouldn’t be driven to do drugs? I mean, my name’s not great, but at least it sounds cool). I never could resist the smell of bacon, especially after two days of eating cold sandwiches and chips. I pulled on my jeans, a flannel shirt, and my favorite well-worn cowboy boots, and flew down the stairs, taking them three at a time. 
 Mom was in the kitchen, taking things out of the refrigerator, sorting some of them into piles on the counter and throwing others out the door to our three dogs, Ben, Shep, and Blue, who were lined up at the door, pushing and wiggling against each other to get into the best position to catch the next slightly spoiled treat. Every time she opened the door, I could hear the roar of the gas-powered generator hooked up to the circuit panel in our garage. Mom explained that Dad had decided to run the generator for a while to cool down the freezers—the one on top of the refrigerator and the big chest freezer in the garage filled with a side of beef and a whole butchered hog. The stuff in the refrigerator, however, was too warm to cool down again. Some could be cooked or eaten right away, but a lot of it had to be thrown out. The dogs were happy about it, though. 
 I don’t remember ever enjoying a hot meal more—bacon, eggs, sausages, leftover chili and meatloaf, all made even tastier by cooking it over the logs in the fireplace. Dad told me to eat up because he had a lot of chores for me today. Great, I thought. I was hoping we’d have another carefree day of hanging around in town, maybe getting to talk to Skylar again. 
 “Where’s Alex?” I asked Dad. 
 “He left before anybody was up this morning,” he answered, looking slightly perturbed. “Probably had an itch to see that girl again.” Dad usually didn’t say much, but I could tell volumes from the tone of his voice and his particular phrasing of the sentence. 
 Maybe he was beginning to see the real Alex, the not-so-great Alex that I saw every day. I bowed my head down low over my plate to hide a little smile that I couldn’t keep off my face. 
 After breakfast, Dad had me and Calvin take the chainsaw and the four-wheeler to the woods behind our house to gather firewood. I cut while Calvin loaded them into the little wagon behind the four-wheeler. When it was full, we drove it to the woodpile where Dad was splitting the logs into two, sometimes four, pieces to be used in the fireplace. Calvin and I started stacking the split logs neatly in a crisscross pattern onto the woodpile. We had learned long ago that wood stacking was an art and not one to be done half-assed—not if you didn’t want your ass tanned by Dad, that is. 
 Dad patiently explained every year when we cut firewood that, if you don’t stack it right, it’ll never dry out and be good to burn. He’d then follow up the words with a whack to the back of our heads or butts if we hadn’t listened. He was like that—he’d explain things once, quietly and succinctly, and then you’d better have listened or he would remind you in a rather unpleasant way. He wasn’t ever mean or angry about it; he just used it as a physical reminder to listen and follow directions. 
 Alex and I learned at a young age to listen to Dad, but Calvin was always more “recalcitrant”, which was Mom’s big word for stubborn and disobedient. This year, though, it seemed that Calvin had matured enough to accept Dad’s authority without question; or maybe it was just the odd situation we found ourselves in that made him obey. Whichever the case, the woodpile got stacked without any problems. 
 All the hard work in the crisp autumn air made us all hungry again, so we went inside to find Mom frying up some rather gray-looking pork chops and lots of sliced potatoes and onions in a big cast-iron skillet she’d found in our camping gear in the garage. She was singing some old song from the seventies and doing a little dance, wiggling her rear end while she leaned over the fire. Mom was loving this! 
 She and Dad had always loved roughing it, taking us kids camping and spending quiet evenings at home around our fire pit in the backyard when we were growing up. We hadn’t done either in the last couple of years because our lives had gotten so busy with sports and other school activities. I could tell Mom was happier than she had been in a long time. I could also tell that Dad was enjoying Mom’s good mood too, as he stood and watched her wiggle, a little smile dancing around the corners of his mouth. 
 “Are we going into town today?” I asked hopefully between mouthfuls of the surprisingly savory pork chops. 
 Dad pursed his lips while Mom answered cheerfully, “No, I think we need to go over to check on Granny and Gram and Papa.” 
 Granny is Dad’s widowed mother, and Gram and Papa are Mom’s parents. They all lived in another town about thirty miles from our town in senior living apartments. Mom and Dad must have felt they were safe for the first couple of days without electricity, but now were starting to worry about how they were getting along. They were all in pretty good health—none of them needed oxygen or anything—but they were old and you never know how something like this would affect them. I started to ask if I could go into town instead, but a stern look from my father put that idea to rest right away. 
 We left a note for Alex on the kitchen table and took Mom’s car since it got better gas mileage and had nearly a full tank. I won’t say too much about our visit to the grandparents, except to say that they were having a grand old time, reminiscing about the old times with their “vintage homeys,” as Calvin called their friends. 
 “Don’t worry about us, dears,” said Gram, “We used to live like this all the time, you know.” 
 Even though they had had electricity in their day, living in the country back then meant spotty coverage with lots of outages. Most rural farm folk at the time just used electricity for lights and still relied on fireplaces and wood stoves for heat and cooking. They often still did laundry by hand and used clotheslines to dry them. Most had merely a radio for entertainment; even when TVs were available, it was a long time before my grandparents got one. My Mom and Dad were in their early teens before their parents got TVs. Imagine no cartoons to watch when you were a kid, no shows to watch when you were bored after school. Well, we can imagine it now, because we’re living it, but before PF Day I couldn’t have. 
 On the way back home, I was able to talk Dad into going into town to “check on the electricity situation.” If Dad didn’t quite buy my fake intentions, he never let on. Maybe he wanted to “check on things” himself. On a normal day this time of year, he would have had breakfast at Tipton’s Diner with his farmer friends and spent the morning talking about the weather, the harvest, grain futures, and whatever else farmers talk about in the off-season. 
 Don’t get me wrong—farming is hard work. You work 18-hour days during the spring planting and the harvest in the fall, then you work hard all summer reinforcing levees along the river so the rain doesn’t wash your topsoil away, working on your tractors and combine, leveling or terracing fields that are lying fallow in crop rotation, and hundreds of other things that always seem to take up a lot of time. Dad works hard from sunup to sundown for three-quarters of the year, so he and the other farmers deserve a break after harvest. 
 Anyway, Dad seemed as keen as I was to get to town to “check on things.” 
 I was secretly pleased when Dad pulled into the gravel parking lot of Tipton’s Diner. Calvin immediately jumped out of the car and ran off to find some friends, waving to Mom as he went to acknowledge her instruction to meet back there at sundown. Mom looked at me a little suspiciously as I led the way into the diner, something I’d never been known to do before. 
 I sat with Mom and Dad in a booth in the middle of the diner, while Dad immediately began talking with his cronies and Mom exchanged pleasantries with their wives. I was disappointed when Mrs. Tipton came over to the table instead of Skylar to ask us what we’d like to drink. The grill was off for now, she said, to save the gas in the generator for dinner service, but she could bring us water, tea, or sodas. 
 Dad ordered coffee, but Mrs. Tipton said it wasn’t hot since the generator was off. Dad looked a little confused for a moment—he had never sat in the diner without a cup of hot coffee in front of him—before he quickly recovered and ordered iced tea instead. Mom and I ordered Pepsi and were a little surprised when it was brought back in cans instead of from the soda fountain. 
 “The fountain needs electricity,” Mrs. Tipton explained, pouring the soda into glasses of half-melted ice for us. 
 I was sipping my Pepsi and trying to think of a nonchalant way to ask where Skylar was when I caught her looking at me from the kitchen. When she saw that I could see her, she motioned for me to come back there and I felt my face flush with excitement. I made a hasty excuse to my Mom and tried to look cool as I sauntered to the kitchen. 
 I’d never been in the kitchen before, despite having been to the diner probably a thousand times in my life. I was struck now by how dark it was in there, the only light coming from a small window on one wall and from the door leading into the dining area where large windows lined two walls. Skylar grinned at me, conspiratorially. 
 “I’ve been so bored today!” she whispered. “There’s really nothing to do here with the power off and my parents won’t let me run around with everyone. Maybe they’ll let me talk to you outside like last night. Wait here while I go ask.” 
 I nodded enthusiastically and watched in admiration as she scurried off into the dining area to find her parents. I found I really liked her quirky style of thrown together clothes: turquoise sweater over an olive green flouncy skirt with navy blue leggings stuffed into worn brown cowboy boots. On anyone else, it would probably look careless, but it somehow suited Skylar with her slim figure and curly, light brown, shoulder-length hair. On her, it just looked adorable. 
 Like I said before, I’d known Skylar practically all my life, but I’d never really gotten to know her. Her parents were pretty protective of her, never letting her hang out with other kids or even to join any clubs or play sports. As far as I knew, she’d never gone out on a date, although that was not unusual for a fifteen-year-old. She spent most of her time after school and on weekends working with her parents at the diner. As an only child, they relied on her more and more to help out. 
 She came back to the kitchen with a broad smile on her beautiful face, grabbed her jacket with one hand and my hand with the other, and announced, “They said yes! Let’s go!” Then with a backwards glance at me as she pulled me out the door, she said, “We have to stay in the back, though. Mom said we could start a fire in the fire pit if we want to.” 
 After we’d started the fire and pulled a couple of metal lawn chairs up close to it, I felt suddenly shy and awkward. Surprisingly, though, given that she’d never had a lot of interaction with kids her age, Skylar was not the least bit shy as she excitedly told me how great everything was going without electricity. For some reason, she was being allowed a little more freedom now—perhaps there wasn’t as much work to do in the diner, or her parents were preoccupied with the loss of income that went along with the loss of power. 
 Whatever the reason, Skylar was ecstatic with the change and she declared that nothing would ever be the same from this day forward. Turns out, she was quite prophetic. 
 Skylar and I had the place to ourselves for a couple of hours until the sun started to set and townspeople began to show up for dinner. Mr. Tipton came out to start the generator and told Skylar she was needed in the kitchen. With a slight nod to me, he went back in and Skylar all of a sudden became shy. I couldn’t understand the abrupt change in her until she surprised me with a quick kiss on my lips. Then she was gone. Just like that. 
 I’m embarrassed to admit that that was the first real kiss I’d had—the first one that mattered, anyway. Sure, I had been kissed by girls in elementary school, girls who had lost at truth or dare or who thought they had a crush on me, but never when I had wanted it. And oh, how I had wanted to kiss Skylar that night; only I had been too shy too awkward too—I don’t know—too polite to initiate it. All I know for sure is that I was walking on clouds for the rest of the night. 
 We ate dinner in the diner, during which Skylar slipped me a huge chocolate chip cookie; “on the house,” she whispered to me. The dinner was otherwise uneventful, although not as tasty as usual due to the lack of preparation and the limited menu, and we headed home in the darkness soon afterward. Alex didn’t come home that night, which had my Mom in a near panic, but Dad convinced her he was probably just low on gas and was staying the night at Robin’s house. Mom felt a little better until Calvin mischievously mentioned that they were probably busy making a baby right then, at which point he was sent to his room for the rest of the evening. 
 I said goodnight to Mom and Dad and went to my room too, saying I was tired, which wasn’t a lie, although I knew I’d never be able to sleep with the memory of that kiss and the image of Alex and Robin “making a baby” in my head. 
 All I can say is that it was a very, very long night.
 




 


Chapter 3


 

 My family began to develop a pattern during the days following the power loss. We would get up around dawn and do chores in and out of the house, Mom would cook us something for breakfast (Dad had rigged up some grates in the fireplace to help her out), and for the first few days, we’d drive into town in the afternoon to check in on the latest news, if there was any. There usually wasn’t any news, but it was nice to go into town and see friends anyway. 
 One day—I can’t remember exactly which, but it was within the first couple of weeks when we still had gas to get to town—Bob Knadler, the serviceman from the electric company who had been sent to find parts to fix the blown transformers, finally made it back to town. The news he brought with him was grim. 
 Bob had made it to Kansas City, the biggest city to our south and the one most likely to have parts, but they had too many of their own emergencies to spare any equipment. Bob said he felt lucky to get out of there alive; apparently, if the power plants he had visited had been in the inner city—where thousands of desperate people were trying to leave by any means available—he might not have made it. Kansas City had had outages before, some lasting several days, but this situation was obviously not going to be fixed anytime soon and people were panicking. 
 There had been rioting and looting, made worse because the police were trying to conserve gasoline in their vehicles for major crises. Bob said that, right before he’d left Kansas City, the National Guard had come in and declared martial law. They believed that the Governor of Missouri would extend that martial law to the whole state soon. It appeared Kansas was going to do the same, as Kansas City, Kansas and Kansas City, Missouri are separated only by the Missouri River. Once again, I was happy to be living in the country; our whole family was –except for Alex. 
 Alex was driving us crazy. After his girlfriend’s dad gave him just enough gasoline to get back home on the fourth morning, he begged and begged Mom and Dad to let him use their vehicles or to give him enough gas to get to Robin’s house. Of course, they refused. 
 “You don’t need to see her every day, Alex,” and, “Let her come see you for a change,” they told him. They also got him with, “You should have been more careful about conserving gas so you’d still have some,” which just made him sulk even more. Everything out of his mouth was “Robin this” and “Robin that”; I was beginning to think he really was in love with her, but that didn’t make hearing it constantly any better. 
 Eventually, they made a compromise: every other day, Mom and Dad would drop Alex by Robin’s house on our way into town and pick him up on the way home; mostly, I think, just to shut him up for a while. He wasn’t happy about the limited time with her, but it was better than nothing. 
 After about two weeks—two heavenly weeks of getting to see Skylar every day—our gasoline ran out. Well, not exactly. Dad had some gas in reserve in an underground tank that he used for his farm machinery. There wasn’t much in the tank, however, because he had just finished the harvest and hadn’t had it refilled before we lost power. He said we needed to make sure we had some in case of an emergency, and also some to run the generator as needed. He had to put a lock on it because he was pretty sure that Alex had become so desperate to see Robin that he would steal some of the gas. 
 Surprisingly enough, I could now understand how Alex was feeling. After spending so much time with Skylar, my life at home now seemed dull and boring, like she had been the sun that brightened my day or a star that decorated my life at night. 
 Speaking of stars, I couldn’t believe how bright the stars were. Mom said they’d always been that bright out here away from city lights, which was one of the thousands of reasons she and Dad had decided to live in the country, but I couldn’t even remember looking at them, because my life had been so busy with school activities in the past few years. 
 Since we couldn’t drive into town anymore, we had begun hanging out around the fire pit again in the evenings. It was chilly, but Mom would make us hot chocolate or, when that ran out, coffee, and we’d grab some long sticks and roast whatever meat was taken out of the deep freeze to thaw that day. We’d talk and look up at the sky; Dad would tell us which tiny, white dots were planets and which were stars. He mentioned how it was odd not seeing any planes or satellites in the sky anymore. 
 It was the first real inkling we had that the power outage might be more widespread than just the Midwest. That was a scary thought—the whole world being affected by the solar flare—and no one wanted to say it out loud, but we were all thinking it. It made me wonder about the astronauts aboard the International Space Station. Would they have been hurt by the solar flare? And if they survived, how could they get in touch with NASA and the other space agencies, if everyone was without power around the world? They would be stranded out there, alone. 
 And the satellites; I could understand there being no planes in the air, but what about the satellites? I mean, even if we could get the electricity back on, without satellites there would be no television, no cell phones, no air travel. 
 I was beginning to think that Skylar wasn’t just talking about her life never being the same again. Maybe none of ours would be. It was an even more unsettling thing to consider, so I tried to put it out of my mind and just focus on what was happening right then instead. 
 After about three weeks at home, a couple of men from the National Guard pulled up our drive in a jeep—the only vehicle we’d seen on the highway by our house in days—to tell us that the President had declared martial law for the entire United States and to ask if we needed any emergency supplies. After the initial shock of hearing that the whole country was impacted, we tried to ask them lots of questions, but they were in a hurry and didn’t seem inclined to stick around to answer them. 
 The men did say, though, that it appeared it would be a long time before electricity was restored nationwide—however much time “a long time” was—and that we’d better start thinking of some way to survive the winter without it. They said that the priority was to restore power to the big cities first, where millions of people lived and didn’t have access to wood and food like my family did. We understood—part of living in the country is always having backup plans when things don’t go right. We were a little dazed, however, to realize that going to the city to stay in a hotel or get supplies probably wasn’t going to be among those backup plans. 
 The thought of supplies got Mom thinking about the important things we needed to have on hand for the winter—important things like toilet paper. We could do without a lot of things, she said, or use something else instead of an item, like cloth hankies instead of Kleenex, but what were we to do without toilet paper? 
 Dad just chuckled and said, “We have a whole cornfield full of cobs out there, you know.” Mom wasn’t satisfied with that idea, however. After thinking about it all day, she came up with a solution. She hauled a couple of boxes of our old clothes up from the basement and began cutting the T-shirts and other soft clothes into four-inch squares. She said we could use those when the toilet paper ran out. I was grossed out thinking about having to wash all those stinky cloths, but Mom said she’d handle the laundry as long as my brothers and I pumped the water and hauled it in for her. 
 Dad, on the other hand, was thinking about big things. He decided we were going to need some form of transportation besides the gas-powered vehicles, and he had an idea of what that would be and where he could get it. He told me and my brothers to put on some “walkin’ clothes” and we set out on foot to visit old Mr. Caruthers, who lived about eight miles away. Mom made us sandwiches and filled thermoses with coffee to take with us, as it would probably take at least a couple of hours to get there. 
 The walking was easy since we could walk on the highway without fear of being run over, and the day was nice—cool and sunny, so it wasn’t too hot or too cold. We ate and drank as we walked and it was really kind of fun. Dad was more talkative than usual along the way, and he had lots of stories of when he was a kid and the crazy things he and his three brothers did. Even Alex was in a good mood, probably because he now realized that he could walk to Robin’s house fairly easily after walking this far, as she lived only about six miles away from us. 
 Mr. Caruthers had a barn filled with old wagons and antique farm equipment, which he had collected over the years. Dad bartered a year’s supply of corn and a pair of goats in exchange for a wagon and a couple of big geldings. He sure was glad that he had decided to store his grain in silos until the spring when prices would be higher; not only would we not starve, but he now had something to barter with. He also promised to come back with us boys to chop enough wood for the winter and do some handy work for Mr. and Mrs. Caruthers in exchange for a wagonload of hay and oats to feed the horses during the winter months. 
 The wagon we got was old, but in pretty good shape. Mr. Caruthers said it would probably need new boards on the sides soon, but that was easy to fix as we had some extra 1x8s at home. As Mr. Caruthers was showing us how to hitch up the horses, Dad spied a big, old pot-bellied stove in the corner of the barn and talked him into selling us that too. It took all five of us to get that stove loaded into the wagon, but Dad seemed pleased with himself for getting it. 
 We rode home in style, Dad and I perched atop the bench of the wagon and Alex and Calvin in the back atop the bales of hay. Mom heard the dogs barking and she met us in the front yard with a big smile on her face, matched only by Dad’s proud grin. The first problem immediately became apparent: where to keep the horses. We had a large barn, which housed the farm equipment, but there were no stalls inside for horses, and the pen that the goats and chickens were in was too small for horses to live in. 
 We had to crowd them in the pen temporarily while we set to work fixing up the barn and a larger outside area for them. Luckily, Dad’s grandfather, who had owned our farm before us, used to raise livestock, so we had three sides of an old post and wire fence already finished. We would just need to fix up what was there and add another side to complete a nice paddock for the horses. 
 Alex and Dad worked on clearing a space in the barn for the wagon and building a couple of stalls while Calvin and I took the four-wheeler and wagon into the woods to find trees to cut for fence posts. Dad had told us to look for cedars about five inches in diameter and seven or eight feet tall. We had to drive all over our sixty acres of woods to find enough cedars that fit the bill, but by the end of the day, we had cut and carried back nearly two dozen of them. 
 The next day, we got to work setting the fence posts. Even with a tractor-powered auger, it was hard work, especially when we had to replace some of the old posts by first digging them up. There was a large spool of 12-gauge wire in the loft of the barn, which we were able to wrangle down between the four of us. 
 We spent the entire third day stringing that wire between the posts of the new side of the fence and replacing downed wire along the old sides. The only thing left to do on the fourth day was to build and attach a gate to the pasture. 
 That was the hardest four days of work we boys had ever had to do, but we all felt such a sense of accomplishment when we were finally able to let the horses loose in their new paddock. We stood and leaned against the gate just like in an old Western movie and watched the horses frolic around. Mom came out to watch them too and said, “There’s just something about watching horses that makes you feel really alive.” 
 I had never just stood and watched horses before, even though several of my friends were avid horse lovers and they’d dragged me along to horse shows and rodeos with them. I was usually people-watching at those events and thought the horses were just big, sweaty, smelly creatures, but now, as I stood watching our horses stretch out their legs, running and jumping all over the paddock, I finally understood what my friends saw in them. It was as if God had rolled beauty and grace and power all up into one big package. They moved so effortlessly, but you could feel their raw strength and power through the ground as they galloped close by the gate. 
 At that moment, I wanted more than anything in the world to have Skylar here, to let her experience what I was feeling, to share that sense of wonder and joy with her. 
 



   

Chapter 4


 

 It was around a month or so after PF  Day (although we weren’t calling it that yet) that Mom decided we needed to continue our schoolwork at home. She brought out all of the reading material in the house and asked us what textbooks we had at home. I had only brought home Geometry and World History. Calvin didn’t bring anything home; he always got his homework done at school. Like I said, he’s real smart. 
 Alex protested that since he was a junior and had already completed all of his core requirements, he shouldn’t have to do school, so Mom told him to help Dad with the farm for the rest of his junior year credits. “It’ll be like going to a technical school,” she said. That didn’t make Alex too happy, but he knew better than to push his luck. 
 Later, I overheard Mom talking to Dad about the need to go into town to pick up our textbooks from the school and get supplies. Dad didn’t think there’d be anything left at the grocery store or farm supply, but he was willing to hitch up the wagon to go see. I was ecstatic, of course. The chance to see Skylar again was a gift better than anything I could have thought of. It seemed like Christmas morning to me; I was that excited. 
 I eagerly volunteered to help Dad get the horses and wagon ready, but Mom said, “No, that’s Alex’s assignment.” Alex frowned and grumbled a little, but he could hardly argue, since it was kind of his idea to not do regular schoolwork. 
 We were on the road before nine in the morning. We probably resembled a pioneer family altogether in the wagon with the horses plodding along. 
 Dad and Alex had loaded several big, plastic buckets with the three grains he had harvested a couple of months ago—corn, soybeans, and wheat—to trade for things we needed. Mom packed us a lunch in Great Grandma’s old wicker picnic basket, and we ate on the way. It was fun; we laughed and told jokes and stories, and then, after we ate, Calvin and Alex laid down in the back of the wagon for a little catnap. 
 I was too excited to sleep, so I just daydreamed while Mom and Dad chatted about what they needed to try to get in town. On the way, we stopped by several neighbors’ houses to see if they needed anything, but all had pretty much taken care of things on their own. You see, farmers are an independent, self-reliant type of people, for the most part. 
 It took us about four hours to get to town, so we knew we couldn’t stay very long if we wanted to get home before dark. It was going to be a full moon, though, so we knew we could probably travel in the dark if we needed to. Dad dropped Mom, Calvin, and me off at the school while he and Alex went to the square to find supplies. 
 We found that the school was locked up tight, so we walked over to the superintendent’s house down the street. When Mom explained why she wanted in the school, the superintendent was more than happy to let us in. After we had gathered our textbooks and some reading books from the library, we walked to the town square to meet Dad and Alex. 
 I was dying to see Skylar, so after stowing my books in the wagon, I asked if I could walk around on my own. Mom said that I could as long as I came back to the square in one hour. I took off at a run in the direction of the diner, which I could already tell was closed. Skylar and her parents lived down the block behind the diner, so I turned the corner at the restaurant and headed their way. 
 When I knocked on their door and no one answered, I was dismayed and disappointed. Where could they have gone? It wasn’t as if they could just get in their car and go to the city or something. They had to be around town somewhere, maybe visiting a neighbor. I couldn’t just go door-to-door, asking everyone if they knew where Skylar was, and so I just started walking around town, up and down streets with my hands in my pockets and my hat pulled down over my ears against the December chill. 
 After about ten minutes—ten agonizing minutes of knowing that my possible time with Skylar was ticking away by the second—I spotted her with a group of kids hanging out in front of Caleb Stein’s house. Try as I might, I couldn’t keep the huge grin off my face as I jogged over to them. 
 “Bracken!” several of the girls squealed together. 
 “Hey, Fern, where’ve you been?” Caleb asked jokingly when I reached them. Oh, how I wish I’d never let slip what my name really means. But now, I was just happy to be so readily welcomed, that I couldn’t care less what they called me. You see, I’ve never been the real popular type. I’m more the quiet, studious nerd type, but in a small town, where everyone has grown up together, I was never bullied or ostracized, just not the most sought-after friend either. But today, it seemed like I was the one everyone was excited to see. It was probably because they hadn’t seen me in such a long time—me being isolated out on the farm and all. Even Irvine, the stoner, spoke to me. He looked pale and haggard, his eyes like a couple of dull marbles set in a skull’s empty sockets. 
 “Hey,” was all he said, but that was more than he usually said to me. 
 “What’s been going on in town?” I asked, trying to surreptitiously maneuver myself over to Skylar’s side. To my delight and embarrassment, she grabbed my hand and pulled me close, looking up at me with a big smile on her beautiful face. It was really hard to concentrate on what any of my friends were saying with her being so close. Even though I was happy to see my friends, all I really wanted was to be alone with Skylar. 
 The kids talked of life in town now—boring, but also sort of cool facing so many new challenges every day. Except that several of the older and sicker people in and around town had died despite the townspeople’s efforts to pull together and help everyone out. 
 One boy, Bob Newton, uncharacteristically had tears in his eyes as he told about he and his family trying to save his grandma, who died while gasping for air after her oxygen tank had run out. Suddenly, I was worried about my grandparents. I made a mental note to bring them up to my parents when I got back to the wagon, just in case. 
 I looked at my watch and noticed with dismay that I had only twenty minutes left before I had to get back. As if reading my thoughts, Skylar said to the group, “I’d better be getting home. My parents will worry if I’m not home before dark.” Her hand squeezed mine. “Brack, will you walk me home?” 
 The way she said it told everyone that she wanted to be alone with me, and I was swept away by feelings of pride, acceptance, happiness, and something else—love? I was pleased that she had made up a nickname for me, something only she called me. I decided to start calling her Sky, which seemed particularly suitable to me since she reminded me of heavenly things. We said goodbye to everyone and Skylar gave each of the girls hugs while the guys patted me on the back and said, “Come back soon, man,” and other things like that, making me feel very important and welcome. So this must be how it feels to be popular. I could get used to this. Having a girlfriend and being accepted by the cool guys—nice! 
 Skylar and I walked very slowly back to her house and stopped on the corner a few houses down the street under a huge oak tree. It was starting to get really cold with the sun going down, so Skylar cuddled up close to me and I put my arms around her. Then we started kissing. I won’t go into too much detail, but let me just say that “heavenly” does not even begin to describe it. For the first time in my life, I didn’t care that I’d be late or that I might get in trouble. This was definitely worth any amount of punishment I could receive. 
 After a while, though, Skylar pulled away and said, with a sad little frown on her face—which looked adorable, by the way—that she had to get home and that I’d better be going too, so I wouldn’t get into trouble. It touched me that she was worried about me. 
 “When will you be able to come back to town?” she asked, hopefully. 
 “Maybe I can talk my parents into letting me take one of the horses and ride back here,” I answered with sudden inspiration. “I’m not too good at riding yet, but I’m learning.” 
 “Oh, please do!” she exclaimed. “I want to learn to ride too. Jenny Garten said she’d teach me. Maybe we could go riding together sometime.” 
 “That’d be great!” I grinned. “Maybe I can come back in a couple of days.” 
 At that, Skylar kissed me deeply and reluctantly drew away to walk home. I stood and watched her until she stepped through her front doorway, stopping halfway to blow me a kiss and wave goodbye. I waved back, but she was already in the house. I wasn’t sure if her parents had returned yet or not, but thinking of parents, I looked at my watch and realized I was already ten minutes late getting back to the wagon, so I took off at a run to the town square, several blocks away. 
 When I arrived, my Mom merely gave me a perturbed look before she softened, asking if I’d had a good time seeing my friends. The way she said it made me feel like she knew exactly whom I’d been with and what we’d been doing. But she seemed happy about it, pleased in a way, and I felt myself blush even though I was glad that Mom wasn’t upset about the situation. 
 Alex was helping Dad finish up loading some buckets and sacks of stuff into the wagon, but Calvin didn’t get back until ten minutes later. Mom admonished him sternly, but didn’t say anything about a punishment. After all, what could she do: ground us, take away our video game time, find even more chores than what we were already doing? 
 This new life had its advantages, even if I couldn’t see Skylar as much as I wanted. But if it hadn’t been for PF Day, Skylar and I probably would never have gotten together. Life is funny that way: sometimes the worst catastrophes can result in the best things. 
 As we bumped along home in the wagon, I told Mom and Dad about the senior citizen deaths and my concerns about my grandparents. They grimly answered that they’d heard about them too, and that they had already decided to make a trip to get them and bring them to our house. 
 Mom said we would have to think about where to put them, and that probably two of us boys would have to give up our rooms, but that was all right with me. Dad said that maybe we could fix up the basement for them and put that pot-bellied stove down there for warmth this winter. There was a toilet and a sink down there that would have to be enclosed with walls, but no tub for bathing. Not that we were able to have a full bath anyway. We were only able to heat a bucket-full of water and use a washcloth to wash ourselves. 
 Mom was concerned about them having to climb up the stairs, but Dad pointed out that our rooms were upstairs and that the only alternative would be to make the living and dining rooms into rooms for them, effectively cutting off our access to the fireplace, which we needed for heat and cooking. He said if they were downstairs, we could take anything they needed down to them and maybe he could even fashion them some kind of lift in the future. At any rate, it was decided to fix up the basement during the next couple of days before we would bring them home. 
 I asked Dad what supplies they were able to get in town, and Alex answered enthusiastically, which was uncharacteristic of him, that the town had set up a makeshift trading center in the square where people could bring things they didn’t need to trade for what they did. Dad and Alex were able to trade our grain for a couple of big cans of shortening, and restaurant-sized cans of green beans and coffee from Tipton’s Diner (so that was where Skylar’s parents had been), half a dozen old oil lanterns from Mr. Caruthers, and a box full of scented beeswax candles from Candee Smith, who owned Candee’s Candles. 
 I asked what we would use for fuel in the oil lamps and Dad said we might be able to use the shortening. I was sure glad we got some things to light our evenings, as it had become too cold to sit outside, and darkness fell so early now. It was hard to all sit around the fireplace every night, trying to get close enough to read. I just wanted some time to myself every once in a while. 
 Mom was excited that she was able to get some plants from Mrs. Littleton’s Greenhouse. She got some medicinal herbs like lemon balm, feverfew, and licorice root, along with edibles: strawberries, cherry tomatoes, and seeds for planting in the spring. She also got a few books on medicinal herbs and their uses. She couldn’t wait to get home and read up on the plants and herbs that could be found in our own yard, like dandelion, marigold and Echinacea, and how to harvest them for medicinal use. 
 Sometimes I think Mom is what Granny calls an “old soul,” someone who seems to have lived a past life in the old days and vaguely remembers some of it. Mom certainly acts like this is the kind of life she’s used to and enjoys the most. I’m beginning to think maybe I am a little bit of an old soul too, and Dad is definitely one. 
 When we got home that night, it was nice to light a candle and take it to my room, snuggle under my quilt that Gram made me for Christmas when I was seven, and read a book I had borrowed from the school library. It helped, somewhat, to take my mind off Skylar, but still, my mind kept wandering to her and that heavenly make-out session. I was tired, though, and it wasn’t long before I fell asleep. 
 The next day, I was up with the sun and, as usual, so were Mom and Dad. Alex and Calvin both came downstairs not long after me, so we all ate a nice breakfast of bacon, eggs, and coffee as a family. 
 Dad had our day already planned out for us, so while Mom fed the animals, collected eggs from our chickens, and looked for plants in the yard to harvest for medicinal uses, Dad started us boys on building partitions in the basement for enclosing the bathroom and making two bedrooms for our grandparents, leaving the largest part of the basement open for a common area. We had some plywood and other lumber on hand to build with, but at one point we had to tear out some old walls in the barn to finish up the rooms. It looked a little rough when we were done, but Dad reassured me that it would all look good once the walls were painted. 
 He was right, as usual. We painted everything with a couple of gallons of leftover paint that we mixed together to make a light bluish shade that covered the space. Mom came down when the basement was complete and declared it “very homey, indeed”, which was Mom’s way of saying “nice job.” 
 Mom took several area rugs from upstairs and in storage—we had all hardwood floors upstairs covered in area rugs—to cover the cement floor of the basement. The rugs were big enough to cushion most of the open space and make the floor a little warmer for my grandparents. 
 She also brought down any extra pieces of furniture we didn’t use often, and even her favorite easy chair. Dad donated his favorite chair, as well, and with the loveseat from the family room and our small dining table, the place looked pretty good. I offered my bed for them, but Mom said that they would bring their beds with them from the assisted living center if they could fit them in the wagon. 
 The next day, Dad had us help install the pot-bellied stove. It took all four men in our house, and even some help from Mom, to get it down the stairs from the cellar door on the outside of the house. We installed it under a window halfway down the outside wall of the open area so it faced the doors to the bedrooms. We had to run the flue out through the window and fix a board around it to fill up the hole. Then we cleared a place on the wall beside the steps to the cellar door to stack firewood, which we did next. 
 We started the stove to test it out and, after it burned for about an hour, it got so hot down there that Dad decided to divert some of the heat to the house’s heating ducts to send it upstairs to heat our own bedrooms. He told Mom to close off the heating vents in the first floor rooms and that night, for the first time since the cold weather set in, our bedrooms weren’t freezing cold. 
 Dad placed a thermometer in each of our rooms and found that they were 60°, while the basement was a toasty 70°. He was so pleased with the result that he walked around rubbing his hands together like over a fire and saying it felt like summer. 
 It was sure nice sleeping that night, what with a candle to read by before falling to sleep and then sleeping in a heated room. The next morning, I wasn’t nearly so eager to hop out of bed. 
 




Chapter 5


 

 Mom and Dad left a couple of days later at dawn to get our grandparents. They left us boys at home to save space in the wagon for any cargo to be brought back. They said they’d probably have to stay away overnight, because it would take about seven hours to get there and it would be too dark and too cold to travel back at night. 
 Mom told us to stay at home but, of course, Alex didn’t listen. He left on foot for Robin’s house as soon as they were out of sight. I briefly considered walking to town to see Skylar, but I didn’t have the nerve to walk that far on my own and it didn’t feel right to disobey Mom. 
 Dad had left us instructions to do some repair work around the farm, like fixing some loose boards on the chicken coop and mending a spot in the goat pen where they had repeatedly climbed on the fence and stretched the wires. I was a little pissed off that Alex wasn’t going to be around to help us, but Calvin stepped up and did more than his part with enthusiasm I didn’t know he had; together, we had everything done by late morning. 
 We were in the house, eating lunch when we heard the sound of hooves on our gravel driveway out front. Calvin and I look at each other, surprised and concerned that Mom and Dad were coming back so soon. We ran outside to find, to my astonishment and great excitement, Skylar and Jenny Garten on a pair of horses in our yard. 
 “Hey, Brack,” Skylar said. There was that nickname again. “Hi, Calvin.” 
 I was struck speechless for a few seconds, during which time Calvin sidled up to Jenny’s horse and started stroking its neck. 
 “Uh, hi, Sky,” I stammered. I realized that it sounded a little dumb, the way it rhymed and all, but Skylar seemed to like it. She smiled and slid off her horse to put her arms around me and give me a quick kiss. 
 Then she looked a little worried and said, “Your parents can’t see us, can they?” 
 “Nah, they’re not home, but even if they were, I don’t think they’d care,” I assured her. She looked relieved, but her brow was still furrowed in confusion. I’m sure she was thinking that her parents would kill her if they saw her kissing a boy. 
 Jenny was talking to Calvin, and then said a little louder to include me, “You guys want to go for a ride with us?” 
 “Sure!” Calvin and I answered simultaneously, which made all of us laugh. 
 “Jinx,” we said at the same time again, and that made us all laugh a little harder. I know we looked a little giddy, but hell, we hadn’t seen anybody besides our immediate family in several days, and they were pretty girls besides. Even Calvin, who up to now hadn’t shown much interest in girls, seemed to be showing off for them. 
 We jumped up behind the girls and rode all over the place, stopping now and then to run into the house to grab food or to let the horses rest. 
 Surprisingly, Skylar was quite a good rider. She explained that after I had left town a few days ago, she had asked Jenny to give her riding lessons so she could ride out to visit me. I was both impressed and flattered that she would go to so much trouble just to see me. It was so exciting to be sitting behind her on that horse with my arms around her waist and her silky hair blowing in my face. I was becoming quite the horse lover for more reasons than one. 
 I asked Skylar how she had gotten her parents to consent to her traveling so far to see me. She gave me an ornery little smile over her shoulder and said, “Oh, they don’t know. They think I’m staying over at Jenny’s.” 

Staying over at Jenny’s—that phrase stuck in my mind. So she wasn’t expected home and my parents weren’t coming home that night… If only we could figure out a way for Jenny to be able to stay. 
 When I shyly brought up my idea to the girls, Jenny said no way. Skylar seemed a little hesitant too, and I suddenly realized where their thoughts were going. Flushed, I quickly assured them that they could sleep in my parents’ bed and that we could stay up late sitting around the fireplace and talking. 
 Skylar was game after that and Jenny seemed more at ease with it, but she was still convinced that her parents would freak if she didn’t come home that night. I reluctantly gave up on the idea. 
 The girls had to leave at around three in the afternoon in order to be home by nightfall, but before they left, Skylar lingered in my arms making out with me. Calvin and Jenny rode a little ways away and talked embarrassedly while we kissed. I know I probably should have been a little embarrassed myself, making out in front of my little brother, but at the time all I could think of was how great it felt and how I didn’t want it to end. 
 But it did end, and I stood and watched them ride away until the curve of the highway prevented it. It made me think of those classic Westerns where the woman watches her man ride away into the sunset; except that I was watching my girl ride away, and it wasn’t sunset yet. 
 Alex didn’t come home that night. Calvin and I were convinced that he was taking the opportunity to sleep with Robin again. Robin lived alone on a farm with her dad, Joe. Her mom had died when she was a toddler, and her dad had never remarried or had any other children. Alex had once mentioned to Calvin and me how easy it was to sneak around behind her dad’s back and that they could do almost anything they wanted to. He had put special emphasis on the word anything and winked in a way that left no doubt in our minds what he was implying. 
 Calvin and I spent a boring evening playing Monopoly by candlelight and talked about the girls’ visit earlier in the day. Calvin seemed to have a little crush on Jenny, which I thought was funny, considering she had at least two years on him. I didn’t think he’d have a chance with her, since he was just a kid and she was in high school. I didn’t tell him that, though. It was the first time he’d expressed any interest in a girl in that way and I didn’t want to discourage him. 
 The next day, Calvin and I took extra time to clean up the house and yard to make everything nice for when our family came home. They arrived around two o’clock in the afternoon, and what a sight they made as they came plodding up the road in the wagon. They looked just like those old reruns of the Beverly Hillbillies that we used to watch when nothing else was on, with Dad and the grandmas on the bench seat and Mom and Papa perched on top of the mattresses in the back of the wagon. Not to mention the mounds of stuff piled all around them. Calvin and I busted out laughing at the sight, and we ran down the highway to greet them. 
 When we had begun to unload everything, Dad asked where Alex was. Calvin and I looked at each other, neither one of us wanting to break the news to them. After a few seconds, I answered, “He walked over to Robin’s house yesterday and…” I didn’t bother to finish. 
 All Dad said was “Damn!” under his breath. Mom just shook her head and turned back to unloading the stuff. 
 Granny, Gram, and Papa were tired from the journey, so Mom insisted they lie down on our beds while we fixed up their rooms downstairs. Mom was unusually quiet about Alex’s disappearance. I think she was disappointed that he had disobeyed her and had given no thought to how much his absence would make her worry. Maybe she was kind of upset about him getting old enough to leave home soon too. It made me sad to think of her being upset, so I made sure to give her extra hugs and help her with whatever she was doing the rest of the afternoon. It seemed to cheer her up some. 
 My grandparents came downstairs later and were very pleased with what we had done for them in the basement. They all decided that they would be very comfortable here and began making themselves right at home while Mom fixed us all some dinner. We all ate downstairs at the dining table and had a good time catching up on things that had happened since we had last seen each other. 
 At one point, Granny told us, with tears in her eyes, how many of the residents of the assisted living apartments where they had been living had died or were on the verge of dying without the medicines they needed to stay alive. It made me sad to think of all the kids who had lost their grandparents and made me very grateful that my own grandparents were in good health. 
 That evening, after the sun had set and the stars were twinkling brightly in the sky, Alex came home. He brought Robin with him. Her eyes were all puffy and red, and her nose was shiny. Alex was grim and I could tell right away that something was very wrong. Mom and Dad must have known too, because they didn’t even scold him; they just asked, “What happened?” to which Robin began crying again. She hid her face in Alex’s shoulder. 
 “Robin’s dad was hurt real bad yesterday.” I could tell Alex was trying not to cry too. “A bull kicked him in the belly. He was bleeding really bad when I got there, and Robin didn’t know what to do, so I ran as fast as I could to the Jenkins’ place and brought them back to help, but it was too late.” Alex started choking up. He barely got the next words out. “He died last night, and we buried him this morning.” 
 Mom swept in and put her arms around the both of them, murmuring over and over, “Oh, I’m so sorry,” between sobs. 
 I was stunned into silence. I had never experienced a death so close to my family before. I mean, my grandpa on my Dad’s side had died when I was little, but I didn’t remember him at all, and a kid named Sid Eldon from the next town over had wrecked his car and died, but he was a lot older than me and I hadn’t really known him. 
 But Robin’s dad, Joe McKnight, was part of our small community; I saw him often and heard his name even more. He was a friend of Dad’s and he was healthy and strong. Suddenly, life without power and gas-powered vehicles didn’t seem so cool, after all. I wasn’t sure how to act or how to make Alex and Robin feel better. I glanced at Dad to see how it was affecting him, but he had turned away and was stoking the fire. It didn’t need stoking. 
 Mom made Robin a strong cup of tea out of some of the herbs she had been growing and laid her down in Alex’s bed. Alex lay next to her and held her in his arms until she went to sleep, and then came downstairs to talk to Mom and Dad. 
 “She can stay here, can’t she?” he asked pitifully. “I mean live here with us? She doesn’t have anyone else.” 
 “Well, of course she can stay,” Mom answered soothingly, putting her arm around Alex. “You can move into one of your brothers’ rooms and she can stay in yours. Did you bring her any clothes or anything?” 
 “No, she just wanted to get away from there as soon as we could. She’s a wreck.” 
 “Poor thing. What a horrible thing to have to see.” Mom shook her head and brushed away new tears forming in her eyes. 
 “It was awful, Mom. All that blood. I didn’t want to leave her there alone with him, but I had to try to get help.” Alex laid his head on Mom’s shoulder just like a little kid. “I’m sorry I disobeyed you yesterday, Mom, but I’m glad I went. For Robin’s sake.” 
 “Yes, don’t worry about it, sweetie,” Mom soothed. “It’ll be alright.” They sat like that for a long time until Alex gave in to exhaustion and decided to go to bed. 
 I felt really sorry for Alex for the first time in a long time. Of course, I felt even sorrier for Robin, but I was surprised at the depth of emotion I felt for my big brother. I felt kind of protective of him, so I told him to go sleep in my bed and that I’d find someplace else to sleep. He looked at me tenderly with tears in his eyes and said, “Thanks, Buddy.” Then he reached out and gave my shoulder a little squeeze before slowly, painfully, climbing the stairs to my room. 
 The rest of us sat in the family room around the fire, holding each other real close and not talking much. Gram and Papa were the first to go to bed, then Granny left too, but Mom, Dad, Calvin, and I sat for a long time just holding each other. For the first time in over a month, I didn’t think of Skylar. 
 




Chapter 6


 

 For the next couple of weeks, Robin was just a shell of her former happy-go-lucky self. She cried at the drop of a hat and barely ate anything for days. That was understandable, of course. She had just lost the only parent she had ever known and did not even have any other relatives to live with. She was forced to live with her boyfriend’s family and even though we were all very friendly and tried to be comforting to her, there is just no replacing your own family at a time like that. 
 The change in Alex, however, was much more profound—at least it seemed that way to me, because even though he hadn’t lost a family member, it was like it had been a life-changing event for him. Gone was the self-centered, self-righteous, self-important teenager. In his place was a caring, responsible, and even humble adult. 
 Alex didn’t wait to be told to do something anymore; if he saw something that needed to be done, he did it without hesitation or complaint. He was very helpful to Mom, carrying stuff up and down the stairs for her, helping her with the laundry, which was quite a chore by hand, and even pitching in to clean the house. He worked alongside Dad like he was a partner on the farm, something which, I’m sure, pleased Dad immensely. 
 He was especially tender and comforting to Robin, holding her when she cried, bringing her hot tea and food to her room when she didn’t feel like coming downstairs. And most baffling of all, he was nice toward Calvin and me. 
 It was like Mom always joked when we behaved a little too well for some reason: “What alien replaced Alex with you and where did he take the real one?” 
 We were all pleased with the change, although we didn’t know how long it would last. I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, for Alex to box my ears or snatch some food out of my hands like he used to. But for now, we were happy with him. 
 A couple of weeks after Robin’s dad died, a big army Hummer stopped by the house. We heard it coming like a mile away since there was never any traffic anymore. We were all lined up out front when it drove up. A couple of National Guardsmen stepped out and asked if we needed any medical or emergency supplies. Mom said we could use some antibiotics, painkillers and such to have on hand in case of an emergency, so one of the Guardsmen got a small box from the back of the Hummer and gave it to Mom. Robin was apparently thinking how she wished they’d have come two weeks ago, when her dad desperately needed the painkillers, because she started to cry again and ran into the house. 
 Dad asked if there was any news from the rest of the country and the Guardsmen told us that it looked grim for the entire civilized world. Some power had been restored to parts of a few major cities, but it wasn’t enough to stop thousands of deaths from starvation, dehydration, lack of emergency medical care, and exposure to cold. 
 They mentioned that while we were enjoying a relatively mild December so far, there had been a severe cold snap and a blizzard in the Northeast that was causing all kinds of misery. One of the biggest problems, they said, was getting fresh water into the cities. After the water stored in the water towers ran out, there wasn’t any easy way to get water to citizens packed into the metropolitan areas. 
 A lot of people were pretty resourceful, collecting rainwater and snow in any kind of container possible on top of the buildings, but many places did not get enough precipitation to provide water for everyone. There wasn’t enough gasoline left for tankers to bring water into every city every day. It made me wonder what our little town was doing to get water, and I told myself to remember to ask Skylar the next time I saw her. 
 Heat was a problem too, since there were few trees to burn in the cities, and not very many houses had wood-burning fireplaces anyway. The Guardsmen said that many people were burning furniture, books, clothing, and even parts of their houses in their ovens and bathtubs. This caused a lot of people to collapse from smoke inhalation, and a lot of buildings to catch on fire, fires which then spread from house to house or building to building, without water to put them out. 
 Most communities set up shelters inside schools and churches and other community buildings where they put together safer methods of providing heat, though it wasn’t nearly enough to keep everyone warm. These shelters were the first places that power was restored to, when it was available, and became havens for many people living in the cities. 
 Food had also become scarce. At first, grocery stores had been reluctant to give out provisions, but after the first week, those that wouldn’t share were looted anyway, until there wasn’t any food left. And, of course, no way to get any more, as every community was facing the same shortages and could not share. The army had taken over the big grain silos countrywide and was rationing out grain to as many as possible. The Guardsmen thought that the army would soon start taking livestock from farmers to help feed people, even though that would financially ruin those farmers in the process. 
 They also warned us of roving gangs of looters wandering the countryside, taking whatever they could from everyone. Desperate times called for desperate measures, they said. They told us to arm ourselves and to be sure to save bullets, if we had any, in case we had to defend our property and, possibly, our lives. 
 Luckily, we had some rifles and shotguns for deer hunting, although we had totally forgotten about hunting season that November. It sounded like it was a good thing we had forgotten, so we still had the stash of bullets Dad had bought for the season barely a week before PF Day. When our freezer full of beef and pork ran out we would have to hunt with our compound bows, if the power was still off at that time. 
 After the Guardsmen had left to visit other farms along the highway, Dad got to thinking about old Mr. and Mrs. Caruthers. He said it would be best to make a point of checking on them once a week or so, to make sure they were safe and well supplied. We made plans to take the wagon with several sacks of grain to their house the next day and to spend the day fixing up their place for winter. Alex was reluctant to leave Robin, but she said it was time that she stopped being such a baby and started helping out around the house, and that Alex should go help the Caruthers’s. Of course, we all assured her that she was not being a baby and Mom gave her a big hug, saying, “Welcome back, sweetheart.” Robin seemed to really enjoy having a mother figure and she smiled for the first time since she had come to our house. 
 By the time Dad, Alex, Calvin and I had loaded up the wagon and were ready to set out to the Caruthers’s house the next day, Mom and Robin had made us thermoses of coffee and lunches to eat on the way. Gram and Granny also had made a cake from scratch and baked it in the coals of the fire in an old Dutch oven that we had occasionally used for camping. They told us it was a gift for Mr. and Mrs. Caruthers, and when we started to protest good-naturedly, they laughed and said they had made us one too; it was already stowed in our picnic basket. I hadn’t had cake for almost two months, and my mouth started watering immediately at the promise of one. 
 On the way, we all decided to eat the cake first—who knew when we would ever get something so wonderful again, we reasoned. It was probably the most delicious cake I’d ever eaten, although there is a good possibility that it was just because of the rarity of cake these days. Between the four of us guys, we devoured the entire thing and, for the first time in a couple of weeks, we were content. 
 We found Mr. and Mrs. Caruthers doing fairly well, although Mrs. Caruthers complained that her arthritis was giving her a lot of trouble since she was out of her medicine. I told her that I would ask Mom if she knew of any herbal remedies that would be of some help, and Mrs. Caruthers said, with tears in her eyes, “God bless you, dear.” 
 With her mind a bit more at ease, she asked us what we were planning to do for Christmas. I was surprised by the question, because I hadn’t even remembered that the holidays were coming up. Christmas used to be my favorite time of the year, but now it seemed so superficial and artificial. 
 When I shrugged my shoulders, Mrs. Caruthers said, “If I know your Mom, she’ll have something special planned.” 
 That got me to thinking. For the rest of the day, while I worked on chopping wood, fixing loose shingles on their roof, and setting bales of straw around their foundation to help insulate the house for winter, I thought about what I could make or do for each person in my family for Christmas. For the first time in my life, I started thinking—really thinking—about Christmas as a time of giving to others instead of a time to get the latest toys and gadgets. As ideas for gifts started to form in my brain, I began to get excited about the things I could do to make the people I love happy. I decided not to say anything to anybody about Christmas so I could surprise them with my gifts. 
 When we got home that evening, satisfied with our hard work and the chance to help out our neighbors, Mom and Robin, with the help of my grandparents, had already decorated the house for Christmas. It was as if they had somehow overheard me and Mrs. Caruthers talking earlier. Mrs. Caruthers had been right—there was no way Mom would forget Christmas. 
 Even though there were no lights on the tree, it looked beautiful anyway, covered with all of our old ornaments to remind us of our normal life. Mom said Christmas was in just four days and she had been planning, for some time, to surprise us with the decorations. I had kind of lost track of the time. I mean, I knew it was December, but I hadn’t looked at a calendar in weeks. There was really no need to: no school or work to have to go to, no church services to go to on Sunday, etc. The fact that the year was practically over with had caught me off guard. 
 I wondered if our church would plan something for Christmas Eve, as they always had in the past. When I asked Mom, she said we’d just go there on Christmas Eve and say a prayer, whether anyone else was there or not. 
 Since our church was in the country instead of the town, it had remained closed for the two months since PF Day, but Mom was pretty sure people would gather there if they could, even without electricity. After all, she said, it was a candlelight service, not an electric light service. 
 The next day, after my regular chores were done and I had finished the schoolwork that Mom had assigned me, I got to work on the Christmas gifts I had planned for everyone. It was hard to keep everything a secret, and Calvin ended up catching me working on a gift for Mom in the barn. He begged me to let him help and wouldn’t let up until I said he could. We worked together on presents for everyone in our family except each other and, though I had originally wanted to do the job all on my own, I had to admit that we were able to make much better gifts together than I could have by myself. We worked for the next three days and, in the end, we were pretty satisfied with the results. 
 We arranged with our grandparents to keep Mom busy in the basement while we carried her present into the utility room and covered it with a blanket and a sign to not open it until Christmas. The other gifts were easier to wrap in old newspapers tied with ribbon and would be placed under the tree on Christmas Eve. I was hoping to be able to ride over to see Skylar the day after Christmas to give her present to her, but I was going to have to wait and see about that. 
 




Chapter 7


 

 On Christmas Eve everyone was in a  festive mood. The women shooed us men out of the house while they cooked and baked all day. When we were finally allowed back in to eat a quick, delicious dinner and get dressed to go to church, I couldn’t help but enjoy how wonderful the house smelled. 
 Even though we dressed in our nice Sunday clothes, it really wouldn’t have made any difference. No one would be able to see them beneath the heavy coats, hats, gloves, and even the blankets Mom had us wrapped in for the ride to and from church. 
 Calvin and I rode on the bench with Dad while everyone else cuddled up in the back of the wagon and we all sang Christmas carols in between sips of the hot coffee in our thermoses. Our church is only six miles from our house, so the trip took a little less than two hours, which seemed incredibly fast after traveling four or more hours everywhere we wanted to go. 
 We could see from a half mile away that there were indeed people at the church—it was all lit up with candles and we could see shadows of people walking and standing in front of the windows. We were excited to see friends again, some of which we hadn’t seen since the Sunday before PF Day. 
 When we arrived, we were surrounded and greeted warmly, everybody acting especially nice to Robin as they expressed their sympathy at the loss of her father. Apparently, despite the distances between farms, the Jenkins’s had spread the word and Robin was made into a bit of an unwilling VIP that night. Even with the food shortages, people had brought gifts of canned and baked goods for Robin and our family. We all felt immensely loved and cherished and full of the spirit of the season. It seemed even our circumstances couldn’t stop Christmas. 
 After a beautiful service, during which the entire congregation had to cuddle together for warmth, my family and I climbed back into our wagon to make the journey home. We gave a ride to a couple, Johnny and Crystal Phillips, and their two young daughters, who live on the way to our house and had walked the mile and a half to the church. We sang Christmas carols again, with them joining in until we let the family off at their house. Mrs. Phillips invited us in to get warm by their fireplace and drink a cup of hot tea before we took off again. We were all quiet after that, and Calvin, Robin, and Granny even fell asleep before we got home. 
 We decided to wait until morning to open presents since we were all wasted from the long trek in the cold night air. We went to bed, but Alex snuck out of my room after a while to be with Robin. I had a little trouble sleeping after that until Alex came back a couple of hours later. I didn’t ask what he had been up to; I was pretty sure I already knew. 
 In the morning, we all gathered around the fireplace in the family room as usual, sipping coffee while Mom, Robin, and the grandmas made and baked homemade cinnamon rolls in the Dutch oven. The smell drove us crazy, and we almost burned our tongues devouring them as soon as they came out of the fire. 
 Mom told us kids to open our presents first, and we all had a good chuckle about the video games and movies she had bought us before PF Day. We were hopeful that we would be able to use them before too long. She, Robin, and the grandmas had also made each of us a dozen of our favorite type of cookie, although she said we were about out of flour and sugar now. 
 Alex gave Calvin and me some of his old belongings that we had wanted, like his Xbox 360 and video games. He said he wouldn’t need them anymore, even when the power came back on, because he was getting too old for those kinds of things. He looked at Robin and put his arm around her shoulders when he said it. Even though we couldn’t use the video games right then, the fact that he had given us something of his we had always wanted made it special. 
 Calvin gave me an elaborately drawn certificate worth two weeks of math homework, which Mom frowned at and then laughed at. I gave Calvin a cartoon drawing of us riding horses side by side. Dad gave each of us boys a hundred dollars and told us to save it for when we could go shopping again. Papa gave us each fifty dollars more and chuckled while saying, “Don’t spend it all in one place, now.” 
 Then it was time for Calvin and me to give out our presents. We handed Granny and Gram and Papa a large wooden plaque, on which we had engraved “Home Sweet Home” to hang in their common room. They oohed and ahhed over it until we were a little embarrassed, although we were proud of ourselves at the same time. 
 We had made Alex and Robin a plaque that read “First Christmas Together,” to which Robin started crying, a big smile on her face that was matched only by Alex’s. For Dad, we all went out to the barn. Calvin and I had cleaned up the old steel buhr mill used to crack corn for chicken feed and attached it by a belt to an old bicycle whose tires were flat. We had made a stand for it to keep it stationery so that, when you rode the bike, it turned the crank on the mill, making grinding grain that much easier. It would come in handy in grinding wheat for flour or corn for cornmeal now that we were almost out. Dad was beaming with pride, but I don’t know if it was pride in his new gadget or pride in his resourceful sons. I hoped it was both. 
 We saved Mom’s gift for last. Everyone filed back into the kitchen, and Calvin and I dragged it—still covered in the blanket—out of the utility room. Mom uncovered it to find a homemade washing machine. 
 Laundry was such a chore for her; she had been leaning over the bathtub after pouring boiled water over the clothes, then rubbing each piece of clothing together until they came clean. She then had to rinse them several times with more boiled water. It took her nearly an entire day at least once a week, and at the end of the day her hands were red and cracked and sore. 
 Calvin and I had made a washing machine of sorts from a five-gallon plastic bucket with holes in the bottom and a paddle fashioned out of an old oar stuck through a hole in the lid. This bucket was placed inside another five-gallon bucket. We had found a big mop pail in the barn, the kind with the roller wringer on top, and we placed it and the buckets in a small, oval, metal tub that was once used for water for the goats. Mom still would have to boil the water for it, but she could now keep her hands out of the hot water for the most part. After agitating the clothes with the paddle, she had only to lift the first bucket out of the bottom one, allowing the water to drain out through the holes, empty the bottom bucket and refill with clean water, and place the top bucket back in to rinse the clothes. Then she could remove the lid and paddle, dump the clean, but soaking wet, clothes into the mop bucket and feed each piece of clothing through the rollers to wring them out. 
 Mom was so happy that she began to cry. Robin went over and hugged her, saying, “You so deserve this.” 
 Maybe it was the emotional moment that prompted him, but Alex then took Robin’s hand and led her to the fireplace, where he asked for everyone’s attention. “Robin and I have an announcement to make,” he said. 
 Everyone held their breath; I think we all were expecting them to announce that Robin was pregnant or something, but instead, he said, “Last night, I asked Robin to marry me and she said yes.” He tenderly gave her a kiss on the forehead. 
 After a long, stunned silence, Mom recovered enough to say, “That’ll be great in a couple of years, but you’re both only seventeen now.” 
 “I’ll be eighteen next month,” Alex countered. “And Robin will be eighteen in March.” 
 “Still, that’s so young,” Mom replied. 
 “Mom, we love each other and we want to be together. What difference does it make if it’s in a month or a year?” 
 “So many things can change in a year,” Mom argued. “When the power is back on and you both go back to school, you may feel different.” 
 “We’ve been in love for over a year, Mom, and that was when we were at school and the power was on. That’s not going to change.” 
 Dad cleared his throat then and said, “I think this is happy news. I’ll be proud to call you my daughter, Robin. Whether you get married now or later, we’ll decide after Christmas. For now, I’m ready for the delicious meal you lovely ladies have prepared for us.” 
 Everyone agreed wholeheartedly, so we all gathered around the dining room table downstairs to eat our feast of ham, homemade rolls, canned green beans and fried onions, and homemade apple pie. There weren’t as many dishes as we usually had at the holidays but, for some reason, the dinner tasted better than any meal we’d ever had. 
 I can’t remember a Christmas that was more special and happy before that one. 
 




Chapter 8


 

 In January, it got cold—bitterly cold. And it snowed—a lot. It seemed like we were having to pay Mother Nature back for the nice weather she had given us in November and December. Our deep freeze in the garage was starting to get low on meat, so my brothers, my Dad, Robin and I decided to go hunting. Paying heed to the Guardsmen who had visited the month before, we left our guns at home and hunted with bows instead. 
 We only had three bows, so we had to take turns. We figured that the hunting season laws would have been suspended because of the power failure and the number of starving people, but we weren’t sure. At any rate, we doubted that any conservation agents were working at this time or that they had transportation to get around to everyone’s farm to make sure they were obeying the law. 
 Dad said normally he would never break the law, but since martial law had been declared it had probably changed everything anyway. And he reminded us what the Guardsmen had said: desperate times call for desperate measures. We hadn’t gotten desperate yet, but we could be only a blizzard away from desperation at any time, and it was always best to be prepared for the worst. 
 We stayed pretty warm and cozy in the house with the fireplace and the woodstove burning 24/7, but outdoor activity was kept at a minimum, except for the days we went hunting. That meant going to see Skylar was out of the question. Even if Mom had let me go (which she wouldn’t have) I would have frozen to death by the time I reached town. Maybe I could have been caught in a snowstorm too. Even I was not too keen on chancing that. 
 I hid Skylar’s Christmas present in my room to save for when I could see her next. I hadn’t seen her in several weeks and it was driving me crazy. Every time I saw Alex and Robin holding hands or hugging and kissing, I thought of Skylar. Every time Alex snuck out of my room in the middle of the night to be with Robin, I thought of Skylar. Every time I dreamed, I dreamed of Skylar, and even when I daydreamed, I daydreamed of Skylar. Sometimes I thought I had the image of Skylar burned into my retinas like an image left too long on a computer screen. 
 One day, when Calvin, Alex, Robin, and I were out hunting together—Dad had stayed home to fix some downed fence wire on the horse paddock—I twisted my ankle really bad. Calvin and I were by ourselves, trying to flush out rabbits in a big pile of brush by the creek, when a huge turkey jumped out at me from the undergrowth. It startled me and I fell back, slipping on a loose branch underfoot. Calvin burst out laughing, which probably scared away all the game for miles around, and I chuckled at my clumsiness, as well. That is, until I tried to stand up. The sudden pain in my ankle took my breath away and I fell back down on my butt, wincing. One look at my face told Calvin that I was in serious pain, so he laid down his bow and ran to my side. 
 Calvin tried to help me stand, but even leaning against him with my hurt ankle in the air was excruciating, and I couldn’t stop the tears from forming in my eyes. I sat back down while Calvin began calling for Alex to help. Alex and Robin were quite a ways away, but they came crashing through the brush as fast as they could. Robin took off her long scarf and wrapped it tightly around my ankle. Alex and Calvin then picked me up, one on each side of me, with their arms linked under my butt and my knees. They carried me home that way, and it must have taken the better part of an hour to get back. Robin ran ahead to alert my parents, and the three of them met us as we were coming up the back pasture. 
 Dad took me from my brothers and carried me all the rest of the way to the house on his own. I had always known that Dad was strong, but I didn’t realize he was that strong at the age of forty-three. He wasn’t even breathing hard when he laid me on the sofa in the family room and pulled it closer to the fireplace. 
 Mom took over then, gently pulling off my hiking boots and socks while I bit my lip to keep from yelling, then giving the ankle a quick examination. She decided that I needed to take my jeans off, as well, and that hurt too, even though she was very careful. I took off my coat, hat, and gloves, and Robin brought me a heavy quilt to curl up in. 
 Mom asked her to make me some hot tea and told her to use the dried willow bark in it. She also told her to steep some dried comfrey leaves in a bowl with a little bit of boiling water to make a poultice for my ankle. She put a pillow under my foot and made me lie there all day while she and Robin waited on me and doctored me. I know Mom was concerned about me, but it seemed like she was almost enjoying the chance to use her new knowledge about herbal medicines. 
 Everyone took turns sitting and talking with me for a while, and the rest of the day went by mercifully fast as a result. I slept on the couch that night and stayed there all the next day. Mom alternated the warm comfrey poultices with snow packed on my ankle every half hour. 
 The biggest problem I had while my ankle healed was getting to the bathroom. Someone had to help me get there for the first couple of days (not the most comfortable situation, I can tell you); after that, I could hop on one foot to get there. 
 Let me explain here how we had to handle the toilet situation after PF Day. We had to use a bucket of water poured in the stool to flush it. That meant a lot of going out to the hand pump to fill buckets of water in order to flush two toilets with nine people using them. We soon adopted the “if it’s yellow, let it mellow” policy to save on water hauling. 
 Another problem that presented itself in the bitterly cold month was the outdoor hand pump freezing up. Dad had to build a little house for it lined with leftover batt insulation from when we insulated our attic. Even then, there were mornings when he had to go out with a lit branch and unfreeze it with the fire. We started filling every bucket we had on the premises with water during the afternoon, which was the warmest part of the day, and keeping them in the family room all night so we’d have water to use that evening and the next morning. 
 Hauling water was a chore no one really liked to do, but everybody knew was important. It was usually up to us boys to fill all the buckets every afternoon, and with all three of us doing it, we usually got it done pretty quickly, but boy, was it cold! 
 I felt really bad for the three weeks or so that it took my ankle to heal enough to walk on. It was another couple of weeks before I could carry the heavy buckets of water without hurting my ankle under the pressure. But Robin, sweet Robin, willingly took my place at the pump for all those weeks. 
 It hadn’t taken long for all of us to see why Alex loved her. She was so sweet and caring and you could tell she wasn’t just doing it for “brownie points”. I didn’t know how everything was going to work out after the power was turned back on, but for the time being, we were all glad to have Robin. She was getting especially close to Mom—she was the daughter Mom had never had, and Mom was the mother Robin couldn’t remember. 
 Mom and Robin also shared an interest in herbalism and studied the books Mom had gotten daily. They tended their herbs and talked about them all day. They were constantly on the lookout for aches, pains, sniffles, and coughs that they could doctor. The funny thing was, though, besides my sprained ankle, no one in our house got sick or hurt that winter. We had always had a bout of the flu and several rounds of colds during the winter months, but that year, not a sniffle. Mom said it was probably due to the fact that we were not exposed to any viruses since we had seen no one outside our family since Christmas Eve. It seemed strange, but it was nice to wake up feeling strong and healthy every day. 
 I caught up on a lot of schoolwork while I was off my feet. It’s not that I really wanted to do it, but I can tell you, it gets pretty boring without TV or video games when everyone is off doing something else. I couldn’t even listen to music. Sometimes I would hobble downstairs to visit my grandparents, but I mostly kept to the couch or my bed and read or did schoolwork. 
 Whenever I had trouble with a geometry assignment, Calvin would help me out. I think he might be a teacher when he grows up, because he always had a way of explaining things that made them unbelievably easy to understand. It also helped that I could go at my own pace and spend more time on things I didn’t quite get. I wasn’t under the pressure of school. At home, I found myself truly learning. 
 Mom helped me with history by sitting and talking with me about a particular period I was studying. Sometimes Alex and Robin would join us, and we would have lively discussions about the Hundred Years War or the French Revolution and we would repeat, “Let them eat cake!” and other famous sayings any time a chance presented itself. It was fun learning history that way, even more so because we could now really understand the hardships of living during that time period. 
 For science, Dad read up on some cool experiments that he, Alex, Calvin, and I would try to recreate at our kitchen table. Some worked great while others kind of flopped, but I think I learned more from those experiments than I had in any science class. It was a hell of a lot more fun anyway. 
 English had always been a piece of cake for me. Mom had me writing stories and poems and, of course, reading, reading, reading. By the time the power came back on, I was sure I would be the best-read kid at school. Mom had checked out dozens of classics and some more modern books from the school library. I liked to read. It was a way to escape my boredom and the throbbing in my ankle for those first couple of weeks. After that, I was so addicted to it, I couldn’t stop reading except to do my chores and other schoolwork. It also helped keep my mind off Skylar. 
 I hadn’t seen her for almost two months and it was horrible. I wondered if she was thinking of me, or if she had decided I lived too far away to mess with. It was the worst feeling, being left to wonder if she was making out with some guy in town. I also worried about her getting enough water and food and staying warm enough without burning down her house. 
 Alex and Robin’s happiness together didn’t help the situation, and although I was glad for them, I had to look away when they got all lovey-dovey. I was so looking forward to spring, when we could take the wagon to town and I could see Skylar and get all my questions answered. There was her Christmas present too, although I was thinking I should be calling it a Valentine’s Day present instead. 
 I tried hinting to Dad about wanting to go to town as soon as we could “to get supplies” and he said we would when the weather lets up a bit. He said it with a twinkle in his eye that made me think he was on to me wanting to see Skylar. Dad was quiet but he didn’t miss much that went on around him. He was a pretty cool dad. As long as you acted like a gentleman and did your part around the house and farm, he’d help you out whenever he could. After Robin lost her dad, I was more and more thankful that I still had mine. 

 

 




Chapter 9


 

 By March, spring had still not arrived, but the worst of winter seemed to be over. February had been as brutal as January, so we only got the wagon out once that month, and that was to go check on Mr. and Mrs. Caruthers. Aside from Mrs. Caruthers being all bent up with pain from her arthritis, they were faring pretty well. Mom had made up some tea of dried alfalfa and celery seeds with instructions for Mrs. Caruthers to treat her arthritis. We then chopped more wood for them and checked on their livestock. 
 Mrs. Caruthers gave us jars of gooseberries, stewed tomatoes, and applesauce that she had canned in the fall. “Gotta make sure you get enough vitamin C,” she said. “Wouldn’t want to get scurvy now, honey.” 
 Speaking of honey, she gave us three big jars of honey from her nephew who raises bees in the next county over. We had run out of sugar shortly after Christmas, so that honey tasted amazing. Besides making sure Mr. and Mrs. Caruthers were all right, the honey made the freezing cold trip worth it. 
 Not much else happened until the middle of April, when spring finally began getting the upper hand in the wrestling match with winter. One chilly but sunny day, Dad decided we should all ride into town. You can bet we were more than excited. Even the grandparents wanted to go. 
 Dad loaded up the truck with buckets of grain and smoked venison, leaving just enough room for everybody to sit. Mom tucked us all in with blankets and thermoses of the last of our coffee, along with a picnic lunch of deer jerky, Mrs. Caruthers’ applesauce, and a handful of honey cornmeal cakes that Mom had made. The trip there may have seemed excruciatingly long, but I think the horses were as excited as we were, clipping along at a good speed the entire way. We made it in three hours instead of the usual four. 
 The first thing we noticed as we approached the town was that the four huge windmills were turning, their immense, whale-fin blades lazily slicing through the air. They had been still the last few times we’d visited, and the sight gave us hope that power may be back on in the town. We noticed when we got into town, however, that there were no lights on and businesses were still closed. There was no one in the town square. It seemed there was no one in the rest of the town, but as we plodded around, we came upon a group of kids and asked them what was going on. I was disappointed to find that Skylar wasn’t among the group. 
 They told us that the trading market that used to be held in the square had been moved to the school gym for the winter and that most of the townspeople were gathered there. When asked about the windmills, the kids enthusiastically explained that parts had been obtained, and that the electric company had just recently been able to test them. 
 With a renewed sense of excitement and hope, we rode to the school and joined what seemed like half the town in the gym. I hadn’t seen that many people packed into the gym since we won our district basketball game last school year. The president of the Electric Co-op, Mr. Jenkins—Mom’s boss—was trying hard to be heard above the din of excitement in the crowd. 
 Everyone was hopeful that they would have electricity soon, but Mr. Jenkins explained that it may be a gradual process and that the windmills would probably not be enough to run everything in the town. Priority would be given to getting water and heat on for those that were in greatest need. Then his team would work on getting at least a little power to everyone else. He warned us to unplug all appliances, including furnaces and air conditioners, and to make sure all light switches were off so that when the electricity came back on, the surge wouldn’t blow anything out. 
 After Mr. Jenkins finished answering questions from the crowd, everyone came down out of the stands and started milling around. There was a lot of laughter and patting friends on the backs. I spotted Skylar’s parents from across the gym and headed their way, hoping she would be with them. 
 Mrs. Tipton spotted me looking around and hollered, “Bracken, honey,”—she always called me and almost every other customer ‘“honey”—“are you looking for Skylar?” 
 I was surprised that she knew what I was doing and a little worried that I was so transparent in my intentions, but when I nodded yes, she pointed over to the first row of the stands where Skylar was sitting rather forlornly, looking down at her hands in her lap, all by herself. I tried to saunter over there coolly, but I couldn’t help myself and I ended up rushing over, probably looking like Leroy Jenkins of World of Warcraft fame charging into battle. 
 Skylar looked up at me before I got to her, and the smile that spread across her face was enough to light up the whole town. She jumped up and threw her arms around me, almost knocking me off my feet. 
 “Brack!” she exclaimed. “I’ve been so worried about you, all alone out there in the country!” 
 I wasn’t sure if she was thinking that my parents hadn’t returned, since they were away from home the last time she’d seen me, or if she meant my being alone without her. I started to say that I’d been worried about her too, but she grabbed my hand and said, “Let’s get outta here!” 
 We snuck out of the gym and found a spot on the south side of the building that was shielded from the north wind. Skylar immediately cuddled up to me and my fears of her finding someone else were instantly put to rest. With my arms around her waist, I could tell she was even thinner than she had been the last time I’d seen her, when I had ridden behind her on Jenny Garten’s horse. It made me very concerned about her and I asked her how she’d been. 
 “The winter was awful,” she replied sadly. “It was really hard getting food and water because of the snowstorms.” Then with tears in her eyes, she added, “Lots of people died, Brack. It was so horrible. We couldn’t even bury them until last month.” 
 She recited a list of names of the people who had died, mostly elderly people who I didn’t know well, but there was one that shocked me to the core: Irvine Smith. 
 She said he’d suffered so much since he couldn’t get any of the drugs he was addicted to, and his health had just continued to fail. He didn’t have a very good family and, at one point, they had even thrown him out of the house. He had stayed with various families in the town, but in January he was found outside, frozen to death after a snowstorm. No one was sure if he committed suicide or if it was an accident. Even though Irvine wasn’t a close friend of mine, I was shaken by the sadness of the situation and the fact that he had been friendly to me the last time I’d seen him. 
 “Did you hear about Robin’s dad?” I asked Skylar after I had regained my composure. 
 “Yeah, Mr. Jenkins told everyone not long after it happened. How’s Robin doing now?” 
 “She’s doing pretty well. She’s been a lot of help around our house.” I paused and studied her face. “Did you hear that she and Alex are getting married?” 
 “You’re kidding!” she exclaimed. “Are your parents letting them?” 
 “Well, they said it would be fine in another year or so,” I answered. “Oh, by the way, I made you a Christmas present. I guess I can give it to you for an early birthday present, even though it’s a month away.” I reached in the pocket of my insulated coat and pulled out her gift, wrapped in paper on which I had drawn figures of horses. It looked kind of childish, but Skylar grabbed it out of my hand and squealed in delight. 
 “Merry Christmas, happy Valentine’s Day, and happy early birthday, Sky,” I said with a nervous laugh. 
 “Oh, it’s so beautiful!” she gushed. “That’s the prettiest wrapping paper I’ve ever seen! Did you draw this? It’s so good!” 
 “Well, don’t get too excited. I didn’t have much to work with,” I said, embarrassed, while she unwrapped the package, being careful not to rip the paper. As she held the object in her hand, she whispered, “Ohhh,” and then was silent for a few moments as she looked at it. 
 I wasn’t sure if she was disappointed or touched, but then she clasped it to her heart and looked at me with tears in her eyes. Then she put her arms around me and held me tight, whispering in my ear, “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Thank you.” 
 I had carved her a tiny galloping horse out of a piece of wood I’d found in the barn. The way two of its legs came together at the bottom formed a softly rounded heart in the open space under its belly. I had painted it with cherry stain to make it match the reddish brown of Jenny’s horse and rubbed it all over with Tung oil so it was smooth and shiny. Then I had fashioned a little wire loop that I screwed into its back and attached it to a delicate silver chain that Robin had given me when I told her what I was making. I thought it had turned out rather well, and I was pleased that Skylar seemed to love it. 
 I knew she loved it because of how she kissed me afterward. We made out for a long time, which was great, and then we just sat on the steps to the side door of the school and talked. Skylar told me more about how life had been in town during the winter. She said that a couple of guys in town, who were machinists by trade, had made dozens of homemade, wood-burning stoves out of old water heaters for the people who didn’t have fireplaces in their houses. 
 Several farmers who lived on the outskirts of town had loaded up 200-gallon truck tanks with water and brought them to town daily in wagons pulled by horses or mules. It got harder and harder to do in January and February because of the snowstorms and the sub-zero temperatures, so everyone had to melt snow for water in those few weeks. 
 Skylar said that everyone in the town was very kind and helpful toward one another. It didn’t surprise me; our town had always been generous. She spoke of how everyone pitched in to try to keep the senior citizens warm and well fed, but they still weren’t able to save many of them. Again, I was struck by how lucky I was to have all my family, including my grandparents, alive and well. 
 Skylar also said that last week, an army truck had arrived with the parts needed to replace some transformers and fix the windmills. The soldiers had told the townspeople that electricity was gradually being restored to most of the cities and even some of the smaller towns like ours. Unfortunately, though, they said it could take another couple of months before electricity could reach those of us living in the country. 
 That was all right, though. I was kind of getting used to life without power and even starting to like it. It was hard to imagine going back to the way things were before, going back to school and wasting our lives away playing video games and watching TV. I had a feeling that I wouldn’t be so dependent on those kinds of entertainment even if I had them literally at my fingertips. I have to say, that was a good feeling. 
 According to the soldiers, the country, and probably the rest of the world, was in financial ruin because of the CME. I had never thought about it, but our nation had virtually stopped, in terms of manufacturing and business, for almost six months. World markets had collapsed and most countries would be bankrupt after this. The only good thing was that, since virtually every country was in the same boat, there could be a chance to wipe the slate clean, in a sense, and start rebuilding the treasuries. 
 That day was the first time I heard the name “PF Day.” Skylar said that was what the soldiers had called the day of the CME—short for Power Failure Day. I didn’t think it was a very clever term, but it is descriptive, at least. It’s also easy to say, easy to remember, and easy to write. The name is growing on me. 
 Skylar took me to her house for a cold lunch of canned pork and beans. It was odd that Mr. and Mrs. Tipton hadn’t been cooking anything since they closed the diner. Skylar explained that they hadn’t had the heart to cook for just the three of them. They’d been living on the few cans of food they had left from the diner. That explained Skylar’s weight loss. I hoped that the return of electricity would restore the Tiptons’ enthusiasm for cooking, both for their sakes and for the sake of everybody who liked to eat at their diner, including me. 
 I had promised Mom and Dad that I would meet them back at the wagon by two o’clock so we could get home before dark. Skylar assured me that she and Jenny would ride the horses out to our house as soon as they could, and I said I’d try to borrow one of our own horses to come see her too. 
 To my amazement, she said, “Bring Calvin too. I think Jenny kind of likes him.” Who would have thought that a sophomore in high school would like an eighth grader? I mean, it was only two years apart, and it’s true that Calvin was smarter than most of the sophomores in our school, but still. 
 I didn’t want to leave Skylar and she didn’t want to let me go either, but after an intense make-out session in the shed behind her house, I left to join my family at the school. There were still many people trading food and supplies in the gym. Mom and Dad had been able to trade some of our stuff for some farm supplies, but there was very little to be had in the way of food or necessities like toilet paper. 
 In the end, Dad donated quite a bit of grain to people who were hungry. He said that he didn’t want to haul it back home, but everyone knew he was just being generous. When I asked him about it later, he just smiled and said, “What goes around comes around.” 
 I’d heard that phrase before, but it wasn’t until just then that I figured out the true meaning of it. As I said before, my Dad is quite a guy. 
 




Chapter 10


 

 Things started happening kind of fast after our visit to town. First, we started seeing cars whiz by on the highway in front of our house again—one or two a day at first, and then gradually increasing to a dozen or more a day. A couple of people from town—friends of my Mom and Dad—came out to visit us in their cars and told us that some places in town had electricity again, including Riley’s Gas Station. A gas tanker had even driven from Kansas City and filled the gas station’s tanks so people could buy gas again. Even so, the price was higher than anything we’d ever seen before—$8 a gallon, over twice what it was before PF Day! 
 Other businesses were able to open back up in town, like the banks, so people could now get some of their money out, and the grocery store, although they still didn’t have much to sell. The Electric Co-op was open too, but Mom had decided not to go back to work and had given Mr. Jenkins her resignation when we were last in town. I was particularly excited to hear that Tipton’s Diner had reopened and were serving a limited number of dishes while waiting for more supplies to arrive. 
 The phone company was open, but there were many repairs that needed to be done to get the phone lines back to working order. This was accomplished in a couple of weeks and I soon got the first phone call to the house in almost six months—it was from Skylar. 
 The week before my birthday, which is May 15th, I woke up before dawn one morning because of a strange glow beside me. It was my alarm clock, which I had forgotten to unplug. 
 The electricity was on! 
 I flipped the light switch to my room and then ran through the house, switching on lights and hollering to everybody that the electricity was back on. Everyone jumped out of bed, and the first thing Mom did was turn on the faucet, but Dad had to go out to the well and reset the pump. When the water was on and had run for several minutes to get the air and gunk out of the line, Mom plugged in the microwave and warmed up some water to make tea. We then all sat around, drinking our tea and wondering what would happen next. 
 Would we have to go back to school? Would Granny and Gram and Papa move back to the assisted living apartments? Would all of our hard work fixing up the wood stove, the place for the horses, the cooking grate for the fireplace, the bicycle-powered mill, and the homemade washing machine be wasted? Would we keep the horses and the wagon? The sudden change was harder to get our heads around than PF Day had been. 
 After we drank our tea and ate some breakfast, Dad turned on the TV and, though it came on, there was no signal, only an annoying static sound. Alex turned on a radio instead and got a scratchy signal of a station playing some country song. We all gathered around it, amazed to hear music again. We listened for a while and then left it on while we went about our chores. 
 The return of electricity didn’t make too much of a difference in our lives those first few days, except for the fact that we didn’t have to pump water or pour water in the toilet to flush it. Mom benefited the most from having the power back, because now she could use the dishwasher, washing machine, stove, microwave, toaster, and the vacuum cleaner. If we’d had any coffee, she could have used the coffeepot too, and just the idea that she could made her and Dad mighty thirsty for coffee. 
 The refrigerator would come in handy too with the coming warmer weather. I must say that having the furnace back on was kind of strange. We had gotten used to dressing warmly in the house and having the temperature at 60°, so it seemed awfully hot inside. We decided to turn off the furnace to save money and just burn our firewood until it was warm out. 
 We were lucky, I know; we had money in the bank and plenty of grain to sell when we got enough diesel fuel for the semi to haul it. We had proven to ourselves for the past six months that we could be totally self-sufficient without too much hardship. Lots of people weren’t so lucky. Many businesses had gone bankrupt during the shutdown, and others had to spend so much money to reopen that they didn’t have enough to pay their entire workforce, so there were hundreds and hundreds of layoffs. 
 I heard that the two machinists, who had kept so many people warm by making them wood-burning stoves, were laid off, but everyone in town was supporting them and their families. Many people lived from paycheck to paycheck and, without having a paycheck for several months, they didn’t have money to buy groceries or gas or to pay their bills. 
 A big question on everyone’s minds was if they would have to repay the banks for the months they couldn’t pay their mortgages. Our old farmhouse and the 840 acres it sits on had been in my Dad’s family for years, so we didn’t owe anything on it. Skylar said that her family was in fairly good shape too, however they had a mortgage on the house and their restaurant, so her parents were worried about having to pay the past-due mortgage amounts. 
 On my birthday, my 16th birthday, Gram and Granny made me a special, made-from-scratch chocolate cake and, boy, did it taste good. They had to use the whole-wheat flour that Dad ground on the bicycle-powered mill and honey from Mrs. Caruthers’ son since there still wasn’t much in the way of groceries to buy, but it tasted great anyway. 
 I didn’t get a lot of presents, considering there weren’t many stores open to buy gifts from, but Dad let me drive the car to town with some of the gasoline he had saved and we all ate lunch at Tipton’s Diner. That was the best present I could have imagined. Skylar waited on us, and then her parents let her go with me to the school to get re-registered so I could start back the next week. It seemed weird being at school again, but I was happy and proud to be seen with Skylar hanging on my arm. 
 Alex, Robin, and Calvin had to re-register for school as well. Alex tried to convince Mom and Dad that he should just drop out of school and stay home to help Dad on the farm, but they wouldn’t have it. Dad said Alex would need to get an Ag degree in college if he wanted to be a competitive farmer these days, and that meant staying in school. Mom said she’d hate to have one of her sons be a dropout. Finally, Robin talked him into going so she wouldn’t have to be alone. Of course, she wouldn’t really be alone—Calvin and I would be riding to school with her—but I’m sure she meant without Alex. 
 The school counselor explained that we might have to go to school through the summer unless Congress decided to make a special waiver for the number of days required for us to attend that particular school year. I sure didn’t want to have to do that! 
 I mean, it would have been nice to see Skylar every day, but it would have been even nicer to see her anywhere other than school. We told the counselor that we had carried on with our schooling at home during the winter, and she was very pleased to hear that. She said that she wished every parent had had the foresight to do that; then we could just say we’d been homeschooled for six months, and all could go back to normal. 
 That got me thinking about being homeschooled. Now that Mom wasn’t working, I wondered if she would consider it. I had really enjoyed it while we were at home that winter, and I was sure that Alex and Robin would jump at the chance; maybe even Calvin. The only problem was that Skylar would be at school all day, miles away from me. 
 After we registered, I walked Skylar back to the diner. Skylar needed to stop by her house on the way, and she came out holding a small box and an envelope. She handed them to me and said, “These are for you. Happy birthday, Brack.” 
 I started to open the envelope first, but she stopped me and said, “Open that at home.” Then she put her hand on mine and added shyly, “When you’re alone.” 
 That really intrigued me and made me want to open it right then, but I promised her I’d wait. Instead, I opened the small box to find a religious token on a silver chain. I was kind of confused. I never knew Skylar and her family were Catholic; I didn’t even think they were very religious at all. 
 I must have had a strange look on my face because she quickly explained, “It’s St. Valentine, the patron saint of lovers.” 
 I grabbed her and kissed her then and we made out for a while before she had to leave to get back to the diner. 
 That evening, we ate at Tipton’s again—I said it was all I wanted for my birthday—and Dad let me drive home afterward. When we got home, Dad flipped on the TV as he had been doing every night to check for any programming, and we were excited to have a couple of channels from Kansas City come in. They were showing reruns until nine o’clock, when a special news broadcast came on. We all gathered around the TV in the family room to watch since we hadn’t seen any news about anywhere other than our county for months. 
 The news was grim. On PF Day, several planes had crashed because of the onslaught of geomagnetic particles disrupting their instruments and the control towers. There were also many train wrecks, especially in countries with high-speed trains. With the crashes, the fires, the cold, the lack of food and water, and the lack of medicine, millions of people worldwide had died on or in the months following PF Day. 
 According to the latest count in Kansas City, there were at least 15,600 people dead from the power failure. And that was just Kansas City. We could only imagine what the total was for the entire country — or the world. One thing that really struck us as tragic was that there had been no contact with the astronauts on the International Space Station, and no one knew for sure if they were alive or dead. I don’t know why that seemed more tragic than all the other terrible things, but somehow, the thought of them abandoned out in space seemed especially disheartening. 
 There were so many unknowns, like how long would it take for everything to be back to normal? When was the manufacturing industry going to get back online? When were stores going to start having products again? When would they get satellites back in space again, so we could have cell phones and satellite TV? When would they begin to drill for oil again and to refine it into gasoline? Would the banks and the stock markets collapse? Would we be in a depression? There were too many questions that couldn’t be answered yet. 
 After soaking in the news, I went to my room and locked the door. I didn’t want Alex to come in while I was reading the card from Skylar. I won’t reveal everything it said, but the gist of it was that she loved me. She said that I had changed her life. Imagine that—at a time when PF Day changed the world, she believed I was the one who had changed hers. 
 Despite the bad news on the TV, it had been a wonderful birthday. 
 



   

Chapter 11

   
 The next week, we started back to school. The school district couldn’t afford the fuel for the busses, so it was up to each family to get their kids to school. A lot of people couldn’t afford the gas either, so some of the families who lived outside of town decided to homeschool. Others rode their horses in, but only the ones who lived close enough. The school had to set up a place to keep the horses while we were in school. Since Mom didn’t work in town anymore, Alex drove us to school in Mom’s car. 
 It was so weird, sitting there in class and listening to the teachers and trying to act like everything was normal. We all knew it wasn’t. Even the teachers found it hard to stay on topic. The classes often ended up talking about PF Day, what had happened since, and what might happen in the future. Our normal subjects just seemed so irrelevant now, and we struggled through until the end of the school year. 
 Congress approved the waiver that the counselor had talked about, so none of us had to attend summer school. The decision was more about the financial burden of keeping the schools open rather than any concern for us students, but who cared? We were off for the months of July and August. The school board also allowed most of the senior class to graduate since they had already completed all of their required courses, and that included Alex and Robin. 
 The only thing good about school, as I mentioned before, was seeing Skylar every day. For the first time in my life, I had a girlfriend. I was part of a couple. School made it a lot easier to see Skylar, but the summer break gave us even more freedom to really be together. Skylar and I both got our driver’s licenses, and we still had access to horses when we couldn’t borrow our parents’ cars. It was fun to each ride our horses and meet halfway. 
 As for Jenny and Calvin, they didn’t end up dating, but they were still friends and always came with us when we met by horse. 
 One new development that made me very happy was that my parents decided to let me start dating, and I mean going out on a date, as in taking the car and picking up Skylar to go out. Of course there wasn’t really any place to go except Tipton’s Diner and a pizza joint called The Dog House in another town a few miles away. We usually went there to eat and then drove down to the river and hung out with a few other couples. Skylar and I couldn’t believe that her parents were letting her date, but she said they liked me and thought I was a nice kid. I guess they knew I’d keep her safe. 
 Dad was able to get a crop in the last two weeks of May. He was only able to get enough fuel to plant half of our acres. Alex and I helped him every day after school and on the weekends. He was also able to sell most of the grain he had stored from the last harvest and got a very high price for it. Unlike most Americans, we were doing okay money-wise, but the high cost of diesel and the fact that Dad could only plant half his usual acreage meant much lower profits for the year. We knew the harvest would be late this year, since we had planted a month late, and if the weather was bad in November and December it would make matters worse. 
 Mom decided that she wanted to build a greenhouse so she could start a home-based business growing and selling herbs and herbal remedies. Robin was very enthusiastic about it too, and Mom said they could go into business together. It got Robin to thinking about studying herbalism in college. Dad and Alex helped them design and build a big greenhouse and a cold frame for them in an open field on the south side of the barn. It was really nice when it was done, and Mom and Robin got right to work planting herbs and making places to hang the harvested herbs for drying and work tables for preparing the herbal remedies. 
 Mom had traded some grain for a whole box of past issues of Mother Earth News at one of the trading markets in town and she and Robin had been reading them from cover to cover, finding all sorts of great information for living “off the grid” and being self-sufficient. Even though scientists didn’t think we’d get another CME for a hundred years or so, Mom said that being informed never hurt anybody and there were a lot of other disasters that could deprive us of electricity. 
 Dad agreed with her about that and said, even if we still had electricity, to think about the money we could save by using the free energy from the sun. He found articles in the Mother Earth News magazines about building a solar water heater, a solar collector, and a solar bottle light bulb. When he was done with the greenhouse, he set to work on making them for our house, barn, and tool shed. He had us boys help him so we would learn how to do it. Calvin was especially intrigued and made some really cool design modifications to the plans that made them fit our situation better. He decided that would be a great science fair or 4H project for next year when he would be a freshman. 
 Our barn has a long side facing south with no doors or windows. We built two large solar collectors and attached them to that side of the barn. We built two smaller ones and attached them to the side of the house, one for heating the kitchen and the other for the living room. Basically, this heater is a flat, rectangular box, framed by 2x6s and attached to the south side of the building with a black wire mesh screen, or black piece of metal, on the back and a clear glass panel on the front. You then put a slot in the building both at the bottom and the top of the rectangle for the air to circulate over the heated surface and bring that heat into the building. If you’ve done it right, the sun is too high in the sky to strike the solar collector in warmer weather, but in winter, when the sun is low in the sky, the angle is perfect to warm it up. We weren’t able to test them out since it was summer, but the chance would come soon enough. 
 Next, we built a solar water heater. It was a trapezoidal shaped box lined with foam insulation, which has a reflective surface (Dad had to get this from a neighbor who had built a new house last year and had spare pieces left over). We got an old water heater tank out of our trash ditch and laid it on its side in the bottom of the box, then attached pipes to bring the water to and from it, and enclosed the top of the box with a double-paned glass from a sliding glass door (also salvaged from a neighbor). Calvin made the suggestion to add a connection for the cold-water intake to the outside pump so we could pump water to it without electricity. Like I said, Calvin was really into these projects. 
 Last, we added a quick and easy solar bottle light to the tool shed to light it without electricity. This was one cool and easy project. You take an empty, clear, two-liter soda bottle and fill it with distilled water and a little bleach to kill bacteria, and then fit it into a hole in the roof of the shed. There’s a little more to it than that, but that’s the basic idea. You would not believe the amount of light it brings into the shed. It glows just like a light bulb during the day and, except for the price of the caulk to seal it in the roof, it’s free energy. 
 We were all really proud of our projects and it got us thinking about other ways to save money and improve things around the farm. Dad thought we should try to figure out a better way to pump water without electricity so we wouldn’t have to go outside to do it. By the time we had started back to school right after Labor Day, the Internet was back up somewhat, although only some of the sites were available, and Dad was able to find plans for a hydraulic ram pump that uses only gravity and water to pump. He worked on that on his own, but we helped him connect it to the outside hand pump and run the pipe underground, in through the basement and up to the kitchen sink and to the solar water heater, as well. Dad also built a better shed for the whole works with it’s own solar collector to keep it unfrozen in the winter. 
 Dad was spending every evening on the computer in his and Mom’s bedroom searching the web. Calvin wondered if he was watching porn or something, but that wasn’t in Dad’s nature. You never know, though, so one day I got up the nerve to ask him what he was doing. He answered that he’d been bitten by the survival bug, whatever that meant, and he showed me some of the sites he was visiting and some of the plans he had downloaded. They were all ways to live “off the grid,” that is, without electricity, and there were pages and pages of some really cool things—things I’d never even thought about. 
 Dad had printed off hundreds of sheets of plans, ideas, and information, hole-punched them, and put them into binders, all indexed and sorted. He had also gone through the Mother Earth News issues and torn out the pages that pertained to living without modern power and had included them in the binders, as well. He had one binder for building improvements, another for farming without petroleum products. In another binder, he had medical information, from first aid to medicine alternatives to emergency surgery techniques. In the fourth binder he had alternatives to food, cooking products, and cleaning supplies, like using roasted barley instead of coffee and how to make vegetable oil, candles, and soap. Lastly, he had a binder on animal husbandry—how to raise animals and use their products. One thing he was especially interested in was how to raise bees for their honey. “I don’t want to be without something sweet to eat,” he told me with a grin. But then he went on to explain that honey is a powerful product for medicinal purposes too. Its antimicrobial properties are great for treating coughs and sore throats, as well as an antiseptic for wounds. 
 We were pretty well set up for any event that we would lose electricity, like a storm, power plant failure, or even an act of terrorism. I had learned from one of my teachers that terrorists could, in theory, detonate a bomb above the U.S. and cause pretty much the same thing that the CME had. That was a scary thought. 
 Anyway, by the end of the summer break, Alex and Robin had registered for college and Calvin and I had to go back to school. Mom let Alex and Robin take her car to the university, which was 35 miles away, and I drove Calvin and me to school in Alex’s car. Again, I found it hard to concentrate on my classes and this time it didn’t have anything to do with Silky Henderson. After all, I was in a serious relationship and Skylar was all I could think about. I struggled to keep up my grades, but then so did everyone else. The teachers understood the problem and explained to us that we all had been through a very traumatic time, kind of like being in a war. They said it would take some time to get over it and they were pretty lenient that first month of school. 

 

 




Chapter 12


 

 On October 12 of that year, almost a year after PF Day, the unthinkable, the thing that scientists called a million to one chance, happened. It was on a weekend this time, so we were all at home. Dad and Alex were out in the field checking the corn that they hoped would be ready to harvest the next month, and Mom and Robin were in the greenhouse working with their herbs. The grandmas were tending the flowerbeds and Papa was lounging on the porch swing, joking with the ladies and giving them a hard time. 
 It was late afternoon and I was taking a shower, getting ready to go out with Skylar that night. Calvin had just come in and flipped on the TV to watch Jeopardy, which he was really good at. At some point, he started hollering something, but I couldn’t quite make out what he was saying until I turned off the water. I’ll never forget what he said or the sound of fear in his voice as he shouted it on his way outside to tell everyone else. 
 “Another one’s coming! Another one’s coming!” 
 I wasn’t sure what the words meant exactly, but the sound of his voice told me enough. I ran to the TV and stood there, dripping wet and with nothing but a towel on, trying to absorb the news. Then suddenly, the TV popped and fizzled and the screen went blank. 
 Like the last time, I noticed right away the absence of the hum of electricity flowing through our lives. The silence was profound and I was scared. The last time this happened, we had had every reason to believe that electricity would be restored quickly. This time, I knew what was in store for us. 
 A crackle and loud pop brought me back to my senses, and I ran to my room to pull on some clothes. Then I ran downstairs, skipping three steps at a time, and out the back door. 
 The dogs were barking frantically down by the side of the barn. Mom and my grandparents were hurrying toward the barn, dragging the garden hose with them, while Robin was frantically pumping the hand pump to start the hydraulic ram pump. Once it had enough water pressure to start pumping on its own, Robin and I ran to the barn where Mom was spraying water at the small, drum-shaped transformer attached to a power pole, which was on fire near the corner of the barn. 
 A strange blue ripple of flame traveled down the power line toward our house as we all held our breath. Luckily, it went out before it got there. After the fire was out, we all stood around and hugged each other, with disbelief and worry reflected in each other’s eyes. 
 Calvin had grabbed one of the horses in the paddock and had galloped toward the cornfield to find Dad and Alex. In a few minutes, Calvin rode up on the horse while Dad and Alex drove up behind them on the four-wheeler. They all had the same anxious look in their eyes. Even the horse was spooked, and he ran over to worriedly nuzzle his buddy when Dad put him back in the paddock. 
 All of us then went back into the house, where Dad turned on the battery-powered emergency radio to see if there were any stations still coming in. As he turned the dial up and down the face of the radio, it became obvious that the radio waves were disrupted, as well, as there was nothing but static. 
 The most important thing on my mind was Skylar. I ran to try the phone but, of course, it was dead too. I stammered out some lame excuse to my family, “I —I mean we—need to go to town.” 
 Again, Dad came through for me. “Yeah, we probably should go and see what we can find out.” 
 Mom just shook her head. “I can’t believe this is happening again. What are we going to do?” 
 Gram put her arms around Mom and said, “We did fine before and we’ll do fine again, honey.” 
 Mom cheered up a little then and we all got ready to go to town. We had to take both cars to fit us all in. We hated to waste the gas, but no one wanted to be left behind. 
 Everyone in town was in the same state of disbelief as we were. Some of the women were sobbing as we gathered once again in the town square. Skylar’s mom was one of them. When I found Skylar, she was shaken but not crying. The thing she was most worried about was her parents’ emotions. 
 “I don’t know if they can take another one of these,” she told me quietly. “They were so depressed before. The diner is their life, you know.” 
 Robin was standing near us and overheard what Skylar had said. “With some help they could still run their diner,” she offered. “I’m sure they had diners before electricity.” 
 This cheered Skylar up immensely, and she hugged Robin. I also promised Skylar that our family would come help her family with the diner. 
 No one could understand why we had not been given more warning of the coming geomagnetic storm this time. Mr. Andresen and our other science teacher, Mr. Johnson, thought that maybe the space telescopes were not running at full capacity yet, or perhaps predicting such events relied on satellites, all of which were disabled by the last storm. In any case, we Midwesterners were not notified until minutes before it hit. 
 Skylar told me she had tried to call to warn us, but it must have been after I had gotten into the shower and right before Calvin had come in. It wouldn’t have helped much anyway, but at least we could have tried saving the TV by turning it off. Now it was probably fried. 
 The Aurora Borealis was in the northern sky again as the sun set, and the lights seemed even brighter than last year. The glow was so bright you could read by it, although it was like reading by flickering candlelight. They were also more red than blue-green this year. 
 On PF Day and for several days after, the lights had danced eerily in the night sky on every clear night, but had faded after a few days until they had been barely visible. I didn’t see the beauty in them this time, only the omen of tragedy they foretold. Mr. Johnson wondered if they were brighter because the atmosphere had been compromised, a thought that was even more frightening. 
 I was reluctant to leave Skylar in town with her grieving parents, but she insisted she had to stay and take care of them. I promised I’d be back the next day, and every day thereafter, to help them prepare their house and the diner for the worst-case scenario—the electricity off for good. It seemed likely that things would be even worse, since there hadn’t been enough time to manufacture goods such as transformers, and the strategic oil reserves used by the government to keep some semblance of order were almost used up. 
 Skylar and I held each other for a long time, right there in the square in front of our parents and everyone else, before I had to leave. She couldn’t hold back the tears by the time I pulled away, and my own eyes were stinging. 
 Dad was worried about the harvest first and foremost. He had planted about 320 acres in corn, soybeans, and wheat. On another 30 acres, he’d grown a mixture of grasses, like timothy, brome, and rye, with some clover and alfalfa mixed in, for hay to feed our horses and to sell. He had also been experimenting with planting other grains and, on another 30 acres of tillable land, had planted oats and barley. He had been hoping to get enough fuel for the harvest before November, but hadn’t been able to get more than enough to harvest a third to half of the crop. He knew now that getting any more was out of the question and he had to figure out how to harvest without fuel. 
 The next day, Dad took his farm pickup, to the Caruthers’ house and brought us boys with him. I had wanted to go into town to help Skylar’s family first thing in the morning, but Dad insisted that he needed my help first. 
 Mr. and Mrs. Caruthers were not nearly as upset by the absence of power as the rest of us were. Mr. Caruthers said that he’d always felt that life was better in the old days when people didn’t rely on electricity. I guess that’s why he collected what others thought of as junk, stuff that would be needed now to live a decent life. Dad was able to trade grain and the promise of physical labor for a horse-drawn reaper and a steam-powered thresher. 
 Mr. Caruthers asked Dad if he would be interested in taking over the rest of their livestock except for a couple of horses to pull their own wagon. They had a dozen horses, two mules, a couple of male donkeys, and two milk cows. Mr. Caruthers said it was just getting too hard for him to care for them, and he knew we would take good care of them. Dad agreed and said we would be back in a couple of weeks to get them. We would have to build more fences and stalls in the barn to keep all those animals. 
 After we had loaded the reaper into the bed of the pickup and the thresher onto the small flatbed trailer we’d brought along, we drove back to our house and unloaded them. Dad said that Calvin and I could go to town for the rest of the day to help Skylar’s family, but we’d have to stay home and help build the fences for the next several days. I loaded up the trunk of Alex’s car with firewood, some tools, and an axe, and we left without even eating lunch, instead taking a couple of sandwiches with us. 
 Skylar’s house had one of those wood stoves fashioned out of an old water heater that the machinists had made winter before. Her family had a few logs left over, but not nearly enough for the cold days ahead, so I gave them what I’d brought and promised to bring them more. Getting wood was not as easy for the townspeople as it was for us. 
 Calvin and I built the Tipton’s a woodpile that Dad would be proud of. Then we went inside and fashioned them a flat metal surface and affixed it to the top of the wood stove to use as a cooking surface. I talked to Mr. Tipton about their food options and found that they were pretty low. I told him that I would try to keep them stocked in grain and hunted game this winter, but warned that he should probably think about another source, as well. He assured me that, though he hadn’t hunted since he was a teenager because he was always too busy at the diner, some neighbors had offered to share game with them as much as possible in return for the Tipton’s cooking it for them. 
 We discussed options for reopening the diner using non-electrical improvements, and Mr. Tipton started getting excited. He hollered for his wife to come in and listen while I told them about how we could add solar lighting to their dark kitchen and convert their big gas stove into a wood-burning one. It was so great to see the light come back into their dull, lifeless eyes, and I promised to come back with plans as soon as I could. 
 I got a little alone time with Skylar while Calvin continued talking to her parents about what they would need to do to reopen the diner. She was so happy that I had given her parents hope that she kept kissing me and hugging me tight. I told her she didn’t owe me anything, but trust me, I enjoyed the enthusiasm. 
 We made out in her bedroom for over half an hour—I still can’t believe her parents left us alone in there that long—before Calvin and I had to leave. I hated to have to tell her that it would be a few days until I could return, but she suggested coming to my farm to help us with the fence in exchange for more firewood. That seemed like the most awesome idea I’d ever heard, and it made me actually look forward to working on that fence the next day. 

 

 




Chapter 13


 

 For the next couple of weeks our lives were busy with preparing our place for the new livestock, getting the Caruthers’ place ready for winter, and then bringing the animals home. Thanks to good weather, Dad and Alex were able to get almost half of the crop in with the combine by the end of November and began to use the horse-drawn reaper after that. By Christmas, they had finished the harvest, which was a massive relief. We would be okay for at least another year. 
 Skylar had been able to drive her parents’ car to our place a couple of times in that first week, and then she and Jenny came on Jenny’s horses at least twice a week afterward. The weather was beautiful—crisply cool but warm enough to be comfortable. When I got some free time, I rode one of our new horses, a black gelding that I particularly liked, in to town to see Skylar and work on the diner. Calvin usually tagged along too, and we were able to install three solar tube lights in the diner’s kitchen so that, at least in the daytime, they would have enough light to cook by. Mr. Tipton had already converted the gas stove to burn wood, saying he didn’t even care if the change ruined it. Everyone was pretty sure that the power would be off for a long time; we had to begin adapting to life without it. 
 A week before Christmas, a couple of soldiers stopped by our house with one of those radiation detecting things—a Geiger counter, I think they called it—and walked around, testing the amount of radiation in the air around our farm. The thing kept clicking everywhere they went, and they said that the last CME had left behind more radiation in the atmosphere because the first one had blown away part of our magnetosphere, leaving us more exposed to radiation from the sun. 
 They told us that the worst exposure had been in the first couple of days, but even now it was best to stay inside, particularly in the basement, as much as possible. They also said to eat lots of foods that are high in antioxidants, like tomatoes, peppers, and broccoli. Mom smiled at that, turned to us boys, and said, “I told you that eating your vegetables would pay off sometime.” 
 Before the soldiers left, they warned us again about marauders. The situation had gotten so bad in some places that gangs of starving people, mostly young men, were roving the countryside on foot and horseback, taking whatever they could get. In some instances, they had even killed to get what they wanted. They were also known to rape women and burn down houses just out of sheer spite and lawlessness. 
 That news shocked us, and Dad decided after the soldiers left that we needed to consider fortifying our home and protecting our resources, including our animals and the grain in our silos. That’s the one thing about surviving that Dad hadn’t downloaded any information on—defending ourselves from an attack—and he said we would all need to brainstorm ways to keep away unwanted visitors. 
 Our closest neighbors were a middle-aged couple named Rick and Carla Thomas, who lived about two miles up the highway. They ran cattle on their acreage; not a huge herd, but about 40 head of cows and a bull. Dad figured that they might need some help in protecting their herd, and he and Alex rode to their house to talk about the idea of working together to protect our mutual interests. 
 That got Robin thinking about her Dad’s herd of cattle, which she had given to the Jenkins’s to look after following the death of her father. At that time, she had wanted nothing to do with the animal that had killed her father, but now she started thinking about how having some of those cows would prove to be very useful. She decided that she and Alex would visit the Jenkins’s and ask for a few head of cattle back. 
 On Christmas Eve, Mom sent me into town with the wagon to invite The Tipton’s to spend Christmas with us. They were very touched by the offer, but explained that dozens of townspeople were counting on them to provide Christmas dinner, now that the diner was set up to run without electricity. Skylar begged her parents to let her go without them and they finally said she could, noting that it wouldn’t be much of a Christmas for her if she had to spend the day waiting on customers at the diner. 
 It was arranged that she would stay two nights at our house so we wouldn’t have to travel on Christmas. I assured them that she could sleep in Robin’s room and she would be safe from any conceivable danger. Mrs. Tipton put her hand on my cheek and said, “We know. We trust you, dear.” I blushed at her implication and had to turn away. 
 Skylar and I made it home before dark and spent a long time together in the barn while putting away the wagon, brushing down the horses, and just talking. We knew we’d be hitching the horses back up to go to the candlelight service at church in a couple of hours, so we left them in their stalls. Our three dogs sat at Skylar’s feet, gazing at her with the same adoration that I did, as she petted each in turn. Skylar had never had a dog, even though she adored them, so she gave each of mine tons of attention when she could. Even though we loved our dogs, they were farm dogs, outdoor dogs. They only got petted when we were outside and not busy, so the extra attention Skylar was giving them almost made them wiggle with excitement. She kind of had that effect on me too. 
 We finally went in the house and had a nice dinner with my family, and then we all went to the candlelight service. I had such a strong feeling of déjà vu except that Skylar was holding my hand beside me in the pew. 
 Christmas day was wonderful, of course. It wasn’t quite as special as that first Christmas without electricity, but it had its own special charm: the presence of Skylar. 
 The next day, I reluctantly drove her home in the wagon. 
 Oh, I almost forgot: the present Mom and Dad gave Alex and Robin was that they could get married on New Year’s Eve, if they still wanted to. And of course they did still want to—more than ever! Alex asked me to be his best man and Robin asked Skylar to be her maid of honor. We had less than one week to get a wedding put together, but Mom already had a jump on it. She had been asking Robin all sorts of discreet questions about what kind of wedding she would like in the future, and she had secretly modified her own wedding dress to fit Robin’s preferred style. 
 On New Year’s Eve, Reverend Campbell came over to our house and married Alex and Robin in our family room. Only our family, Skylar, and the Reverend were there. I have to say, even though I’ve never cared for weddings and things like that, it was a really cool ceremony. I guess it’s because Robin and Alex really loved each other and deserved to be together. I also benefited in two great ways: Skylar got to spend a couple of days at our house, and I got my room to myself again. 
 If it were Robin, or Skylar, or even Mom writing this, they’d probably go into great detail about the wedding, the flowers, the colors, what was said, how everyone reacted, etc., but honestly, I don’t remember that much about the details. 
 I just remember that Robin looked beautiful in her long, white dress and her hair reminded me of a shiny new penny peeking out from under the veil in soft waves around her face. I remember that Alex was wearing a dark-colored suit and that he looked at Robin with such awe and devotion, it almost made me want to get married. Most of all, I remember Skylar, my beautiful, amazing Skylar, standing next to Robin, her honey-colored hair just brushing the shoulders of a satiny copper long dress just a couple of shades darker than Robin’s hair, with a silver sash tied in a bow around her waist and another smaller version, in her hair. 
 She looked just like the most beautiful, wondrous present anyone could ever be given. As I stared at her, wishing I could tear open her wrapping—I know, not a very nice thought during such a solemn ceremony, but I couldn’t keep my mind from wandering—she turned and smiled at me in a way that told me maybe her mind was already way ahead of mine on that train of thought. After that, I have no other clear memory of the ceremony, as I’m sure you can understand. 
 After Alex and Robin were married, we ate a big dinner of ham from a friend of Dad’s who raises hogs, vegetables grown in Mom and Robin’s garden, lots of homemade bread, rolls, and even a gooseberry pie, thanks to Mrs. Caruthers’ jars of gooseberries. 
 We were all stuffed, but then Mom brought out a big box, which Skylar had brought with her when I picked her up. She had refused to tell me what was in it, saying it was a wedding gift from her family. Mom opened the box and lifted out a two-tiered white wedding cake with icing flowers all over it. We all oohed and ahhed over it then and again when we tasted it. Skylar told us that her mother had bargained with a few neighbors to collect enough sugar to make a real cake—I mean the sort of cake that we had taken for granted before PF Day. 
 Mom even brought out some Amaretto that she had stored somewhere in a cabinet and let all of us, even Calvin, have a little bit to ring in the New Year. That little bit was plenty for me. I’ve never really seen the point in drinking like a lot of the other kids in my school did. I mean, I don’t really like the taste of alcohol and I’ve always been pretty happy with my life, so I don’t feel like I need to drink to escape or to change who I am or even to prove myself. The guys I usually hung out with at school (before PF Day, of course) felt the same way, but we were more or less considered geeks and nerds for not going to any of the drinking parties. 
 Strangely, I didn’t really miss my friends from school. That part of my life now seemed like ancient history, like I can just barely remember what we talked about or what we did back then. When I thought about friends on that special New Year’s Eve, while we sang Auld Lang Syne and the part about old acquaintances and all, I realized that all the friends I would ever need were in the same room, all together: Mom, Dad, my grandparents, my brothers, Robin, and especially Skylar. 
 I also realized that PF Day and PF2 Day, as it came to be called, even with all the inconveniences and tragedies, had changed my life in ways I could never have imagined before, ways that made my family and me closer and more truly alive. I know that this probably sounds weird and maybe a little selfish, given all the misery other people had to endure, but that’s what it did for our family, and, for the first time since PF Day, I was grateful for the loss of power. 
 




Chapter 14


 

 The second power failureseemed to be seen as more of a challenge to be won than the first time—when despair was the pervading emotion—to the people of our county. Although news had been trickling in from outside the United States that people were still suffering greatly, especially in the big cities, in Holt County there seemed to be a different spirit: “This is our lot, so let’s make the best of it.” 
 People really came together and started helping each other to carve a new life out of our circumstances, each person contributing resources, knowledge, skill, or just plain muscle to the good of the whole. Dad’s knowledge of “off the grid” living techniques was an unbelievable resource for everyone, and made the transition to living without electricity much smoother and less painful. Through barter and trade—and a lot of charity of spirit, as Mom called it—everyone was taken care of and set up for surviving the winter. 
 The elderly, like my grandparents, also had a wealth of experience from their memories of life on the farm before electricity became so pervasive in our lives. Granny remembered helping her own Grandma make soap from ashes and hog fat. Papa knew how to butcher chickens. We had always had chickens, but they were more for egg laying and pets than for meat. Mom had always given all but one rooster away every spring when a new batch was born so she wouldn’t have to butcher them. She said that chicken was just too cheap to buy in the store to go through the trouble and anguish of butchering her pets herself. But now, it was a necessity. 
 She felt the same way about her pet goats. She raised her goats for their milk and for the fun of seeing the rambunctious little babies born each spring. Like the roosters, Mom had always sold all but the one billy goat. Now, however, she knew she might have to have them slaughtered for their meat next fall. 
 Both of my grandmas knew how to milk a cow and remembered their grandmothers making butter from the fresh milk. Dad made a makeshift butter churn out of a five gallon bucket and another oar—much like the washing machine I had made Mom last year—and it wasn’t long before we had mastered the use of it and began enjoying butter again. We had the goat milk and the cow milk and all the great things you can make from them, like cheese, yogurt, and butter, all of which Dad had downloaded instructions on how to make. 
 Dad traded grain for a hog right before Christmas and had us boys help him butcher it, while Papa instructed us from the memories of his childhood. It wasn’t too different from butchering a deer, something my brothers and I had been doing since we were each ten or eleven years old, except that a hog is much bigger and heavier than a deer. Papa had to tell us how to cut it up into the various cuts of meat—the hams, chops, ribs, loins, bacon, etc.—and what to do with the leftover parts, all of which were useful for something. 
 The hooves and bones were kept for making gelatin, the fat for lard, the stomach and intestines for sausage casings. Even the brains were saved to be used in tanning the skin for making leather. Mom boiled the head, lungs, and other innards to make a rich broth, which she then canned and stored in the garage. Then she rendered the fat—that is, boiled it until it became liquefied—to make lard for cooking and making soap. Later, Dad boiled the hooves and bones for several days until he had a pot of gelatin to be used for glue. We converted our tool shed into a smokehouse and smoked a huge amount of the meat to keep it from spoiling when the weather warmed up. 
 People in town started to specialize in making certain small, necessary things like soap and candles. Of course, we were able to make all of them too, but it was easier to let others specialize in making one thing. It also helped them out for us to trade things like meat and grain for their products, especially those in town who didn’t have all the resources we had. 
 Candee Smith was already skilled at making candles and she was able to “hire” several of her friends to help her since the demand for candles was so high now. Mr. and Mrs. Turrow, who lived just outside of town, got good at making soap because they had two large cast iron pots needed to render the fat and mix it with the wood ash lye. They too were able to hire workers to help make the soft soap they traded to others. To make hard bars of soap, you have to add salt, which was in short supply in the first year after PF2 Day, so we made do with soft soap poured into whatever container we had in our possession. We used this soap for everything from washing our clothes and dishes to washing our bodies. It worked like a charm, and we were amazed that one product could so easily replace the dozens of products we used before PF Day. 
 Again the town had set up a trading center in the town square when the weather was decent and moved into the school gym when it wasn’t. Mom and Robin started trading their dried herbs in town almost every week. They became experts in medicinal uses for herbs and, along with Mrs. Littleton, were able to grow and sell plants from their greenhouses well into January. 
 Almost every time we came to town, someone would have a problem that they needed Mom and Robin’s help with. They were usually able to help with minor problems like sprained ankles or sore throats or stomachaches, but a mother once came to them for help for her little boy who had severe pain in his belly, and nothing they had in their herbal arsenal would help. 
 His parents had to borrow a horse and rush him to another nearby town where a doctor lived, who was able to perform an appendectomy on him to save his life. That shook Mom up, and she realized just how limited her knowledge and abilities actually were. 
 Tipton’s Diner was open and busy almost every day. It was so nice to stop there and get a warm meal every time we came to town. Mr. Tipton had hired a couple of teens to help wait tables, whom he paid in food for themselves and their families. That freed Skylar up somewhat so she could come and visit me once a week. Her parents let her stay the night when she came in order to give us more time together. Jenny Garten usually came too, and they would sleep in the family room in front of the fireplace. I always offered them my room, but they said they preferred to sleep by the fire. 
 Sometimes, I would sneak down in the middle of the night to sit with them and Skylar and I would talk until dawn and, at times, do a little more than talk. We never went past second base, I swear. That would have been disrespectful to our parents, and I wasn’t willing to abuse their trust. 
 By April, the unusually mild winter had already turned into a warm, beautiful spring, and Robin had exciting news to share with us: she was pregnant. Mom wasn’t surprised, as she had been noticing the signs for a few weeks. She estimated that the baby would be born around Christmas, and we were all incredibly excited. Mom and the grandmas immediately began work on clothes and diapers for the baby. We guys decided to make the baby a cradle and we had so much fun building it that we went ahead and made a crib, as well. 
 Spring is a time for babies on a farm too, and we were knee deep in them: baby chicks, baby goats, a calf, and two foals. It was a happy time for our family. 
 



   

Chapter 15


 

 One night, in the first week of April, I awoke with a start to the sound of the dogs barking wildly. I sat up in bed, listened a little more carefully and, hearing nothing, lay back down to sleep, my eyes already closed as soon as my head hit the pillow. It is not unusual for our dogs to bark like that at a coyote or a fox, or even a deer that has wandered onto the property. The dogs were more than able to run off any predator before they could get close enough to the chickens to grab a free Happy Meal. 
 I was quickly falling back into a peaceful slumber when the scream of air horns blasted away any hope of sleep. 
 You see, Dad and Rick Thomas had rigged up a defense system all around the livestock fences and the silos. Basically, they had run an electric fence around the outside of the fences and on the ladders to the silos, which were powered by the batteries from their tractors, combines, and other machines. When the fence or ladders were touched, they not only gave an electrical shock but also activated air horns, which could be heard from over two miles away. The wire on the fence and the ladders were placed too high for the dogs or any small predators to hit them, so we knew instantly when we were dealing with something larger than a coyote or even the rare visit from a mountain lion. 
 I raced to my window, which faces east toward the backyard, while pulling on my jeans, boots, and a sweatshirt, and tried to see what was out there. The moon was not quite full, but still bright enough for me to make out the dogs around the base of one of our three silos. They were going absolutely insane, jumping wildly into the air to snap at a figure on the bottom rung of the ladder. It looked like a person to me, but the angle at which it was hanging left some doubt. 
 I could see the silhouettes of the horses and cows in their paddock, along with the mule and donkey, which were braying and kicking up their heels in a fit of rage. Mules and donkeys make great guard animals for a herd and will effectively scare off any predators or unwanted guests. We had given our other mule and donkey to the Thomas’s to protect their herd. 
 As I raced down the stairs, I almost collided with Alex and Calvin, and we met Dad at the bottom, who was holding two rifles. Mom was next to him, clutching the shotgun and another rifle. We had another two rifles and a shotgun, which Papa and the others would use to defend the house, if necessary. 
 As we flew out the back door, Dad said, “Remember, we want to scare ‘em off, not kill ‘em.” He paused and added, “But make every shot count.” We were already on a limited supply of bullets, after all. 
 The noise outside was unbelievably loud. Besides the air horns blaring and the dogs barking, the mule and donkey were still braying madly, the horses were neighing in terror, and the chickens were squawking their indignation at being so rudely woken up. The dogs backed up to let us at the figure on the ladder, which we could now see was indeed a man hanging from his elbow, unconscious, and shuddering as the electric current still ran through him. 
 The ladders on our silos started about five feet off the ground, so you had to jump up to grab the first rung; this was to keep kids from climbing them. We were a little surprised that the intruder hadn’t been blown off the ladder from the initial shock, but maybe his elbow had caught him up. At any rate, Dad flipped off the switch he had rigged on the battery and we pulled the guy to the ground. He was still unconscious, but starting to moan and wake up. Dad told me and Calvin to drag him up to the house for Mom to look him over, while he and Alex checked around for other intruders. 
 “Keep an eye on him, though,” he warned. “Don’t turn your back on him for a second.” 
 About halfway to the house, the guy started twisting around wildly like a gator in a death roll, trying to get his hands free from our grasp. Mom ran out with a shotgun aimed right at him and said, in a menacing tone that both surprised me and made me proud, “You better just settle down there, young man, before I fill you full of buckshot.” 
 The guy stopped struggling and looked at her with such a frightened expression that I almost burst out laughing. I could picture Mom in a long, old-west style skirt holding a shotgun over an unfortunate cattle rustler. My amusement didn’t last long, however, because just then we heard the crack of gunfire and a strangled yell. Then men were shouting and I yelled at Calvin to stay with Mom while I ran down toward the field to see what was going on. 
 As I neared the field, I could see Dad standing guard over Alex, while he sat on the ground, and the dogs were about a quarter of a mile downfield, chasing three people. Ben, our Great Pyrenees/German Shepherd/who-knows-what mix, was rapidly gaining on them, when one turned around and shot him with what appeared to be a pistol. Ben whimpered and fell to the ground while the men scrambled over a fence and ran off, the other two dogs lunging at the fence that they couldn’t quite clear, all the while growling and barking wildly. 
 I ran after them, stopping only when I reached Ben, who was whimpering softly and lying on his side. I could see a dark stain of what I assumed was blood on his shoulder as I knelt down to examine and comfort him. Calvin came running up then, and I felt a panic rising in me at the sight of him. “Mom!” was all I could get out, but Calvin quickly told me that Papa was with her and they had the guy tied up on the back porch. In the distance I could see Robin kneeling over Alex and, even at this distance, I could hear her crying. 
 “Is Alex okay?” I asked Calvin. 
 “Yeah, it just winged his ear. Lots of blood, though. How’s Ben?” 
 “He’s been shot in the shoulder, I think. Let’s try to carry him back to the house.” 
 “What about the bad guys?” asked Calvin, with a little tremor in his voice. I couldn’t tell whether it was fear or adrenaline that caused him to sound like that. 
 “I think they’re gone,” I said, with more than a little doubt in my voice. 
 The other two dogs had stopped barking and were sniffing Ben worriedly. I petted each in turn to try to calm them down and assure them that he was going to be okay. I also wanted to let them know that they had done a good job, chasing the bad guys away. 
 Dad came jogging up to us and said, “Is he alright?” to which I repeated that he’d been shot in the shoulder. Dad scooped him up tenderly and began carrying him toward the house, saying, “Watch my back, boys. We don’t want those assholes to sneak up on us.” 
 Now as I’ve said before, Dad is strong. That dog weighs at least 120 pounds, but Dad was carrying him like he was a little baby, cradled in his arms with his head resting on Dad’s shoulder. Dad wasn’t usually very demonstrative with the dogs, but they shared a quiet devotion to each other that didn’t need to be advertised. 
 By the time we’d made it back to the house, everyone had gone inside. Mom was putting some kind of herbal antiseptic on Alex’s ear—or I should say, on the notch that was taken out of the top of it. He was holding hands with Robin, who was still sniffling and leaning her head against his other shoulder. The intruder was sitting in one of the straight-backed kitchen chairs near the fire and was looking down at his hands that were tied in front of him. I looked at him curiously. He didn’t look like a bad guy at all, just a scared, skinny kid about my age. I felt kind of sorry for him, even though his friends had shot my brother and my dog. 
 Dad laid Ben on the coffee table and sat beside him with his hand on his head to keep him calm. He glanced over at the stranger and said to Mom, “What’s his story?” 
 Papa was the one to answer him. “He’s just a kid, John. Scared and hungry. Hasn’t said a word, though.” 
 Dad thought about that for a minute, then said quietly, “Well, let’s give him something to eat.” 
 Gram smiled, and she and Granny went to the kitchen to find him some food. Gram never liked to see anybody hungry. She always said, “I lived through the Great Depression, and I’ve seen too many hungry people.” 
 Gram came back carrying a huge plate of ham, home-canned green beans, and homemade bread spread thick with our butter. Granny handed him a glass of milk. At first, it appeared he wasn’t going to take it. He turned his head to the side and I could see the glint of tears on his cheeks in the soft glow of the oil lamp. But the hunger must have gotten the better of him, because he tore into the plate of food with his bound hands. Gram patted his shoulder and I could see a fresh trail of tears spill onto his cheek. 
 After he’d finished the plateful of food and a second plateful that Gram gave him, he finally looked up at us. “I’m sorry,” was all he could get out before breaking down. He buried his face in his hands while silent sobs made his shoulders quake. 
 Gram looked at Dad with tears in her own eyes and said, “John, don’t you think we could untie him now? He doesn’t seem like he’s going to hurt us.” 
 Dad gazed at Ben for a few seconds then said, dejectedly, “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 I went over to the kid and untied the rope around his wrists. “What’s your name?” I asked him. He looked up at me kind of scared but also grateful and said, “Ben.” 
 We were all a little taken aback, what with Ben the dog lying there on the coffee table. At the mention of his name, he lifted his head weakly and tried to make his friendly “hello” bark, but it came out sounding a little drunk. I wondered if anybody had mentioned the dog’s name. Maybe the kid was mocking us, but if so, he must be a great actor because he had such a sincere look on his face. 
 Mom finished bandaging Alex’s ear, and then moved her medicines and her attention to the dog. After feeling around in the wound, during which time the dog lay perfectly still as if he knew that any movement would make it harder for Mom to fix him, Mom smiled and said, “I don’t think it’s too bad. It looks like the bullet just nicked him too. Thank goodness those guys were bad shots.” 
 Dad smiled too. We all did, and even Ben the kid couldn’t keep his lips from turning up a little at the corners. 
 Later that evening, after I had given Ben the kid some of my sweat pants and a shirt, since his were all torn and dirty, he started opening up to us. His name was Ben Michaels and he had come up with three other young men from Kansas City. He told us that his parents had both died during that first hard winter after PF Day. When I looked into his eyes, I could tell that he had buried the pain of the memories, but it was there, lurking right under the surface, biding its time before it consumed him. I couldn’t imagine being in his shoes—homeless, an orphan, starving. Any leftover anger I’d had at him for trying to steal our hard-earned grain quickly flew out the window. 
 Mom must have felt the same way because she said, “Well, you can stay here, Ben. We have a house and a family and plenty of food to eat.” 
 The tears started again in Ben’s eyes and all he could do was nod his thanks. 
 “Come on, Ben. You can sleep in my room. I have two beds in there,” I told him, and then led him up to my room. I could tell he was exhausted as he lay on probably the first bed he’d slept on in months, but he must have had a lot to get off his chest, because he talked to me for a long time, telling me the things he had lived through and witnessed in the year and a half since PF Day. 
   
 




Chapter 16


 

 Ben told me that he had been living with his divorced dad in an apartment in downtown Kansas City when the first CME struck. His mother lived in a suburb north of Kansas City. He had been out foraging some food and water about four months after PF Day when their apartment building caught fire. Ben had come home to find the building ablaze and his dad nowhere to be found. 
 His body, along with many others, was never recovered. The building had burned completely to the ground, taking parts of the adjacent buildings with it. Ben had spent the next few days trying to get to his mom’s house on foot through deep snow and bitter cold. 
 Ben had not talked to his mother since before PF Day. In fact, he had not talked to her often since she married his stepfather two years before, as he didn’t get along with his stepfather, but after PF Day, with no phone service, he had had no contact with her at all. He said he had been meaning to visit her to check on her, but since he knew that she had a husband to take care of her and his father had had no one but him, he had never gotten around to it. 
 When he arrived at her house, his stepfather told him that he should’ve come sooner—his mother had just died from a bad case of influenza that had most likely turned into pneumonia. He had missed seeing her alive by just two days. 
 Her body was stored in a shed out back with the lawnmower because they couldn’t bury her until the ground thawed. That really creeped me out and when I mentioned it, Ben said it really upset him too, but lots of bodies had to be stored that way until spring. 
 Heartbroken, he had spent just a few days at his stepfather’s house before setting off in the snow again. 
 He wandered aimlessly for a while, finding shelter wherever he could—abandoned, burned out buildings, emergency shelters, friends’ houses, even some kind strangers’ houses. He could never stay in one place very long, though, because hunger forced him to leave to find food, and when he came back his place would always be taken by some other homeless person. 
 Somehow, he made it through the winter, and by spring had begun hanging out with several other homeless young men, all of whom were several years older than he. He had stayed with them even when the power was back on, squatting in vacant houses or buildings until someone came to kick them out. He had no home or family to go to and didn’t even consider going back to school. 
 “What was the point anyway?” he said, and I have to admit, I understood completely. I mean, I hadn’t seen the point in going back to school and I had a home and a family. And a girlfriend, of course, which was probably the only real reason I had any interest in going back at all. 
 Ben described the other men he hung with as just unfortunates like him; not mean guys or criminals, just desperate and hungry. Since PF2 Day, they had been working their way north toward Omaha, where one of the men had family whom he thought would take them all in, foraging and stealing on the way. At first they had begged for food and shelter, but they were run off several times by people who didn’t have enough to share or enough trust to take in four wanderers. Ben said he understood their reaction—“You have to take care of your own first,” he said, with little emotion in his voice. After a while, they just found it easier to steal what they could by night. That is, until they came here. 
 I told him I was sorry he’d gotten hurt, but he said, “No big deal. I had it coming.” 
 When I asked him about the gun his friend had used to shoot Alex and Ben, he said, “Funny thing is, he had just stolen that pistol from a farmhouse farther down the highway, thinking we could shoot some wild animal if we didn’t find any food soon.” 
 He explained that none of them knew anything about hunting, growing up in the city like they had, and they also knew very little about guns and shooting. I said that was no surprise and thank goodness too, because they had almost missed their targets altogether. Ben said he was sorry about the shooting. He said he didn’t know why Doug had shot at them—probably he was just freaked out at seeing his buddy (Ben) dangling from that ladder like a corpse from a noose. 
 Ben kept saying over and over that his buddies were not bad guys, just scared and hungry. He was determined to make me understand, and I was inclined to believe him; the horrors he was describing might drive anyone to desperation. 
 I asked Ben if he had any other family, and he answered that he had grandparents and an aunt and uncle who lived in New York City. I asked him if he wanted to try to get there eventually, but he said, “Hell, no! I know how bad it is in Kansas City, and I can only imagine how much worse it’d be in New York.” 
 He then described what life had been like for him when he was in the city. “First, there was the thirst. After the water towers ran dry and every bit of bottled or canned drink was drunk, everyone started drinking out of the creeks and fountains, but that water was pretty much tainted by sewage because the sewer system wasn’t working, and people started dying from horrible stomach diseases—I don’t know what. If you were lucky enough to live by one of the big rivers and you had something to boil the water over, then you were probably gonna make it, but they were too far away for us. 
 “You’d try to set out buckets and bowls to collect rainwater, then everyone would try to steal the water you had collected and you had to stand out in the freezing cold rain to make sure you got some. But that fall, after PF Day, it didn’t rain much so most of the time you were just thirsty. We were so thirsty that we were thankful for the snow, even though we were freezing, so we could at least melt some to drink.” 
 I had heard a little about the troubles cities had had getting water and I asked, “Didn’t the army or National Guard bring in water for everyone?” 
 Ben laughed, but it was a hollow and sad sound. “Yeah, but it wasn’t even close to enough and there were riots every time a truck came in. Everybody was so thirsty…” His voice trailed off as he remembered the ordeal. After a minute he brightened a little and said, “But it was better in the country; at least in the warmer weather, when sleeping under a tree or in somebody’s shed or barn didn’t freeze your junk off. At least we had water. The water in the creeks tastes good and don’t make us sick. Even if it had, I’d a drunk it anyway. I’d rather die puking my guts out and crapping my pants than dying of thirst.” 
 Ben went on to describe all the medical problems faced by people in the city. We had some of the same problems here, but on a much smaller scale. Ben said the hospitals had become morgues since so many patients died there after the hospital generators ran out of fuel: people who were on ventilators, of course, and people who needed oxygen, or IV’s, or medicines to keep them alive. 
 He said the saddest place in the city was the children’s hospital, where hundreds of parents had to watch their children die in their arms. People started calling hospitals “black holes” because if you were sick enough to go there, you’d probably never come back out. 
 After a while, doctors started making house calls, going door to door in search of people needing treatment. Sometimes the doctor would have to do emergency surgery right there in somebody’s front room or on the kitchen table, but the outcome was often much better than going to the hospital, where out of control secondary diseases would kill you even if you survived the surgery. 
 Ben then described the hunger. He said it was not nearly as bad as the thirst; in fact, he had kind of gotten used to being hungry. “Being hungry isn’t that bad,” he said. “You just have to do something to get your mind off it.” 
 I couldn’t imagine being hungry; or thirsty either, for that matter. I realized just how lucky I was to be living right where I was. According to Ben, people had gotten so hungry that they were eating stray dogs and cats, catching birds and squirrels, even mice and rats to eat. After the President had ordered the big grain elevators opened and the grain distributed, people had to figure out how to grind it up so it could be eaten, often without even being cooked. Ben said his dad had used the marble bottom of one of his bowling trophies against a small slab of concrete to grind up the corn and wheat kernels so they could be digested. 
 “A little pigeon rolled in cornmeal tastes pretty good when you’re hungry,” he said, only half joking. 
 Before we went to sleep, Ben asked me what the date was. When I told him it was April 13th, he smiled—a real smile this time, even though it was still kind of sad—and said that his 16th birthday was in five days. I told him we could have a birthday party for him, and we could get in the car and I could teach him to drive, even though we couldn’t actually go anywhere. He smiled again and said he’d like that. 
 




Chapter 17


 

  When I woke up the next morning, I stretched and looked over at the bed next to me to see if Ben was stirring. All that I saw was a nicely made bed and, startled, I wondered for a second if I’d dreamed the whole thing the night before. Then I heard the back door shut. I pulled on my boots and ran after him. He wasn’t hard to catch up with and, when I did, I reached out and grabbed him by the shoulder. 
 “Hey, where’re you going?” I asked him when he turned around. 
 “Just going,” he replied. 
 “But why? You can stay, you know.” When he didn’t answer, I added, “Don’t you want someplace to live?” 
 “Yeah, more than anything, but you guys don’t need someone else to feed. You don’t owe me anything.” 
 “It’s not about owing anybody anything,” I answered, a little perturbed. “You need a place to live and we got a place. We got enough to eat and to feed you too.” 
 He looked warily at me before he said, a little suspiciously, “Why? What’s in it for you?” 
 “I don’t know,” I snapped. “Why does there have to be something in it for me? Why can’t we just be nice people wanting to help someone out?” 
 “I don’t need any…” he started to say, then stopped and sighed. “I don’t get it. I tried to steal from you and my friend tried to shoot your brother and your dog…” 
 “He did shoot them,” I interrupted. 
 Ben looked sheepish. “Yeah, well, why would you and your parents want to help me out after all that?” 
 “Because you need help,” I said. “Hell, you’re just a kid. Those other guys are men. They can take care of themselves, but you…” 
 “I can take care of myself!” 
 “Yeah, now, while the weather’s nice, but what about next winter? What’re you going to do then, tough guy?” I know I was taunting him a little, but I was worried about him. I felt like he was my kid brother, like Calvin, and I didn’t want to think about Calvin being out there, homeless and starving with no one offering him a place to stay. 
 He started to get defensive, started to tell me to go to hell or something, but then he just shrugged his shoulders and started to cry. This time he cried out loud, and my heart broke for him. I put my arms around him and let him cry into the shoulder of my sweatshirt for several minutes until it seemed he had no more tears left in him. 
 “It’s okay, man,” I said, trying to be as comforting as I could. “It’s okay. We really want you to stay here.” 
 He just nodded and we started back toward the house. By the time we went inside, Mom was up and starting breakfast. She didn’t glance at us as we went back upstairs, so I could get dressed and Ben could compose himself. I had the feeling that she had seen us out the window and didn’t want to embarrass him. 
 At breakfast, Ben timidly asked Dad if he thought that any of the guys he was with were shot when they ran off, saying, “I just don’t want them out there bleeding to death with no one to help them. They’re really not bad guys. They helped me a lot took care of me after my parents died.” 
 Dad answered, a little perturbed, “Well, they ran off and left you hanging there. But don’t worry; we shot over their heads. We didn’t want to hurt ‘em, just scare ‘em off. Alex and I’ll go down there and check around later just to be sure.” Then he added, just to remind Ben who actually got hurt, “If he’s up to it.” 
 Later that day, Skylar and Jenny came to visit. I ran out to meet them as soon as I heard the clip-clop of their horses’ hooves on the pavement of the highway. It scared me to think they had ridden over here with those marauders on the loose, but hopefully they were long gone by now. I was kissing Skylar hello when Ben and Calvin walked up to us. I purposely held on to the kiss just a little longer than normal to show Ben she belonged to me, just in case he got any ideas. 
 Jenny jumped down and said hello before looking to me with raised eyebrows as if to say, “C’mon, introduce him, will you?” 
 “This is Ben,” I said casually. “He’s going to be staying with us for a while.” Ben looked at me a little gratefully, probably since I didn’t mention just how he came to be with us. 
 Jenny walked over to him and stuck out her hand to shake, saying, “It’s nice to meet you, Ben. Are you going riding with us?” I could tell she was very interested in him. Her voice sounded different—flirtatious, I guess. 
 Ben returned the interest, but replied, “I don’t know how to ride a horse.” 
 Jenny giggled—actually giggled—and said, “That’s okay. You can ride with me.” Ben eagerly agreed. 
 Calvin didn’t seem too happy about Ben taking over his usual spot and said, “I can saddle up Big Red for him. He’s gentle enough for a baby to ride.” 
 “Oh, Calvin, you can ride Big Red,” Jenny replied condescendingly. “Let the guest choose.” 
 Of course, Ben chose to ride with Jenny. Calvin suddenly decided he had something else to do and went back in the house with a scowl on his face. I felt kind of bad for him. After all, he and Jenny had had a thing going for a while and now he was being thrown out like yesterday’s trash. I felt sorry for him, but not enough to go after him. 
 We rode around our land, keeping an eye out for the bad guys, which Ben kept reminding us were not really bad guys. We eventually told the girls the whole story of what had happened the night before, and they listened with a sort of cautious wonder. After all, not many exciting things happened in Holt County, either before or since PF Day. 
 Skylar turned halfway around in the saddle so she could hug me tight, saying, “Now I won’t be able to sleep, worrying about you.” I knew she was overreacting, but I enjoyed her concern anyway. I glanced at Ben because I felt his eyes on us and was a little pissed off to see him staring longingly at Skylar. He quickly looked away when he noticed my glare. 
 All day long, I kept catching him looking at Skylar and laughing a little too loudly at her jokes and maneuvering himself to stand closer to her anytime he could. Skylar seemed not to notice, but Jenny did, and I could see the jealousy growing with every little bit of attention Ben showed Skylar. I could tell I was going to have to have a serious talk with that boy later on that night. 
 Dad and Alex had taken a couple of the horses and ridden the perimeter of the farm, looking for traces of Ben’s friends and, finding none, they rode over to check on the Thomas’s and the other neighbors, like Mr. and Mrs. Caruthers and Johnny and Crystal Phillips. Nobody had seen any men, but Johnny said one of his chickens was missing. That in itself didn’t prove anything, but Dad told everyone to be careful anyway. “Better to let ‘em take a few chickens than to risk being shot at,” he told them. 
 We were out riding all afternoon and came back for dinner around sunset. After brushing the horses down and putting them in the paddock, we went inside. I made sure to seat Skylar between Robin and me at dinner so Ben couldn’t sit by her. Instead, he took a seat directly across from her and, even though Jenny sat next to him, he spent more time looking at Skylar. Skylar tried to ignore him for the most part and kept turning to me to whisper silly things in my ear, which kept us both giggling at the table. At one point, Mom gave me a look that reminded me it was not polite to whisper, so we just held hands under the table and gazed at each other. I thought that would send Ben a clear message. 
 Either he hadn’t been paying attention to my message or he didn’t care, because later that night, after we had all gone to sleep, I woke up in the middle of the night and Ben was gone. Great, I thought. I started down the stairs quietly and met Skylar halfway, tiptoeing up to get me. 
 “Can you put your friend on a leash?” she whispered with a meaningful grin on her face. I thought about taking Skylar up to my room instead of back down to the living room, but I wasn’t sure if Ben could be trusted alone with Jenny, so I reluctantly led Skylar back down. 
 Ben was sitting near Jenny, but his eyes lit up when he saw Skylar and he said, “You’re back!” just a little too enthusiastically for my taste. Jenny’s too, apparently, because she hauled off and punched him in the shoulder. 
 He looked at her all innocent-like and said, “What was that for?” She just shook her head and turned away from him. 
 After we settled down and talked for an hour or so, the girls said they wanted to go to sleep, so Ben and I went back to my room. I told him that Skylar was my girlfriend and we were probably going to get married someday, so he’d better back off. He just shrugged his shoulders and said, “Whatever, man. I didn’t mean anything by it. Just being friendly.” 
 “A little too friendly,” I grumbled, to which he turned his back on me. I wasn’t very happy with the outcome of the conversation, and I still didn’t trust him. I knew I’d have to keep my eye on Ben, and I didn’t sleep well at all that night. 
   
 




Chapter 18


 

 The girls went home the next day. To my satisfaction—and Jenny’s delight—Ben paid little attention to Skylar and focused most of his interest on Jenny. Still, I didn’t quite trust him, so when I rode to town later in the week to visit Skylar, I promised Calvin I’d do his chores for a week if he found some way to keep Ben occupied at home. Mom wasn’t too keen on me riding alone, so Dad volunteered to go with me, saying he had some business in town to take care of anyway. 
 We took the wagon, which Dad loaded up with some buckets of grain and tubs of homemade butter to trade. With two milk cows, our family had more than enough milk and butter, so we could afford to sell off some of our supply. Since we couldn’t keep the milk cold for long, we usually ended up giving a lot of it to the dogs and the barn cats, but the butter kept longer without refrigeration and we had plenty to spare. 
 Dad was making plans to repurpose the old storm cellar out back into a cold cellar, but the past winter had been too mild to collect enough ice to line it with. Still, it was cooler than the outside air, and we had been storing our smoked meats, along with some apples, carrots, onions, and potatoes in there for use in the warmer weather. 
 I had a great time in town with Skylar, as always, and Dad was able to trade his wares for lumber to make shelves for the cold cellar. 
 The next day, we got right to work on building shelves and, although Ben tried to help, he really didn’t know anything about using tools or making things. It took twice as long, because we kept having to stop and show him how to do something; nonetheless, Dad said it was important that he learned how to do things right. 
 The idea behind a cold cellar started way back in olden days, before there was any kind of electricity or anything else to keep things cold. It’s basically a hole in the ground, fortified so it doesn’t cave in, although if you’re lucky enough to have a natural cave on your property, it saves you a lot of work. The hole has to be several feet underground so that the food is kept at a constant 50° all year. Dad had us dig another, smaller room at the back of the original storm shelter, with its own thick, insulated door to keep food even colder. If you cut blocks of ice from a frozen pond or, like Dad planned to do, set water out in buckets on below-freezing days, then put the ice in the “freezer” room and cover them with straw, they will stay mostly frozen through the summer, keeping whatever is stored in with them frozen, as well. 
 Another alternative that Dad thought about was using our electric deep freeze and burying it in the ground, but he decided that once you added the blocks of ice inside of it, you wouldn’t have enough room for much food. Instead, he just used the door of the freezer as the door to the new freezer room, and the shelves of the freezer to store food on. 
 Dad decided that we needed to expand the storm cellar, so we spent several days digging it deeper into the ground. Ben complained to me the entire time when Dad wasn’t around to hear it and he’d lean on his shovel to take a break whenever he could, but when Dad showed up again, he looked busy and eager to work. When I mentioned his behavior to Dad, he said, “Don’t worry, I know his kind. He’ll either get used to working like us, or he’ll get tired of it and leave.” I have to hand it to my Dad; he’s a shrewd man. 
 Mom is a shrewd woman too. Ben was always giving her compliments and rushing over to help her carry something light up the stairs, but was curiously absent when she needed someone to do the hard work. Mom noticed right away and, after a couple of days of this, she pulled him aside and had a talk with him. 
 I know I shouldn’t have, but I eavesdropped on the conversation. She told him, nicely, that actions speak louder than words—something she always said—and that a real compliment to her would be for him to offer to take some of the tougher jobs off her hands, like filling and dumping the washing machine tub or wringing the clothes out. In fact, she added, if he really wanted to show his appreciation, he could take over the laundry altogether. I had to stifle my laughter at her cleverness. 
 We were out checking the fence line one day, about two weeks after Ben started staying with us. Ben, Calvin, and I had gone one direction while Dad and Alex had gone in the opposite direction, and we were supposed to fix any wire or post that was down. At one point, Ben went off behind some trees to relieve himself and never came back. When I went to check on him and tell him to hurry up, he quickly stumbled out from behind a big clump of bushes and said, “C’mon, we’re wasting daylight.” 
 I could have gotten on to him about how he was the one wasting time, that he always liked to waste time; I just shook my head and went back to checking the fence. 
 That night, after we had been asleep for several hours, I woke up to the sound of the back door shutting and the dogs barking. I noticed that Ben’s bed was made up, and he wasn’t in it. Déjà vu. 
 When I looked out my window, I saw Ben petting the dogs to settle them down, and then walking away with three men. I remembered the strange way he had acted earlier that day. He must have been talking to his friends in the bushes during his ridiculously long bathroom break. They had come back for him. Maybe he was right—they weren’t so bad after all if they cared enough to come back for him. 
 I went downstairs and found Dad watching them from the kitchen window. I asked him if we should go after him, but he said, “No, he’s gotta make his own choices,” and I knew he was referring to the choice of whether to work hard or leave. 
 Dad told me that Ben had taken a loaf of bread and some ham, but that was okay. He would have given the kid more if he’d asked. I have to say, this time I wasn’t sad to see him go, but I did hope he would be all right. I mean, I liked the guy and all; he was just kind of a pain in the butt. I guess he wasn’t so different than any of us brothers, when I got to thinking about it. Unlike my brothers, however, I didn’t share a history with Ben, so I was more willing to let him go than if it had been Alex or Calvin. Well, maybe just Calvin. 
 Jenny was the one who I thought would be really upset to see him go, but the next time she and Skylar visited, she didn’t act surprised at all when she found out that he wasn’t there. I thought that was odd until she let slip that Ben was living in town with the other three men, in a house whose owner had died last winter. 

Great, I thought—now he’d be able to see Skylar more than I could. 
 Jenny made me feel better by saying that she and Ben were dating now, and that he and his friends were doing odd jobs around town for the necessities of life. She said his friends seemed nice enough, although they weren’t very motivated. Apparently, they worked only enough to get some food, and then they would just leave and go home. They were allowed to live in the house for free because no one owned it, or at least no one that anyone knew about. 
 The old woman who had lived there had children, but they lived elsewhere and hadn’t come to claim the house yet. The town police officer told them that they could live there, as long as they took care of the place, until the rightful owners came to tell them otherwise. 
 My family thought we had gotten off easy—concerning marauders, that is. To hear the Guardsmen talk, the marauders would have killed us all at the drop of a hat. I was feeling pretty safe right then, and I said so one night at dinner, but Papa said, “Calm always comes before the storm,” to which Dad replied, “Some days you get the bear, other days the bear gets you.” Then Calvin said, in his best Forrest Gump voice, “Life is like a box of chocolates…” 
 We all busted up laughing, but, later, I thought about what Dad and Papa had said and I started worrying again. 
 What if Ben and his friends weren’t representative of most marauders? What if some would show up and really hurt us? Even worse, what if they went into town and hurt Skylar and I wasn’t there to defend her? 
 Not being able to sleep at night was beginning to become a habit with me, and I didn’t care too much for it. 
   
 




Chapter 19


 

 That summer was great—one of the happiest I could remember. After the spring planting—which was kind of hard until we got the hang of the horse-drawn planter Dad had gotten from Mr. Caruthers—I was pretty much free to do about anything I wanted after all my chores were done for the day. 
 Skylar got a job with Johnny and Crystal Phillips watching their two little girls while they worked around their farm. The Phillips’s live just a little over four miles from our house, and Skylar stayed with them during the week. The Phillips’s didn’t mind if I came and hung out with Skylar just as long as I helped her with the girls. I often assisted Johnny with work that was harder for Crystal, although she was pretty strong for such a little gal. 
 On the weekends, Skylar came and stayed with my family at our house. I wondered if her parents missed her a lot, and she said that they were pretending she was just away at summer camp or something. Sometimes she would get homesick, and we would ride to town and stay with her parents for the weekend. I slept on the couch in their family room and minded my manners, as my Mom brought me up to do. 
 I always helped Mr. and Mrs. Tipton with whatever they needed help with, and I could tell that they really liked me. Mr. Tipton even started calling me “son” and told me to call him Dave. Try as I might, though, it was really hard to shake the habit of calling him Mr. Tipton and it took all summer before I felt comfortable with it. 
 Mrs. Tipton wanted me to call her Barb too, and that was just a little easier because I was more familiar with her. Skylar had felt so comfortable from the beginning calling my mom and dad by their given names. I guess that’s because she had waited on them so often in the diner and felt like they were old friends. Or maybe it was just Skylar—she’s so comfortable being herself ever since she was liberated from the diner. 
 One day in June, Ben came riding to our house with Jenny. It was a Saturday, so Skylar was already at our house and we all spent the day riding around and having a good time. I liked Ben much more since he wasn’t interested in Skylar anymore and I have to give it to him, he had respected my warning about her right away. However, there was still one thing that bothered me about him. He kept talking about how he and his buddies had been working on making explosive devices, and they wanted to make up for the trouble they had caused our family by helping us set up a better defense system for marauders. I wasn’t sure exactly what their intentions were and it made me a little uneasy. 
 Ben told Dad later about the idea and Dad was a little skeptical too, but agreed to hear them out. It was decided that Ben would bring his friends back in a couple of days to talk to Dad and show him what they had come up with. After Ben and Jenny had left that afternoon, Dad said we would have to be ready for any shenanigans they might pull. He wanted to believe that their intentions were true, but he said, “You can never be too careful.” 
 Two days later, true to his word, Ben came back with his three buddies. They had borrowed Jenny’s two horses and were riding double on them, each with a backpack full of stuff. As Ben introduced his friends, the one named Doug was very sheepish and apologetic. He was the one who had shot at Alex and Ben the dog. He said he had panicked when he thought that Ben had been killed, but that he regretted even having the gun in the first place, especially when Ben the kid told them how kind we had been to him. He seemed sincere, and Alex and Dad both assured him that he was forgiven. 
 The men explained to us that they had started a sort of business to help people protect themselves against marauders. Since they had been forced to steal themselves for a while, they knew that the probability of vandalism and attacks would only get worse as people became more desperate and more dangerous with the coming winter. Doug explained that they were trading their expertise for food and other necessities, but that they had all agreed to give free help to us for the trouble they had caused. 
 Papa pulled Dad aside and whispered that they may just be trying to set us up to steal from us, but Dad said he’d already thought of that, and he had some tricks up his sleeve in case that was their ulterior motive. 
 So we all gathered around the guys and listened as they described how to make homemade grenades, torpedoes, and tear gas out of common household items. Dad asked them how they knew so much about making homemade weapons and one of the guys, Matt, said that he had been a zombie movie fan and had a book about what to do in the event of a zombie apocalypse. We all laughed, but he mentioned how the part about making homemade weapons was real, and he and the others had tried them out. They helped us make several different types of weapons and gave us pointers on how to protect ourselves and our property from zombies (or any other type of invader). 
 The guys also told us that we should keep some food in a box near the highway, off the ground and secure from animals, like our mailbox, with a sign that offered it to travelers. This way, hungry people just trying to get someplace, like the four of them had been, could get food without having to steal or beg from us. 
 We agreed that it was a good idea and decided to make a larger box to contain enough food to get a group of travelers a few miles. If that amount of food didn’t satisfy those who came for it, then they were probably up to no good anyway. 
 When we took a break to have lunch, which Mom and the grandmas insisted the guys eat too, I got to talking with Dakota, the third man, about who they were and how they had met. Dakota told me that the three of them had been engineering majors at UMKC and had shared a dorm. Shortly after PF Day, the university kicked everyone out of the dorms because they had to shut the whole campus down. The guys didn’t have a way to get back home to their families, each of whom lived quite a distance away, so they hung out together in Kansas City, seeking shelter and scavenging food wherever they could find it. 
 They had found Ben, nearly frozen and starving to death, and had taken him under their wing. They had been planning to try to make it to Omaha, which was the closest city where any of them had relatives, when they found an opportunity to live in our town. The townspeople had been so friendly and helpful to them that they had decided to stay, at least until they found a better way to get to Omaha than walking. 
 After talking to Dakota, I felt much better about the three of them as people, and so did the rest of my family when I told them their story later that night. 
 Dad, Alex, and Papa decided that it couldn’t hurt to fix up some of the weapons the guys had told us about, so we spent several days working out all sorts of scenarios and provisioning the farm with defense systems. We had quite a lot of fun talking about zombies and started calling any type of marauder that might threaten us “zombies.” 
 We even taught Mom, Robin, and the grandmas how to use the various weapons in all the places we had set them up, and we went over emergency plans in case of “zombie” attacks. Even though we were enjoying ourselves—it was kind of like setting up to play a video game or to be in a zombie movie or something—there was always a sense of seriousness and real concern in our actions. We all knew that being a lone farm right off the highway, with plenty of grain and livestock, put us in danger just like the National Guardsmen had warned us about. 
 Our neighbors, the Thomas’s, were in danger too, so Dad and Alex went to their house and helped them. The Fab Four, as we had begun calling Ben and his buddies, had already been there, so Alex and Dad had only to help the couple implement what they had been taught. One of the things that the Fab Four had enthusiastically approved of was the air horns. They believed that if a gang of marauders was scared off from one farm, they would probably go to the next one to see if they would have better luck, so advanced warning like that could make a big difference. 
 It was also agreed upon that if we heard the alarm go off at the Thomas’s’, two of us would ride over to see if they needed help, but since there were only the two of them, they could not return the favor. Rick Thomas felt really bad about that, but Dad convinced him that he couldn’t leave his place unguarded to come to our aid, nor could he leave his wife, Carla, at home to defend it herself. 
 Mom felt uneasy about me going to the Phillips’s alone to see Skylar, without anything to defend myself, so I started taking my shotgun with me. We had fashioned gun scabbards for the saddles and I felt like a regular cowboy with my gun on my saddle and my hunting knife in my boot. I hoped I would never have to use either of them, but they made Mom feel better about me going places alone. 
 All this talk of zombies and marauders made it hard for me to sleep at night, in spite of the defense systems we had in place. I would lay awake for nights, thinking I’d heard a noise in the yard, or going over scenarios and plans in my mind so I could execute my part flawlessly when the time came. I knew that was probably impossible, since there was no way to cover every scenario, but it made me feel better anyway. 
 




Chapter 20


 

 I couldn’t believe how fast the summer went by; in the blink of an eye, it was already fall. Although Skylar was still helping the Phillips’s while they harvested their huge vegetable garden, Crystal canned dozens of jars of vegetables, and Johnny got their small herd of cattle ready for winter, I wasn’t able to spend as much time with her as I had during the summer. We had harvesting and preparing for winter going on at our house too. 
 We had about 200 acres of grain to harvest, hay to cut and bale, logs to chop for the fire, and our own large garden to harvest. Mom, Robin, and the grandmas canned over a hundred jars of fruit and vegetables and always needed help carrying them down to the cold cellar. We also “laid in” potatoes, carrots, onions, apples, sweet potatoes, turnips, radishes, and several varieties of herbs in the cold cellar. 
 That Thanksgiving was enjoyable, as usual. Skylar got to spend the day with us and we were all able to take a much-needed break from all the winter preparations. We had plenty of food, the weather was warm, and all of our family was happy and healthy. 
 The weather waited until early December to get cooler, and that is when the livestock owners did their butchering. Calvin and I helped the Phillips’s and Dad and Alex helped the Thomas’s. We each earned a side of beef for our help, so we traded two sides of beef for two sides of hog from the Smithson’s. We spent the first two weeks of December butchering, smoking, rendering fat, boiling bones and hooves for glue, etc. By the middle of December, we felt we could finally sit back, relax, and enjoy the holidays. 
 Well, except for the upcoming birth of Robin’s baby. Mom and the grandmas were still making clothing for the baby and diapers stuffed with absorbent down feathers. 
 Now normally I don’t keep track of the date. Mom keeps a calendar in the kitchen where she marks off each day, but I don’t really need to know most of the time. One date will forever stick out in my mind, however, because of all the things that happened on that particular day—December 17th. 
 I was woken out of a deep sleep by the barking of the dogs sometime before dawn. As I strained to hear any unusual noises, my ears picked up the faint sound of an air horn coming from the direction of the Thomas’s’ farm. I jumped out of bed, pulled on my clothes, and met Dad, Mom, Calvin, and Alex in the kitchen. As per our plan, Dad and Calvin prepared to ride to the Thomas’s’ while the rest of us prepared to defend our farm. I felt a shot of adrenaline running through my veins and was surprised to find that, instead of being afraid as I thought I would be, I was actually excited. I know, kind of a dumb response, but I couldn’t help it; I was psyched. 
 Dad and Calvin rode off at a gallop with their rifles in the saddle scabbards and pistols in their coat pockets. Alex hesitated before following me outside and I heard him tell Mom to check on Robin, who hadn’t been feeling good all night. He and I then saddled our horses and began to patrol our land, careful never to stray too far from the house. 
 After what seemed like hours, but was probably only fifteen or twenty minutes, we heard gunfire from the Thomas’s’ farm. You would not believe how hard it was to stay where we were when we heard that. We had no way of knowing if Dad and Calvin were the ones shooting or if they were the ones getting shot at. We wanted so badly to gallop over and help, but we couldn’t leave Mom and the others without our protection. Alex would not leave Robin, due to give birth any day. I really understood the phrase “between a rock and a hard place” at that moment. 
 After a few more minutes, we heard shouting and the sound of people running on the highway. The setting moon was about three-quarters full, and soon we could see a bunch of men coming toward us. Alex told me not to shoot until we were sure they were bad guys. I was still trying to figure out how I was going to know when the group suddenly spread out and began to surround the front of our property. There must have been at least thirty or forty of them and they were swarming us from all sides before we could decide who to shoot first. 
 I need to take a time-out here to tell you how our property is laid out, so you will be able to understand how difficult it was for Alex and me to defend it against that many people. Our house faces west, toward the highway, and sits about a hundred yards back from it. A gravel driveway goes past the house and back to the barn, which sits another hundred yards behind the house. On the north side of the barn sits the three grain silos and the paddock extends to the east of the barn and silos for about twenty acres. 
 Beyond that are woods. On both sides of our house, extending out for several hundred yards in both directions, are parts of our fields, surrounded on both sides by more woods. We have creeks running here and there through the woods, so we always have water to replenish our well. Across the highway to the east of our property is more woodland extending for a couple of miles. These woods are owned by a man from out of town who used to use it to hunt on once a year. 
 Now back to the early morning of December 17th. The sun was beginning to rise behind us and I could just make out the faces of our opposition. They were all yelling and screaming so loud that I couldn’t hear what Alex was saying. Our horses were scared and prancing wildly and I was afraid I might lose control of mine. I knew I couldn’t pull my gun out and shoot at anything and still stay on the horse. 
 Apparently, Alex thought the same, because he motioned for me to fall back to the house, where we dismounted, let the horses go, and prepared to shoot at the crazy horde flooding into our front yard. 
 These were definitely not zombies! In fact, I never understood how zombies could take over the world anyway. I mean, they’re so slow moving and they have no weapons. These guys seemed to be flying at us with their blood-curdling screams and their hands in the air, and now we could see that most of them held some kind of weapon in their hands, not guns, but something to throw or hit with. I had the distinct impression of the Indians in a cowboy movie and, as they got closer and closer, I half expected to see war paint on their faces. 
 I kept hearing that old song by Trapt, Headstrong, playing over and over in my mind: “Back off, I’ll take you on…this is not where you belong.” I got off a couple of rounds and one guy fell about thirty yards in front of the porch. Another guy threw something at me, but I was able to duck as it sailed over my head and slammed into the wall of the house. I could hear other objects hitting the walls and even breaking windows. Alex shot a couple of people too, and that seemed to change the direction of the horde. Instead of advancing toward us, they now started circling around both sides of the house. 
 From Calvin’s room on the second floor, the one that faced south, came one of our homemade grenades, followed by one from the opposite side of the house. I could hear Mom and Papa shooting at them from both sides of the back porch. Gram and Granny were tossing the grenades out the upstairs windows and, after only three or four of them, the marauders started backing off. 
 Several had been shot or injured and lay on the grass, moaning or still and silent. I don’t know how many shots I had fired, but my shotgun only holds six, so I knew I’d need to reload soon. Alex motioned for us to go into the house, so we backed in through the front door and took up our positions at the living room windows while we reloaded. 
 Mom and Papa also came in the back door and we set ourselves up like soldiers defending our fort. Papa had blood dripping from the side of his head where he’d apparently been hit with something, but he assured us he was all right, that it would take more than a rock to keep him down. He waved off Mom’s attempt to look at it. 
 It was completely silent for a few moments. The intruders had stopped shouting and we had stopped shooting and throwing grenades. Then the dogs began growling and I realized, to my sudden relief, that someone had brought them into the house. All of a sudden, an air horn began screaming, and I could hear the mule and the donkey braying like they were possessed, the horses neighing, and hooves pounding the ground as they ran off down the paddock. 
 A few minutes later, the other air horn started blaring and the noise was almost unbearable. I thought I heard someone screaming. First it sounded like a man’s voice; then I thought it was a woman’s. The dogs were barking wildly again, and I thought my head was going to explode. 
 Mom and Papa had started firing their guns out the back windows. I couldn’t see any more intruders in the front yard, and Alex shouted at me to help Mom and Papa in back. I ran to the dining room on the southeast side of the house and opened the window. A few men were crouching in the bushes along the driveway and I shot at them, wounding at least two. They yelped and all of them started running toward the highway. Gram or Granny threw another grenade, this time out my window facing the backyard and I heard another scream over the blare of the air horns, which were beginning to wane in volume. 
 Papa shouted, “They’re on the run now! Let’s chase ‘em off!” I don’t remember ever hearing Papa so excited. 
 I went back to the living room and Alex and I went out on the front porch, while Mom and Papa went out the back door. I knew we were getting low on ammunition, so I saved my bullets, shouting at them instead, using words that I would never be allowed to use under normal circumstances. I figured I’d apologize to Mom and the grandmas later. 
 The intruders were running north, in the opposite direction from the Thomas’s’. I heard the sound of hooves coming from the south and soon saw Dad and Calvin galloping over the hill toward the fleeing men. Alex and I ran to the barn to look for our horses and found them cowering in a stall. We coaxed them out, jumped on them, and joined Dad and Calvin in the chase. 
 We slowed our mounts to a trot when we got near the men; we wanted to run them off, not confront them. From behind, I counted thirty-two of them. I couldn’t believe so many people would band together like that to cause mayhem. I guess, like the Guardsman had said, desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 After we had run them several miles up the highway, some scattering off into the woods as we went, the remaining two dozen or so were exhausted and dropping like flies. We didn’t know what to do with them then. None of us had ever dreamed of that many marauders showing up at our farm, and we didn’t have a plan for what to do with them once we fought them off. We slowed the horses to a stop and just stood there looking at them. 
 One of the guys turned around and started running straight at Dad’s horse, screaming like a banshee and with a look of crazed fierceness in his eyes. Dad yelled for him to stop, but nothing fazed him; he just kept coming, an axe raised over his head. 
 Dad had no choice but to shoot him. I could tell Dad didn’t want to do it. Hell, none of us did, but like I said, he had no choice. 
 After that, the remaining men just sat or lay down in the road in surrender. Some were injured with gunshot or shrapnel wounds, some with burns from the grenades. We backed our horses up until we were about forty yards away from them so we could talk about what to do next. I mean, we didn’t want to just let these guys go to start terrorizing our neighbors. We couldn’t very well run them all to town, either. Our jail only has two cells and, even if you stuffed three or four of them in each cell, that didn’t even come close to holding them all. 
 Alex half-jokingly suggested we should just shoot them all, but none of us really wanted to gun down now-defenseless men. 
 We were sitting there on the horses, letting them rest and discussing what to do, when over the hill came several of our neighbors on horseback, led by Rick Thomas. Rick told us that they had come to help, and the other men left their horses by us, walking to the bad guys and tying their hands before tying all of them together like a chain gang. Again, it looked just like a scene out of an old Western until Donald Banks and his son David, who was a year ahead of me in school, rode up in their wagon made from the bed, axles, and wheels of an old pickup truck and pulled by two horses. That was just a little too surreal for me, and I had to blink twice to bring my brain back to modern times. 
 In the back of the pickup-wagon sat five wounded men, the worst of them with bandages covering their wounds, and down the middle of the pickup bed lay one dead guy, half covered up. I had seen dead people before, at funerals and such, but never one that I may have killed; I had to look away and pretend everything was cool. 
 I was kind of relieved when Donald said, “You guys better get back home and tend to your family. Alex, your mom told me to tell you to get back right away ‘cause your wife needs you.” 
 Alex took one look at Dad and kicked his horse into a gallop toward home. Dad nodded at Donald and said, “Thanks, we’ll do that.” 
 First though, he asked Rick what they planned to do with the bad guys. Rick said that they had decided to tie them up and take them into town, where the county sheriff could hold them while Doug Arnold called the highway patrol or the National Guard over his short-wave radio. He figured they would have to be kept in the school or something until someone came for them. 
 Dad then told them all goodbye and thanks, and signaled for Calvin and me to follow him. I took one last look at the sorry gang of would-be zombies and kicked my horse into a trot. Suddenly, the adrenaline that had floated me along through this adventure left my system, and I was exhausted. I slumped over my saddle horn and daydreamed of my bed back home all the way there. 
   
 




Chapter 21


 

 When we got to our house, I didn’t even have to tell my horse to head to the barn. Tired as we all were, we first had to unsaddle and rub down the horses, give them some hay and put them in their stalls to cool down. Calvin and I took care of Alex’s horse too, as he was understandably in a hurry to see Robin. 
 By the time we made it into the house roughly fifteen minutes later, Mom and my grandmas had already bandaged Papa’s head, duct-taped pieces of cardboard over the broken windows, and cleaned up all the glass. Dad wanted Calvin and me to go with him to check the farm for damage, so my hopes for reuniting with my pillow were crushed. 
 When asked how Robin was, Mom answered, “Not too good. She may be in labor.” She shook her head and added, “It looks like it’s going to be a hard one.” 
 “Anything we can do to help?” Dad asked. 
 “Just go do your thing and I’ll call you if we need anything,” she told him. 
 We went out and walked all over the property, checking every detail. It looked just like you’d imagine a battlefield, with burned places here and there, splatters of blood in the grass or on the gravel of the driveway, pieces of bloody clothing, an occasional weapon dropped in haste or thrown at the house, trampled grass and broken tree branches. But the only real damage, besides the broken windows and some damage to the siding of the house, was a part of the paddock fence wire that was down, apparently cut in an attempt to get at our horses. 
 Luckily, the mule and/or the donkey scared them off, and the horses and cows were too spooked to try to escape the paddock later. It took only a few minutes to fix the fence, and Dad said we could clean up the rest the next day. It looked like my pillow and I were going to be reunited at last. 
 As soon as we got to the porch, however, I could tell that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. We could hear Robin’s moans and stifled screams even through the closed windows and doors of the house. I suddenly remembered hearing a woman’s scream during the battle earlier and wondered if it had been Robin. 
 The sound bothered all of us. We knew Robin was no crybaby. Beside Mom, she’s the toughest girl I know. Hearing her in pain like that almost made me want to cry, and I think it must have affected Dad and Calvin the same way, because we all felt that cleaning up the yard was suddenly the best idea in the world. 
 By now it was well past lunchtime and I began to feel hungry, but I didn’t want to go in and bother anyone in the house. Gram and Granny soon called us to the back porch and brought us sandwiches and hot coffee. Granny told me after we’d eaten that Robin had been asking for me. I thought I should be flattered that she would want me, out of our whole family, at her side but honestly, it just gave me butterflies. I went in anyway and crept up to her room, hearing her weak moans all the way. I wasn’t prepared for the sight of her. 
 The poor girl lay flat on her back on the bed with her belly sticking up so high in the middle that it hid her face when I first walked in. Her face was pale and covered in sweat, her eyes dull and filled with pain. Still, she managed a little smile at me and whispered for me to sit by Alex, who was kneeling beside her head, holding her hand, stroking her hair, and occasionally wiping her face with a damp cloth. He looked almost as bad as she did. There were tears in his eyes and I could tell he would have given anything to trade places with her. 
 She reached over with her other hand and grabbed mine. Her hand felt hot and cold and clammy at the same time. Between gasps and moans, she was able to say to me, “Don’t be scared, Bracken. It’ll be alright.” 
 Imagine that: her lying there, looking like she was at death’s door, and reassuring me. Like I said before, you just can’t help but love Robin. At that moment I was willing to take the pain for her just like Alex. 
 She spoke again, “When Skylar comes, tell her not to be afraid either, okay?” 
 I don’t know where she got the idea that Skylar would be coming. She wasn’t due for another couple of days. But, sure enough, she showed up later that afternoon, riding double on Rick Thomas’ horse on his way back from town. I guess it must have been women’s intuition that told Robin Skylar would come; maybe it was some kind of unwritten rule between women that they helped each other at a time like this. In any case, there she was. Rick also told Mom that someone had ridden over to the next town to get the doctor and would bring him over as soon as he could. 
 Mom had given Robin some strong passionflower tea, which had helped her with the pain, and she was able to sleep a little between contractions. She was asleep when Skylar arrived, so Skylar sat on the back porch and talked to me for a while. She kept hugging me close and saying she couldn’t believe I’d been in a battle that morning. 
 She also said something that made me very happy. She said she never wanted to leave me again, and that gave me an idea for a Christmas present for her. 
 Robin woke up then and called for Skylar, and I didn’t see her again until the sun set that evening, when she came down to get something to eat. Mom was up with Robin, whose moans were getting even louder. Sometimes she would start to scream, and then it would be cut off abruptly like someone had kicked her in the stomach and knocked the air out of her. Mom told me earlier that the contractions were doing just that—knocking the air right out of her. Granny and Gram made us all a nice dinner, even though we found it hard to even taste it, knowing what Robin was going through. 
 After we ate, Skylar and I went out on the back porch again. The weather was unusually warm and it was a nice break to sit out there, even if we could still hear Robin’s cries. We decided to take a walk out to see the horses and, as we walked, we talked about having kids. Frankly, neither of us was too excited to have any at that point, seeing how hard it was on Robin. 
 We noticed the eerie glow of an Aurora Borealis gaining strength in the northern sky while we watched the horses, and we wondered if there had been another CME to cause it. Not that it mattered anymore. There were no more power grids to take down, at least not in our part of the country. The only thing we had to worry about now, according to the National Guardsmen that had visited us in the spring, was increased radiation in the atmosphere, but that didn’t feel like much of a risk after what we’d been through today. It was just an intangible, colorless, odorless “thing” in the air. 
 As we were walking back to the house, hand in hand, we heard Robin let out a blood-curdling scream. We looked at each other, and then started running. When we burst into the house, Alex was hollering down the stairs, “The baby’s coming! Hurry!” 
 Skylar ran directly up the stairs, but I stayed in the living room. I’d always thought it was just an urban legend that you needed to boil water for a birth, but Granny took a kettle of boiling water and poured it into a tub and set it aside to cool. When I asked her what it was for, she said that it was to wash the baby off after it came out. Gram piled my arms up with fluffy towels and sheets and told me to take them upstairs. I didn’t want to go up there with all the blood and who knew what else, but she shooed me off toward the stairs and I didn’t really have a choice. 
 When I got to the room, Mom said, “Good, Bracken, we need your help.” 
 I almost fainted when I saw blood on the floor under Robin’s legs. Robin was half-standing, with Alex on one side of her, holding her up, and Skylar on the other side. Robin had her nightgown pulled up over her huge belly but, thankfully, the way she was leaning over made it so I couldn’t see the baby or anything. I could tell that Skylar wasn’t quite strong enough to support Robin, so I took her place after laying the towels on a chair near Mom. Mom was kneeling on the floor in front of Robin, and Skylar knelt down beside her. Mom grabbed a towel and laid it in on the floor under Robin, and then another one, which she draped over her arms. 
 “I see the head!” Mom said excitedly. “Keep pushing, honey, you’re doing great.” 
 “Where’s the gawdamned doctor?” Alex yelled and Mom gave him a withering look. 
 “This baby’s not going to wait for the doctor, Alex,” she murmured. “Robin’s doing just fine without him. Okay, honey, now push again.” 
 Another contraction hit Robin like a bull kicking her in the stomach. I wondered if she thought about her dad then, and if she could identify now with the pain her dad must have felt before he died. As the pain died down, Robin’s body sagged between Alex and me and I thought she might have passed out, but another contraction hit within a few seconds, and she straightened up and started pushing again. 
 I don’t know how she could stand it. The contractions were so strong and she could barely catch her breath between each of them, let alone make any noise. The moaning and screaming from before was gone now, replaced with a cycle of bearing down, then almost passing out breathlessly. This went on for a long time; it felt like hours. 
 At one point, my arms were aching so badly that it was all I could do to keep from dropping her. That was when Dad came to relieve me. He first tried to take Alex’s place, but Alex just shook his head and stayed by his wife’s side. I was really proud of my big brother then, for his strength and his devotion to his wife and baby. 
 I started to leave, but Mom said to stay, she might need me. I took a seat at the side of the room, as far away as I could get, which wasn’t too easy in a room as crowded as that one was. I could tell by Mom’s face that she was beginning to worry and at one point, she said, “I think the head may be stuck. I may have to make an incision.” 
 I myself almost passed out at that, but Robin just nodded. Mom picked up her pair of sewing scissors, the ones she uses to snip threads, and poured some alcohol over them. She paused and took a deep breath before doing what she had to. 
 After that, things went pretty fast. Mom said, “Here it comes!” and Robin gave a big push. Next thing I knew, Mom was holding the baby in the towel, still connected to Robin by the umbilical cord. Robin slumped back toward the bed and Dad and Alex laid her gently on it, her legs still hanging off the end. 
 “It’s a boy!” Skylar said exuberantly and, for the first time in what seemed like an eternity, Alex and Robin both smiled weakly. 
 Alex kissed his wife tenderly and pushed some pillows up under her head and back so she could half sit up. Mom laid the baby on Robin’s partially flattened belly and Robin put a shaky hand on his head. For a moment, she just stared at him with happy tears in her eyes. Then it seemed another contraction hit her, because she stiffened up and Mom quickly handed the baby to Alex. It was so funny; Alex was so surprised, he almost dropped the baby, but he recovered in time and held him, all bloody and gooey, up to his cheek. 
 I thought the drama would be over since the baby was already born, but Mom said that she still needed to deliver the afterbirth. Just the sound of that alone made me want to head for the hills, but Mom had a job for me. 
 She told me to grab two spring clamps that I recognized from our workbench in the barn, and even though they’d already been sterilized, she had me pour alcohol over them again. Then she told me to clamp them onto the umbilical cord about two inches apart from each other while she sterilized the large pair of shears we use for trimming the horses. She offered them to me to cut the cord, but I refused in the midst of my wooziness, and she ended up doing the job. I had to get away fast when Robin had another contraction and the afterbirth came gushing out. I did almost faint then and had to sit down fast, while Skylar laughed at me. 
 Skylar helped Mom clean up the floor, the sheets, and Robin, and the grandmas came up with the wash basin, the water in which had had to be heated up again, and gently washed the baby while he mewed like a newborn kitten. 
 The baby never cried out loud like most newborns, but you could tell by his beautiful pink coloring that he was healthy. After he was bathed, Granny put one of his diapers and a warm flannel gown on him and gave him to Robin. She was exhausted, but holding the baby seemed to give her new life, and she and Alex smiled and cooed over him. We all left the room then and let them have some time alone with their new son. 
 About an hour later, just after midnight, the doctor finally showed up. He explained that he had been held up treating the wounds of the marauders, some of which were quite serious. He had almost lost one who had a bullet lodged near his heart, but he was stable when the doctor finally left to come here. He went right up to Robin’s room and checked on mother and son, cutting the baby’s umbilical cord shorter and attaching a special clamp to it. He also weighed the baby and took measurements. 
 When he came back downstairs, he congratulated us, especially Mom, for a job well done, and told us that the baby had an unusually large head, which was probably why Robin had had so much trouble pushing him out. Other than that, the baby was perfectly healthy and he had every reason to believe that Robin would recover nicely. 
 Before we went to bed that night, or should I say early the next morning, we stopped by Robin and Alex’s room to see the baby one last time. He had just finished nursing and was sleeping so angelically in Robin’s arms, it seemed almost like it was a Hollywood movie. 
 Mom asked if they’d thought of a name for him yet and Alex looked Robin in the eyes for a few seconds before saying, in a husky sort of voice, “We’re naming him John Joseph, after both his grandpas. We’ll call him Joey.” No one was more moved by the name than Dad, who was one of the namesakes. 
 When we were all ready to go to bed, I gave Skylar a kiss goodnight, then I lingered a little while after the others. I shook Alex’s hand and he hugged me to him, saying, “Thanks for your help there, Buddy.” 
   
 I kissed Robin’s forehead and stroked my little nephew’s downy soft head and finally went to bed. 
 



   

Chapter 22


 

 That Christmas was special for several reasons. We had survived our second (and hopefully last) marauder attack, our farm was prospering, we had completely adjusted to life without electricity and were even enjoying it, the newest addition to our family was a joy to everyone, and most importantly, to me anyway, I asked Skylar to be my wife. 
 First, let me tell you about what ended up happening to the bad guys. Rick Thomas and some of our other neighbors took them into town. It took them nearly seven hours to get there and by that time, many of them were nearly dead from exhaustion, injuries, and lack of food. Our guys made sure they stopped to let their captives get drinks from creeks and take breaks every now and then, but it was still quite an ordeal for them. 
 When they got to town, the town policeman and the county sheriff took over. Someone had ridden ahead to the next town to fetch the doctor, like I mentioned before, and he came and spent most of the evening trying to patch them up. About a half dozen of the ones who had gotten away were caught trying to steal from other farmers, all of whom were prepared for them thanks to the Fab Four; but there were others—no one knew how many—who were unaccounted for. The prisoners were all kept in the school gym and given food and blankets to sleep on, which was more than they deserved, if you ask me. 
 The sheriff was able to get a hold of the National Guard by short-wave radio and, the next day, an army transport came and picked up the marauders. The last we heard, they were to be taken to a larger county jail, and we may have to travel there to testify at their trials. We don’t know for sure at this point, though, because we are still under martial law and the regular courts are backed up so far, they may never catch up. 
 Things got back to normal pretty quickly for our family. Papa’s head injury bled quite a bit the first couple of days, but had healed up enough by Christmas that he got his bandages removed and didn’t have to pretend to be one of the shepherds in the nativity anymore. Dad, Calvin, and I finished getting the house and yard back to normal, except for the broken panes of glass. We didn’t have any glass to replace them, so we just boarded up those empty spaces. 
 Little Joey is so incredible. I’ve never been one to ooh and ahh over babies much, but there is just something so special about that kid. At just a week old, he’d look at each of us like he already recognized us, and he’d smile at us; really smile, not just gas, as some people like to claim. He rolled over from his tummy to his back at just five days old and we had to watch him carefully whenever we laid him on a bed or the couch after that. Besides having an uncommonly large head (which to me doesn’t seem much bigger than most babies I’ve seen), he seems to be unusually strong and smart. 
 Now at just five months old, he can already sit up and say a few words: mama, dada, papa, and nus (for nurse, which he likes to do quite often). Mom says that he is quite young to be doing those things and even I, who have no experience with babies, can tell he looks too young to be so developed. 
 And he has so much personality! He loves to play hide and seek and can always figure out where you’ve hidden his toy right away. When he finds it, he starts giggling so loudly and happily, you can’t help but laugh too. 
 Every time I come into the room that he’s in, he gets excited and stretches out his arms for me to pick him up. He always says something that sounds like “banban” when he sees me and Robin thinks he’s trying to say Bracken. He doesn’t say anything to Calvin yet and that makes Calvin kind of jealous, but Robin says that Calvin is just harder to say. He calls Mom and the grandmas “mama,” as well as his mom, and he calls Dad and Papa both “papa.” Robin says he’ll sort all that out later. Anyway, he is a joy to us all and we only wish there were more of him to share. 
 I know you probably can’t wait to read about how I proposed to Skylar. Well, first I have to tell you all I had to do to prepare for the actual proposal. The day after Joey’s birth, I took Skylar back to town. I spent all afternoon trying to get Mr. and Mrs. Tipton—I mean Dave and Barb—alone so I could tell them my intention and ask for their blessing. They surprised me by saying that they couldn’t imagine a better son-in-law. I think Skylar got a little suspicious when she came into the room and found us all hugging with big smiles on our faces. 
 Next, I had to find a ring. Mom had given Alex (for Robin) an antique wedding and engagement ring set that her grandmother had given her before she died. Mom offered to let me have her wedding set, but I didn’t want to take them from her, so I asked Granny if she had something for me. Granny had tears in her eyes when she took off her wedding rings, which she had continued to wear even fifteen years after Grandpa’s death, and told me that she would be honored to have Skylar and me carry on the love that she and Grandpa had had for each other by wearing their rings. She even got out Grandpa’s ring from her treasure box and gave it to me to wear. 
 Granny’s engagement ring isn’t just the usual white-diamond-in-a-gold-band type. It has a light blue, heart-shaped gem, which Granny said is topaz, set in a silver filigree band, and the wedding ring is a band of tiny diamonds also set in silver filigree, which is designed to fit snug against the engagement band. I knew Skylar would love it, because her favorite color is blue and she likes silver jewelry better than gold. 
 On Christmas Eve I rode to town to pick up Skylar, as her parents and I had arranged. Mom sent them a big, juicy ham and Barb had baked us a sweet potato pie. I’m sure Skylar got suspicious again when her mother hugged her tight and had tears in her eyes when she said goodbye, because she asked me on the way back home what was up. I said it was nothing special, just another wonderful Christmas with the most beautiful girl in the world. I can be romantic when I really try. 
 That evening we had a meal that included a wild turkey I had shot a few days before, and then we headed to the church for the Christmas Eve candlelight service. The parking lot was filled with horses and wagons of all types, many of them homemade from old tractor and truck parts like the Banks’s. The funniest and most ironic contraption was a small horse trailer rigged up to be pulled by two horses, with the people riding inside the trailer and being pulled by the horses instead of the other way around. We all got a good laugh out of that one. 
 Everyone was really surprised, though, when an old truck came chugging in and Jim Riley, one of the mechanics in town, got out. We all swarmed his truck while he told us how he had been working on converting the vehicle to burn corn and soybean oil instead of gasoline. He said he could also convert an older model automobile to burn wood if anyone was interested. Several of the men, including Dad, Calvin, and I, were interested in finding out how to do it and we stood around for a good half hour, talking about it while the women cooed over little Joey until Reverend Campbell called everyone in for the service. 
 After the service, we talked to Mr. Andresen for a little while and he said that there had been another solar flare on the 17th, just as I’d thought. He said it was unprecedented, as far as any scientists knew, to have so many CME’s in a row. He was a little worried about excess radiation affecting people, animals, and even plants, and he warned us to watch out for signs of radiation sickness, like nausea and vomiting, spontaneous bleeding, blisters and ulcers, severe weakness, and hair loss. He also said that radiation can cause all sorts of birth defects and we breathed a sigh of relief that little Joey seemed to be normal—well, except for his unusual head size, intelligence, and strength, that is. 
 When we got home from church, we all had a mug of warm milk and some cookies that Gram had made, and then everyone went to bed. Everyone except me, that is. I had told Mom and Dad about the proposal, so they didn’t mind that I stayed downstairs with Skylar. They were real happy about it too, which surprised me, because I thought they would give me the whole “you’re only seventeen” speech. I guess they were happy about the way Alex and Robin’s marriage had worked out and they realized that we’d be eighteen in a few months anyway and they were already so used to having Skylar around. I think they also appreciated the fact that I hadn’t just sprung it on them like Alex did, so they were more prepared to get their heads around it. 
 I made Skylar sit in the armchair right beside the Christmas tree and I knelt down in front of her. I know it was a really old-fashioned way of doing it, but it just felt right, with the old-fashioned way we were living now. Skylar started to cry before I even asked her, and when I did, she threw her arms around me and said yes before I could show her the ring. Just as I thought, she loved the ring, and I mean loved it. She put it on right away and even though it was a little big, she wouldn’t take it off, but just kept looking at it and hugging me over and over. I didn’t show her the matching wedding band. I wanted to surprise her with that on our wedding day. See? I told you I could be romantic when I tried. 
 We stayed up almost all night and cuddled together in a blanket in front of the fire, talking about the future. We talked about the wedding and where we would live afterwards and how many children we wanted. Even though I was scared to death at the thought of seeing Skylar go through what Robin had, I had to admit I’d love to have a little tyke like Joey. Of course, Skylar was all for having a dozen kids—she loves kids. 
 We decide that we’d live with Mom and Dad, if that was okay with them, because Robin and Alex were talking about moving to Robin’s old house. We all hated that idea of course, especially since they’d be taking Joey with them, but we understood that they needed more room and a home of their own now that they had a family. Alex was excited to try his hand at cattle ranching and joked that we’d have to start calling him the Baron, and that he’d even give us a job helping him if we were nice enough. Robin wasn’t too keen on keeping a bull again since her Dad’s accident, but Alex said they’d leave it with the Jenkins’s and borrow it as needed. 
 On Christmas morning, all the women gathered around Skylar to see the ring, and Granny showed her how to tie a little piece of cloth around the underside of the ring to make it fit. Then we had a nice breakfast of bacon, eggs, and toast made from Mom’s fresh-baked bread, along with some homemade cinnamon rolls made by Gram. We gathered around the Christmas tree and sang carols and exchanged gifts. I won’t say what everyone got, but I will mention some of the more memorable gifts. 
 Dad had taken the electric washing machine and refashioned it so it could be agitated manually or by riding a stationary bike. That way, Mom could get her exercise while doing laundry, he joked. But more importantly, the tub could be filled automatically with heated water from the solar water heater, pumped through the pipes by the hydraulic pump, and then, at the flick of a lever, could drain out through the existing drainage pipes. No more filling and dumping, filling and dumping. The clothes still had to be wrung through the rollers, but Dad had mounted them on top of the washer so they could swing over the tub when it was time to wring out the clothes. Dad said he’d work on some kind of solar dryer for her next Christmas and Mom laughed and said that it seemed laundry was becoming a theme for gifts for her. 
 One of my favorite gifts—besides Skylar agreeing to be my wife, of course—was from Calvin. He had taken apart an old solar-powered model car he had built for his fourth grade science fair project and had rigged up a way to recharge batteries with it. He had gathered up our dead rechargeable batteries, recharged them all, and then gave them to us in some of our long-forgotten gadgets, like flashlights, clocks, and our Nintendo DS. 
 My favorite was my MP3 player. I had almost forgotten how nice music sounded. Skylar and I spent the rest of the day just listening to music from before PF Day. Little Joey’s eyes got real big when I put the headphones up to his ears and we all had a good laugh about that. 
 Skylar spent New Year’s Eve with us too. We had a wonderful night, lounging outside around the fire pit because the weather was still so nice. In fact, the weather never did get cold that winter. We had a week in February where the temperature dropped just a few degrees below freezing, just enough to freeze the water in our buckets for our cold cellar, but other than that, it stayed in the fifties and sixties most of the time. Mr. Andresen said that was most likely because of the increased sun activity. It made the winter very enjoyable, whatever the cause was. 
 In March and April, Skylar and I helped Alex and Robin work on Robin’s old place to get it ready to move into this summer. Nobody had lived there for over two years and it was not set up for living in without electricity like our house is. The fences had to be fixed for holding cattle again and the barn filled with hay for feed and fresh straw for calving. Sometimes Mom, Dad, and Calvin came along and helped too. Little Joey sat and watched all the activity with great interest and sometimes would clap and giggle when we were concentrating real hard on some task and we’d all end up laughing and taking a break. I’ll tell you, that kid was the best manager anyone could ask for. 
 Two weeks ago, I turned eighteen and Mom said I was officially graduated from school. Skylar turned eighteen just three days ago and we had a very special birthday party for her at the diner with her parents and lots of friends from town. Jenny and Ben were there, although Jenny had broken up with Ben and was now dating his friend, Matt. Ben was interested in Taylor Smith, Irvine’s little sister. I wanted to warn him against getting too involved with that family, but Skylar told me to let it alone. 
 After the party, Skylar and I sat outside in back and I remembered her words to me two and a half years ago like it was just yesterday: “nothing is ever going to be the same from this day forward.” 
 Tonight, as I sit here writing the final words of my story about learning how to survive in a world without electricity and how to survive cowboy-style battles and pioneer-type emergencies, I realize that I’ve become accustomed to writing with a pen on paper. My handwriting has actually improved a great deal, and probably my grammar too. All in all, I think PF Day has been a wonderful gift to my family and me, and I can only feel grateful to the sun for giving us this new life. I know we are stronger and closer than ever and are prepared to survive whatever may come our way. 
 And now comes the most important event of my life, as I wait here in the living room, surrounded by my family and friends, for my beautiful bride to come down the stairs and become my wife. 
   

 


 



 




 


If you liked Bracken’s story, 


you might like to read Ben’s story, 


Time Lost: Teenage Survivalist II


 


Ben discovers that living in the middle of a big city makes survival nearly impossible. Starvation, dehydration, disease, freezing temperatures, and out-of-control fires imperil the desperate population. After facing unimaginable losses, Ben finds hope for the future when he meets Sara, who has endured her own share of agonizing loss. But when a murderous gang threatens to take away everything Ben has left, he and Sara flee to a wilderness area of a large city park where they learn to live off the land for survival.


 


Or Taylor’s story,


Ice Queen: Teenage Survivalist III


 


Taylor knows what it takes to survive; she’s been surviving on her own as long as she can remember while her parents alternated between drug-induced catatonia, rehab, and jail. But does she have what it takes to survive the failure of the world's power grids, her parent's and older brother's painful withdrawal from drugs, and the emergence of the mental diseases the drugs had been masking for years?


 


Although each book reveals very different aspects of survival in often contrasting situations, Bracken, Ben, and Taylor prove they have what it takes to survive. Their lives eventually entwine in ways that none of them could have foreseen. The books do not have to be read in any specific order. 


 


www.amazon.com/Julie-L.-Casey/e/B00943SWXQ
 




 


Discussion questions


 


1. Immediately after the students in Bracken’s class heard the initial big explosion on PF Day, what did they fear had happened?


2. Why didn’t Bracken know Skylar very well, even though they had known each other almost all their lives? How is it possible to feel you know someone without really knowing him or her?


3. What things did Bracken’s family already have that gave them an advantage for survival after PF Day? (Examples: fireplace, harvested grain, hunting equipment, water well, chickens etc.)


4. What things did they acquire that aided their survival? (Examples: livestock, wood-burning stove, horse-drawn farming equipment, etc.)


5. What things did they make to aid their survival? (Examples: solar bottle light, solar water heater, solar heat exchangers, etc.)


6.  How did the townspeople pull together to help each other survive? (Examples: town market, stoves made from old water heaters, specialization and trading of skills, etc.)


7. What were some of the long-term consequences of PF Day for society in terms of physical, emotional, and financial problems? (Examples: millions of deaths, post-traumatic stress, financial meltdown, etc.)


8. How did Bracken, Alex, and Calvin change throughout the story? What specific things made you aware of those changes?


9. How did Bracken and his family perceive Ben’s personality while he stayed with them?


10.   How did the presence of Bracken’s grandparents help the family?


11. How did the death of Robin’s dad, the near-fatal appendicitis of the little boy in town, and Robin’s difficult childbirth affect Bracken’s mom’s confidence in her medical knowledge?


12.   What did people speculate about baby Joey’s unusually large head and intelligence?

 




 


Questions and Answers

   

How likely is a coronal mass ejection like the one in the book to happen? 


The story portrays a "perfect storm" scenario, so it is unlikely but still a possibility. There are solar events happening every year and some are quite large, but not only does the CME (coronal mass ejection) have to be huge and highly charged magnetically, it has to hit the Earth's atmosphere just right in order to cause the kind of destruction portrayed in the story. The CME itself rotates, one side being positively charged and the other being negatively charged. If the CME hits Earth's atmosphere with the same polarity, positive-to-positive or negative-to-negative, the CME pulse will be repelled into space, much like what happens when you hold two magnets together with the same poles facing each other. But if it hits the opposite polarity and the CME's magnetic field is strong enough, the Earth's magnetic field may collapse and the surge will quickly circumnavigate the globe, likely taking down most, if not all, of the power grids and short-circuiting a large percentage of all electronic devices. There are only a few places in the world that manufacture the 125 kilowatt transformers that are the backbone of the power grids; if a majority of those transformers are fried, it could take years, maybe even decades, to replace them. 


 


What would be the greatest dilemma for humans if something like this were to happen? 


It would be hard to pinpoint one problem that would be the greatest, since so many things would most likely cause millions and maybe even billions of deaths. Immediately with the electromagnetic surge, up to two thirds of vehicles on the road would experience engine stall and traffic lights would blink off, causing a multitude of traffic accidents. Some people might be electrocuted by surges through the power lines and electronic devices, and workers at power plants may die in the explosion of transformers. Within a few days, people who rely on ventilators, dialysis machines, and other electronic devices would probably die as the fuel for the back-up generators runs out. Pharmaceutical companies would run out of supplies of medicines and within a few months, people who rely on medicines to stay alive may die. Remember, no manufacturing or drilling for and refining oil can occur without power. Food supplies will run low and many people will have to loot or fight for food. Sewage treatment plants will not be operable, so sewage will back up on city streets, causing all sorts of diseases; diseases for which medicine is no longer available to cure. Finding clean water will become a priority very quickly as cities will no longer be able to pump and treat water. Keeping warm will be a struggle in colder climates, as not that many people have heat sources that do not require electricity or fossil fuels to run. 


 

 




 


Find Out More


 


"Our sun is approaching a period of high turbulence, referred to as the solar maximum, with many scientists suggesting a peak in activity around 2013." This activity could result in a coronal mass ejection, which, under the perfect circumstances, could cause the collapse of the power grid as portrayed in How I Became a Teenage Survivalist. Find out more about solar superstorms and coronal mass ejections (CMEs) by visiting: 


 


NOVA Secrets of the Sun 


www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/space/secrets-sun.html


 


The Sun's Wrath: Worst Solar Storms in History


www.space.com/12584-worst-solar-storms-sun-flares-history.html


 


NASA Science: A Super Solar Flare


http://science.nasa.gov/science-news/science-at-nasa/2008/06may_carringtonflare/


 


Solar Superstorm Could Knock Out US Power Grid


http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/08/04/us-solar-superstorm-idUSBRE8721K820120804


 


 


 


Learning how to survive without electricity is all about creative problem solving. Think about everything in your life that runs on electricity and try to figure out a way to replace each of them. The links below show how Bracken's family and friends solved some of their most pressing problems. Find out how to become a survivalist: 


 


How to make pop bottle "light bulbs" 


www.guardian.co.uk/enviroment/2011/dec/23/sunlight-bulbs-plastic-bottles-light#


 


How to make a homemade washing machine 


www.off-grid.net/2010/04/22/diy-washing-machine-and-homemade-laundry-soap/


 


How to make a wood-burning stove from an old hot water heater 


www.instructables.com/id/Convert-a-Hot-Water-Heater-Into-a-Wood-Stove/


 


How to make a hydraulic ram pump to pump water 


www.instructables.com/id/Hydraulic-Ram-Pump/
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Chapter 1

 Crumpled Memories 
   
   

Time had always played a minor role in my life, lurking in the shadows, only bursting out to assert its pompous self-importance in the excruciatingly slow last three minutes of history class or the gut-wrenching last thirty seconds of our football game, when the other team had the ball and the chance to eek out the win. On other occasions, it would sweep events in front of it, in a hurry to get them over with and out of the way, like during our all-too-brief lunch periods or gone-in-a-flash summer vacations. But mostly, Time was something I never thought about; it was just another ever-present force like the geomagnetic field surrounding the earth. Who could have known that both those constant, universal forces could be brought to their knees in a matter of seconds by a force greater than both of them? 
 I can barely remember back when Time worked to my advantage, when it embraced me in its comforting arms and held my hand during long stretches of happiness. I remember walking to the park every day with my mother, one hand held securely by her, the other holding onto the snack she always brought me when she picked me up from daycare after work. We’d walk slowly to the swings while Mom would ask me about my day and laugh at the cute little things I’d say. Then we’d swing together, mom on the next swing over, her hand covering mine while I grasped the chain of my swing. She’d help me swing that way, unlike the other moms, who pushed their kids from behind.  I remember thinking that she was the coolest and most beautiful mom in the world, and I the luckiest boy. I have one particular picture of her in my mind: she is leaning back in the swing, her golden hair flowing out behind her; her eyes are closed and her mouth is curved into a big smile. I’m not sure if this is a real memory of her or one I’ve created to cope with the loss of that happy time. 
 Another snapshot I guard protectively, locked away in the chest of treasured memories in my mind, is of her opening the present I gave her that last Christmas before the split. I remember my dad taking a rare break from his endless pursuit of financial success to help me find the perfect gift for her, one that I was sure would ease the tension that I could feel growing in our household. I had an idea of what I wanted to get for her. Mom was a nurse at a family clinic just a few blocks from our house in North Kansas City. She always wore a nurse’s watch pin on her sweater to use when she counted a patient’s heartbeat. Mom always wore a sweater over her scrubs; she was always cold, even in the summer, when she complained that the air conditioners made her feel like she was in the arctic. A few weeks before Christmas that year, her watch fob broke, and she had had to carry the watch in her pocket instead of pinned to her sweater. In my still-childish, 12-year-old mind, I thought the broken watch was the source of her sadness and somehow the reason she was suddenly less available to me in the evenings, often leaving me at home alone until after dinner. Sometimes Dad would even get home before she did, and I could tell it upset him that she wasn’t there. 
 Dad took me to countless jewelry stores that Saturday before Christmas, until I finally found the perfect one: the watch face was set in a gold, heart-shaped case and suspended by a gold chain from a red, enameled bow, which had a pin on the back. As with all nurse’s watch pins, the clock face was upside down so that Mom could see the second hand whizzing around while she took a patient’s pulse. It was expen-sive—I remember Dad pulling out three hundred-dollar-bills to pay for it while he half-joked that just because my name was Benjamin didn’t mean I should spend all his “Benjamins.” It was the most I’d ever seen him spend on anything; I think he felt the importance of the gift, too. 
 On Christmas, Mom sat off by herself with a little sad smile, watching me as I excitedly opened my new Xbox 360 and several games to go with it. Then I gave her my gift. The jewelry store had wrapped the gold box with a big red bow and I had made a little card shaped like a heart with a picture of us swinging drawn on it. Mom’s eyes got all teary when she saw the card and when she opened the box, she merely smiled and held it against her chest, murmuring, 

—Thank you, my sweet boy.

 It wasn’t the reaction I’d hoped for. I had envisioned her exclaiming with joy and embracing Dad and me in a giant hug, but she just sat there, trying not to cry. I remember being so confused and disappointed by her reaction and when I looked at Dad, he looked sad too. I think that is when I knew our family wouldn’t be together much longer. I don’t know how I knew; I just did. I grew up faster that day than in all the twelve years preceding it. 
 After the holiday break, I was almost happy to be back at school. I was already tired of playing video games by myself all day. Sometimes, one of my friends’ moms would come pick me up and take me over to their house to spend the day, but since no kids my age lived in my neighborhood, I spent most of the holidays at home alone. Back at school, at least I had people to talk to for a good chunk of the day, which was a relief, even if I had to do some homework along the way. On the bus rides home from school, though, the loneliness would begin to swell up in my chest again, especially when we passed the park filled with happy toddlers and doting mothers. Even though I was way too old to swing and hold my mom’s hand, I remember thinking that I’d give away everything I owned just to be able to spend another day with her in the park, while Time looked the other way and let us be for a while. 
 Time was no longer good to me; when I was alone, it crept along like a slowly melting icicle, but on the rare occasions that my parents would spend time with me, always separately and desperate to win my favor, Time would flow like a raging river after the spring thaw. One bright, cold day in February, Dad moved to an apartment in the heart of Kansas City, just a few blocks from where he worked as an accountant on the 14th floor of the tallest building in Kansas City. I remember counting the floors of that building one day and discovering that it was really the 13th floor, but Dad explained that people were superstitious about the number thirteen, so they skipped it in tall buildings. 
 One unexpected benefit of Dad moving out was that he made a point of picking me up every weekend and actually doing things with me like playing video games and taking me out to eat. We got closer than anytime I could remember in my life, but at the expense of getting further away from Mom. Their divorce was final the summer after my 13th birthday, which is on April 13th, and I began to believe in the evil of that number. It seemed that being born on the 13th had destined me to an unlucky life. Mom seemed happier than she’d been in a long time and, for some reason that angered me. When I found out that she had been dating one of the doctors at her clinic, I was furious—how could she betray both Dad and me, choosing someone else over us. 
 I began to beg Dad to let me move in with him and before the next school year started, he agreed to ask Mom. She was adamantly opposed to the idea at first; I thought it was because she didn’t want to look like a bad mother. I picked fights with her many times over stupid little things and at other times I was just angry and sullen. Finally, she reluctantly agreed, as long as Dad could arrange to drop me off and pick me up from my same school. 
 After I moved in with Dad, I began to see less and less of Mom. I just couldn’t get over the fact that she was to blame for the breakup of our family. Even our phone conversations became strained, and I began to ignore her calls when I saw her name on the caller ID. Once, when I was staying at her house on the weekend, she had her new boyfriend over to meet me and have dinner with us. I could barely be civil. If Mom deserved the blame for turning my world upside down, then this man had to be the reason she did it; he had to be more important to her than me. I was filled with anger and loathing toward him, and it was all I could do to get through dinner without choking on the baseball-sized lump in my throat. I didn’t see much of my Mom after that night. I made up excuses like I was staying at a friend’s house or I didn’t feel good, to avoid my weekends with her. I figured she’d rather spend the time with her new man anyway. 
 Mom and Lyle got married just before my 14th birthday, completing the misery of that unlucky year. I was forced to walk Mom down the aisle since her dad had died before I was born. I refused to say anything, though, when the minister asked, Who gives this woman to be married to this man?, I just let her go and went to sit down, with my eyes on the floor for the rest of the ceremony. I didn’t want to add a picture of this travesty to the treasure chest of memories in my head. After the wedding, Mom moved into a nice new house with Lyle and sold our family home. Now my childhood was boxed up and stored away like the memories of my happier days. 
 



   

Chapter 2

 The Day Time Stopped 
   
   

My 13th year was when my family  fell
apart, but my 14th year was when my whole world, or more precisely, the whole world, collapsed. I had thought 13 was the unlucky number, the year that Time turned its back on me, but I was wrong; that year, it was I who had turned my back on Time. The following year, Time was turned back for everyone. 
 The August of my 14th year, I started high school at a charter school a couple of miles or so from our apartment and rode the school bus every day, which I despised. Dad promised that he would buy me a car when I turned 16, so I wouldn’t have to ride the bus anymore, but that was still a year and a half away. As usual, I didn’t like school much, except that I had made the Freshman Football team, not because of size, but because of speed. I liked football, mostly because it gave me something to do after school while Dad was still at work, and it meant I didn’t have to ride the bus back home. Dad would pick me up at 5:30, after practice, and we would grab a bite to eat before he took me home and went back to the office for a couple more hours of work. Mom tried repeatedly to get me to come to her house when Dad worked late, but I always made excuses to avoid it. 
 On Monday nights, Mom and Lyle would come out and watch me play in the Junior Varsity games. They’d sit by Dad, and they’d all three talk civilly to each other and cheer me on. It felt so weird seeing them together like that. I wished Mom wouldn’t come; then I wouldn’t be forced to pretend to be happy to see her or to let her hug me after the game. I wouldn’t have to shake Lyle’s hand and pretend I didn’t want to tackle him to the ground and pummel his face in front of all my teammates. But Time chose to make those moments stretch out uncomfortably long, so I’d try to hurry into the locker room after the game without seeing them. I’d be the last one out, hoping they’d already be gone. Sometimes they were, gratefully, but then I risked making Dad mad with my tardiness. Either way, I felt I couldn’t get a grasp on Time, to use it to my advantage. 
 On November 1st, school started just like any other day. I rode the bus to school and spent the extra few minutes before the first bell talking with my buddies and teasing some of the freshman cheerleaders. Football season was almost over, and we were talking about whether we were going to try out for basketball or wrestling. I was leaning toward wrestling because it meant lots of out-of-town weekend tournaments, but most of my friends were going out for basketball. It didn’t matter. I knew that Lyle was on call most weekends and that Mom and he wouldn’t be able to come to most of my tournaments so that made it worth choosing wrestling. 
 Time plodded along at its normal dull pace until lunch hour. Just as I was sitting down with my tray of barely edible cafeteria food, the lights began to flicker, then went out altogether. The cafeteria was in the basement of the school, and except for the emergency exit signs, it was pitch dark. Several girls screamed, and someone dropped their tray of food. There was a stunned silence for a few seconds, then the vice principal came in to usher us all up the stairs and out the doors. A couple of hundred students from other lunch periods were already outside the building but were trying to get back in for some reason. It was chaos, and I couldn’t see anything over the much taller students around me. Amid the noise and confusion of panicking students, I thought I could hear pops outside like gunfire, then an explosion and hundreds of sirens. Coach showed up then with a handheld loudspeaker and started calling out instructions in a voice that I could tell he was straining to keep calm, while telling all of us to remain calm. It was already too late for that, though. 
 Eventually, Coach and the vice principal got us back to our homerooms, which lined the outside of the building and had windows for light, where we waited to hear what was going on. From the windows, we could see the tops of some power poles on fire, street lights out, and dozens of cars stalled on the street below. Our teacher, Mr. Heim, just let us talk and look out the windows for almost an hour until the principal came in to explain what had happened. 

—The whole city is without power. A massive coronal mass ejection, known as a CME, from the sun has hit the earth and taken down the power grid. We’ve been instructed by the police department to keep you here until your parents can come pick you up.

 We didn’t really understand a word that he said except that we were without power and that it was going to be awhile before it was back on. Mr. Heim allowed us to try to call our parents on our cell phones, even though we weren’t supposed to have them in class. No one could get a signal, and several of the phones appeared to be completely dead for some reason. 
 Outside, we could see people streaming out of the apartment building across the street and heard one lady shouting hysterically that her son was trapped inside the elevator and needed help getting out. I instantly started worrying about my dad being stuck on the 13th floor of his office building downtown, but there was no way I could contact him. That fact made me feel helpless and alone, even though I was in a room of 28 other people. I could tell that other people were affected by it, too, because they started trying to make calls on their cell phones again, even though we knew there was no service. 
 I was standing near the teacher’s desk at the front of the classroom when I noticed Mr. Heim messing with his watch. He had it off his wrist and kept tapping the face of it, then holding it up to his ear, and tapping it again. When he noticed me watching him, he looked a little embarrassed. 

—It stopped working. It’s an atomic watch, and I guess it can’t find the signal to reset itself. It must have something to do with the… thingy, you know, the corona thingy.

 Mr. Heim chuckled when he saw my dubious expression and explained, 

—I’m an English teacher; what do I know about science?

 Just then I remembered that the nurse’s watch that I had given Mom for Christmas almost two years ago was an atomic watch as well. For one brief instant, I felt an enormous surge of love and concern for Mom, something I hadn’t felt in a long time. I know it must’ve shown on my face, so I turned away quickly and looked out the window while I struggled to stuff those feelings back into the chest of memories in my mind. I was certainly not ready to let Mom off the hook for what she did to Dad and me. Instead, I forcibly turned my feelings and my worries toward my Dad who I felt was alone and vulnerable. I worried about Dad the rest of that long afternoon that we were stuck in the school. 
 Several of the older students who either had cars or could ride with other students were allowed to leave, but the school held on to those of us who were under 16 until our parents or another trusted adult could come pick us up. Some of us waited a long time, in fact it was getting dark outside by the time my dad finally showed up. He was on foot, having walked the twenty-two blocks from his office building. He told me we would have to walk home, because his car wouldn’t start and even if it did, he couldn’t get it out of the office building’s underground lot. 
 While we walked the fifteen blocks home, Dad told me about all the problems in his office building. The first problem was all the people that were stuck in the elevators. Dad wasn’t one of them, thankfully, but he had stayed to help those that were climb up out of the hatch at the top of the elevator cars and up the ladder on the side of the elevator shaft to the floor above where it had stopped. Then everyone had to walk down the thirteen flights of stairs to street level. 
 As we walked, there were still tons of sirens and police cars, ambulances, and fire trucks whizzing by every which way. We could see huge plumes of thick black smoke coming from several different locations in the distance. Dad said he had tried to call Mom to check on her, but couldn’t get a signal, and that made my stomach do a flip-flop. I wasn’t sure what upset me most: not knowing if Mom was okay, or that Dad was still concerned about her. Maybe he was just calling her for my sake, but in either case, I just looked away and changed the subject. 
 



   

Chapter 3

 The First Days 
   
   

That night in our apartment was long and boring. We could see from the windows of our third-floor apartment that the only lights on in the city belonged to the hospitals, which were no doubt being supplied by backup generators. Even then, though, most of the rooms were dark early in the evening, and the lights that were on were quite dim, probably to save generator fuel. We still didn’t know much about what had happened, but there were lots of rumors and, of course, conspiracy theories of some covert plan to overthrow the government flying around. I tried to tell people what the principal had told us about the coronal mass ejection, but they just answered, 

—Of course that’s what they’d tell us.

 The first few days, Dad and I survived pretty well. There was still plenty of water stored in the water towers, although the mayor issued a statement, carried door-to-door by policemen and other government officials, that we should conserve water as much as possible, boil the water from the taps, and use any bottled water we had to save water for fighting fires. The messengers also told us that martial law had been declared and that the official cause of the blackout was indeed a CME, and that it had caused quite a bit of damage to the power grid, resulting in widespread outages across the country that would probably take weeks to fix. They told us that we should stock up on food and water if at all possible. 
 Dad and I tried to go to the neighborhood stores to buy food and other supplies, but they were closed. Without electricity, they couldn’t run their cash registers or provide lighting for their customers. After the first couple of days, some storeowners had even gone so far as to board up their windows to prevent looting. The Red Cross set up mobile stations to give out food and water. We were okay, water-wise, because Dad was a bottled water freak and had several cases of it in the pantry, but we didn’t have much food since we mostly ate out. We had some boxes of cereal and Pop Tarts along with bags of chips and crackers that got us through the first few days. I was happy with eating all that junk food the first couple of days, but it soon got old and my stomach started hurting. I longed for some meat and, believe it or not, I started craving vegetables. It’s funny how you want something that you never liked before just because you can’t have it. I think my body knew it was missing some vital nutrients, and so it was craving healthier food. We were able to get some hot meals from the Red Cross station for the first few days. 
 I was so bored. With no electricity, there just wasn’t that much to do. I wanted to go hang out with some friends on the street, but Dad thought it was too dangerous. There were a lot of thugs walking around breaking into stores, beating and robbing people, and causing all kinds of trouble. So we just stayed in the apartment most of the time. Occasionally, we would venture out together and just walk around the neighborhood, talking to people on the streets, but we’d head back home at the sound of trouble, like sirens or shouting. In our apartment, we read lots of books, magazines, and even the school textbooks I had brought home, and played cards by candlelight in the evenings. Most nights we’d sit outside on our little balcony, trying to make out the looming, hulking shapes of buildings, trees, and stalled cars, in the dark. It was eerie not knowing what was out there. We were so used to the city being lit up at night that it felt like we were on an alien planet. Another thing that made the city seem alien for the first few nights was the strange green, and sometimes purplish-pink light of the aurora borealis dancing in the northern sky. Our balcony faced west so we could see the aurora and the eerie reflection of it on the buildings and in the car windows on the street below. Some people feared an alien invasion that first night, but soon science and knowledge prevailed to set their fears at ease. 
 Time ceased to exist. The days melted into nights, which then became day again—the same day as before, it seemed. We quickly lost track of what day it was and even what season, since it was so nice outside. Often, I would wake up confused as to what time of year it was. I was certain it wasn’t the dead of winter or the hottest part of summer, but I couldn’t really tell if it was spring or fall until I got up and looked out the window at the last few brown leaves clinging to the ornamental trees on the strip of grass in front of the building across the street. 
 Dad kept trying to call mom until the batteries on both our cell phones gave out. He never was able to get a signal. He tried a pay phone down the street, but there was no dial tone. According to everyone on the street, there was no phone service anywhere, and the only communication was by shortwave radio a few days after the CME.  Long-wave radio waves were still too disrupted by the magnetic disturbance in the atmosphere to work. 
 After the first week without power, things started getting bad. Water was running out, and there wasn’t enough pressure in the towers to pump it out anymore. Emergency generators were running out of fuel, and with no way to refuel them, the lights in the hospitals got fewer and dimmer every night. The closest hospital to us, and the one whose windows we could see every night from our balcony, was the children’s hospital. I started thinking about all those poor sick kids there, and what was going to happen to them. One of the kids in our school, a boy named Daniel, had been diagnosed with a brain tumor in junior high and was still undergoing radiation and chemo to get rid of it. I hoped he was far enough along in the treatment to be cured. When I asked Dad about it, he just shook his head and looked away. He murmured something like, 

—I don’t know, Ben. 

 I could tell he didn’t want to talk about it. What Dad did want to talk about, though, what he worried about and complained about every day, was how much money he was losing by not working and how big a loss the stock market was going to take because of this. He kept repeating those old sayings from my namesake, Benjamin Franklin: Time is money and Lost time is never found again. I got so tired of hearing about it that I finally told him to just get over it. He kind of freaked out on me then, yelling about how were we going to survive after the electricity comes back on, and how hard he’s worked to get us where we were, and how he didn’t want to lose our apartment and his new Lexus, etc. I knew we were all frustrated by the situation, and we all reacted differently to the stress, so I just let it drop and ignored him every time he ranted about money after that. I wondered if he’d always been this uptight about making money, then it dawned on me that that was probably why he was hardly ever home when he and Mom were still married. I stopped myself, though, before I could continue down that thought trail. Better to let all that remain locked away in my head. 
 Every couple of days or so, a policeman named Officer Ortiz, would come by our building and give us news and updates on the situation. After about nine days without electricity, Officer Ortiz came to tell us that stores had been ordered by the military to open their doors to the public and give away provisions. Armed troops were stationed in each store to ensure proper conduct and enforce strict rationing guidelines. Officer Ortiz encouraged people to get what they could as soon as possible. He said the government had promised the storeowners that they would be reimbursed by FEMA when the emergency was over. 
 Dad and I headed down to the market a few blocks from our building and waited in the long line that stretched down the block. Policemen were everywhere trying to keep people calm and orderly. After about an hour, we finally made it into the store where, sure enough, armed and uniformed soldiers stood guard near the doors. The grocer handed us a brown paper sack that was half-full of items; we didn’t get to pick out what we wanted. As we were heading back to the doors to leave, one of the guards was confronting a man who was trying to force his way back into the store. The man began to yell that he didn’t get what he needed and he was going back to get it. I couldn’t hear what the guard was saying—he was trying to stay calm and keep the man from freaking out—but the man just got more and more frantic, yelling that he had to have ketchup or he would die. Dad looked in our sack and found a can of tomato paste. He offered it to the man and after the guard told him that was the best he was going to get, the man took it sheepishly and left, murmuring his thanks to Dad. 
 Outside the store, we took a quick look in the sack. It contained a pound of ground cornmeal, two cans of green beans, two small cans of deviled ham, a box of trashcan liners, a can of V8, and a canister of salt. I was hoping for some toilet paper, as we had been out for two days, and I couldn’t imagine what we were going to use instead. We were feeling pretty gross by then anyway. We hadn’t had a shower or bath in over a week and though we used a little water on a cloth to wipe the sweat off our bodies, we didn’t dare waste enough of it to wash our hair. The toilets had become a problem, too. With the decrease in water pressure, the toilets didn’t have enough water to flush. It was a good thing that we weren’t eating very much or else it would’ve been really nasty. 
 The next day, the army brought in big trucks full of water and food from the USDA Commodities Warehouses in the huge storage caves along the banks of the Missouri River. They told people to bring buckets, bottles, jars, or whatever else they could use to carry water in. Again, we had to wait in a long line to get our containers filled. Dad and I brought two buckets and four empty two-liter bottles, but the soldiers would only let us fill up the buckets and two bottles. We were able to get several cans of food, too. Everyone was being pretty decent and patient that first day of the food and water being brought in. 
 The next day, however, we were further back in the line and when it came our turn to fill our containers, the water in the tank was already low. We only got half what we had gotten the day before, and a fight broke out in the line behind us. We just barely got out of the way before the last several dozen people in line rushed the truck, shoving and fighting to get the last of the water. The soldiers were trying to push everybody back, with one of the soldiers on a megaphone urging everybody to be calm and wait their turn. Dad and I tried to hurry away before it could get really ugly or before someone tried to steal our water. We didn’t get far before we were confronted by some mean looking guys who seemed to be less interested in our water than in intimidating us. 
 Our water jugs were yanked out of our hands before we could even offer them to the thugs. They tossed them aside like they weren’t the vital necessity that we knew they were. One ugly guy got right up in my face, took a hold of the front of my coat and pushed me back into the melee of panicked rioters. His face was so close to mine, I could smell his stinking breath and see the grainy texture of three blue tears in prison tattoo fashion staining the leathery skin at the corner of his eye. When the crowd behind me pushed me back into him, he cursed at me and punched me in the face, like he was angry that I had dared to fight back. I had been hit in the face before during football and other sports, but nothing like this. It hurt so bad that I thought I would black out. I would have fallen to the ground except for the swirling mass of turmoil pushing and bouncing me around like a buoy on turbulent waters. At that moment, I understood what people mean when they say they saw stars and that the world seemed to move in slow motion for a while. Time, which had seemed nonexistent for a while, now appeared like a cruelly distorted nightmare. 
 When I finally got my senses back, I had been deposited at the side of the crowd and I looked frantically around for Dad. I finally spotted him in the middle of the gang of thugs who were pushing him back and forth between them, each taking a crack at his face or body as he passed. I started screaming for help, suddenly realizing that the water tanker, along with the accompanying soldiers, were driving away, leaving us to fend for ourselves. After what seemed like hours of me standing by helplessly watching Dad get beat up, my nose bleeding and swelling so much I could barely see, some police officers showed up and with guns, billy clubs, and riot gear, and chased everybody off. Everybody but the few of us who were injured, that is. Dad was on his back, gasping for air like a fish out of water. An officer stooped down to check on him, but he couldn’t talk to say if he was okay or not. It took a few minutes for Dad to recover enough to painfully sit up and speak again. He said he was alright, but I worried that he might have had some ribs broken because he moved gingerly for weeks afterward. 
 



   

Chapter 4

 Spiraling Down 
   
   
 Day by day, things got progressively
worse. After the first few days of almost constant sirens, fewer and fewer could be heard each day. This wasn’t because there were any fewer emergencies or less crime; it was because the police, fire departments, and ambulances were running out of fuel to run their vehicles. The military still had fuel in reserve, but they conserved it as much as possible. It was odd to see nothing but an occasional army Hummer on the once-busy downtown streets. Instead of sirens, more and more often we’d hear people screaming in terror or anguish, yelling for help, or crying in pain. 
 One old man in our building, Mr. Westcott, who had been without his oxygen for several days, collapsed and died of a heart attack—at least that’s what we thought he probably died of. Dad and some of the other residents had been checking on him every day, but one morning when someone checked on him, they found him dead in his ratty, old armchair, clutching his chest but, incongruously, with a peaceful expression on his face. When I got there with Dad, the smell made my stomach heave. Dad and some of the other men took his body, wrapped it in a blanket, and carried it to the children’s hospital, where at least they would have a morgue. When Dad came back, he was visibly shaken and wouldn’t talk the rest of the afternoon. It made me sick to think of what he saw there, so I didn’t even want to know. 
 I began to have nightmares at night and even some hallucinations during the day. Dad said it was probably because of the lack of adequate food and water, but I thought there was a lot more to it than that. I couldn’t stop thinking about old Mr. Westcott and all the children at the children’s hospital. As much as I tried to avoid it, I kept thinking about Mom and wondering how she was doing. At least she had Lyle to take care of her.  I kept trying to bury thoughts of Mom, so I wouldn’t have to face my growing worry and loneliness for her. 
 One night I had a particularly vivid nightmare that made me wake up panting in fear. I was outside somewhere in a field, on a beautiful summer day. As I looked up at the sky, I noticed that the sun seemed to be getting bigger and bigger, closer and closer. I don’t know how, but I was able to look directly at the sun, as it loomed closer toward me. As it neared, I could see bright storms raging on its surface, and occasionally it would spit flares out the side. It grew hotter, and I began to sweat, then my skin felt like it was burning. When it got so big and close that I could almost reach out to touch it, the grass around me started catching on fire. I could hear my dad yelling at me to run, but I couldn’t move my feet. 
 Suddenly there was an explosion, and I woke up, panting and sweating. I wasn’t sure if it was a real-life explosion that had woken me up or if I had just dreamed it, but a few seconds later a second explosion rocked our building. I jumped out of bed and ran to the living room where Dad was looking out the window toward the west. A huge fire raged across town, probably five or ten miles away, and the light from it lit up the entire western sky. All night long the fire burned, first gaining in area, then finally burning down by late morning. The oddest thing about the whole night was the absence of sirens. It was strange that in the past year that I’d lived downtown, I’d gotten so used to sleeping through sirens, but now I found the absence of them oddly unnerving. I never did go back to sleep, but just laid there thinking about the nightmare and the real fire just a few miles away. 
 By December—at least according to one of our neighbors who kept track of the days religiously—almost everyone was out of their stockpile of food and the stores were empty, too. The military could only bring in water trucks every other day and rioting around them became more common and more intense. Dad and I started collecting rainwater in buckets on our little balcony, but it wasn’t nearly enough to quench our thirst, let alone to use it for bathing and flushing the toilet. People began having to go to the bathroom outside, in parks and alleys. They were collecting rainwater that had pooled in the city’s two hundred fountains, but the water in those were fouled from animals who were starving and dying from thirst, sometimes in the fountains themselves, and people who bathed in them. Kansas City used to be famous for its beautiful fountains, but now those same fountains were making people sick with dysentery and other awful stomach diseases that I’d never even heard of before. I got used to being hungry, but I couldn’t get over the thirst that choked me and made me feel weaker every day. 
 At some point, the military began bringing in grain from grain elevators that had been taken over under martial law and handing it out to people with the water rations. Anyone who rioted was not allowed any water or grain and if the situation got too out of hand, the truck would simply leave that neighborhood and go somewhere else, so people started being more peaceful during the handouts. I think we all were getting too weak to fight anyway. The grain that was handed out was whole, hard, and straight from the field—not ground up or refined in any way. In order to eat it and digest it, you had to grind it and, especially in the case of soybeans, cook it. We mostly got corn, so to grind it, Dad broke one of his old bowling trophies off its marble base, and we used a piece of a broken concrete sidewalk to crack and grind the kernels against the marble. Then we’d mix a few drops of water with it, just so we could choke it down. 
 One day Dad and I noticed a pigeon hopping around on our balcony and we started thinking about how great it’d be to have some meat to eat. All that afternoon we worked on making a trap out of a box, a stick, and some string, just like Wile E. Coyote would do. When we finally got it perfected, we set it out on the balcony with a few precious grains of corn inside and waited for the pigeon to come back. And waited. And waited. And waited some more. Finally, two days later, we came home from getting our water and grain ration to find the trap had been sprung, and a pigeon was inside. We cheered and did a little victory dance, but then reality set in, and we realized we had no idea what to do with it now. Dad finally killed it with a knife, and we spent the next hour trying to pluck feathers out of it. Then Dad stuck a serving fork in it and held it over an oil lamp we had made out of some cooking oil in a jar with string for a wick, until it was cooked. We devoured that thing, and it seemed like the most delicious thing I’d ever eaten. We were still hungry afterward, but we felt more hope and more in control of the situation than we’d had in a long time and we set up more traps on the balcony and the roof of our building. 
 For the rest of that year, we lived off whatever animal we could trap, including mice and rats, and the water we collected off our balcony. People who only relied on the military rations didn’t fare so well and many died from dehydration and starvation. Lots of people died from diseases, too, so Dad and I stayed in our apartment most of the time to avoid getting exposed to them, but we couldn’t stay away from people completely. 
 Christmas came and went without much fanfare. Some people got together and prayed, but most people were too weak and depressed to feel like rejoicing. For the first time in my life, I couldn’t care less that I didn’t get any presents; I was just thankful to be alive, with a home, a little bit of food and water, and my Dad to take care of me. 
   
 



   

Chapter 5

 Fire and Loss 
   
   

Just as I was beginning to think that Dad and I were going to pull through this crisis, Time decided to rear its spiteful face to play a horrible trick on me. In January, it became bitterly cold, and without heat in the apartment, we were miserable, along with everyone else in the city. Try as we might to avoid catching any diseases, Dad and I came down with the flu. While mine just made me tired and achy, Dad’s became much worse, with fever, chills, and raspy breathing. I wondered if the possible broken ribs from the riot at the water tanker weeks before might have allowed pneumonia to settle in his lungs. I did what I could to help ease his pain. Dad didn’t want me going alone to get our water and grain ration, so we tried to get by without it. But by the end of the week, Dad was becoming so dehydrated, I knew I had to go. I slipped out of the apartment while he was asleep. 
 I knew that Dad hadn’t been eating as much as me—he would always take a few bites then say he was full and push the rest toward me—but I was shocked with how much weight he had lost in the last month. Since it had been so cold, we’d been wearing several layers of clothes to keep warm. It wasn’t until Dad pulled off his layers of sweatshirts in one of his feverish fits, that I saw that he had been reduced to skin and bones, almost literally. I wanted to take him to the hospital, but after what he had seen there when he took old Mr. Westcott, he begged me to promise that I wouldn’t take him. 

—They have nothing to help me there, son. No medicine, no sanitation, no power. The hospitals have become morgues. I’ll be okay; I just need some sleep. I’m so tired…

 I promised, but I vowed to go back on it if he got much worse. At least I could go and try to find a doctor to come help him. 
 The day I left him alone at home to get our water and grain ration from the military truck, it was colder and grayer than ever, with the wind howling around every corner of the buildings downtown. Flurries started to fall and quickly developed into sleet. I thought about turning back and just letting my bucket fill with snow, which I could melt for water over our homemade oil lamp, but after seeing how thin Dad had become, I decided that he needed the grain to survive. So I stood, along with about a hundred other starving, freezing people in line for two or three hours. When I was nearing the front of the line, I started smelling smoke. At first it was a pleasant smell, bringing back memories of roasting marshmallows around the little metal fire pit in our backyard at home when I was a kid. Even as I tried to push those treasured memories back down inside, the smell of the fire became stronger and more acrid. Because I was between tall buildings, I couldn’t see where it was coming from, but the smoke was now curling around the buildings on both sides of me. I decided to stay to get the rations since I was so close to getting it, but after I got it, I hurried back toward our apartment. 
 About three blocks away, I couldn’t even see anything anymore, the smoke was so thick. It was choking me and panic was quickly rising in my chest—not just because I couldn’t breathe, but because I knew Dad was lying helpless back there in one of those buildings. It was almost certain that even if our building weren’t the one on fire now, it would be by the time it was all over. I dropped my rations and ran around the buildings the other way, trying to come from the opposite direction so I could get into our building to get Dad out. People were swarming from the direction of the fire, covered in black soot, choking and coughing. I tried to stop some of the people I recognized from my building, asking them if they’d seen Dad, but they just shook their heads and struggled on. 
 I could only get within two blocks of the building before the smoke overcame me. I’m not sure whom, but someone dragged me out by my arm into the clear air and then ran on without a word. I was crying by then; I didn’t care who saw me. When I finally caught my breath, I tried to beg bystanders to help me go in to get dad, but they all said it was impossible. I’d never felt so helpless and furious in my life. Just because I had left Dad to get the food and water he needed to survive, just at that precise moment in time, just in the amount of time I stood in that line—all those things Time used against me to take away the most important person in my life. I cried and yelled, but my voice was only one of the many, crying out over the loss of home, worldly goods, and loved ones. 
 At one point, I found Officer Ortiz helping an older woman who was sitting on the curb get to her feet so she could move on to safety. I pestered him about going in to try to save my dad until he just came out and told me the unavoidable, crushing truth. 

—Kid, I’m sorry. If he got out you might find him wandering around, but if he’s not out by now, he ain’t comin’ out.

 Officer Ortiz looked at me with sadness and pity in his eyes. He started to say something else, then changed his mind and told me I’d better find someplace to spend the night because it looked like this snowstorm was going to get worse. I spent the rest of the afternoon there anyway, looking through the throngs of people for Dad. Mobs of people were standing as close to the fire as they could without being choked by the smoke because at least it was warm. We kept having to move back as the fire spread from building to building, devouring whole blocks as it went. It was incredible that it could still be burning so ferociously with all the snow that was falling. 
 As I was standing there, I couldn’t help thinking about the nightmare I had had about the sun burning my skin and wondered if that was how it had been for Dad. Even though a tiny place in me still held out hope that he got out somehow, I knew he wasn’t strong enough to even yell at anyone to come help him, let alone get out of bed. I couldn’t get the image of Dad’s skin on fire out of my head, and that spurred me to keep looking for him. 
 When darkness began to fall and it was too dark to clearly see the faces of the people around me, I dazedly followed some people I had been standing next to as they wandered away from downtown. I was numb by that time, numb with cold and numb with emptiness. Somehow we wound up at the old Union Station building and found a place that had been broken into, where hundreds of people were setting up for the night. It was apparent that some of the people had been there for a while, but most of them were newcomers displaced by the fire. Everyone was exhausted, cold, hungry, and depressed. Desperation showed in their eyes, even though we were all too tired to do anything about it. There were a few children among us, though not as many as I would have thought—a depressing thought in itself—and they were crying quietly or just staring listlessly with big, round eyes. It was as if the life inside of all of us had died in that fire. 
 I slept fitfully that night on the cold marble floor and kept waking up with a start to the sound of people screaming or crying out in their sleep. Other times I’d dream I was suffocating and I’d wake up crying, agonized about the thought of Dad gasping for air. Even though the pain of my loss was unimaginably immense, I knew that everyone else was feeling the same way, and that was oddly comforting. 
 In the morning, the snow had finally stopped blowing, and some of us trekked through the shin-deep snow back downtown. From quite a distance, we could see huge plumes of billowing smoke, but no flames. We could also see two of the tallest buildings, one of which was where Dad used to work, were still standing, although covered in black soot almost to the top. When we got closer, we could see that many of the buildings that made up downtown had been burned, some to the ground. Those that were left had heavy smoke damage, and some were still smoldering. It reminded me of the pictures I’d seen of Hiroshima after it was nuked in World War II. 
 A nice woman next to me asked me what I planned to do now, and I just looked at her vacantly for a minute. I knew that I had to move on, to figure out some kind of plan, but I couldn’t make my mind work just yet. 

—Don’t you have any family or friends you can go to?

 It took me several more seconds to think of Mom; I’m not sure why. I think my mind was just numb, and I didn’t want to associate the horror of what I had gone through with her. I think I was also a little scared that if I thought about her, I might lose her, too, so I shook my head at the lady. She smiled and gently took my hand. 

—You come with me then. I have a brother that lives just across the river. I’m sure he’d let you stay for a while until you find someplace.

 The lady tried to talk to me at first, told me her name was Lydia, but I just walked on in silence. I think she probably realized that I was in shock, or maybe she thought I was mute, but in either case, she quit trying and we just walked on through the dirty, soot-covered snow. 
 I followed the lady, making a wide arc around the burned out section of downtown and across one of the bridges over the Missouri river. I remember looking down at that river as we crossed, noticing how peacefully it was flowing, even with the thick blanket of snow covering its banks, and thinking that it had no clue about the suffering that was happening all across the land that it flowed through. I kept thinking that if I could just float down that river, eventually I’d find a warm place that was unaffected by all this despair. It was so tempting to just let myself fall in and be taken by the river, but something stirred inside me—life, I guess—and I kept on following the lady, who didn’t even know my name. 
 



   

Chapter 6

 Water and Warmth 
   
   

When we were nearing Lydia’s  brother’s house, I started smelling burning wood, but it didn’t register in my thick, clouded mind until I saw several thin, wispy columns of smoke rising in the distance. I stopped in my tracks and stared, fearing another huge inferno ahead. Lydia must have noticed the fear in my eyes because she stopped and said gently, 

—It’s okay; most of the homes in this neighborhood have fireplaces.

 It took a few seconds for that to sink in, but when it did, I started walking again with increased urgency to get there. It was late afternoon now and bitterly cold. I couldn’t feel my feet or my face, and I knew that Lydia must have been freezing, too. As terrified as I now was of fire, the thought of a chance to get warm overwhelmed my fear, and now I couldn’t wait to get there. 
 The neighborhood was quiet and clean, unlike downtown. In the twilight it looked like it was out of a fairytale, untouched by the events of the last few months. It was only as we got closer that I noticed the many tree stumps in the yards—ornamental trees that had been cut down for fuel. The few trees that were left in the yards and a nearby park were huge old-growth trees, whose lower branches had all been hacked off, their ragged stumps protruding from the trunk like amputations gone wrong. Nevertheless, the neighborhood seemed magical to me and in my overtired, overwrought, starved and dehydrated brain I started to believe that I might be in heaven. 
 When we got to the house, Lydia’s brother was ecstatic to see her. It was obvious that he hadn’t heard from her for a while and feared for her safety when downtown was burning. He looked at me a little warily but invited me in anyway, apparently trusting his sister’s instincts. Lydia introduced her brother as Roger, his wife as Silvia, and their daughter, who seemed to be about nine or ten years old, as Whitley. I was able to choke out my name through my cracked, frozen lips and parched throat. Roger led Lydia and me into the living room where the fireplace was sending out rays of wonderful heat, then handed us large cups of clear, warm water. I gulped it down, marveling that they had so much water to drink. After the cup was empty, he filled it again, and I gulped it down, as well. After the third cup, Roger told me I should slow down, or I would get sick. He said that since it had snowed, they had plenty of water that they could melt over the fireplace. They didn’t have any food they could offer, though, and that was fine by me. I wasn’t hungry anymore, now that my belly was full of water. I managed to squeak out a reply. 

—Thanks, I’m good now.

 After I warmed up a bit, I took a look around at the family. Lydia was talking softly with her brother and his wife while their daughter was sitting on the floor across the room staring at me with her huge dark eyes. I noticed that like everyone else I’d seen lately, this family was skinny and their faces had a sickly, grayish tint surrounding eyes that appeared larger than normal and sunken into their heads. It reminded me of some of the people in anime movies, the really sad ones like Grave of the Fireflies. I knew then that I wasn’t in heaven and that these people were suffering, too, although they seemed to have it a little better than the people in the downtown area had. At least they had some heat and now water to drink. The little girl motioned me over to her, and I decided to go since I felt a little awkward just standing there by the fire. 
 Another thing I noticed as I sat on the floor by Whitley, was the absence of much furniture. There was a sofa, on which was seated Roger and Lydia, and a recliner that Sylvia was sitting in. Other than that, there was not another chair, no end tables, bookcases, or any other piece of furniture that you’d expect to see in a house such as this. Lamps and a few knickknacks were placed on the floor near the walls, and there was a big pile of blankets on the floor behind the sofa. Whitley tentatively began a conversation. 

—Your name’s Ben, right? 

 I nodded. 

— I’m Whitley.


—That’s an unusual name. Where’d you get it? 

 I knew my reply had sounded lame, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say. 

—My mom’s middle name is Whitney and my dad’s middle name is Lee. 

 When I still looked perplexed, she continued. 

—You know, Whit Lee.


—Oh, I get it.


—Who are you named for?


—My dad named me after Benjamin Franklin, I guess. He admired him.

 My voice cracked at the mention of my dad, and I looked down quickly to hide the tears that threatened to spring to my eyes. While I was struggling to take control of my tingling eyes, I focused on my name and why I was named that. I know Dad was a fan of Benjamin Franklin, but I wasn’t sure if it was the man he loved or the $100 bill that bore his portrait. As for my middle name, Matthew, I didn’t know where that came from, but then out of the blue, I remembered that Mom’s maiden name was Matthews and all of a sudden I had an immense yearning to see her again and to be held in her arms. I knew then that I had subconsciously been following Lydia because she was heading north, the direction of Mom’s house. Somehow the thought of being halfway to Mom’s cheered me, and I was able to answer when Whitley asked me, 

—How old are you? 


—I’ll be fifteen in April. How about you?


—I’m almost thirteen. In May.

 That surprised me. I didn’t think she was older than ten, but I realized it was probably because of her emaciated condition. I probably looked a lot younger than I was, as well. She sounded sad when she spoke next. 

—I don’t think my dad will let you stay. We don’t have enough food for us as it is, and now with Aunt Lydia…

 She shook her head apologetically. 

—That’s ok. I’m headed to my mom’s house up north.

 I smiled to show her that I understood her family’s predicament. 

—You want to know what I miss most?

 She sounded wistful and young. I figured she was going to say that she missed going to school, seeing friends, texting on her cell phone, or something like that, but she surprised me again. 

—I miss reading before I go to sleep. I always used to read until I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore. Now it’s too dark, and I just lie there in the dark, not able to go to sleep.


—Don’t you have any candles that you could read by?


—Oh, no. Those we burned in the first month. And the flashlight batteries gave out the first week.


—I can show you how to make a lamp out of cooking oil if you have some.

 Whitley’s eyes grew bright even in the dim light of the fireplace. 

—I think we have some in the pantry! Let’s go see.

 Whitley jumped up and grabbed a small piece of wood stacked on the floor beside the fireplace. It appeared to be the leg off some piece of furniture, and it dawned on me why the house was so empty. They were forced to burn pieces of their wood furniture to keep warm. Whitley held the end of the piece of wood in the fire until it lit, then led me through the kitchen to the pantry. The fire from the stick was dim, but we could see the few items left on the pantry shelves, mostly non-food items like trash bags and dishwashing liquid. There was no cooking oil, however, there was a big can of Crisco.  She held it out to me. 

—Will this work? 


—I don’t know why we couldn’t try it and see.

 It took Whitley a little time to talk her dad into letting us use it. He thought they might have to eat it to stay alive, but finally decided that if they were reduced to eating shortening, they wouldn’t live long after that anyway, so he let her have it. She gave him a big hug with tears in her eyes, and I could tell that he was happy to see her smile for once. We found some string and a small stick, which I used to poke a hole down the middle of the shortening. Then I pushed one end of the string down into it, leaving about a half an inch sticking out the top. Whitley used the lit piece of wood to light the end of the wick. It flickered at first, then began to burn brightly after the shortening around it melted a little. It was amazing how much light it put off and soon the rest of the family was gathered around it, marveling at my ingenuity. 
 Later that night, Whitley happily read herself to sleep wrapped in blankets on the floor behind the sofa with the Crisco lamp burning brightly. While Lydia slept on the sofa, I was ecstatic to be able to sleep in front of the fireplace, my yearning for warmth winning out over my fear of fire. Sylvia smiled at me gratefully as she blew out the wick on her way to bed. 
 In the morning, Roger showed me the traps that he and his neighbors had devised for trapping small animals, like squirrels and rabbits, in the neighborhood. He told me that at first they were successful, but now there weren’t many animals left in the neighborhood. He said that he now spent a good portion of each day walking the three miles or so down to the banks of the Missouri River to set traps for birds, rats, squirrels, or any other animal he was lucky enough to catch. He had to stay to guard them, though, or someone else would steal the trapped animal and often the trap itself. Most days he came home empty handed, but sometimes he would get lucky and catch two or three animals. 
 Roger reluctantly told me I could stay with them, as long as I caught my own food. He made it clear that although they were willing to share their house, there wasn’t enough food to go around and I could tell it was hard for him to say it, both because he didn’t want to feel obligated to share and because he felt bad about turning a needy kid away. I didn’t mind, though. I knew they had to take care of family first, and they had absolutely no reason to open their home to me, a stranger. I assured him that I wouldn’t be staying much longer. As soon as the weather warmed up a little I was going to head out for my mom’s house up north. 
 



   

Chapter 7

 Homecoming 
   
   

I stayed a week with Whitley and her family. I didn’t eat much, but at least I was warm and had water to drink. I liked the family and they were pretty nice to me, especially when I bagged a couple of rabbits in a park down by the river and gave it to them for letting me stay, but I began thinking about Mom all the time. I found I didn’t care anymore about the divorce and remarriage—I just wanted her to hold me in her arms again. I left one morning when the sun was shining and I had hope in my heart. Roger told me before I left that if things got bad, I could come back and stay with them. I couldn’t imagine a reason that I would do that. 
 It had snowed twice more since the day of the fire, but it had melted some, too, so the highway I was following was sloshy and uncomfortable. I walked from early morning until after dark but arrived at Mom’s before it was very late. I was so happy to see the house, the same house I had spent so much time avoiding the past two years, time that could have been spent with Mom. I felt the lost Time like a finger poking my heart and vowed to make up for it now. 
 I knocked on the door—the doorbell didn’t work without electricity, of course—and after several minutes, Lyle answered the door. At least I thought it was Lyle; I barely recognized him at first and I was shocked by his appearance. He was thin and unshaven; his clothes were stained and torn. A long way from the handsome, self-assured doctor he had been last time I’d seen him. He stared at me for a few seconds before he recognized me, then he smiled sadly and invited me in. 
 He led me into the living room, where he had a fire burning in the fireplace and asked me if I wanted something to drink. I nodded, and he gave me a cup of water, apologizing that he didn’t have any pop or anything else to offer me. He seemed odd, but I just figured it was the situation we were all in. 

—Where’s Mom? 


— She’s not here…

 Lyle looked away and wrung his hands together like he was trying to hold on to something, but not succeeding. 

—Your mother…

 He looked at me then, and his eyes teared up. It was a few seconds before he could go on, but I didn’t want him to. I wanted to shout, NO! Don’t tell me!, but I just stood there dumbfounded, while the finger poking my heart turned into a fist. 

—I’m sorry, Ben. She passed away three days ago.

 The fist suddenly slammed into my heart, and I felt my whole body crumpling under the blow. Lyle caught me before I hit the floor, then he held me in his arms like I was a little kid and cried into my neck. I couldn’t cry, I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t see, I couldn’t hear. I felt like I had died, like the blow was too great and that my heart had stopped beating right then and there. I don’t know how long Lyle held me, but after a while he gently laid me on the sofa by the fire and covered me with a very soft, warm blanket and left the room. I remember lying there thinking, This must be it, this must be heaven. It’s warm and soft; I’m not hungry or thirsty. The only thing missing is Mom and Dad. Then I got mad. I finally started crying hot, angry tears. It was my old enemy Time again—three days, I missed her by three days. If I had left Whitley’s house the day after I’d arrived, I could have seen her, saved her. I could have at least apologized for turning my back on Time before the CME, time we could have spent together, time I could have forgiven her, told her I loved her, and time we could have used to make new happy memories. Now there was no time; there would never be time again. I felt the crush of guilt for blaming Time and Mom, instead of myself. 
 I think I lay on that couch, drifting in and out of consciousness for a few days; I no longer cared how many days were passing. Lyle brought me water, spooned some weak broth into my mouth, and every so often, something bitter tasting dissolved in water. I hoped it was poison, but I think it was probably some kind of medicine. He also put cold compresses on my forehead when I was feverish and tucked extra blankets around me when I shivered. I dreamed about Dad and fire, and Mom and snow, sometimes even when I was awake. I thought if I lived, I would be insane. I deserved worse. 
 After a number of days, I awoke one morning with a clear head. The sun was shining through the big bay window in the living room, and I smelled something cooking. It smelled delicious and for the first time in months, I was hungry. I tried to sit up, but got dizzy and had to lie back down until the spell passed. I tried again, slower this time, and was able to stay upright. Lyle came in then and smiled his sad smile. 

—Glad to see you back among the living.

 I wasn’t glad to be back, but I just nodded my head. 

—I stitched up a little girl’s arm last night and gave her some antibiotics to keep it from getting infected. Her father insisted that I take some food in payment. Of course, I refused at first—God knows no one has food to spare—but they’re Mormons, very nice people, and they have those food storage caches. Anyway, I finally let him give me some cans of soup, and he even threw in some crackers.

 Lyle was talking as he checked my temperature and looked into my eyes and throat with a little penlight. I was amazed that the battery still worked; I hadn’t seen a flashlight in months, but I guess he probably just used it for short periods of time to check patients. After he seemed satisfied that I was going to live, he went to the kitchen and brought back a steaming cup of soup on a plate, surrounded by crackers. I remembered that this house had four fireplaces, one of which was in the kitchen. It had seemed so ostentatious the last time I was here, but now I felt bad for judging Lyle so harshly. 
 After I had eaten, I slept for most of the day, as it was dark again when I woke up to the sound of the front door being closed. Lyle came in to check on me while taking off his coat, hat, and gloves and warming his hands over the fire. He gave me another of his now familiar sad smiles and turned back to staring at the fire, saying nothing. I sat up slowly, cleared my throat, reached for the cup of water that Lyle had left on the coffee table, and struggled to make a sound come out of my raspy throat. 

—Another patient?


—Yes… Not as good an outcome this time, I’m afraid.

 He pressed his lips together and closed his eyes. I decided I didn’t want to know exactly what that meant, so I said nothing. After several minutes, Lyle finally turned to me and said, 

—Are you hungry? I can make another can of soup for you.


—That would be really nice, thank you.

 Lyle returned later with two mugs of soup, and we ate in silence. After we were done, Lyle took the dishes into the kitchen and returned some time later with something in his hand. He gave it to me, then sat down on the sofa opposite mine, watching me as I looked at the object in my hand. It was the watch pin I had given Mom over two years ago. It was stopped at 11:47 a.m. and the little date at the bottom said Nov 1. I just stared at it until Lyle said, 

—The last thing she told me was “Give this to Ben; tell him I love him more than Time itself.”

 A tear rolled down my cheek and fell onto the face of the watch, then many more began to fall. Lyle handed me a hand towel to wipe my face. After a while, I asked, 

—How… why’d she die?


—Your mom had been helping me go
door-to-door to take care of sick people. She would normally wear a mask when there was some kind of communicable disease, but one little girl who had the flu or pneumonia was scared of the mask, so your mom took it off to soothe her and care for her. She stayed with the family, caring for that sick little girl for four days until she recovered. Unfortunately, though, your mom couldn’t recover from it after she came down with it. I did all I could, but it just wasn’t enough.

 Lyle stared at me for a second, his eyes begging for forgiveness, then looked down, resignedly, at his hands folded in his lap. He seemed to be struggling with the fact that he could not save her. 

—Where is she now? I mean, where’d you bury her?


—Well, Ben, I haven’t been able to bury her; the ground’s been too frozen. I made her a box, and she’s in it… out in the shed out back.

 He seemed almost apologetic as I stared at him. The thought of putting my mother, my precious, beautiful mother, in a box in the shed seemed like an outrage, an assault on everything good and pure and reasonable. 

—I didn’t know what else to do, Ben. You’ve got to understand, there’s nowhere else I could take her. I tried to dig a grave for her, but I couldn’t get deep enough. I’ll finish it when the ground thaws a bit. You can help if you want to.


—No! Mom deserves better than that! You know she deserves better than a box in the shed!

 Lyle had tears in his eyes when he replied. 

—I know, I know, Ben. I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t want to take her to the morgue and just throw her in with hundreds of other bodies. I want to bury her here, in our backyard, so I can go out and talk to her every day, so we can talk to her. Please understand…

 I stood shakily, weakly, and stuffed Mom’s watch into my pocket. I grabbed my coat as I made my way to the back door, ignoring Lyle’s pleas to lie back down and rest. I had to see Mom; I had to see that she was okay, that she was properly taken care of. 
 The cold air gave me a burst of adrenalin, and I jogged across the huge acre lot to the back of the yard where the shed stood. The moon was nearly full, and I was able to see quite clearly. I stopped in front of the shed door and took several deep breaths as I built up my courage to enter. 
 I went in, leaving the door open to add to the dim light coming through the two windows. The shed had been cleared of all the mundane lawn equipment that it used to house, instead having just one long, narrow box in the middle. Lyle had placed a few trinkets on top, which meant nothing to me, so I laid them aside and opened the top. I braced myself for the odor of death that I remembered Mr. Westcott having, but there was nothing but a slightly sweet perfume smell. Mom’s body was wrapped in a quilt on top of which was a bouquet of dried flowers. I thought it was probably her wedding bouquet. 
 I gently pulled the quilt away from her face and then recoiled in shock. I had expected her to look almost the same as the last time I’d seen her, maybe a little thinner, but I didn’t expect to see her skin look so white, so frozen. I remembered how much she hated being cold, and I couldn’t stand it any longer. I covered her back up and quickly put the lid back on her coffin. I ran from the shed, choking on my sobs. I stood outside the back door crying for a long time until Lyle came out and gently forced me back in. I was too weak to put up much resistance. He just kept saying, 

—I’m sorry, Ben, I’m really sorry.

 



   

Chapter 8

 Haunting Beauty 
   
   

I knew I couldn’t stay there in that house much longer. Even though it was a much better place than I’d lived in a long time, I couldn’t get over the fact that my mom was lying out there in the shed in the back yard, cold and alone. I had dreams of her coming into the house and trying to climb under the covers with me as I slept in order to get warm. Other times, I’d dream that I would wake up, hearing her voice, and find her sitting at the kitchen table talking to Lyle. But she wasn’t normal; her skin looked gray, and when she looked at me, her eyes looked dark and dead. I woke up screaming many times in the next few days. 
 Several days later, I felt strong enough to leave. I figured I’d tried to go back to Whitley’s house even though I hated to be a burden to that family. Lyle tried to talk me into staying, but I just couldn’t face another night in that house; it held too many ghosts for me. I felt sorry for Lyle. I just couldn’t see him as the bad guy anymore after he’d been so good to me and all the other people he helped, medically, since I’d been there, and never once asked for any kind of payment in return. I could tell he was lonely and that he really wanted me to stay with him. I thought he probably saw a little of my mom in me and wanted to hold on to that connection to her. I found myself yearning for that too, but in the end, I just couldn’t stand the ghosts. 
 The day I left was a much warmer day, although still quite blustery. I think it must have been getting closer to spring. While I was walking on the highway, a flashing light on one of the off-ramps startled me. I began to see more and more lights the further I walked toward the center of town: streetlights, lights in buildings and houses, lighted business signs. The power was back on! I looked around in amazement at the reawakening of civilization. People were out in the streets, cheering and hollering, hugging family and neighbors. By the time I reached Whitley’s house, their power was back, too. Everyone was whooping and hollering inside the house. I could hear them even before I rang the doorbell. When it sounded, I could hear a squeal of delight and footsteps racing to open the door. 
 Whitley threw open the door and embraced me in a big hug. I was a little embarrassed by her enthusiasm, especially when I saw that there were two other girls standing beside her, all with big grins on their faces. 

—Mom, Dad, Aunt Lydia! Look who’s here!

 Several people rushed into the front room while Whitley pulled me into the house. Roger, Silvia, and especially Lydia seemed very happy to see me, and I was warmed by such a heartfelt welcome. After many confused minutes with everyone talking all at once, asking me questions, exclaiming over the fact that the power was back on, etc., Whitley pulled me into her bedroom with the two girls and introduced them to me as her cousins. One was a younger girl named Mikayla and the other was a stunningly beautiful girl named Sara. I found out that they were not sisters, though, but cousins to each other, as well. 
 While Whitley and Mikayla were both pretty girls, in a malnourished sort of way, I just couldn’t keep my eyes off Sara. She had shoulder length, smooth, blond hair that curled out at the ends like the petals of an opening rose. Her eyes were big, deep pools of the lightest blue, like pictures I’d seen of the Caribbean on flyers that Mom had brought home to try to get Dad to take her on vacation the year before the CME. She was small, not much bigger than her younger cousins, but then all of us were mere slivers of what we used to be by then. She had beautiful, full lips that curved ever so slightly up when the other girls giggled about something, but even while smiling she looked sad, and her eyes had a haunted quality about them. I could tell that the past few months had taken a toll on her, much more so than on her cousins. 
 After an hour or two of listening to girl chatter, during which Sara was mostly silent, like me, Sara asked me if I’d like to go for a walk outside. I was suddenly struck with fear of what I must smell like since I hadn’t had a shower or a full bath in months. We had run out of deodorant and soap a long time ago, and the best we could do to keep somewhat clean was to rub snow and a handful of baking soda all over.  
 It was pretty dark by then, but I agreed to go for a walk with her because there was no way I could say no to that lovely girl, and the thought of being alone with her made my heart pound in my chest. I felt more alive around her than I had since before the CME. We grabbed our coats and walked around the neighborhood, which was now lit with just a few streetlamps, some having been damaged during the CME. Luckily, she started the conversation, as I felt quite tongue-tied around her. 

—How old are you? 


—I’ll be fifteen in April. Wait, is it April yet?


—No, it’s still March.

 She looked at me quizzically, then said, 

—I turn sixteen in July. I can’t wait until July!


—You’re lucky.

 We walked in silence for a few seconds, then she spoke again, as if trying to find something to say to fill the empty space. 

—My name is Sara. But then you already knew that, didn’t you?


—Yeah, it’s a beautiful name, though. 

 I looked down at my feet then said, barely above a whisper, 

— It was my mother’s name.

 I don’t think she heard the past tense in my words because she exclaimed, 

—Your mom’s name is Sara? What a coincidence! Does she spell it with an “h” at the end? I don’t. 


—Yeah, she spelled it with an “h.”

 I paused for an uncomfortable second, then said, 

— She died a few weeks ago. My dad, too.

 I looked away and squeezed my eyes shut to stop the tears that were prickling at the back of them. Her voice was quiet when she answered. 

—Oh, I’m sorry. My parents died last month. The flu.


—Yeah, mine, too.

 I didn’t feel like explaining about the fire. I didn’t really want to talk about them at all, but just knowing that Sara and I were both orphans made me feel suddenly close to her, like we belonged to some secret club that only orphans could be in. She must have felt the same because she reached out and took my hand in hers, and we continued walking around the block like that until we got cold and headed back to the house. 

—Are you going to stay at Uncle Roger’s?


—I was hoping to, but it looks kind of crowded now. Maybe I should just find somewhere else.


—Do you have anywhere else to go?


—I don’t know. I’ll find something.

 I shrugged and looked away. 

—No, please stay, for a while at least. They’re already talking about sending us back to school, and I’m not going. So I may not be here for very long either.  How about you? Do you want to go back? To school, I mean?

 I’d never even thought about going back to school. After all I’d been through, after all everyone had been through, it just seemed absurd to do something as normal as going back to school. If I did, I knew I’d be forced into a foster home or maybe even an orphanage, and the thought of either one of those terrified me for some reason. 

—No way. I’m not going either!


—Let’s just run away together. There has to be tons of abandoned buildings or empty houses we could live in. We’ve survived without power for five months; we could survive alone until we’re 17. After that, we could legally be on our own.


—How do you know that?


—Uncle Roger told me I have to stay with him until I could be legally emancipated at 17. But I’m not staying if he’s going to force me to go to school! I just couldn’t stand the drama and the pity.

 I understood exactly what she was saying. I also didn’t want to face seeing how many of my friends hadn’t made it through the winter. It was much better to just believe that they were carrying on their lives like nothing had happened. But I knew my life was forever changed. And Sara’s too. She made so much sense that I agreed immediately, and we began to think of ways to make our escape. 

 

 



   

Chapter 9

 Sara 
   
   

Sara and I grew close over the next few days. It was amazing how everyone around us was looking forward to life getting back to normal, while Sara and I knew it never would for us. Everything just seemed so superficial and unimportant now, like TV, school, and phones. The only thing we wanted to do was talk to each other, hold hands and, starting that first night I met her, when she gave me a quick peck on the lips, kissing each other. Our kisses were sad, though, like we were doing it just to share our sorrow with each other. 
 Landline phones were partially functional, although service to every household and most long distance service had not yet been restored. Cell phones were still out and would probably not be usable for quite some time since most of the satellites, which relay the calls, had been lost. We found that out from the news on TV, which was the only programming, besides reruns, that was available. The newscasters were calling the day of the CME “Power Failure Day,” or PF Day. I didn’t care to watch TV, though, I didn’t feel like playing video games, and I didn’t have anyone that I cared to call. I was afraid to try to call my grandparents in New York in case they had died, too. Better to just go on believing that they were fine. 
 The one electronic thing that Sara and I did enjoy together was listening to her iPod, which is the first thing she plugged in to charge when the power was back on. She had a great mix of songs in lots of different styles, from classical to country to rock and even a little rap. I was familiar with some of the songs, but there were many that I’d never heard before. Sara’s favorite song, which we listened to together, one earphone in her ear and the other in mine, was If I Die Young by The Band Perry. She loved that song and would sing along with the iPod or even by herself when she wasn’t listening to it. The words made me so sad, but she said they gave her hope. I don’t know what hope she could find in them; all I heard was sadness. Her favorite line, she said, was the part about God making her a rainbow so she could shine down on her mother, but she said she thought of it the other way around, that her mother was the rainbow shining down on her. Another line she loved said to save her tears in her pocket for when she really needed them. She would pat her left jean pocket and say that it was full of tears. I didn’t tell her, but I kept my own tears of a sort, stuffed down deep in my pocket: Mom’s watch pin—even though it no longer kept time, it was a reminder of how much time I’d let slip away when I’d had a chance to use it wisely. 
 A song that I liked and would listen to over and over was Mad World by Gary Jules. It made me sad, too, but it seemed like I needed to be sad now, like if I heard a happy song it would cheapen all that I’d been through. The words of that song held so much meaning for me. I know when it was written the words were talking about people scurrying around in their busy lives, not pausing to consider what’s important, but since the day of the CME and all the terrible things that had happened thereafter, the meaning of the words changed in ways I don’t think the songwriter could have imagined. My chest would always feel kind of hollow when I heard the words about hiding my head and drowning my sorrow, because there’s no tomorrow. That’s how I felt: like my life, like Time, had stopped, and there was no future for me, just today plodding on and on, going nowhere in this mad world. 
 Sara had a pocketful of cash from her parents, not in the pocket where she symbolically stashed her tears, but in her right front pocket of her jeans, where she claimed no one could pickpocket her. She took it out and showed it to me, a wad of $100 bills—Benjamins—and said we would use it to start a new life for ourselves. We began to collect things we’d need, like blankets, warm clothes, extra coats, and water bottles, and stuffed everything into two large gym bags. We got most of it from Sara’s old house, which was just a few blocks away and still stood empty. She said we couldn’t stay in it when we ran away, though, because that’s the first place they’d look for us. School was set to start May 1st, and we were supposed to register the week before. We decided to leave the night before my birthday, so we could celebrate our new life and my birthday together. I also wanted to be sure that the official date of our freedom wasn’t the 13th, because I still didn’t trust that number, but I didn’t tell Sara about it. I just wasn’t ready to open up yet about all my past problems. We had too many things to think about right then to dredge up old thoughts and memories. 
 We left shortly after midnight on April 12th, when we were sure the rest of the family was asleep. We had left our gym bags at Sara’s old house, so we went there first. We were tempted to stay the night there, but we knew it was too risky, so we set out right away toward downtown. We had dressed in some of Sara’s parents’ clothes so that we would look older to people on the street. I had on one of her dad’s suit jackets over my winter coat and one of those furry Russian hats on my head. Sara wore her mom’s red wool pea coat, which looked much more mature than her pink parka. 
 We had to stay off the main highway this time, as there were a few cars back on the roads now, even though gasoline cost a fortune since the refineries had been slow to start back up after the power was back. We followed the general route of the highway, though, and when we came to the river, we had to use the highway bridge to cross. It was early in the morning, and no cars passed us as we crossed. This time, I was afraid to look down into the river, remembering what I had felt the last time I’d crossed it so instead, I just walked with my eyes focused on my feet. We were quiet most of the way; Sara only asked a few questions about where we were going. 
 Just before dawn we made it to the burned out section of downtown. We stopped and stared at it for several minutes, Sara in awe of the destruction, and me reliving the horror of that fateful day. As the sun rose and its rays peeked around the buildings to the east of us, it cast a pinkish-orange glow in strips amongst the dark shadows of burned-out buildings. It reminded me of the first few nights after PF Day, when the aurora borealis made strange reflections on the dark buildings at night, although those buildings were now mere rubble for the most part. I could only watch it for a few minutes before I turned away. Sara noticed my distress and grabbed my hand, saying, 

—C’mon. Let’s find a place to stay.

 We headed toward a building at the edge of the destruction, one that had some fire damage on one side, but which was still mostly standing. We tried the front door of the building, but it was locked, so we went around back into the alley, looking for a back door. We found it. It looked like someone had tried to bash in the glass, as it was cracked like a spider web, but had not succeeded. They had been able, however, to break the lock, and it hung off the frame, which had also been mangled. We entered cautiously. It was still quite dark, especially inside the hallway, and we had no idea what might be lurking inside. We made our way down the hallway, keeping our voices to a whisper, and quietly checking apartment doors to see if there were any that were unlocked. All on the first floor were locked, so we climbed the stairway at the end of the hall to the second floor and tried those doors, as well. It wasn’t until we got to the third floor that we found an unlocked door. 
 This door opened into a room that faced south toward the destroyed part of downtown. As soon as we opened the door, we knew that we could not stay in that room. Part of the outer wall had been burned and was crumbling away. A cold wind blew in the hole, and several birds were perched on the edge singing to greet the morning sun. We closed the door quickly and turned our attention to the north side apartments instead. At the end of the hall, we found one unlocked and we entered it cautiously. 
 The room looked like nothing had happened to the building, although the faint smell of smoke still hung in the air. We moved around quietly, checking each room to see if anyone was there. After finding it completely empty, I locked the front door and began to explore more carefully. The apartment contained the typical furniture: sofa, easy chair, coffee table, and television stand in the living room, but with no TV—that must have been taken by the previous owner or looted; little kitchenette at the end of the living room with a breakfast bar and three stools, but no table; bed, dresser, and bedside table with no lamp in the single bedroom. There were a few pieces of clothing still hanging amongst the many empty wire hangers in the closet, but no food in the kitchenette. 
 The bedding on the bed smelled strongly of smoke, so Sara stripped it off and pulled a blanket from her duffle bag. She smoothed it out on the bed and threw herself on top of it, exhausted. I pulled another blanket out and covered her with it, as she murmured thanks. I made myself a cozy bed on the sofa with yet another blanket, which we had brought with us. I was asleep almost as soon as my head hit the cushions. 
 



   

Chapter 10

 Getting Acquainted 
   
   

I awoke later in the day just as the setting sun shined through the west-facing living room windows of the apartment. Sara was already up, washing her face in the cold tap water that was, surprisingly, flowing through the building’s pipes. It had been so nice to have running water again after the power came back on at Whitley’s house, but I didn’t expect the water to be on in this partially burned out and abandoned building. Sara informed me that there was no hot water, though, so the excitement I’d felt at the thought of being able to take a hot shower quickly faded away. 
 We decided to leave the apartment to go and explore. We didn’t have a key to lock it once we left, so we packed up our belongings and took our gym bags with us. As we walked down the three flights of stairs to the lobby, we could hear people talking and laughing and we were a little apprehensive about revealing ourselves, not knowing if we would be in trouble for trespassing or not. At the bottom of the stairwell, we paused and tried to listen for clues as to whether we would be welcomed or kicked out, or maybe even arrested for being there. Most of the voices sounded young, our age or a little older, but there was at least one voice that sounded like an older adult. We heard one boy saying that he thought some newcomers had occupied Apartment 326 and we were somewhat startled when we realized that that was the apartment we had stayed in earlier in the day. He didn’t sound angry or conspiratorial about it; he sounded like he was just stating a fact. We drew in a deep breath, grabbed hands, and came out of our hiding place to face a crowd of about a dozen people standing around or sitting in the lobby. 
 Everyone looked our way immediately, some with suspicion in their eyes, but most with welcoming smiles. Sara bravely spoke for us. 

—Hi. I’m Sara, and this is Ben. We need a place to stay. Is it all right if we stay here?

 The older man, who appeared to be in his forties or fifties, with a scraggly black beard laced with gray hair matching the receding hair on his head, smiled and answered, 

—Yes, you can stay in any of the unoccupied rooms. As long as you follow a few rules.

 Sara and I exchanged glances then nodded as he recited the rules of the building. 

—Rule number one: it’s first come, first served around here. Most of the time we sleep in the same room every night, but if someone gets there before you do, you have to find somewhere else to sleep. It’s a good idea to lock your door once you’re in for the night so no one surprises you. Rule two: no lights after dark. The electricity is on in this building, but we don’t want anyone to find out and turn it off. Please use it judiciously. You can use it to warm some water or cook some food on the stove or in a microwave if your apartment is lucky enough to have one, but do not turn on the heat or air conditioning. That would be sure to bring attention to us. We’re all trying to live under the radar here, so to speak. That brings us to rule number three: do not tell anyone about us. By that, I mean don’t invite anyone else to live here or tell anyone in a position of authority about the building. You found us by your own devices and as long as you follow our simple rules, we will allow you to stay here, but we don’t want the world to know about us. Rule four: respect each and every one of us here. Any fighting, stealing, or being otherwise objectionable will result in you being expelled. Do you understand? Do you agree to these rules?

 Sara and I nodded in agreement, then the older man stuck out his hand to shake ours and said, 

—Welcome to the building. My name is Gerald. I’m kind of the father figure around here.

 After that, everyone else came forward and introduced themselves. Besides Gerald, there were only two other adults: a crusty old man who looked ancient, whom Gerald called Skinner, and a forty-something woman named Janice. Skinner barely lifted his eyes to look at us when Gerald introduced him. When he went back to staring at the floor, Gerald said in a low voice, 

—He scored a bottle of booze somewhere last night—first he’s had in quite a while. He’s an alcoholic. It’s a wonder he made it through the bad times.

 Gerald shook his head sadly as he patted Skinner on the shoulder. Janice was much more friendly than the old man, smiling and shaking our hands when we were introduced. She said she was kind of like the mother to all the young people who stayed in the building. I ventured a question. 

—Are you and Gerald married?


—Oh heavens, no! We’re just friends. Gerald and I lived here before the fire. After the fire, they forced us to leave, but we had nowhere else to go, so we came back. We have keys to our apartments.

 The rest of the group consisted of young men, teen boys really. Sara was the only girl of the bunch and she was getting some pretty hungry stares. Of course, even in a room full of girls, she would have stood out, as beautiful as she was. I put my arm around her shoulders just to send the message that she was taken, even though she and I had never declared that we were together officially, not even to each other, let alone to others. I half expected her to shrug me off and give me an angry look, but she seemed to welcome the security. 
 One boy about my age, called Sonny, offered Sara a bag of dried peas, and she took it gratefully. If I weren’t so hungry, I’d have told him to shove it, because I think he only shared it with her to try to lure her away from me. I vowed to myself that I’d find some food for us the next morning. Since it was already almost dark, everyone started leaving to find rooms to sleep in. Sara and I went back up to Apartment 326. She searched through the kitchen cabinets until she found a pot with a lid, then filled it with water and poured the entire bag of peas in. Since there was no microwave in the apartment, she put it on the electric stove and turned the burner on low. We sat on the couch and talked while the peas simmered. 
 I hadn’t told Sara much about my parents and neither had she about her parents. It wasn’t that we didn’t trust each other, but just that we hadn’t been ready to talk about it yet. For some reason, that night Sara felt like talking about her past. It might have been because Gerald and Janice reminded her of her parents or that she finally felt somewhat safe with me in that apartment. For whatever reason, she just started talking. 

—My mom had blond hair like me. She used to be a cheerleader for the Chiefs, back before she had me, before she got married.

 So that explained her unusually good looks. Dad used to watch the Chiefs every Sunday during football season, but I hadn’t been too interested until I started playing football myself. Sara continued, 

—Dad was a teacher. He was handsome, but he was always amazed that Mom could love him because she could’ve married somebody with a lot more money than him. They really loved each other. 

 Sara stopped and stared down at her hands for a while. I knew she was thinking about her parents, so I just sat quietly and waited for her to continue. She drew in a slow, ragged breath and started talking again, quietly. 

—Mom died first. I thought Dad would cry and scream but he didn’t; he just sat and stared, almost never moving, until I woke up one morning and found him dead, still staring.

 Sara started to tremble then, and I couldn’t help trembling a little myself. I put my arms around her gently, timidly, and she cried for just a few seconds. Then she straightened up abruptly and wiped her eyes, almost angrily. 

—They weren’t supposed to die. They were supposed to stay and take care of me!

 Her sudden anger took me by surprise, and I must have had a dismayed look on my face, because she softened immediately and took my hand. 

—At least I have you now.

 After that, we listened to her iPod for a while, then Sara got up and checked the peas. They weren’t completely done yet, but we were so hungry, we decided they were good enough. I found a couple of bowls and spoons and Sara poured us each a big helping. Between us we ate the whole pound of peas, broth and all. I remember thinking as I devoured it, that we should probably save half of it for tomorrow, but I couldn’t stop myself from refilling my bowl again and again. Apparently, neither could Sara. 
 After we finished eating, Sara asked me about my parents. I felt I owed her some sort of explanation since she had opened up to me about her parents and she had shared the food that was given expressly to her. I felt a huge lump in my throat, and my heart constricted as I slowly pried open the chest of memories in my brain to let out a few to share with Sara. When I spoke, I barely recognized my voice. It was low and raspy, like I had laryngitis or something. 

—My mom left my dad and me a couple of years ago. She found somebody she liked better than us, I guess. My dad died alone in the big fire down here because I couldn’t get to him in time. My mom died before I could get to her, too. Time… my timing is never right.

 Sara took my hands in hers and looked me in the eyes. 

—You know, things aren’t always as they seem, Ben. Sometimes it seems one way when it’s really another.

 I had no idea what she was talking about, so I just looked away and changed the subject, asking her what she thought we should do the next day. She let it drop and merely said, 

—I guess we’ve got to look for food.

 I nodded, and Sara got up to go make her bed in the bedroom while I made mine on the sofa again. 
   
 



   

Chapter 11

 Foraging 
   
   

The next morning I was awakened by a quiet knocking at the door. Sara was already up, quietly warming some water on the stove for a sponge bath, so she went to the door and looked through the peephole. 

—It’s Sonny.

 I rolled my eyes and hurriedly shoved my blankets into my gym bag. I didn’t want Sonny to see that Sara and I slept in separate beds. It was some macho thing, but I instinctively felt that she would be safer if everyone believed that we were really “together.” Sara opened the door a crack with the safety chain still on, then after listening to Sonny’s whispers for a second, leaned back in to me and said, 

—Sonny wants to talk to me for a sec. Be right back.

 I didn’t want Sara to talk to him, especially in private, but what could I do? She stepped out into the hall and pulled the door gently closed behind her. I tried to listen to what they were saying, leaning my head close to the door, but all I could hear was mumbling. They must have been talking very quietly. After a couple of minutes, Sara came back in alone, as I hurried to busy myself with plumping up the pillows on the sofa. She didn’t say anything for quite a while but just went back to watching the pot of water warming on the stove. After about five minutes I couldn’t stand it anymore and asked, trying to sound nonchalant, 

—So… what did Sonny Boy want?


—Please don’t call him that. His name is Jason. They just call him Sonny because there’s another Jason in the building.


—Why do you care so much all of a sudden?

 I hadn’t meant to sound angry, but I couldn’t help the jealousy from creeping into my voice. Sara gave me a disgusted look but said nothing. I tried again, this time concentrating hard to make my voice sound neutral. 

—Okay, sorry. What did Jason want?


 He wants to take me to a secret food cache he’s found.


—You’re not going, are you?


—Maybe. He said there’s enough food there to feed us for several months.


—But we were going to the river today to catch some fish or birds or something.


—You can still go there. Then we’ll have plenty to eat. 


—I don’t want you to go with him.


—Why in the world not? Why wouldn’t you want us to know where this is?


—Okay, then I’ll go with you.


—No… He said only I could go.


—Oh, yeah, sure. That’s convenient, isn’t it?


—Why are you being such an ass? It’s just that he doesn’t trust guys. The other guys have been really mean to him.

 Sara’s voice rose in anger and frustration. I had a bad feeling about this, but I wasn’t sure if it was because I sensed danger or just because I was jealous. I felt helpless. I felt that if I pushed it too hard, Sara would just leave me, but I still didn’t want her to go with Jason. I could provide for her; I knew I could. We didn’t need some punk coming in to try to prove to Sara that I couldn’t. After an excruciating mental battle with myself, during which Sara stared at me angrily, I shrugged and gave up. 

—Do whatever you want. I’m going to get us some fresh meat.

 I put emphasis on “fresh meat,” hoping that it would somehow impress her more than canned or dried food. When she answered, her voice was softer, gentler, as if she finally understood the anguish I was feeling. 

—Good. I’d like that. I promise it’ll be okay.

 With that, she put her hand on my cheek and kissed me tenderly and lightly on my lips. Then she smiled her beautiful, reassuring smile, although it didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
 Sara cleaned herself up and gave me a quick peck on the cheek before leaving to meet up with Jason. She looked into my eyes, so deeply that I felt like I was swimming in her Caribbean blue eyes, and said softly, 

—Good luck. Be careful. I’ll see you back here this afternoon.

 Part of me wanted to follow her and Jason, staying well hidden like a spy or a CIA agent. But another part of me wanted desperately to show her that I could provide for her by bringing home some fresh food. I finally decided to do that, even though my heart was squeezing in my chest as I left the apartment with my gym bag. First, I stopped by Janice’s apartment and left Sara’s bag and most of the contents of mine, as Janice had told us we could do as long as we shared some of the food we found while we were out foraging. That put more pressure on me than ever to find food, but I couldn’t very well hunt with two large bags suspended from my shoulders and I didn’t dare trust the others enough to leave them in our apartment. 
 It took me only half an hour to walk down to the river as the apartment building was fairly close to it. It was a pretty nice day, and there were lots of people on the banks of the river already, foraging for food, many with fishing poles. Even though the electricity had been on for about a month, there still was not a lot of food to be had as manufacturers and grocery stores geared back into business. And even when they did, there was not a lot of food that had been grown commercially to be processed, since the shortage of gasoline kept large-scale farming to a minimum. 
 I had brought with me a telescoping fishing pole that had belonged to Sara’s dad. I found a relatively empty spot on the river and dug around in the dirt for some worms. I wasn’t very good at fishing, since my dad had never had time to take me, but I had once gone with my Cub Scout troop when I was six or seven. Mom had come along with me and helped me put the worm on the hook. As I struggled with it now, I suddenly remembered how she had grimaced then smiled at me and forced the worm onto the hook. I decided that was a memory I needed to keep, so I tucked it away in the back of my mind. 
 At first I was unsuccessful, but every time I thought about quitting, the image of Jason handing that bag of peas to Sara came into my mind, and I renewed my determination to catch something. I think I had been there most of the day—Time was not something I cared to think about anymore, even though we now had clocks to mark it again—before I finally had some luck and was able to catch two small fish, which if I remembered correctly were called bluegill, and two larger fish, which could have been bass or trout or catfish, for all I knew. I gutted them, as I observed a fisherman down the way from me doing, stuck them in my bag, and headed for home as the sun was heading down in the west. I hurried, worried that Sara would be all alone in the apartment, or worse, that she’d be with Jason. I wanted to trust Sara, but I definitely did not trust him. 
 When I got back to the building, I stopped by Janice’s apartment and picked up our stuff, leaving one of the small fish with her. She was thrilled to have fresh fish to eat and invited Sara and me to dinner, but I turned her down. I didn’t feel much like sharing Sara with anyone else that day. Sara was already in the apartment when I got there, quickly unlocking the door when I knocked. 

—I’m so glad you’re home! I’ve been so worried about you. Did you get anything?

 I smiled and with a grand flourish, pulled out the remaining three fish. Sara squealed with delight and I felt better than I’d had all day. I was overwhelmed with relief and pride and just plain old love for that beautiful girl who was happily dancing around the living room with a dead fish for her partner. 
 Sara and I did the best we could to scale the fish and cook them, but we ended up having to pick some of the scales out of our teeth after eating. Neither of us knew much about cooking fresh fish, but they sure tasted good. Sara showed me the few items she had got from the food cache that Jason had taken her to: a bag of rice, four cans of vegetables, and two cans of peaches. We opened one of the cans of peaches for dessert. I wanted to ask her about her trip with him, but I didn’t want her to know I was jealous and worried about it, so I just kept quiet. 
 After we ate, Sara pulled a Hostess cupcake twin pack out of her bag and told me happy birthday. I’d forgotten that it was my birthday. Most of the day had sucked, but I was touched that Sara had remembered me while she was with Jason. After we shared the cupcakes, we sat and talked for a while. 

—Tell me about when your mom left you, Ben.


—What do you want to know?


—I mean, did she just move out and leave you with your dad?


—Well… actually, Dad was the one who moved out.


—So did your mom make you go with him or something?


—No, I stayed with her for a few months, then I wanted to go live with my dad.


—So… then your mom didn’t leave you; you and your dad left her. Right?

 I hadn’t thought of it that way before. All of a sudden the truth hit me like a physical blow, and I was confused, wondering if my memory was intact or if I had twisted the truth around in my mind to fit some made-up scenario. I was grasping for the reason I had blamed Mom for leaving us, but then I remembered Lyle. 

—Well, we had to leave. Mom had a new boyfriend.


—So why’d she have a boyfriend?


—How the hell am I supposed to know? 

 I hadn’t meant to raise my voice; I hadn’t meant to bring up the old anger and heartache that the memory of my unlucky thirteenth year held for me, but I couldn’t help it. I think part of me was trying to protect myself from trying to figure it all out, so I turned to anger to cover the raw feelings underneath. I was sorry the moment I looked at Sara’s face, however. She seemed surprised, shocked maybe, with her eyebrows raised and trace of fear in her eyes. The happiness that I had seen in her eyes earlier in the evening, when she had twirled the fish around, was now replaced with the more familiar haunted look. I felt ashamed and looked away from her quickly, but she reached out and pulled my face back to look at hers. 

—I’m sorry, Ben.


—No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t mean to yell at you. It’s just that…


—I know. It’s okay. I’m angry with my parents for leaving me, too. Even though it wasn’t their fault. Just remember, things aren’t always what they seem.

 At that, she drew me into a hug, and we sat for a long time in silence, before she got up and went into the bedroom for the night. I refused to think about what she had said or about why Dad and I had left Mom. It was still too painful and besides, I didn’t see any use in reliving it. Better to let it all remain buried with my parents. 
 



   

Chapter 12

 Whatever It Takes 
   
   

The next few days were spent trying to figure out ways to get food. Sara decided that as long as we had fresh food, she wouldn’t go with Jason to the food cache. She reasoned that we couldn’t store the canned food in the apartment since we were never sure we’d get the same one every night and we couldn’t very well carry around more than a few cans with us in our bags everywhere we went. That was alright with me… well, more than alright. It meant less time Sara spent with Jason. I’d almost rather have starved than see her go with him again. 
 Since “our” apartment didn’t have a balcony and we couldn’t guarantee that we’d always get to stay in the same one anyway, Sara and I went up to the roof to set an animal trap kind of like the one Dad and I had set during the blackout. We had to be careful to stay away from the burned out portion of the roof because it didn’t look too stable. We also stayed away from the other edges of the roof in case someone happened to look up and see us up there where we definitely weren’t supposed to be. I found a piece of PVC pipe, about two feet in length and four inches wide, which I rigged as a trap. I had remembered reading somewhere that birds can’t walk backwards, so I figured if I could lure them in, they’d be trapped. At least, that was what I’d hoped would happen. I covered one end of the pipe with some discarded wire mesh, then placed it in an out of the way spot on the roof, sprinkled some grains of rice leading to the pipe and down inside it, too. 
 While we were on the roof setting the trap, Sara found a wooden pallet, which gave her an idea for growing some of our own food. That night after dark, we went out to the strip of grass and trees that lined the street in front of the building and dug up fresh dirt with our hands and kitchen utensils. It was hard work, but we managed to fill one of our gym bags with the dry dirt and drag it up to the roof. We packed the pallet with dirt between the slats. Now we just needed seeds. Sara said she’d seen some packets of vegetable seeds at the food cache that Jason had taken her to and planned to go there the next day with him. I wasn’t too happy about that, but I saw the value in growing our own food; maybe then she would never have to go back there with him. Still, I was grumpy the rest of the evening thinking about her being with him. When we had finished and gone back to the apartment, which we were lucky enough to get again, Sara had had enough of my bad attitude and confronted me. 

—Ben, what’s wrong with you tonight?


—Nothing.


—I know something’s wrong.


—I don’t know. I guess I just don’t like the idea of you going with Jason tomorrow.


—What are you afraid of? That he’ll rape me or something?


—Maybe. I don’t trust him. I don’t trust anyone.


—Well, he doesn’t trust you either. Don’t you trust me?

 I paused for just a second before I answered, and that made Sara purse her lips in disgust. I tried to backpedal. 

—I trust you. I just don’t know if…


—If what? 

 She sounded angry now. 

—If he’ll talk you into doing something you don’t want to do. If he’ll hurt you somehow. 

 Then I lowered my eyes to the floor, miserably, and said, barely above a whisper, 

—If you’ll decide you’d rather be with him than me.

 Sara lifted my chin up until I was looking into her eyes. Her voice was stern but not as angry. 

—That’s not going to happen, Ben. I’m with you to the end. But I’ve gotta do whatever it takes to help us survive.

 Part of what she said made me happier, but a lot of it had me worried. The parts about to the end, and whatever it takes made me wonder what she meant. I wanted to ask her to explain, but decided to leave it until another time. I was never good at expressing my feelings out loud. Or even to myself for that matter. Sometimes it seemed easier just to bury them. 
 The next morning, Sara left with Jason as planned. She said that the food cache was quite a ways away and that they’d probably be gone until afternoon. She gave me a quick kiss before she left, but I didn’t say anything. I didn’t trust myself not to lash out again. 
 I knew I had to keep myself busy that day; my old enemy Time would come back to haunt me if I let it. So I decided to go down to the river and do some fishing again, but first, I checked the bird trap on the roof. No luck yet, but most of the rice had been eaten, so I added more to it. I stowed one bag and our extra gear in Janice’s apartment and headed to the river with my fishing pole and some bits of the fish heads that I’d saved for the purpose of bait. 
 I didn’t have quite as good luck at the river either that day. I caught only three bluegill and I would have to give one of those to Janice for keeping our stuff safe. That was okay, though; I still hoped I’d find a bird or two stuck in the pipe trap when I got back to the apartment building. When I got there, though, I found no birds, but all the grains of rice were gone. I was beginning to think that the trap didn’t work or that someone else was stealing the birds that it had caught. 
 Sara wasn’t home yet when I got back to the apartment after picking up our stuff and giving Janice her fish. To keep myself busy instead of worrying, I prepared the fish for cooking. Sara came in carrying a shopping bag, just as I was putting the fish in the oven to cook. I was so happy to see her, but that feeling faded as I noticed her appearance. She looked a little disheveled, and her eyes seemed sadder and more haunted than ever. Her words of the night before, I’ve gotta do whatever it takes to help us survive, sprung to my mind, and I was instantly alarmed at what she might have had to do today. 

—What happened? 


—Nothing.

 Her voice sounded flat. 

—Come on. I know something’s wrong. You can tell me, you know.


—Yeah, I know.

 Abruptly, she changed the subject and started pulling things out of the bag to show me. Her expression brightened somewhat, but I could tell something was still troubling her. 

—Look. I got seeds: lettuce, carrots, cucumbers, spinach, tomatoes. And look at this: I got a lockset so we can replace the lock on our door and keep our stuff here.


—Hmm, that’s cool. Do you know how to do it?


—No, but it has instructions. We’ll figure it out. I got a couple of screwdrivers.


—How’d you get all that? Was it in the food cache?


—No, Jason’s parents own a hardware store. Well, I guess Jason owns it now. Anyway, the food cache is in the basement. Today he let me go upstairs and shop for some stuff we needed. The windows and doors of the store are all boarded up, so it hasn’t been looted.


—He just let you have it?


—No…

 When she saw the worried look on my face, she quickly added, 

—I gave him one of my hundred dollar bills.

 Something in her voice sounded a little off. Like maybe she was upset about having to give him so much money. Or maybe she was lying. That thought bothered me more than her paying him so much. Maybe she gave him something much more precious. I didn’t want to think about it, so instead I took the lockset from her and started looking at it. As I concentrated on it, a thought came to my mind. 

—Maybe we should look at the other apartments and see if we can find a better one.


—Why? I like this one.


—Well, maybe there’s a two-bedroom, so I can have a bed to sleep in. And maybe we could find one with a microwave and more stuff.


—Okay. Maybe we should get one on the top floor so we can keep an eye on the roof and our garden and traps and stuff.


—Good idea. Let’s go check them out. We can go up and plant your seeds, too.

 Sara smiled at that and for a few seconds the haunted look left her eyes. I was pleased that I was able to make her happy, if only for a moment. 
 



   

Chapter 13

 Surviving 
   
   

The apartment building had six floors, and the top floor was completely unoccupied. We found a two-bedroom apartment across the hall from the stairway that led to the roof. Luckily, this apartment had a microwave, quite a few pots and pans, a large bookcase full of books, and even closets and dressers full of clothes. Maybe its previous owners had died or hadn’t wanted to come back to get their stuff after the fire. In either case, we felt lucky to have found it. Of course, we could have gone to each apartment and raided them to add to our stuff, but that seemed somehow wrong—like stealing or depriving someone else of the chance to survive. 
 We worked on changing the locks all the next morning. It was a bit of a struggle, trying to follow the instructions that came with the lockset, but we finally got it figured out. We felt such a sense of accomplishment that we celebrated that evening by eating two cans of vegetables and the last can of peaches for dinner. Afterwards, we went to the roof to plant Sara’s seeds. She planted one row of carrots, one of spinach, one of lettuce, and the last one of cucumbers. She planted the tomato seeds in a large pot of soil she had found in the apartment with a dead houseplant in it and I had carried up to the roof for her. There were lots of seeds left over from each pack and these she carefully saved. After she was done planting, I helped her carry up pots of water to thoroughly wet the soil. 
 In the meantime, I worked on perfecting my bird trap. Instead of laying it on its side, I stood it up and wedged it between the parts of a huge air conditioning unit. I put several grains of rice in the bottom of it and hoped that birds would be lured down into it. I reasoned that the smooth sides wouldn’t allow them to climb back out, and it was too narrow to spread their wings to fly. I was happy that I could keep a watch over who went up to the roof through the peephole on our apartment door, so that I could be sure that no one was messing with our stuff on the roof. At least, when we were home. 
 Sara and I were proud and pleased with our accomplishments that day. It seemed that we were in control of our lives and I felt, for the first time in ages, that it was possible for me to gain an advantage over Time. School was supposed to start in two weeks, and we would not be able to be out on the streets during the day, so having a way to survive without leaving the apartment was vital. We would have at least two months, though, before some of the vegetables Sara planted would be ready for harvest, according to the packages of seed, so a few trips to Jason’s stash would be unavoidable. 
 The next morning, I woke early with the sun streaming through my east-facing bedroom windows. I hadn’t had that problem with the other apartment, which was on the opposite side of the building. I tried to pull my pillow over my eyes and go back to sleep, but it was no use—I was too excited about life for the first time in a long time, so I jumped out of bed and pulled on my clothes. Sara was apparently still asleep so I decided to check on my bird trap, thinking that maybe the old saying, the early bird gets the worm, was true, although in this case, I was trying to get the bird. 
 As I neared the door, pulling on my shoes as I went, I heard footsteps in the hallway. Thinking it odd for someone to be clear up on the sixth floor this early in the morning, I peered through the peephole. It took a few seconds for the person to come into view and a few more for my eyes to adjust to the strange distortion of the viewer. I could tell the person was a man and that he looked vaguely familiar, but it wasn’t until he paused at the door to the roof and looked around furtively, that I realized it was Gerald. By the time I had finished putting on my shoes, he had disappeared through the door to the roof. I slipped out of the apartment, checking to make sure I had the key and being careful to lock the door behind me so that Sara could sleep safely. 
 I followed Gerald, being as quiet as I could. I don’t know why I felt the need to be secretive. Something about his manner made me suspicious, although I didn’t know what I could possibly be distrustful of. Nevertheless, I hid behind the door at the top of the stairwell, cracking it open just a bit so I could see what Gerald was doing. At first he seemed confused, looking around for something that obviously wasn’t where it should have been. It dawned on me that he was looking where I had originally placed my bird trap. 
 I watched Gerald scurry all over the roof until he finally found the pipe stuck in the air conditioning unit. He had a silly grin on his face as he looked into the pipe, then reached in and pulled out a plump, blue-black Grackle, which began squawking loudly. Its panicked cries stopped abruptly, as Gerald wrung its neck with a quick flick of his hand. 
 I thought about leaving then and just letting him have the bird—after all, he was kind enough to let us remain, unharassed, in the building—but the thought of being able to provide meat for Sara, bringing forth that proud smile from her beautiful lips, was enough to change my mind, and I stepped out of the doorway. Gerald looked up, startled, then smiled as he stuffed the bird into a crumpled plastic grocery bag he had pulled out of his pocket. 

—Oh hi, Ben. You’re up early.


—Yeah, I was just coming up to check on my bird trap. I guess you beat me to it.

 I tried to look perturbed, but either Gerald didn’t notice or he chose to ignore it. 

—Oh? Where’s that?


—That pipe over there where you found the bird.


—I’m not following you. How is a random pipe “your” bird trap?

 I pulled the pipe out of the crevice and showed Gerald the wire mesh. I also tipped it over, and a few grains of rice dribbled out into my hand. I stared at him, challenging him to deny that I had made and baited it. He simply smiled again. 

—Ah, so it is. I didn’t notice all that before. Well, here: I guess this is yours then.

 I hadn’t expected him to give it up so easily, and it caught me a little off guard. I didn’t quite believe his claim that he hadn’t noticed the construction, since it had been quite visible when it was laid flat on the roof, but I let it go. 

—That’s okay. You can keep that one, but in the future…


—Of course. Now that I know it’s yours, I’ll leave the birds for you and Sara.

 He smiled again as he held up the bag. 

—Thanks for the bird.

 I nodded and smiled slightly back. He quickly changed the subject. 

—Speaking of Sara, how is she? I haven’t seen her around much lately.


—We’ve been staying in our room mostly. Trying to avoid trouble. She got some seeds from Jason—I mean Sonny—and planted some vegetables in that pallet there.

 I wanted Gerald to know without a doubt that the pallet garden belonged to us as well. Gerald looked at it, intrigued. 

—I wondered what that was. How ingenious.

 He peered at me intensely then, and I felt like his eyes were piercing into my soul. 

—What’d she have to do to get seeds?

 His words seemed innocent enough, but the way he said them implied something dirty and I was struck by a sudden thrust of anger and jealousy. I spat out my next words from between my teeth. 

—What do you mean by that? 


—Calm down, son. I didn’t mean anything by it; just, well, you know—a girl that pretty…

 Gerald was doing some serious back-pedaling, trying to make amends, but I wasn’t going to cut him any slack. I just kept staring at him, concentrating on shooting venom out of my eyes at him. 

—Look, son, sooner or later, her beauty’s going to be a liability, you know, especially with all the gangs hanging around downtown. Sometime someone’s gonna force her to do something she doesn’t want to.

 I balled up my fists, thinking about punching Gerald, but something down inside me told me he was probably right, so I kept them by my side. While I stood rigid, trying to keep my anger in check, Gerald chose to leave. As he started toward the door, he turned back and offered me the bird with a look of sympathy. 

—Here, take this. Sara’ll be real proud of you.

 When I refused to reach out and take it from his hand, he carefully laid it on the ground a few feet in front of me. Then he left without another word. I stood there for several minutes, fuming and thinking about what he’d said. It was undeniable that the thought had already entered my mind, but I had pushed it away every time. Now I was forced to face it with my heart pounding and my brain feeling like it was about to explode. After the rage started to subside, it was replaced by anguish and torment. 
 How was I going to keep her safe? I couldn’t make her stay in the apartment all day, especially with the blistering summer heat coming soon. I couldn’t even make her stay with me all the time—she would want to go to the food cache with Jason occasionally. I couldn’t trust Jason to keep her safe; hell, I couldn’t even be sure he wasn’t already having his way with her. The memory of the sad, haunted look in her eyes the last time she returned from the cache seemed to give me the answer to the question that I hadn’t even wanted to ask in the first place. I was ashamed of my cowardice. 
 Now that the question was forced upon me, I had to find the answer to it. I knew Sara would just deny everything, so I decided to confront Jason later that morning. Even though Sara kept saying he was a nice guy, I never completely trusted him. It would be a little difficult to get Jason alone to talk to him, as Sara was almost always with one or the other of us. I knew I should take advantage of the time alone right then to try to set things straight with him.  At that moment, however, all I felt was a sudden and total exhaustion, like all the adrenalin that surged through my veins in anger a few moments before was immediately drained from my body, leaving me feeling weak and hopeless. 
 I dragged myself off the roof and went back to bed, leaving the bird where it lay and ignoring Time once again. 
 



   

Chapter 14

 Suspicion 
   
   

Later that morning, Sara woke me up with a concerned look on her beautiful face. The sun was well up by then, and it was getting hot in the apartment even though the windows were open. I hadn’t realized that I had been asleep that long. 

—Are you okay, Ben? 


—Yeah, just tired, I guess.


—I thought we might go down to the river today since it’s so hot.

 I perked up immediately at the thought of spending the day at the river with her instead of alone. I felt much happier than just a few hours before. I smiled and jumped out of bed. 

—Yeah, that’d be nice.

 We took our fishing gear in a gym bag, happy that we could leave the rest of our stuff locked in our apartment and therefore would not have to share any of our catch with Janice. We walked hand in hand as we rounded the corner of the apartment building with big smiles on both our faces. We stopped short, however, at the sight of a police car driving slowly down the street toward us. 
 Our first instinct was to run, but I was sure that would just make the cops suspicious and cause them to chase us, so we decided to play it cool and just keep walking down the sidewalk toward the river. The cruiser slowed down and pulled over beside us. The officer in the passenger seat leaned out the window and called to me. 

—Hey, aren’t you Ethan Michaels’ son?

 I answered nervously. 

—Yeah.

 It was Officer Ortiz. I wasn’t sure if that would help us or hurt us that he knew me and my background. 

—Did you ever find your dad after the fire?


—Yeah, he was okay.

 I decided to lie so Officer Ortiz wouldn’t suspect that I was an orphan. Sara looked at me questioningly but stayed silent. 

—Oh, good. I worried about you after that night. You looked pretty lost when I last saw you.

 I smiled to show my appreciation of his concern for me even though inside I still held it against him that he didn’t try harder to save my dad. 

—What are you guys doing downtown? It isn’t safe here, you know.


—My girlfriend wanted me to show her the destruction of the fire.


—Well, you should really be getting out of here now. There’s been a lot of gang activity since the prisons were forced to release all the inmates after PF Day—looting, assaults, rapes, even murders. In fact, a girl was murdered day
before yesterday just a few blocks from here. I’m telling you, it ain’t safe out here. You better be getting home.

 Sara glanced at me with a startled look in her eyes but looked away quickly. Was that fear I saw in her eyes or some sort of guilt? I couldn’t help thinking it was the latter. I stared at her for a few moments before I realized that Officer Ortiz was waiting for me to respond. 

—We were heading home just now.


—Where do you live?


—Up north, across the river.

 Officer Ortiz leaned back in and consulted with his partner about something. After a few seconds, he leaned back out the window to talk to us again. 

—I was going to offer you guys a ride, but Henry says we got orders to continue south. 


—That’s okay. It’s not too far.


—Well, you two be careful. Stay on the main roads and don’t stop until you get home, okay?


—Yes sir.

 The officers drove off, leaving me to wonder about Sara’s strange reaction to the grim news we had just been given. I took her hand and pulled her around to face me. 

—What was that all about?


—What do you mean?


—That look you gave me after he told us about the murder.


—I don’t know. It just freaked me out, I guess.

 Sara seemed prickly and defensive. It just didn’t add up in my mind. What did she have to feel guilty and defensive about? Unless she had something to do with it. A sick feeling started in the pit of my stomach, and then got worse after I realized what I was suspecting her of. I had to find out. 

—You’re acting weird, like you’re guilty or something.


—Guilty?

 Sara’s voice got angry and loud as she continued, 

—What do you think I am? Some kind of murderer or something? How could you think that?

 She yanked her hand out of mine and started walking fast. I jogged to catch up to her and when I did, I could see her wiping tears off her cheeks. 

—Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. Of course I don’t think you’re a murderer.


—Just leave me alone!

 Her voice was thin and shrill. She broke into a run to try to distance herself from me. I could tell that I had hurt her feelings. I cursed myself under my breath as I ran to catch up with her again. 

—Sara, please slow down. I didn’t mean it, really. Please believe me. I’m an idiot. Please, Sara.

 I was pleading with her by then. I reached out and grabbed her hand, and she let me use it to stop her and draw her to me. She buried her face in my shoulder and started sobbing, her entire body shaking in my arms. We stood there like that for several minutes, and it occurred to me that this seemed an extreme reaction for the situation. Things still didn’t add up, but I’d learned my lesson about sticking my foot in my mouth, so I said nothing more about it. 
 We walked on to the river in silence. I was now worried about these murderous gangs that Officer Ortiz had told us about and I was constantly looking around us as we walked. For the second time that day, my adrenalin level was elevated, and I felt as jumpy as one of the stray cats or dogs that had become fair game for starving people in the past few months. We made it to the river without incident but were too bummed out to fish or enjoy the day, so we headed home after a half hour or so. 
 The rest of the afternoon Sara had that haunted look in her eyes but this time, something else was lurking there. Fear, anguish, guilt? It was killing me to find out what was bothering her, but I didn’t dare ask. I couldn’t risk making her feel bad again and pushing her away like I had my mother. Neither one of us felt like talking so we each picked out a book off the bookshelf and sat in the living room reading and trying to keep our minds off what had happened. 
 That night, as she headed toward her room to go to bed, Sara suddenly turned to me and started talking, like she had a secret that she just couldn’t keep in any longer. 

—I didn’t kill that girl, Ben.


—I know you didn’t.


—But I know who did.

 She shook her head sadly as my eyes nearly popped out of my head in alarm and the question Who? formed on my lips. Without answering, she went into her bedroom and shut the door. 
 



   

Chapter 15

 Revelation 
   
   

Sara and I stayed in the apartment building for the next couple of weeks, spending most of our time on the roof in the shade of the dormant air conditioning unit. We were afraid to leave the building both because of the threat of gang activity and the possibility of being picked up by police and sent to foster homes. School had started a few days before, and we wanted no part of that scene. 
 We took a couple of chairs up to sit on and even dragged the mattress from my bed up there to sleep on at night. We had most of our meager meals up there as well, mostly birds and an occasional rat or mouse we were able to trap. We were hungry most of the time, but at least we had water, a toilet, and most important of all, freedom. 
 Most of the time, the other residents of the apartment building left us alone. There were always new people coming to the building and then moving out after a day or two, never wanting to stay in one place very long. Gerald stayed off the roof, probably because he didn’t want to confront me again. Occasionally, Jason would come to the roof to visit, but never stayed long since I was still quite cool toward him. 
 The first night we slept on the roof I tried to get romantic with Sara, since we were now sleeping together, but she pushed me away and rolled over to face away from me. 

—Please don’t, Ben. Everyone always wants a piece of me. That’s why I stay with you; you never try to force me into doing anything I don’t want to do. I feel safe with you. Please don’t ruin it now.

 As much as I wanted Sara right then, having her stay with me was much more important, so I kept my hands to myself from then on. I kept hoping she’d change her mind and initiate some contact, but it never happened. I buried the disappointment of my desire deep down inside me with all the other pain I was hiding. It wasn’t that hard to ignore my physical desires; I felt like I was emotionally dead anyway and the strain of trying to keep all that buried exhausted me physically as well. 
 One night just after dark, Jason came staggering up the stairs to the roof.  He was a mess, his nose bloody and a black eye already forming. He was dragging his left leg and hugging his chest. His wheezing reminded me of my dad after he had been beaten in the riot for water months before. Despite my dislike and distrust of him, I couldn’t help feeling a surge of concern and pity for the poor guy. Sara was stricken with concern, almost making me jealous. She ran to his side. 

—Jason! What happened? 

 Jason was unable to speak right away. It was several minutes after Sara had helped him to a chair before he could tell us what happened. What he said chilled me to the bone. 

—They’re looking for you, Sara. Your brother and your ex and their gang. You have to leave.

 I’ll never forget the look on Sara’s face—a mix of terror, concern, and panic. I felt the adrenalin surge through my veins and I was stricken with the same feelings I saw in Sara’s face. I also felt intense anger toward Jason, which I unleashed with a verbal assault. 

—You dumb ass! You probably led them here to her! How could you put her in danger like that? I ought to beat the crap out of you right now!

 I didn’t expect to see the intense dejection and self-loathing in Jason’s face, and it cooled my anger immediately. Sara shot me an angry look of warning, which cooled it even more. What Jason said next almost made me feel sorry for him. 

—I know. I couldn’t think straight. I don’t think they were following me, though. I’ve been out cold in the alley behind the hardware store since this morning.

 Sara told me to go down to the apartment and bring up wet rags and any kind of medicine and bandages I could find. It took me a few minutes to collect the items, during which time my mind was spinning with panic, trying to settle on a plan to keep Sara safe. By the time I returned to the roof, I had decided that it would probably be safest to stay where we were instead of trying to run through streets that were controlled by rogue gangs, one of them being the ones looking for her. As Sara cleaned up Jason as best she could and bandaged his bruised and possibly broken ribs and foot, I explained what I had decided. Jason argued a little, but Sara was silent. She didn’t speak much until after we had helped Jason down to his apartment, making him as comfortable as we could, and returned to the roof with several cans of food that Jason gave us for helping him. As we shut the door on his apartment, I made sure to turn the lock so he would be safe.  Sara smiled at me for that, and I felt selfless and good about myself for once. 
 When we got to the roof, I blocked the door by forcing two metal bars through the handrails on each side of the door. For extra measure, Sara helped me push a heavy drum of some unknown substance in front of the door. We lay down on the mattress and pulled our blanket over us, but neither of us could sleep. We didn’t talk for a long time, but finally I couldn’t hold it in any longer. 

—So are you going to tell me about your brother?

 I wanted to ask about her ex as well, but decided not to push it. It was a minute or so before Sara answered. 

—Matthew is four years older than me. Last year, or maybe it was the year before—I’ve lost track of the time—he started hanging out with a bad bunch of guys. Drinking, drugs, and such. He was always getting into trouble and getting suspended from school. Of course, that’s exactly what he wanted so he could go hang out with the other druggies. My parents tried and tried to straighten him out. I felt so bad for them. I hated my brother for putting them through all that. At the same time, though, I still loved him. You know what I mean?

 I nodded but said nothing, afraid that she would quit talking if I said anything. She sighed then, a deep, sad sigh. 

—I had this boyfriend, Zack. We weren’t serious or anything, but I liked him. Matthew started luring him to hang out with his gang. Zack was only 15, but he got into the drugs just like my brother. One night they were arrested for being in a big fight with some other guys. They all had drugs on them and they all ended up going to jail, Zack to juvie, but Matthew was charged as an adult since he was 18 and got three to five years. I guess they had to let them out when the power was off.

 I was silent for a couple of minutes more, then I asked what I’d been dying to know for days. 

—So, how do you know who killed that girl? Was it your brother or one of his gang?

 She took so long to answer I thought she’d gone to sleep, but she finally spoke. This time her voice was thin and wavering like she was trembling or trying not to cry. 

—I saw Matthew and Zack the first time I went with Jason, when we were coming back home. Zack was trying to get me to go with him, to be his “ho.” He got mad when I said no. Jason told them I was his girlfriend and that he would give them food if they left us alone. He gave them all the food he had in his backpack. It worked; they let us go. The next time I saw them was when I got the seeds. It was late, and Jason still had to board the store back up behind us. I came back alone because I was worried about you worrying about me. Zack had this sick-looking girl hanging on him. She looked like she’d been beat up pretty bad. Like she was almost dead already. He still tried to get me to go with him, and when I refused again, he got real mad. The girl tried to say that he only needed her, and that made him even madder. He punched her in the stomach real hard, and she started throwing up blood. I tried to run away, but Matthew caught me and threatened to kill me if I ever told anyone what I saw. I gave him a hundred dollars, and he let me go. Jason never asked for anything from me; it was Matthew I paid. When I looked back, the girl was lying on the ground in a pool of blood, already dead, I suppose.

 At that, Sara’s voice cracked and she started crying. I pulled her close and let her cry into my shoulder. She kept murmuring over and over, that poor girl until she fell asleep in my arms. I stayed awake, worrying about the gang, the threat to Sara, and thinking about how wrong I’d been to judge Jason without knowing the facts. It made me wonder how many other times I had jumped to conclusions about someone before knowing the whole story. I put the headphones of Sara’s iPod in my ears and finally drifted off to sleep with the soft sounds of Mad World and visions of my mother’s sad and disappointed face haunting my dreams. 
 



   

Chapter 16

 Escape 
   
   

Muffled pounding and shouting downstairs awakened us during the night. At first I thought it was part of the music still playing in my ear, but when I heard a woman scream, I sat bolt upright, accidentally pulling the headphones out of my ears. In the dim light of a sliver of the moon, Sara’s eyes were huge pools of fear. She clutched at me and whispered, panic making her voice tremble, 

—It’s them!

 For a moment, we just sat there blinking, but when a second scream, this time a male voice, wailed on long and anguished, finally weakening to a strangled moan, I jumped into action. I started stuffing all our things into our two gym bags, which we kept on the roof with us. Sara stood and quietly helped. Her movements seemed stiff and slow and made me think of the phrase “scared stiff.” I stopped for a moment and held her close until she calmed down a little. 
 The voices were sounding louder, like they were working their way up the floors. We were startled by a sound like a gunshot, but we couldn’t believe anyone would still have ammunition left after all this time. We weren’t taking any chances, though, and went back to packing with additional urgency. When we were done, we slung the bags on our backs and carefully made our way to the burned out section of the building where we knew there was, ironically, a fire escape. 
 Hoping the fire hadn’t weakened the metal too much, we started down the stairs, testing each step while still trying to hurry. About halfway down, we heard pounding on the door to the roof. We paused only a moment, and then continued. We were on the last landing before the final flight, which ended about eight feet off the ground, when the shadow of a man rounded the corner on our side of the building. We froze and prayed that he would not think to look up. We could barely see him, the dim moonlight reflecting off his bald head, as he stopped under the fire escape and turned his face up toward us. I could feel Sara’s muscles tighten, and I feared that the man would hear the sound of my heart beating wildly in my chest. 
 Apparently, his eyes hadn’t adjusted to the darkness yet, having just came out of the now brightly-lit building, because he just squinted for several seconds, then turned and yelled at his gang that nobody was on this side of the building. We didn’t move until we heard the door to the back of the building open and close again. Then we quickly dropped to the ground from the bottom rung, grabbed hands and started running as quietly as we could across the street to the alley between the buildings to the east. We could hear more shouting as the gang exited the back of our building, and I swear I heard them calling for Sara. 
 We rushed eastward as fast as we dared, pausing at the corners before darting across the open territory of the streets. We ran for at least ten blocks before we were so out of breath we had to hide in a recessed doorway to rest for a minute. As we caught our breath, Sara looked at me with her huge, haunted eyes, which were clouded by fear as well. I tried to look reassuringly back at her, but I’m not sure I was able to pull it off convincingly. Wordlessly, we continued east until we hit a major boulevard running north and south. I stopped Sara in the middle of a clump of trees, and we silently listened for the sound of someone following us. After several long seconds, I whispered, 

—Which way should we go?


—South.

 She said it with such conviction that I didn’t think to argue with her. I was curious what she had in mind, though. She started walking briskly south. I had to hurry a little to catch up to her. We stayed at the edge of the trees that lined the side of the boulevard. 

—Why south?


—Swope Park.


—Swope Park?

 I’d never been to Swope Park before, except to visit the zoo. 

—Yeah, it has a big woods and a river that runs through it. And the zoo’s there.


—Why would we want to go to the zoo at a time like this?

 She looked at me like I was a bit slow. 

—Animals… hunting…?

 She smiled slightly when it dawned on me that she was far ahead of me in thinking about survival. If there were any animals left in the zoo by now, that is. At any rate, the idea of hiding in the woods by a river was very appealing to me after being cooped up in the apartment building so much, especially since summer was coming on and we wouldn’t have been able to run the air conditioners in the building. 
 We walked for the rest of the night until dawn, probably three hours or so. By the time we made it to Swope Park, we were exhausted. At the first bridge crossing the Blue River, we left the road and scrambled down the steep hill to the riverbanks below. The river was really just a stream, only about ten or twelve feet across. We settled under the bridge, using our gym bags as pillows and fell asleep. 
 While I slept, I dreamed that a huge beast was after us. In the darkness of my mind, we ran through the streets of downtown with the monster on our heels. We couldn’t see what it was; we could only see its glowing yellow eyes and hear its roar. Right before I woke up, I dreamed we rounded the corner of a building and there in front of us, strewn on the street under a streetlight were the bodies of Gerald, Janice, and Skinner. The beast was hunched over another body with its back to us. As we stood and stared, horrified, the body under the beast raised its head and looked at us with wounded, accusing eyes. It was Jason. 
 I woke with a start, overwhelmed by feelings of guilt and remorse—remorse for treating Jason badly, guilt for leaving him behind to face the gang alone. And what about Janice and Gerald? They’d been kind to us when we needed them. Shouldn’t I have stayed to help them in their time of need? I shook my head and decided that there was nothing I could have done. My first duty was to Sara, and I couldn’t have protected her if I’d gone downstairs to help the others. Nonetheless, the bad feelings stayed with me all day. 
 Another thing that stayed with me during the day was the sound of the beast roaring; only now I realized that it was a real beast roaring from the nearby zoo. Sara said it was a lion, and he sounded forlorn and hungry. It scared me, but Sara was excited by the sound. She wanted to sneak into the zoo after we had found something to eat and see if there were any other animals left. I wasn’t too sure about that. 

—What if they eat us?


—They can’t get out of their pens, silly. Most of them are probably dead anyway. No way to get food for them when so many people are starving and probably no one to take care of them either.

 Sara seemed quite saddened by that thought, but I was glad there wouldn’t be many animals around to try to eat us. I hadn’t been to the zoo since my kindergarten field trip years before, but I remembered big scary beasts like lions, tigers, and polar bears. I wasn’t too keen on meeting up with one of them, particularly since they were undoubtedly hungry. 
 



   

Chapter 17

 Swope Park 
   
   

Fishing under the bridge was good, so we quickly caught two large catfish. We decided we needed to move upriver, away from the sight of the road, before we made a fire and cooked them. We walked along the railroad tracks that roughly followed the flow of the river. About a half a mile up and around a bend in the river, we came upon an abandoned train on the tracks. We could see and smell wisps of smoke rising above a clump of trees ahead of us. We hesitated, not sure whether the fire-builder would be friendly or not. 
 Cautiously, we peeked around a large tree and watched while a dark and wrinkled old man tended to a spit holding some kind of meat suspended over the fire. The body of the animal was freshly skinned and apparently hadn’t been cooking long enough to brown the meat or give off an aroma. Sara and I glanced at each other and somehow agreed to reveal ourselves without uttering a word. As usual, Sara was the first to speak to the man, sounding very courteous and respectful. 

—Good morning, sir. We were wondering if we could share your fire for a bit.

 He eyed us suspiciously and cocked his head to the side. 

—There ain’t enough for more than me. Best you leave me be an’ find your own food.


—We don’t want to take your food, sir. We have our own. See?

 Sara grabbed my hand and held it and the fish aloft. 

—Well, in that case, sure, you can share my fire.

 The man relaxed and nodded toward the fire. 

—Thank you, sir.


—What be your names?


—I’m Sara, and this is Ben.


—Nice to meet you Sara an’ Ben. You can call me Aaron. Why don’t you pull up a rock there an’ dress your fish. Might be good to find a long green stick to roast ‘em on too.

 Aaron’s voice was deep and musical. In my scarred heart, I felt I could trust this man, even though my brain told me to trust nobody but Sara. Apparently, Sara felt comfortable around him as well, because she smiled and relaxed for the first time in days. She seemed to enjoy the conversation she was having with Aaron. 

—Thanks, Aaron. It’s been awhile since I roasted something over a campfire.


—Your boy there don’t talk much. Is he mute or just shy?

 I felt the heat of embarrassment warm my cheeks as I realized how rude I’d been. I smiled sheepishly. 

—I can talk. I’m just quiet, I guess.


—Well, that’s awright, Ben. I can talk enough for the both of us. I’m named after Aaron, Moses’ brother, in the Bible. Ever hear of him? Well, ol’ Moses, he weren’t a very good speaker, so God told him to speak through his brother Aaron when he needed to tell that ol’ pharaoh in Egypt off. God told Moses what to say an’ Moses told Aaron what God said to say. Kinda like Sara here doin’ the talking for both of you.

 Aaron chuckled at his little joke and turned the spit a quarter turn. While Sara carried on the conversation with Aaron, I set to work dressing the fish and finding long sticks to roast them on. I listened carefully to what they were saying, however. 

—So what are you two doin’ down here on the Little Blue? Don’t you have a home?


—We did, but we got burned out of them. Both Ben’s and my parents died, and we didn’t want to end up in foster homes. We’re almost seventeen anyway, so we can be emancipated soon.


—Well now. Emancipation is something I know a little bit about.

 He smiled mysteriously and turned the spit again. 
 Just then, the lion roared again, this time long and mournful. It sounded so much closer, even though we had only walked a half a mile or so upriver. I started at the sound, visions of the beast attacking us from the woods next to us in my head, as I commented, 

—Damn, that sounds close.

 Aaron nodded his head sympathetically. 

—His pen is right across the river an’ up that hill. His voice can carry for miles, but we’re less than half a mile away here. He sounds real lonesome, doesn’t he?

 Sara said sadly, 

—I feel sorry for him. Is he all alone now? Didn’t they have, like, five or six lions before?


—Yep. They’ve all died but the one. Died of exposure or sickness. The last one ate his brothers to survive.

 We all shuddered in horror at the thought of the dire hunger that led him to devour his pride. 

—The keepers tried to keep all the animals alive, but it was a losing battle.


—The keepers? They stayed while the power was out? Was the zoo even open?


—No, no, the zoo closed the day of the power failure an’ probly ain’t never gonna open up again. Most of the staff decided they needed to be home with their families, of course, helping them survive. But there are five dedicated keepers, who have no families of their own. These five have stayed all through the crisis. See that building up yonder?

 Aaron pointed a ways up the tracks to a building. 

—That’s where they live now. They tried living in the buildings at the zoo at first, but the stench drove them away.


—Stench?

 Aaron shook his head and turned away, like he didn’t really want to think about it. It took him a few seconds, but when he answered, his voice was husky and sad. 

—The dead animals.

 We were all silent for a few minutes, during which time, Sara and I began roasting our fish. It didn’t take them long to cook, and we immediately devoured them while Aaron ate his own lunch. Afterwards, we cleaned up the campsite a little. Aaron snapped a green branch covered with leaves off a nearby tree and used it to tamp out the flames of the fire. After it was out, he opened one of the train cars’ sliding doors, grabbed a huge shovel from inside, and carefully scooped up the hot coals from the fire. He laid the coals, still on the shovel, inside the train car. Then he pulled out four large plastic buckets and climbed the ladder attached to the outside of the train car to the roof, setting the buckets on the rooftop. When he saw me looking at him quizzically, he explained his actions. 

—It looks a little dark to the west. It might rain later. Gotta make sure we have the makin’s for a fire later an’ rainwater is always better for drinkin’ than river water.

 I was amazed at his foresight and efficiency. I realized that Aaron would probably be a great source of information if Sara and I were going to survive in the woods for the winter. If he would let us stay with him, that is. Aaron got out some fishing line, a bucket, and a knife. He surprised me with a great display of enthusiasm. 

—Time for fishin’!


—Why? We just ate.


—You don’t wait ‘til you’re hungry to find your next meal, son. Besides, if rain’s a-comin’, the fish’ll be a-bitin’.


—How do you know?

 I didn’t say it like a smart-ass; I was genuinely interested. 

—I been livin’ in the wild for a long time, Ben. Every time before it rains, the fish want to eat as much as they can because the rain muddies up the water so they can’t see the food. After it rains, you may as well not even try to fish.


—You don’t have a fishing pole?


—No, I just have this string with my homemade hook. See? You can make a hook out of lots of things.

 Aaron showed me the hook he had made out of a pop can tab. He had cut part of one of the rings off to form the barb. A string was tried to the other ring. When we got down to the river, he pulled what looked like animal guts out of the pail and impaled a small piece on his homemade hook. He offered some to me for my hook. 

—Nothin’ better than entrails for baitin’ catfish!

 We fished for about an hour and caught over a dozen fish, mostly catfish from Aaron’s hook and specialized technique. I didn’t know what in the world we would do with all those fish. Sara and I always ate what we caught almost immediately, but we were still full from our meal an hour before, and I knew the fish wouldn’t stay fresh too long. Aaron knew exactly what to do with them, however. 
 After we cleaned and gutted a little over half the fish, Aaron fileted them and cut the meat into long, thin strips; he left the other fish alive on a stringer in the river. After he had prepared the fish strips, he opened the sliding door of another freight car, which had open vents all over the sides of it. In this car was a rack made of tree limbs. Aaron had me gather green sticks for firewood while he and Sara hung the fish on the rack. He made a fire under the rack using the wood I had found and a live coal he had saved from earlier. Then he placed a big tripod, also made of tree limbs, over the rack and covered it with a blanket, like a teepee with an opening at the top for the smoke to escape and room at the bottom to draw in air. It took a while for the fire to catch on since the wood was green and after it did, it smoked a lot, which was exactly what Aaron wanted. He said it would take a couple of days to dry it out enough to be safe to eat without refrigeration. 
 Aaron closed the door to the “smokehouse” and went back to the river to retrieve the rest of the fish. The lion roared as if he knew that Aaron had fresh food. 

—Let’s go see what’s happenin’ at the zoo. 


 

 



   

Chapter 18

 City Zoo 
   
   

We followed the river another half-mile until we came to a swinging bridge. Sara was excited when she saw it, remembering all the times she and her parents stood on the bridge making it sway back and forth. We scrambled up the steep bank to an opening in the chain link fence at the top. Sara delightedly demonstrated the effect of the bridge while I nervously looked around for possible loose animals. There was a foul stench in the air. I had smelled it a little down below in the river valley, but up here it was much stronger. Aaron saw me wrinkle my nose and shook his head sadly, saying only, 

—The stench of death.

 On our way to the lion’s pen, we passed many empty enclosures. It was sad to think that so many animals had lost their lives because of PF Day. No more depressing, of course, than the loss of human lives, but sad, nonetheless. I hadn’t even thought about the hardships faced by the animals in the zoo. After all, animals don’t need electricity, right? But in captivity, totally dependent on humans to feed them, and dependent on food sources that are shipped in from other places, the loss of power had a devastating effect on them. 
 The few animals that were still alive were thin, mirroring the human population. The huge silverback gorilla and one of his mates had made it, but the other five gorillas had not. More than half of the African plains animals, like the zebras, giraffes, rhinoceros, and antelopes were still alive; none of the hippos made it, though. Two cheetahs were still alive, although very skinny, and all the tough little warthogs survived. Sara was afraid to continue to the chimpanzee enclosure—afraid that the baby chimp that she had loved to watch frolicking with his mother and siblings had died, but Aaron assured her that although some of the others had not made it, the baby was still among the living. 
 When we arrived at the lion’s enclosure, he let out a low mournful roar, like he knew we were there to see him. First we entered the viewing room to see him, but it was so hot in there, we came back out to the side of it. Aaron told me to climb up on the top of the small building and after I did, he handed the fish up to me and told me to toss them to the lion. 
 Just before I threw them in, the lion’s eyes locked on mine. His intense stare spooked me because it seemed like he was thinking that I was the food being offered to him that day. He crouched like he was ready to leap to the top of the building and make a meal out of me. His eyes had an eager gleam, and his tongue licked his upper lip slowly in anticipation. I hurriedly tossed the fish to him, one by one, but his gaze didn’t leave me until I hastily climbed back down off the roof. By the time I joined Sara and Aaron at the fence overlooking the enclosure, the lion was ripping into the fish like I had never been the object of his desire. However, I couldn’t shake the eerie feeling of being pegged as prey. 
 We left the zoo after feeding the lion because the smell of rotting flesh and the sadness of the situation began to overwhelm Sara and me. After returning to the train, Aaron suggested we choose a car to sleep in. He said that there were several other homeless people who came back here at night after foraging for food in the city all day. They chose to sleep in the woods, though. We chose a freight car about halfway down the train that was half-filled with boxes of hardware items—big spools of wire, tools, paint, etc. We decided that it would be advantageous, from a survival standpoint, to search through the boxes to find items that would help us. The car next to that one was filled with boxes that appeared to be from some kind of veterinary supply company because there were boxes of vaccines, antibiotics, medicines, and such. There were even pet supplies in there, and we spent the rest of the afternoon searching through boxes in both cars. We were happy to uncover a box of large flat pet beds in the pet car. We took several out and used them for our beds in the hardware car. 
 That night Aaron lit a big fire beside the train. Out of the darkness, people started sifting in from all sides. It reminded me of a zombie invasion the way they silently appeared from the woods or from behind the train, and it kind of creeped me out. I could tell Sara felt a little anxious too, because she dragged me down to the river to get away from them. I think she was still freaked out that her brother’s gang might appear. I didn’t blame her. 
 After a while, Aaron came down to the river to find us. He was carrying a bucket, a big branch lit on fire like a torch, and three long barbecue spits, the ones you roast hot dogs over a fire with. He handed one to each of us and told us that he was going to teach how to gig frogs. He showed us how to creep along the banks of the river, shining the torch in front of us. When we could see the light reflected off the eyeballs of a big bullfrog, he thrust the barbeque spit at it, impaling it. It took us a while to get the hang of it, but once we did we caught several. While we gigged, we talked softly. I had to ask Aaron the question that had been bothering Sara and me since nightfall. 

—Who are all those people at the campfire?


—Just folks. Folks that ain’t got a home. Don’t want one neither.


—What do you mean?


—They’re just … well, lost souls. Most of ‘em were let out of the mental institutions after PF Day.


—Why would they just let them out? I mean, they’re crazy, right?


—Well now, we’re all just a little crazy, ain’t we? Take you two. You could be at some nice person’s home with electricity, hangin’ out with your friends an’ all but instead, you decide to hang out here with the crazies.

 Aaron started laughing loudly and laughed until he started coughing. When he caught his breath, he continued more seriously. 

—Really, though, think about it. What were the authorities supposed to do? They couldn’t leave ‘em all in there to starve to death, to die of thirst or disease. Who was going to be there to take care of ‘em? No, they had no choice but to let ‘em all out. Prisoners too. That’s why the city’s a lot more dangerous now than before.

 Sara and I glanced at each other. We knew firsthand how true that last statement was. 
 After we had caught a couple dozen frogs, we headed back to the fire. Aaron assured us that there were no gangs among the group. We were still apprehensive and stayed back by the trees until we looked everyone over. There were eight men and three women in the group, as far as we could tell. A few of them could have been either gender. They were all dressed pretty raggedy and obviously didn’t fit the gang type, so we cautiously joined them around the fire. Aaron introduced us, and the others told us their names. 
 We cut the fat legs off the frogs, skinned them, and roasted them over the fire. There were enough to share with everyone and the others gratefully devoured their share. 
 After a while, three men and two women joined the group. These five were obviously not homeless or mentally ill. You could just tell by the way they walked and talked. They were educated; they had a purpose. Aaron introduced them to us as the keepers of the zoo, who lived in the building down the tracks. They looked exhausted and grim, but their eyes lit up a bit when Aaron told them we were interested in the welfare of the zoo and the animals in it. One of the men, Jim, started to explain to us what they’ve been doing to help the animals since PF Day and how they had made the excruciating decisions they had to. 

—After PF Day, most of the zoo personnel came to work every day until the gas ran out. Those who had families naturally had to stay home to take care of them. There were eight of us, originally, who were able to stay to take care of the animals. Of course, at first we had no idea how long the power would be out, so we went about as usual, feeding the animals as we had always done. In some ways that was bad, but in other ways good. They were well fed and healthy as we headed into the winter. But we ran out of food to feed many of them halfway through the winter. We knew at that point the power was going to be off a long time.

 Jim paused and stared into the fire sadly. A middle-aged woman named Susan took up the account. 

—That’s when we had to make some hard decisions. The zoo director and some of the board members were walking to the zoo from their homes about once a week at that time to check up on things. At one point, we all decided that we would have to make a plan to keep as many animals alive as possible. First of all, we had to make a priority list of the animals that were most important to be kept alive and the ones most likely to survive.

 Another young keeper, Kyle, interrupted softly. 

—That was a difficult task.


—Yes, excruciating. But it had to be done. Obviously, the most endangered species had to have a high priority. We unanimously decided that the primates were a top priority because of their intelligence and most are endangered as well. The large carnivores like the polar bears, the big cats, and the wild dogs needed meat, and the only way to provide that was for something else to die. I mean, another zoo animal. We couldn’t very well be feeding them beef and pork when people were starving, you know. So the question was, should we kill lesser priority animals to feed higher priority carnivores? It turned out that we didn’t have to because so many animals started dying quickly; so many we had too much meat to feed the carnivores at first. Luckily, the meat kept in the winter. By spring, though, we were running low on usable meat. Especially when the weather warmed up and the dead animals started rotting.

 Some of the mentally ill people around the fire began to look uneasy. A few of them got up and retreated into the woods, shaking their heads and muttering softly to themselves. They vanished as quickly as they had appeared earlier, reinforcing my impression of zombies. 
 Jim spoke again. 

—The penguins posed a particularly difficult problem. Many of them were endangered and a high priority for us to try to save, but feeding them and controlling the water temperature was impossible. You see, before PF Day the zoo brought in a truckload of fresh fish and seafood from the coasts every month to feed them. They don’t eat anything else. The warm-water penguins couldn’t recover from the cold temperatures either. Despite our best efforts, we lost all but two penguins last winter. 

 Now Kyle entered the conversation. 

—We had already stored enough hay for the winter to keep most of the herbivores alive. We only lost one of the elephants and a few of the African plains herbivores. We suspect that a few of them were poached, but not as many as we thought would be. 

 Sara and I glanced guiltily at each other. Even though we hadn’t poached any of the animals, we had thought about it and now, after witnessing their terrible plight, we couldn’t even imagine killing the ones who had managed to survive thus far. 

—We lost quite a few of the kangaroos, though. We’re hoping that things will begin to get better soon, now that the electricity is back on. We won’t give up on them, no matter what happens.

   
 Later that night, while Sara and I laid on our beds in the freight car, we talked about how terrible it must have been to make the decisions of which animals to save.  Sara looked intensely at me and said, 

—You see, Ben; sometimes people have to make decisions they don’t want to. What you think is a choice that somebody made willingly may have been just the best one of a bunch of terrible choices.

 Something about the way she said it made me think she had suddenly changed the subject. 

—Are you talking about the zookeepers?


—Yes… and others… 

 She paused then. It seemed that she wanted to say something else, but I didn’t want to hear it so I turned away and told her I was tired. 

 


 

 



   

Chapter 19

 Wilderness Survival 
   
   

The summer and fall were filled with learning valuable survival techniques from Aaron, the keepers, and even a few of the mentally ill people who frequented our campsite. As it had for the past several months, Time seemed to stand still for us, even though it had been restored to the rest of the world through the repair of the power grid. We, however, lived as though the power was still off; electricity held no interest for us, except to recharge Sara’s iPod at one of the picnic grounds’ outlets from time to time. 
 We were able to find many items from the freight cars to help with our survival and make our lives easier. We tried to help the homeless people who, even though they had lived around the train for several months, had not felt comfortable entering the cars to scavenge. Aaron said that most of them were too paranoid to sleep within any kind of enclosure and that quite a bit of their mental problems were actually caused, or at least made worse, by confining them in mental institutions. He worried that it was only a matter of time before the authorities started rounding them up again to institutionalize them for “their own good.” Aaron almost spat out those last three words; there was no question what he thought about the prospect. 
 We made the train our home base for the next few months. We slept inside the car when it was cool or raining and on top of it when the temperatures soared. The trees shaded our car and a few others around it during the day so the metal never got too hot. On especially hot nights, we brought buckets of water from the river to cool down the roof and ourselves. 
 We had some intestinal problems due to bacteria and parasites in the water before Aaron told us to boil buckets of river water for drinking. He made us a tonic from the stinging nettle plant to help detox our system. 
 During the days, Aaron showed us various techniques for trapping animals. He taught us how to make snares from a piece of wire and where to place them on animal trails for catching small game. He showed us how to set up pitfall traps and bucket traps. He even showed us how to dam up a small section of the river or a creek to catch fish. Then he demonstrated how to correctly skin and gut the animals we caught and how to preserve some for eating later. For every two animals we ate, we tried to preserve at least one by smoking and drying it out like jerky. 
 Aaron also knew all about edible plants. He showed us how to find and use cattails, which he called the grocery store of the wild. Most of its parts are edible: the young shoots and stems taste like cucumber, the flower spikes like corn on the cob, and the rhizomes can be made into flour. Aaron was careful to show us the difference between cattails and its poisonous look-alike, the blue flag iris, which has leaves separate from the stalk, unlike cattail whose leaves sheathe the stalk. 
 We also learned how to identify and collect lamb’s quarters, dandelion leaves, and nettles for a wild salad and many wild berries and fruits. We collected pine needles to make pine needle tea, which Aaron told us contains four times the vitamin C of orange juice. By the end of summer, we were feeling quite confident in our ability to survive in the wild. Aaron taught us that survival is about finding solutions to your problems. He would always say that people who sit around and cry over their problems usually don’t survive. 
 Two or three days a week, we went to the zoo and helped the keepers care for the animals that were still holding on to life. Some of the pens and enclosures had bodies of fresh water available to the animals, but others had to be supplied by carrying buckets of water. It seemed a never-ending task and it sounds heartless, but I was glad that there were fewer animals to be taken care of. It was quite a bit easier after the keepers were able to get some gas to run their tractors and ATVs, although there were always dead animals that needed to be butchered to feed the carnivores and plants to be gathered for the herbivores. In return for our help, the keepers taught us veterinary care which, they reminded us, could be used on humans as well, and shared some of the butchered meat with us. It seemed odd eating exotic animals, like kudu and wild boar, but after cooking them over a fire, they all tasted pretty similar in the end. 
 Sometime in late summer—we had no idea what day, as there was no reason for us to keep track of time—two men from the railroad came walking up the tracks from where they had parked their company truck on the side of the nearest road. Sara and I hid in the woods while Aaron talked to them. One of them questioned him, while the other checked the engine over. 

—Anybody living in this train? 


—A few lost souls is all.


—Well, the railroad sent us to check out the condition of this train. I’m afraid we’ll be getting it ready to move soon. Tell all your people to get their belongings and whatever they need out of here in the next few days. We’ll be back here with the engineers on Friday to start it up and drive it out of here.

 We could tell that the men were kind and concerned about the future living conditions of the “lost souls.” We were worried that they would report us to authorities who would no doubt determine that the best thing for us would be to gather us up and send us to various “appropriate” institutions, like psych wards, prisons, orphanages, and schools. There was no way any of us wanted that and now that we had freedom, we were determined to do anything it took to keep it. 
 For the next three days, we unloaded anything we thought might help us survive out of the freight cars and carried it to secret caches deep in the woods. We made the caches by burying several large plastic trashcans from the hardware car of the train in various places throughout the heavily wooded areas of the park. The lids were level with the ground, and we camouflaged them with leaves, sticks, rocks, and whatever other kind of natural litter we could find on the ground. Into them, we stashed hardware items such as tools and wire, flashlights and batteries, lighters, pans, medicine and horse blankets, and anything else we found in the hardware and veterinary cars that we thought might helps us. We even found several tents that we distributed among the lost souls and kept one for ourselves. We didn’t feel like thieves for scavenging the stuff from the train because we were in a survival situation and the railroad man had told us to take whatever we needed. 
 Before the men came back to get the train, we were set up to live in the woods like nomads. We chose places that would be difficult for the authorities to find us and used Dakota pit fires to remain inconspicuous. These are made by digging two holes in the ground a few inches apart with an underground tunnel connecting them. The fire is built in the bottom of one hole while it is fed oxygen through the other hole. The flame is concealed and they’re always built under a tree to disperse the smoke. Aaron showed us how to make them and told us that he had learned it while in a special ops unit in Vietnam. 
 In the evenings, those of us still living in Swope Park would gather around a communal fire made by Aaron, and he would tell us stories. Sometimes they were Bible stories with Aaron playing the different parts; at other times he told about his various missions in Nam. Many times, a few of the mentally ill people would get uncomfortable and leave, but most stayed and enjoyed the entertainment. Sara and I remained the only young people living in the park. 
 After Aaron tired and went to bed, Sara and I would slip off to our campsite. Every few days, we’d find a new campsite just in case someone was watching us. We were very paranoid about being found, whether by Matthew’s gang or by the authorities. Either possibility seemed to hold terrifying outcomes for us. Looking back now, I can see that one prospect was infinitely worse than the other. 
 We slept in the open most nights that summer, setting up our tent only when bad weather threatened. We slept side by side, though not touching, as the nights were usually hot. Lying night after night next to that beautiful girl, my shell-shocked mind and frozen emotions began to thaw, and I felt more alive than I had since my parents’ deaths. Aaron said that we, like most of Americans, were probably suffering from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, or PTSD, like so many of the veterans of foreign wars. Sara was still quite traumatized, I suppose, because every time I tried to touch her romantically, she’d flinch and move further away from me. She always slept with her back to me like she was trying to shut me out. Sometimes, I got so frustrated, I’d have to go off into the woods until I could get myself under control again. 
 One evening, Aaron went to bed early, saying he had a bad headache and didn’t feel like talking to anyone. A lost soul named Patrick decided to take his place as storyteller that night. Patrick was a Vietnam vet also and had always come across as one of the more “sane” ones of the group, even though I could tell that he still suffered from PTSD like the rest of us. He was quiet most of the time and wasn’t prone to muttering or ranting like some of the others, but there was a weariness about him, like he was just tired of living, tired of trying. I think I felt most sad for him because it seemed like he knew what was happening around him, unlike the others, but he didn’t have the heart to work very hard at surviving. That evening, though, he became a different person while telling his story. 
 Like Aaron often did, he told us a story about the war. We knew he meant Vietnam, because that was the war that completely changed these men’s lives forever; the war that made them lose their sanity or their faith in humanity. I had often wondered what exactly it was about that war that was so unlike the others, but the battles that Aaron and Patrick described were much different than those I’d read about in other wars. 
 That night, Patrick told us about one mission when his unit was sent to force the Commies back across enemy lines. They believed they were chasing a retreating army but instead, ended up outwitted and surrounded by them and swallowed up by the dense jungle. They couldn’t see or hear the enemy; they could only sense that they were there, like the hundreds of snakes hanging on the branches overhead or slithering through the leaf litter under their feet. Both adversaries were terrifying, although the tough Marines wouldn’t admit being scared to anybody. During the day, the enemy continually fired shots into the clearing where Patrick’s unit was trapped, picking off the soldiers one by one. There was never anyone to shoot back at; the enemy was like armed ghosts in the dense jungle. At night, the exhausted Marines tried to sleep in shifts, but the zillion stinging flying insects and venomous crawling ones made one almost wish to be put out of his misery by the Vietcong. Charlie, which was what Patrick called the enemy, was often happy to oblige, slipping silently past the sentries and stabbing unsuspecting soldiers as they fitfully slept. By week’s end, when the US helicopters finally arrived to liberate them, the Marines were completely spooked and demoralized. As Patrick told the story, his voice became gruffer and his tale more urgent, like it was vital that he get it off his chest. 
 Patrick went on to describe how his best buddy was killed right beside him one night. It was pitch black, and Patrick desperately wanted—needed—a cigarette, but they didn’t dare light one up for fear the enemy would spot them and shoot. He and his buddy decided to hide in some bushes and share a smoke under the cover of the foliage, the need for a cigarette being great enough for them to risk their lives, they thought. As they sat and smoked, a knife came whizzing through the leaves, stabbing his friend in the neck. As he lay there gurgling, cigarette still hanging out of his mouth, Patrick grabbed the knife and hurtled it back through the bush in the direction it had come. 
 Patrick’s voice had risen to a shrill, half-crazed tremble. I didn’t actually see it when he reached into his waistband and pulled out a big hunting knife and hurtled it toward Sara, but I heard it coming. It seemed like it was traveling in slow motion and in the same slow motion, I thrust out my hand to deflect it. I managed to tip the handle enough for it to just nick Sara’s arm before it continued off into the darkness. For a second, I felt all the adrenaline, fear, and torture that Patrick and his fellow Marines must have endured. The whole experience was surreal and frightening. 
 When Patrick calmed down a bit, after the crazed look faded from his eyes, he was inconsolably sorry he had hurt Sara. He cried and sobbed over her for several minutes while she repeatedly reassured him that she was okay. I wasn’t okay, though. All the fear of the night we escaped from the gang hit me like a sledgehammer. I felt that nowhere was safe for us in this crazy new world that Time had forgotten. 
 




 


Chapter 20

 The Beast 
   
   

The summer came and went with the blur of everyday monotony. Though the days were still warm, at sunset the temperature cooled quickly and darkness fell early. We began to leave the communal fire earlier and sleep in our tent. Even with the dog beds and several blankets, we often woke up shivering and couldn’t wait to stoke our ever-burning pit fire to get warm. 
 One chilly autumn morning—it must have been late September or early October—Sara and I arrived at the zoo to help the keepers for the day. We noticed right away that something wasn’t right because the keepers weren’t where they could usually be found at that time of day. We also noticed the absence of the lion’s occasional roar. We had gotten so used to hearing him roar every half hour or so throughout the day, we normally didn’t even notice his plaintive wails, but today, the absence of them was even louder than the roar. It reminded me of how deafening the absence of traffic and sirens was after PF Day when I had lived downtown. 
 We searched the zoo, starting at the Africa section, because we feared that something was wrong with the lion. He was in his pen looking lazy and satisfied, as a lion should, although he was unusually quiet. Puzzled, we continued searching until we came to the savannah area of the zoo, which sat below the hill from the lion enclosure. From the gate of the savannah land, we could see all five of the keepers crouched down around the body of some kind of antelope. We couldn’t tell if it was alive or dead from this far away, but it was obvious that the keepers were frantically trying to do something to it. Not with the slow, measured motions of butchering, but with an urgency that seemed to represent life-saving methods. 
 We entered the enclosure and sprinted to the group. As we neared, we could tell that it wasn’t the large animal they were working on, but a calf that was mewling softly yet plaintively. It and its mother looked like small deer, although I knew from working with them that they were really impala, a species of antelope. We knelt beside the keepers who were pressing bandages against the baby’s bleeding flesh, trying to stop the blood loss. They explained that the mother and calf had been attacked by something big with claws and teeth, and we were sickened by the appearance of the mother impala. Her body was torn to shreds and half eaten. 
 One of the keepers, Jim I think, told me to hold the calf’s head so they could try to stitch up its gashes. As I held its head tightly in my lap, it looked up at me, its doe eyes wide with fear and shock, imploring me to help it or maybe just to let it go. It convulsed suddenly, kicking out its legs in all directions and almost striking the keepers with its tiny hooves. Then it slackened, its tongue lolled out, and its head fell back limp on my lap. I watched as the light in its deep moist eyes dimmed and then went out altogether, like someone had turned down a dimmer switch on a lamp. It was the first time I had actually witnessed the death of a mammal and it affected me greatly. I had seen animals and people after they had died, I had killed fish and birds and frogs, I had even been responsible for the deaths of small animals in my snares and traps, but never had a mammal died before me, let alone in my arms. This animal meant nothing to me, yet its death thrust a knife through my heart and I couldn’t stop a tear from sliding down my face. I didn’t need to be embarrassed, though, because when I looked up, it seemed everyone was affected by the loss of this innocent creature. 
 We talked about it later in hushed tones like we didn’t want anyone around to hear us. The keepers couldn’t figure out what animal could have done this. It seemed pretty obvious that it was a big cat, but the lion and the two brother tigers were still in their enclosures, as were the few cheetahs and leopards that were left. The keepers thought it possible that a wild mountain lion had somehow entered the zoo, lured in by the strong odor of dead and dying animals. The ground in the savannah land enclosure was too dry and covered with the hoof prints of panicked animals to distinguish a cat track, so it remained a mystery. None of us could quite understand why the death of this little animal affected us so much more than the hundreds of other animals and thousands of people that had died since PF Day. Maybe it was because we had a chance to save it and couldn’t. Or because it had seen its mother get eaten and needed us to fill in the maternal role. Or maybe it was just its innocence, its tragically shortened life. Whatever the case, I couldn’t shake the image of its pleading eyes staring into mine. 
 I stayed away from the zoo for a couple of weeks after that day, always using excuses like I was tired, or didn’t feel good, or that I wanted to do some fishing and hunting to make sure we had enough food for the coming winter months. Sara went without me, never questioning my real motives. I suspected she knew exactly what ailed me, but didn’t let on because she knew how much it had bothered me. 
   
 One warm autumn afternoon, Sara came back from the zoo to find me fileting my successful catch of catfish and bass to smoke over the fire. I could tell there was something she wanted to tell me, but she was oddly reluctant. Finally she just came out with it. 

—The power’s out again.

 I had thought I’d heard some popping noises, but our campsite was at the bottom of a deep ravine and sounds from the outside world filtered down to us muffled and distorted. I had ignored them, just like I usually did. Yet I couldn’t help but be a little curious about it. 

—Does anyone know what happened?


—They think it was another CME. All hell’s breaking loose up there again—explosions, fires, panic…

 I shook my head and went back to my work. Strangely, this time the power outage had absolutely no effect on me. I told Sara as much. 

—Well, I’m glad we’re down here, so we’re missing out on all the drama.


—You know what this means, don’t you?


—No, should I?


—No more electricity—probably forever.

 Something in her tone made me look up. I expected to see worry on her face, but instead there was a slight smile. 

—No more school, no more institutions, no more running and hiding… We could find a place…

 I thought about that for a minute. 

—You don’t like living here?


—Yes, but winter’s coming. It’ll be really hard, you know. I’m not sure I’m up to it.


—Maybe the keepers would let us stay with them. 


—Maybe… But today they were wondering if it is even worth it anymore. The zoo will never be open again now. The animals are all going to die eventually. They were thinking about letting the herbivores that are left just run free.


—What about the carnivores?

 Sara shook her head sadly. 

—I don’t know. They kind of avoided that subject altogether.

 It was a desolate thought. Before coming to Swope Park, I hadn't liked animals much, not even cats and dogs. But since coming there and helping to care for them for several months, I felt responsible for them, like they were they were my kids or something. I know the keepers felt the same way, so for them to be thinking of abandoning their charges told me how desperate they thought the situation was. I thought about it the entire evening and lay awake that night wondering what was going to become of the animals and of us. 
 



   

Chapter 21

 Attack 
   
   

I must have fallen asleep sometime during the night because I was suddenly awakened by the rustling of leaves and the sound of an animal sniffing around outside of the tent right beside my head. It took my eyes a few seconds to open and when they did, I was startled to see the shadow of some big animal right outside the tent. Its hulking body was facing the tent head-on with its snout on the ground. It could have been a bear or a mountain lion or even a huge wild man. I could smell its musky scent when the cold breeze blew our way; I was thankful the breeze was blowing that way so the animal couldn’t smell us. I froze, holding my breath so the beast wouldn’t hear me breathe. 
 After a couple of seconds, it made a series of low grunts, then turned toward the back of the tent. I almost gasped when I saw the silhouette of a very large feline looming over the tent. I was suddenly panicked by the memory of the mangled impala and its dying calf. I fervently prayed that Sara wouldn’t wake up or make any noise in her sleep and that the predator would find something else to prey on. I was to regret that prayer very soon. 
 The cat seemed to catch a whiff of something as it raised its snout high in the air. It froze for a second then crouched down into stealth mode. It crept off slowly, gingerly picking its way among the dried leaves in virtual silence. Only after several minutes was I able to move again and quietly woke Sara, holding my finger to my lips to warn her into silence. I think Sara must have been able to see the fear in my eyes by the light of the almost-full moon filtering through the tent because she was immediately on alert. We scurried to arm ourselves with knives and put on our shoes and coats, just in case. 
 As soon as we were dressed, we heard a distant growl and then a blood-curdling scream. It sounded like a terrified animal, but soon turned into a man’s urgent strangled call for help. Sara jumped up to try to help, but I grabbed her arm and held her back. I was ashamed at my cowardice, but I knew we were no match for a mountain lion or whatever it was out there. Sara didn’t care; she threw my arm off angrily and unzipped the tent, leaping through the opening before I could get a good hold on her again. I had no choice but to follow. 
 The man’s screams were lessening as we ran toward the sound, and I knew it must be one of the poor lost souls, who still slept in the open despite the cold and our gift of a tent. After we had run a hundred yards or so, the cat let out a roar that sounded like the zoo lion, though not plaintive and lonely this time, but angry and hurt. We stopped in fear and dread. The roar stopped abruptly at the same time as the man’s moans. Cautiously, we approached and what we saw froze us in our tracks. 
 In a clearing, with the moon shining its ever-smiling face benevolently on the scene, lay the animal, its side heaving with the effort of staying alive. Beside it lay the body of a man, though we couldn’t see who it was quite yet. He started moaning again, so I knew he was still alive, but I was afraid to come near to help him in case the predator still had some fight left in him. As usual, Sara had different ideas and started toward him. I caught her roughly and pulled her back, trying to reason with her. 

—We need to get help. We can’t take care of this alone.


—He needs our help now!


—Okay, I’ll help him and you go find the others.

 I was able to convince her apparently, because she ran off up the hill to where she knew Aaron was camped. If anyone knew how to help, it would be Aaron. I could hear her yelling for him as she scrambled in the loose leaves. My bravado was short-lived, though, as I faced the thought of actually going forward to help the poor man. I hesitated until I saw Patrick raise his head and heard him call my name breathlessly. I swallowed my fear and cautiously moved to his side. My heart leapt into my throat when I saw that the predator was indeed the zoo lion and it almost stopped when the lion weakly raised its head and looked me in the eyes. Gone was the glare of the predator I had experienced the first time I visited the zoo, and in its place was resignation. He lay back down with a grunt. 
 Patrick was clutching a big knife, the one he had thrown at Sara just weeks before. It was covered with blood, as was he himself. It was hard to see where or how he was hurt since there was so much blood. I grabbed his shredded blankets and pressed them to his wounds, trying to stop the blood. His face seemed to be untouched, but the back of his head was a shiny black, sticky mess. Between gasps, he told me what happened. 

—He got me from behind, Ben. It took me a while to get my knife out to stab him. I got the commie bastard, though! Just like he got Joey.

 I wasn’t sure if Patrick knew it was a lion that had attacked him or if he was lost in his memories again, but I tried to calm him down in any case. 

—Yeah, you got him, Patrick. He’s dying. You got him good. Now lie still so I can stop your bleeding.

 By the time Sara came back, with Aaron, the keepers, and a few of the lost souls, Patrick had given up. He died happy to have finally defeated the enemy that had haunted his dreams for the last forty years of his life. I didn’t cry at his death like I had the baby impala, yet I felt defeated and numb. Patrick was just another life I had failed to save in that miserable year. I wondered when all the death would end. I feared it wasn’t about to anytime soon. 
 Someone had found a policeman, who somehow had alerted others—they must have figured out a way to communicate when the power was off before—and soon there were several surrounding the lion and Patrick. The lion was still alive, but the keepers and the cops agreed that it should be put down, both because of its condition and the fact that it had killed a man. The keepers seemed sad but resigned to its fate.  Even though Sara believed we would be left alone, we hid while the police were there, just in case. 
 The next day, several policemen and highway patrolmen came to the zoo to put down the rest of the predators. Everyone knew instinctively that the power might never come back on since all the replacement transformers were destroyed by the second CME, and it would take years, maybe even decades to manufacture new ones.  The keepers had known the day before that they couldn’t sustain the predators of the zoo much longer and had decided among themselves to euthanize them soon anyway. It was a sad day in Swope Park, nonetheless. 
 After the police left, Sara and I went to the zoo to help the keepers tie up some loose ends. We opened the gates of the herbivores’ enclosures. We didn’t think they’d survive for long, but we wanted to give them a fighting chance. We were sad that we were forced to leave the primates locked up because even though they weren’t normally predators, they still posed a grave threat to people. They had a shot at survival, though, because their enclosures had lots of natural foliage and fruit trees. If they could make it through the winter, they might be okay, but that was rather doubtful. We gathered up all the food we could find and stacked it in their inside areas. Jim and Kyle removed the doors so the animals could not be locked in or out. 
 The keepers, Sara, and I also inspected the lion’s enclosure, trying to figure out how he escaped to carry out his deadly marauding. It took us a while to figure it out, but we finally found a tree limb that had grown a little too long in the direction of the viewing room. He had had to leap a long way, but he was able to span the distance from the limb, over the deep moat that separated his area from the visitor path, landing on top of the viewing room. It made me shutter to think I had been standing there just a few months before, and I had to wonder if my being on the roof had given him the idea to climb the tree and jump over to it. 
 After the attack on Patrick, Sara and I were afraid to sleep in our tent, even though we knew the lion and all the other predators in the zoo were gone. We couldn’t shake the feeling that, but for a different wind direction, we could have been the lion’s prey. And we knew there were other predators out there, even in the middle of a big city. The keepers let us stay with them for a few days, but then they decided it was time for them to go back to their homes, if they still stood, and move forward in this new, but already sadly familiar, world. 
 



   

Chapter 22

 Searching 
   
   

We stayed in the building that the keepers had inhabited for a few weeks, but Sara became adamant about finding some kind of house or apartment to live in now that the power was off again. She said even if we could stay in one of the zoo buildings, she really wanted a bed to sleep in. She reasoned that with so many people having died in the first five months after PF Day, there must be lots of empty places to live. I wasn’t sure I wanted to mess with trying to live in a building again; like Aaron and many of the lost souls, I had come to prefer the freedom of living outdoors. Of course, I hadn’t tried it in winter yet, and I had to admit that Midwestern winters could be extremely harsh at times. The weather had already been quite cold for living outside. 
 In any case, my primary concern was to make Sara happy, so one day, she and I walked to the edge of Swope Park where the nice neighborhoods began and started our search for an empty house. It didn’t take long. Just two blocks from the edge of Swope Park, we found a house whose windows had been boarded up. As we were poking around it, trying to find a way inside, a man from next door confronted us suspiciously. 

—Can I help you?

 As always, Sara was the one to talk. 

—We were just looking for a place to stay.


—Well, you can’t stay here. The couple that owns this house is still alive. They’re just living with their son right now. And anyway, we don’t allow squatters in this neighborhood. It’s bad enough with those crazy homeless people always begging from us.

 He shook his head, crossing his arms and staring at us until we left. This was exactly what I’d feared. I was ready to give up and go back to the tent, but Sara had another plan. 

—All we have to do is find an empty house with the owners’ names on the mailbox, then make up a story about being their niece and nephew or something. It might take a bit of acting, but I think we could pull it off.


—Maybe you could. I’m terrible at acting.


—Well, you can just stand there and nod your head while I do all the talking.

 What she didn’t add, but I’m sure she meant, was “as usual.” We walked around a few neighborhoods, trying to figure out which houses were empty. It was harder than I thought it would be. Without electricity, all the houses looked empty unless we happened to catch a glimpse of someone in a window or outside in their yard. Finally, though, we found another house with the windows boarded up several blocks away from Swope Park. 
 We cased the house from afar, trying to find out as much as we could about the owners without looking too suspicious. We learned from the mailbox that the owners’ names were Dave and Cathy Arnold. The lawn was quite overgrown and had gone to seed, but then so had everybody else’s since there hadn’t been enough gasoline to waste in lawnmowers since PF Day. We could just barely make out one of those wooden yard decorations featuring the rear end of a plump woman bent over next to a sign. We finally figured out that the sign said Grandkids spoiled here. We figured that meant that Dave and Cathy were at least middle-aged. 
 On the walk back to the park, Sara and I discussed our plan. We would go to the house and if anyone confronted us, we would say that we were Dave and Cathy’s great niece and nephew instead of their grandkids, in case the neighbors were familiar with the Arnolds’ grandkids. We would tell them that our parents had died and that we had walked 60 miles from St. Joseph to live with the only living relatives we knew of. 
 That evening when we told Aaron our plan, he shook his head and said, 

—I don’t think that’s such a good idea. People are awful jumpy these days with the gangs and all runnin’ loose.

 I agreed with Aaron, but Sara said we should at least try. After all, what could they do to us? Since the second CME, there were no phones to call the police and even if the neighbors had guns, surely no one had any bullets left after having to hunt to survive for several months. I reluctantly told Sara we could try her plan the next day. 
 Aaron shook his head again, muttering tsk, tsk. Then all of a sudden he looked up and stared at us intensely over the fire. His eyes looked a little wild in the firelight, maybe angry. When he spoke, he sounded mad. 

—You damn kids never listen. You gonna get us all in trouble, ain’t you?

 Then he left the fire and went into his tent. Aaron had been acting strange since the night of the attack. That didn’t surprise us, though, as we were all shaken up by it. But now there seemed to be a new dimension to his attitude—anger. Sara felt bad that Aaron was angry with us, but was still determined to try to find a house. She couldn’t imagine how us looking for a place to live could have any effect whatsoever on Aaron and the lost souls. 
 Late the next afternoon, Sara and I went back to the neighborhood of the Arnolds’ house. It started snowing lightly as we walked along the empty streets. This time, when we got to the house, we went right up to it like we were supposed to be there. While we were knocking on the doors of the house and trying to peer through the cracks of the boarded up windows, a middle-aged woman called to us from the porch of her house next door. 

—Hey, what are you kids up to?

 We walked over to the low hedge separating the houses and Sara answered, 

—We’re trying to find our aunt and uncle.


—They’re not home right now, but they’ll be back later. Aunt and uncle, you say?


—Yeah, great aunt and uncle, actually. Cathy is our grandma’s sister.


—Well, like I said, they’re not home. You better go somewhere else.


—Um, we don’t have anywhere else to go. Our parents died, and we’ve walked all the way here from St. Joseph to live with them. We have no one else…

 Hearing the sadness in Sara’s voice, the lady came over to where we stood behind the hedge. She looked all around her and said in a hushed tone, 

—Look, I’m sorry you lost your parents and all, but the truth is your aunt and uncle are gone, and I can’t let you stay in their house without proper legal papers proving you’re their rightful heir. The chief of police lives just down the street and everyone is really anxious right now. There was a home invasion last night a couple of streets over, and the owners got beat up pretty bad. They said it looked like some homeless person looking for food or something. There’s no way the neighborhood is going to allow anybody new in right now. I’m really sorry, kids.

 Sara and I murmured our thanks and walked slowly along the road back to the park. We didn’t talk or touch each other the whole way. We were both a little disappointed and disheartened. I didn’t think I had wanted to live in a house again until the prospect was snatched away from us. 
 It was getting dark by the time we made it to the park. The snow was beginning to accumulate and made everything look eerily white in the dim, cloud-scattered moonlight. In the twilight, we could just make out the shape of a large vehicle ahead as we rounded a curve in the road. We immediately hid in the trees and cautiously crept closer to investigate. The words Police were just visible in iridescent blue letters on the side of the white van. After what we had heard earlier, we knew this could be bad. We also knew we had to warn Aaron and the lost souls as soon as possible, so we headed to the spot that Aaron had pitched his tent for the past few nights. 
 As we crept toward his campfire, we could hear Aaron talking to someone. Peering from behind a large bush, we saw two cops in uniform standing on either side of Aaron. They didn’t appear to be holding on to him, but looked like they were ready to grab him if the need arose. We could plainly hear what they were saying, especially Aaron, who sounded agitated. 

—I ain’t done nothin’ wrong, and you can’t commit me again. I’ve got my emancipation papers right here in my pocket.

 One of the police officers grabbed Aaron’s hand as he tried to reach into his pocket for the papers. 

—We know, Aaron. We’ve seen your papers before. We’re not trying to commit you. We just need information. What do you know about the incident last night?


—I don’t know nothin’! I was just here mindin’ my own business as always. 


—How many other people live here in the woods?


—I don’t know nobody else. I just mind my own business.


—Now, Aaron, we know you know what’s going on. Come on, help us out, or we’re going to have to take you in.


—No! Please don’t take me in…

 Aaron’s voice had changed from angry to pleading in a split second. I could feel Sara tense up beside me and knew what she was planning. I grabbed her arm to stop her, but she shrugged me off and went anyway. This was becoming an all too familiar occurrence with us, always ending badly. I had no choice but to follow her into the clearing where the police officers drew their weapons on us. Sara put her arms up and started talking. 

—Aaron was with us all day yesterday. We didn’t see or hear anything.

 The cops relaxed when they saw we were just a couple of kids, but did not lower their guns. Aaron began nodding his head like a bobble head doll. 

—That’s right, just like I told ya. See? Just like I told ya.


—Miss, this is a very serious investigation. We’d like you two and Aaron here to come down to the station with us to answer some questions.


—Can’t we just do it here? What happened?


—No, it’s best if we go to the station where we can take your statements.


—But we don’t know anything.


—Yeah, just like I told ya—we don’t know nothin’!


—I’m sorry, Aaron. We still need to get statements from you. As soon as we’re done, you’ll be free to go about your business. 

 One of the policemen took Aaron by the elbow and started leading him through the trees toward the street. The other one grabbed Sara’s arm. I momentarily thought about running, but the thought of leaving Sara to fend for herself and, even more disturbing, the consideration that she would think I abandoned her, made me lose my nerve, so I allowed the cop to take my arm as well. He led us through the trees to the awaiting police van, where several of the lost souls were already inside. 
   
 



   

Chapter 23

 Police Station 
   
   

It felt weird riding in a vehicle af-ter a year of walking everywhere. It was also smelly. Being that close to the lost souls in a confined space was almost more than my nose could stand. Not that I smelled a whole lot better probably, but Sara and I did make an effort to wash ourselves from time to time with water warmed over the fire and dog shampoo that we had taken from the veterinary supply car of the train. 
 It only took ten minutes to travel the distance from the park to the police station; the same route had taken Sara and me hours when we escaped from Matthew’s gang downtown. Sara’s eyes got big as a frightened doe’s when she realized we were headed to the central police station downtown. I don’t think she would have come to Aaron’s defense if she knew that was where they’d take us. I had been worried about that all along because I remembered my dad saying that the central station had been the first to have solar panels installed and the only one to have been completed before PF Day. In my mind, it only made sense that most of the after-dark operations would have to be carried on there, where they could have lights. Unfortunately, I was right. 
 When we got to the station, Sara clutched my hand as I pulled her close to my side with my other arm around her shoulders. We had to wait in the holding area for a few minutes while they sorted us out. The officers were separating us, sending some to holding cells and others to interrogation rooms. 
 Sara and I were the last to get assigned to rooms. While we waited, a cop brought in another person. I barely glanced his way, but I took another look when I felt Sara stiffen beside me. It was just an ordinary scruffy looking, bald man, yet I could feel Sara shrinking beside me, trying to melt into my side and disappear. I was about to ask her what was going on, when the man suddenly noticed Sara. He stared at her intently for a second, and then the look turned into a sneer. Right then, I recognized the man as the gang member who had almost found us on the fire escape when we had fled downtown months before. 
 I had a sick feeling in my gut as a female officer separated Sara and me, placing me in a holding cell. Sara clung to me, pleading with the woman to let us stay together, but the officer gently pulled her away and took her to be questioned. I was left for most of the night in the cell before they came to get me for questioning. By that time, I was so exhausted from lack of sleep and worry about Sara that I don’t even remember what the detectives were asking or what I answered. Apparently, they knew they couldn’t get any useful information from me because after an hour or so of questioning they sent me back to my cell. I kept asking where Sara was, but they just answered that she was fine, not to worry. 
 Sometime early in the morning they released me. I begged them to tell me where Sara was, but they just said she had been released a couple of hours before and had left the station. They couldn’t tell me which direction she had gone or whether she was alone or not. I exited the building, trying to find familiar footprints in the snow, which had accumulated to about two inches deep during the night. It was impossible. There were so many footprints that the snow was trampled flat in front of the door, and much beyond that was covered with the fresh fallen snow. 
 I looked all around the station in a panic. Where could she be, where could she have gone? Why would she have left the safety of the police station, even if they wouldn’t let her stay inside? Why would she leave without me? I strained to look as far as I could down the street to the west. I could see nothing moving except a few small birds picking around in the snow. I looked north and south as well, but still didn’t see anything. When I tried to look east down the street, I had to shield my eyes from the rising sun with my hand. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust, but then I saw several people standing under an overpass three or four blocks down. Of course! They would want to go somewhere dry to stand and wait for the others to be released. I trotted the few blocks to catch up to them. 
 As I neared the overpass, though, I could tell Sara wasn’t among the men. Aaron was there and several of the lost souls, but no beautiful girl with haunted blue eyes. My heart seized up, and I got that sick feeling in my gut again. 

—Have any of you seen Sara?

 Aaron and most of the lost souls shook their heads sadly, but one of them, a disheveled, wild-eyed man named Ernesto, got all agitated, gesticulating wildly with his hands. 

—A demon came and took her. Just swooped in and carried her away.


—A demon? What are you talking about?

 I was angry now. I didn’t have time for the ranting and delusions of a crazy man. 

—A demon. Or maybe it was Satan hisself… Yes. It was Satan. I’m sure of it now. I think I saw horns on his bald head. He just scooped her up and carried her off. Damn dirty demon…

 At the mention of the bald head, I froze, knowing exactly who he was talking about. I grabbed Ernesto by the shoulders and shook him. 

—Why didn’t you stop him?

 Ernesto looked at me incredulously, and then his expression became patronizing. 

—Ain’t nobody can stop the devil. Everybody knows that.

 Ernesto shrugged and looked at me pityingly as I dropped my hands from his shoulders. He was right—he couldn’t have stopped him and neither could’ve I. Sara was gone, and I could only hope that the gang would release her, and I would find her unharmed. My voice was quieter but shaky. 

—Which way did they go?

 Ernesto slowly pointed down the street to the west, and I took off at a jog, not sure if I was ready to face Matthew’s gang, but also not willing to lose Sara to them. 
 



   

Chapter 24

 Grey 
   
   

I wandered the empty downtown streets all morning, looking for Sara. Everything was grey: the skeletons of the burned-out buildings, the now-useless streets, the piles of dirty snow. I couldn’t tell where I was; I may have been going in circles for all I knew because every block looked exactly the same as the last—grey upon grey upon more grey. After what must have been hours, during which my fingers and feet became numb and my throat hoarse from calling her name, I spotted a red pile a couple of blocks away. It looked so out of place among all the grey; it looked so beautiful, like a red flower blooming in the snow. I knew it must be Sara’s red wool pea coat, the one she took from her Mom’s closet the night we ran away, the one that would make her look older and keep her from being picked up as a runaway. I began running toward her, forgetting all about my tired legs and frozen feet. 
 As I drew closer, I could see that it was indeed Sara and that she was lying on the ground, her upper body on the sidewalk with her legs hanging over into the street. Her position looked odd, not natural and, thinking she was dead, I struggled to stifle a scream. However, at the sound of my footsteps, she weakly lifted her hand, the one closest to me, so I knew she was alive. When I got to her, I saw that the red was not just from her coat, but also from a pool of blood that she was lying in. It took me a second to realize that it was her blood. 
 I dropped down and lifted her head onto my lap, murmuring soothing, nonsensical words to her. She opened her eyes and smiled weakly at me, gathering up her strength to speak. 

—They got me, Ben… I tried to give them all the money… but they didn’t want it… said it was worthless now.


—Shhh, don’t try to talk. I’m going to get help. You’ll be alright.

 I think I was trying to convince myself more than her. Her eyes looked deep into mine then, imploring me to listen. The haunted look was gone, but in its place was an urgency, a pleading. 

—No… listen, Ben. Remember… remember all I’ve been saying… all I’ve been trying to tell you…


—I will, but you’ll be alright…

 The blood was still oozing through her shirt, soaking into her coat and adding to the pool on the ground. I pressed my hands on her belly, trying to slow the flow of blood, like I had seen the zookeepers do when trying to save the baby impala. Soon the blood was oozing through my fingers, and I felt as helpless as I had that day at the zoo, while the innocence and life drained from the poor animal’s body. Sara groaned and forced herself to talk through gritted teeth. 

—My song… remember my song?


—Yes, If I Die—

 I stopped suddenly, tears springing to my eyes as I remembered the words to her favorite song, If I Die Young. Sara continued, but her voice was getting weaker, hoarser. 

—I’ve always known I wasn’t going to be here long… I belong with my mom and dad… I was just here to help you… to help you understand… Remember what I’ve said. Remember, Ben… Promise me you’ll remember.


 Yes. I will.

 I could barely choke out the words; my throat constricted, and my chest felt like it was imploding. 

 Good.

 She smiled then, and peace filled her eyes and her beautiful face. She seemed calm and serene like old Mr. Westcott had when they found him dead in his easy chair back in the apartment building. That seemed so long ago, an entirely different lifetime. She seemed to be sleeping for a long time but after a while, she opened her eyes and looked up at me. The love and sadness that radiated from her eyes reminded me of the look that my mom gave me when she opened the watch fob I had given her for Christmas. It was like my life was flashing by in front of my eyes, like I was the one dying instead of everyone I remembered. Then as I watched, the color drained from her face, and her eyes slowly glazed over, a dull grey curtain closing over the gorgeous Caribbean blue. I could tell that her soul was leaving her body then. She died staring up at the lifeless grey sky. 

—Sara, no! Don’t leave me, Sara! Please! Please… please…

 My panicked words faded into sobs, and I sat holding and rocking her for a long time while I cried. I reached in my pocket, thinking about Sara’s pocketful of tears, and pulled out Mom’s watch fob, still frozen at 11:47 a.m., November 1st. I held it to my heart and screamed at the grey sky, with angry tears spilling down my frozen cheeks. I cried for Sara, I cried for Mom, I cried for Dad, and most of all, I cried for me. Because I was the one left with endless Time stretching before me, Time with no purpose, no happiness, and no one left to love. I cried until I used up all the tears in my pocket and in Sara’s pocket too. 
 After that, I think I fell in a trance or something, not seeing anything even though my eyes were open, my mind a blank. I must have been there for several hours because when I finally came to, abruptly and cruelly, the sun was starting to set behind the grey bones of the buildings to the west. Even the sunset appeared to me in black and white, as if all the colors had been sucked out of the world with Sara’s passing. 
 Suddenly, I looked around me with perfect clarity. My mind felt razor sharp as I took in the scene around me. I could see each dirty grey snow crystal and the ridges of bark on the naked grey tree beside me. I looked down at my lap. Sara’s once beautiful but now lifeless grey eyes stared up at me, her skin a lighter shade of grey. The blood pooled around her almost black and gel-like in the cold, the wounds on her body through her shirt—unmistakably knife wounds. The words of Sara’s song played in my head, the part about her short life being severed by a sharp knife… 
 Strewn around her feet were the 100-dollar bills—the Benjamins—she had carried in her pocket for more than a year. They looked grey instead of green. I understood instantly what she had been trying to tell me all along about my dad and his relentless pursuit of money and how, in the end, it was all worthless—worthless and dirty. Money had been worthless to Sara trying to save her life; it was worthless to Mom who had only wanted Dad to spend time with her; it was worthless to Dad, whose grey ashes were mixed in the destruction here somewhere; it was worthless blowing around here downtown like so much trash. 
 And I knew. I knew what Sara had been saying all along about things not being as they appear. The breakup of my family was never Mom’s fault, or even Lyle’s. Maybe not even Dad’s. It just happened. Dad loved money and me, and Mom loved Lyle and me. And it wasn’t Time’s fault; it was just life. Life happens, bad things happen to everyone, and it is up to each of us to seek truth and happiness and love, no matter what happens. I felt something heavy lift from my body as I opened the treasure chest of memories in my mind and let loose all the old feelings I’d buried for so long. I wasn’t happy—far from it—but I was at peace with my past at last. 
 I watched the sun set as more words from Sara’s song ran through my mind, about her thoughts being worth so much more than a penny after she’s gone and how people only listen to you after you’re dead. 
 



   

Chapter 25

 Dying 
   
   

I was at peace with my past but I didn’t care at all anymore about my future. Without Sara, there was no reason to live at all. Had she actually been in my life or had I just imagined her? Had she been an angel sent to help me deal with my past sorrows and forgive my parents? If so, she had succeeded in that regard, but had ripped open a new wound of pain and loneliness in my soul. I wished with all the broken, shriveled up pieces of my heart that I could die, to be with all the people I loved. Survival, which had been of the utmost importance in my life for the past year, now held no interest for me. 
 As I sat there on the sidewalk in the snow, cradling Sara’s head in my lap, I detachedly considered what I should do next. I remembered the river and my longing to fall headlong into its numbing embrace, but I didn’t want to leave Sara’s body alone on the street and I didn’t have the strength to carry her with me all the way to the river. I also thought about just sitting there, waiting for Sara’s murderer to come back and put me out of my misery like a stray dog that’s seen too much abuse in its life. 
 It was dark by then, and I started to think about the nocturnal animals that might start to feed off her. I remembered she hated that everyone always wanted a piece of her—even in death, she would not be left alone—so I half carried, half dragged her body into the nearest ruined building. It had been over 24 hours since I had slept and at least 18 since I had eaten, so I was feeling quite weak. Plus, all the anxiety, adrenalin, and anguish of the past two days had taken its toll on both my body and my mind. I didn’t care, though; in fact, I didn’t feel anything. I was numb. I knew I should be feeling anger toward the person who killed Sara, maybe plotting some kind of revenge, but I just couldn’t bring myself to care. That sounds callous, but at that point I was just ready to die, so nothing mattered anymore. 
 I laid Sara’s body on the soot-covered tile floor of the remains of the building. The first floor ceiling covered a large enough space that I was able to find a dry spot for us. I lay down beside her and drifted off to sleep, hoping beyond hope that I would never wake up again. 
 Sometime during the night, I heard voices, but I couldn’t force myself to open my eyes. I really didn’t care who it was or what they were doing there, but at one point, a voice shouted, sounding very near to me. 

—Hey Matthew! I found her!

 The footsteps of several people came near, and I tried to force myself to wake up to confront them so they’d kill me, but I just couldn’t muster the energy. Instead, I strained to focus on what they were saying and to will them to notice I was still alive. 

—Is she dead?


—Yeah, I think so.


—Why’d you have to kill her, Grub?


—I didn’t do it; Zack did.


—Zack, you asshole! I told you I could reason with her. You didn’t have to kill her!

 Matthew sounded genuinely upset. Like he’d really loved his sister after all. Zack, however, answered flippantly, like he couldn’t have cared less. 

—Sorry, man. She fought me.

 Another voice quickly chimed in, sounding excited. 

—How about the boy? He’s alive. Ya want me to off him? Just in case…

 Matthew sounded annoyed when he answered. 

—No. Just leave ‘em alone. Let’s just get out of here, okay?

 I listened dully as the voices faded with their footsteps. I decided that if they wouldn’t kill me then I’d just lay there until I died. Maybe Time would be kind to me for once and let death come quickly. Of course, it wasn’t. 
 I don’t know how many hours or days passed, but I could feel my body shrinking and shriveling up. Or maybe it was just my imagination, my dreams, that had me dissolving into an insignificant speck. I knew no one was left to remember me or even care that I died; I was but one of millions of innocent souls who had lost their lives to the sun’s wrath. Maybe I wasn’t so innocent, though. I was wracked with guilt for all the times I was a coward, all the times I turned my back on the people I loved and blamed them for my shortcomings. I begged God for forgiveness and understanding. I was just a kid; did that even matter? 
   
 One morning a brilliant light shined in my eyes, forcing me to squint even as my eyes remained close. I tried to ignore the light, but it wouldn’t let up and I was forced to shift my position. Pain shot through my arm as pins and needles relentlessly stuck my hand. Involuntarily, I sat up in agony, every muscle and bone in my body screaming at me for moving them out of their stupor. I realized that I had been lying for too long in one place. I hadn’t died like I’d hoped, and my body told me in no uncertain terms that it was, indeed, still alive. 
 As I pried my eyes open, a hazy scene came into view and if it weren’t for the pain, I’d have thought I was still dreaming. Directly in front of me was a small fire, like a campfire, but made in the basket of a shopping cart, and next to it stood a man. I blinked several times to clear the grit out of my eyes and the man came into focus. He was a young man, maybe in his early twenties, with a scraggly blond beard and torn, dirty jeans. He wore a bright blue nylon parka, which he carefully kept back from the flames. I must have made a sound because he immediately looked over at me with a startled look, and then a smile broke over his face, making it clear up into his kind, light blue eyes. 

—Hey guys! Look who’s awake!

 Two other young men, looking to be about the same age as the first, quickly came into focus, bending down to look into my face. The one with curly brown hair spoke to me. 

—Hey, buddy. How are you feeling? We weren’t sure you were going to make it.

 I wanted to tell him that was my plan, but my mouth was so dry nothing would come out, so instead I just lay back down and rolled over to my other side. There was some movement and whispering behind me and soon I was gently rolled to my back. Someone sat behind me and laid my head on his lap while the other tried to get me to drink something. I was too weak to resist. 

—Here, buddy. Drink this.

 I didn’t like him calling me buddy. I wasn’t his buddy and I wanted nothing to do with the spoonful of warm liquid he was forcing in between my lips. Again, I was too weak to resist, and I choked a little before I could swallow what tasted like a watered-down broth. He wouldn’t take no for an answer, however, even when I turned my head to the side. He just pulled my head back around started feeding me again. After a while, my stomach woke up and started grumbling. I groaned and slowly, painfully shook my head no. 

—Come on, buddy. You have to drink it. You need to get your strength back.

 My throat was finally wet enough for me to croak out a response. 

—I don’t want strength. I want to die. Leave me alone.

 The first guy, the blond one, knelt next to me. 

—Now, we can’t just let you die, kid. 

 The one holding my head in his lap agreed. 

—Yeah, you remind me of my little brother. I hope someone is taking care of him back home.

 Suddenly I remembered why I was there and I sat bolt upright, ignoring the intense pain in my head and body. I frantically looked around for Sara, but she wasn’t there; had this all been some terrible dream? 

—Where’s Sara? What’d you do with her?

 My voice sounded panicked and shrill; the sound was strange to my ears. The guys looked at each other before “Blondie” responded quietly, sadly. 

—It’s okay, kid. We took care of her.


—What? What’d you do with her?


—We buried her. Said a prayer over her. She deserved to be taken care of; we couldn’t just leave her out for the animals to get at her.

 It took a few moments for my mind to comprehend what he’d said, but when I did, I finally slumped back down onto “Big Brother’s” lap. “Curly” resumed spooning the broth into my mouth but I just let it drool out the sides and stared listlessly ahead. Sara was truly gone. And I was still here. The cruelness of the situation hit me then, and tears sprang to my eyes. I didn’t bother trying to stop them or wipe them away but, rather, just closed my eyes tightly and let the tears flow down the sides of my face. I didn’t even wipe my nose when it started to leak too, partly from the crying and partly because of the cold. Big Brother held my head and stroked my hair, whispering to me. 

—It’s okay, bro. Just let it out. We’re going to take care of you. It’ll be alright.

 Blondie and Curly got up and went back to the fire, busying themselves with something to let me have some space. After a while, I couldn’t cry anymore and I tried to go back to sleep. Big Brother slid out from under me and placed some kind of pillow under my head. And I slept. 
 



   

Chapter 26

 Life After 
   
   
 I awoke sometime in the lateafternoon. I sat up slowly, remembering my sore body this time. I was still by the fire, but no one else was around. Slowly, I took in my surroundings. I was no longer in the building where I had lain with Sara. This building was burnt out as well, but three sides were still intact, complete with windows and doors, as well as the ceiling above me. The only open side faced east apparently, as the sun was shining in the windows on the opposite side. The fire in the shopping cart burned near the edge of the ceiling on the east side, its smoke blackening the high ceiling a bit before it made its way out the opening. 
 I was lying on the floor, which was carpeted with a dirty institutionally-patterned rug, and covered by a thick quilt, its bright colors smudged with soot and stains. Behind my head was a rolled up shirt or jacket of some sort.  I carefully, painfully, stood up and looked down at my clothes in disgust. They were filthy, and I smelled like the lost souls had in the police van. I winced, the memories of that night and the next morning smacking me in the face and taking my breath away. 
 Despite the warm sunshine hitting my back through the windows and the fire in front of me, I shivered and moved closer to the fire. Just then, Big Brother came in carrying a load of busted up boards, which he dropped close to the fire. For the first time, I got a good look at him. He was a huge bear-like young man with a thick dark beard and unruly dark hair. His clothes were torn and dirty, just like Blondie’s. He wore only a flannel shirt over his jeans. 
 When he saw me, he looked genuinely pleased and he welcomed me back to the living with a huge smile. 

—Hey, look who’s up! How’re you feeling, bro?

 I tried to smile back and shrugged. 

—What’s your name, bro?

 I didn’t feel like talking, but I really didn’t like the nicknames these guys were calling me so I squeaked out my name. 

—Glad to meet you, Ben. My name’s Dakota. Just make yourself comfortable. We don’t have much, but whatever we have is yours to share.

 I nodded at him, happy to be able to call him something other than Big Brother. I tried not to let my guard down, but Dakota’s manner was so kind and unassuming, I couldn’t help but warm up to him a little. His gentle comfort while I had cried had made an impression on me as well, and I found myself smiling weakly at him despite my resolve never again to make a personal connection with anybody else. 

—Doug and Matt are out looking for some food. We’ll probably have some more rat stew for dinner. It’s their specialty.

 Dakota winked and chuckled, and then began stacking the wood, much of which looked like busted-up furniture, on the bottom rack of the shopping cart and stoking the fire inside the basket, presumably to get it ready to cook the delicacy of the day. My stomach grumbled, and even though I had been intent on starving myself to death, I looked forward to the food. I was sickened again by my cowardice; I couldn’t even die or starve myself to death when I wanted to. Everyone important in my life had died a heroic death: my dad giving me his food so I would survive; Mom taking care of a sick child; Sara standing up to a murderer. Why couldn’t I just refuse to eat, let go of life, and join them? 
 Before long, Doug and Matt entered the building, laughing and joking. It had been so long since I had heard anyone enjoying life that it sounded alien to my ears. The blond-haired one, which I later found out was Doug, was carrying two fat, dead rats by the tail in one hand while the other hand was holding something behind his back. When he saw me standing by the fire, he grinned and exclaimed, 

—Hey! This is cause for a celebration! Good thing I caught this for our dinner.

 He pulled a large brown rabbit from behind his back and held it up like it was a prize catch. Well, maybe it was for them. Sara and I had eaten rather well all summer living in the park, but these guys had probably been living in the city proper all this time and had had to make do with whatever little rodents and birds they could find. 
 The curly-haired guy was named Matt and he had a prize to share as well. In his coat pockets, he had stashed several dandelion plants, which had somehow not only survived in the snow, but had thrived with the extra moisture. Dakota and Doug began dressing the animals while Matt melted snow in a pot set on some kind of grate placed over the top of the shopping cart. He washed the plants in the pot, then threw the water out and melted fresh snow. When the water was boiling, Dakota tossed in cut-up chunks of meat and dandelion. After a half hour or so, the stew was done, and Dakota let me eat the first helping from his own bowl and spoon. I was touched again by his kindness. 
 After we had all eaten our fill, we sat around the fire and the guys told me their story. Somehow they knew not to ask me about mine yet; it was still too raw and painful. Maybe it always would be. 
 The three had been electrical engineering students at UMKC. They had lived in the dorms until shortly after PF Day when the university had been forced to kick them out. All three were from different parts of the country. They had stayed in Kansas City, living with friends until the power was back on, and then waited around to re-enroll at the university. After the power went out again, they decided to walk to Doug’s home in Omaha in the spring, as it was the closest. Until then, they had been living in the buildings downtown, moving every now and then to avoid gangs and the police. They were all very eager for me to accompany them to Omaha, especially Doug. 

—So, Ben, you’re coming to Omaha with us, aren’t you? You know my family would be happy to have you.


—Naw, I’ll just stay here.


—Do you have family here? Somewhere to go?

 I shook my head, not wanting to give out too much information. My plan was still to figure a way out of my life and the hell it had become. 

—I’ll just live downtown here like I have been.


—No way, man. We couldn’t just leave you here on your own. You’re coming with us.

 I knew I wasn’t going to go with them but I didn’t feel like arguing, so I just let them think I was. That seemed to satisfy them, and they began telling jokes, laughing, and just having a good time. These guys really knew how to enjoy life and make the best of a bad situation. I found myself grinning at some of the crazy things they came up with, despite myself. It had been a long time since I had felt like laughing at anything, and the sensation was oddly comforting, even though, at the same time, I felt guilty for enjoying myself. 
 Matt was an avid fan of zombie movies, books, and all things undead. He was great at telling scary stories that had hilarious twists at the end. He pulled several zombie-apocalypse books and instruction manuals out of his dusty backpack and excitedly showed us various tips and techniques that could be used for general survival, some of which they had already put to use in catching dinner. One device was a very clever small animal trap made out of an old paint can, rubber bands, and some wire. He was able to catch mice, rats, voles, birds, even an occasional rabbit with it. 
 The devices that warned of an impending attack intrigued me a tiny bit, even though, as far as I knew, none of the casualties of PF Day had as yet come back from the dead to feast on anyone’s flesh. One of these used a trip wire and a musical birthday card. Another used one of those personal bodyguard alarms. They also made defensive weapons: a stun gun from a discarded disposable camera, the kind with the flash built in, and another with a cell phone that was useless for communication, yet still had enough voltage to use as a taser. I couldn’t compel myself to get interested enough to learn how they were made, however, talking about them was an amusing distraction for my troubled mind. 
 The longer I stayed with these guys, the less I thought about ending my life. Their zest for life was contagious, and I found myself changing my mind about going north to Omaha with them in the spring. I never did tell them my entire story, though. I told them about Dad and Mom dying, but left out the divorce and all the heartache that had brought, because I was at peace with all that. 
 I know they were probably very curious about Sara—who she was and how she died—but they never pried, and I decided to keep her story to myself. My memories were the only things that I had of her to keep, and I didn’t want to share those with anyone yet. The guys showed me where they had buried her, though, in a little urban garden near where she had died. They left me there alone and waited a few blocks away, telling me to yell if I needed them. They had made a grave marker for her out of two pieces of metal, probably taken from the skeleton of one of the burned buildings, tied into a cross and thrust into the ground. I visited her grave a few times that winter; the last time I was there was in early spring, right before we left Kansas City. I found a bunch of purple flowers blossoming inharmoniously in front of the ugly ruins of a building and placed them on her grave. I promised her I’d see her again someday and would think of her shining down on me from heaven every time there was a rainbow. 
   
 



   

Chapter 27

 The Journey North 
   
   

Sometime in early April we started our journey to Omaha. We figured it would take a couple of weeks for us to get there, barring any unforeseen circumstances. The guys had two backpacks each and a large duffel bag full of stuff to take. Matt found a discarded metal coffee can and after the guys inhaled the leftover aroma from inside for several minutes like drug addicts snuffing paint fumes, they poked a few holes in it near the bottom and scooped the coals from the fire into it. They poked some holes in the lid as well and placed the can in the bottom of the shopping cart, piling the stack of wood pieces they had scavenged on top. They covered the wood with a raggedy piece of plastic to keep it dry, then stowed the duffel bag and two of the extra backpacks on the bottom shelf and on top of the wood. We each strapped on a backpack and we were ready to go. 
 I briefly considered taking them back to Swope Park to get some more supplies from the caches we had buried there and to retrieve my gym bag, but the thought of facing the place where Sara and I were almost happy was just too painful. Plus, I really didn’t want to see Aaron and the lost souls and have to explain where Sara was. In the end, I said nothing to the guys about the park, and we began to make our way north through the city. 
 We skirted the downtown area, hoping to avoid the worst concentration of criminals and police, and instead stayed on the barren interstates. We took turns pushing the cart, but it wasn’t long before it got cumbersome. It took a day and a half of almost non-stop walking to make it completely out of the city and to a place with woods a few hundred feet off the interstate where we felt safe making camp and spending the night. It was too hard to get the cart through the underbrush and trees, so we abandoned it at the edge of the trees and carried everything to a clearing where we set up our camp. It was early afternoon, but we were exhausted and cold after walking all night and we wanted time to make sure our camp was safe and would provide shelter should the weather turn bad by morning. 
 We found the perfect campsite between several big evergreen trees, whose long, thick branches swept the forest floor in a ring around a ten-foot clearing. After sweeping the ground of pine needles, we started a fire with our still-smoldering coals in the middle of the clearing, adding the wood we had brought, branches we found on the ground, and armfuls of dried pine needles, which we found made fantastic tinder. We soon had a nice, warm fire going. Dakota called it a commanding fire and we all had to agree that the name fit. I found a creek nearby and started warming some water from it over the fire, while the other guys set animal traps and trip-wire alarms around the perimeter. I gathered some fresh pine needles to make a nutritious tea, and then swept up big piles of needles for our beds under a huge pine tree. 
 We all decided to hit the sack soon after sunset since we were so tired from our trek out of the city. Sometime during the night, we were awakened by the sound of rain, but we stayed nice and dry under the tree. Luckily, Doug had remembered to gather some hot coals into the coffee can and store them safely under the tree so we could start a fire again. By morning, it was still raining lightly, and I showed the guys how to make a pit fire under the boughs of the tree so we could warm up some water for more pine needle tea. 
 We had gone to bed hungry, as there hadn’t been enough time to catch anything in our traps to eat. In the morning, however, we found two squirrels and a plump robin in our traps and snares. It wasn’t nearly enough to fill our empty bellies, but it helped ease the hunger pains. The guys tried to give me a bigger share of the food, saying that I was a growing boy and needed it more than they did, but I wouldn’t take it. As it was, each of us only got about a palm-sized piece of meat. We even sucked the meager marrow out of the bones of the squirrels. After that, we sat under the tree around our pit fire to wait out the rain shower. 
 We decided to stay another night in that campsite. The fresh air and nature around us were such a refreshing change after spending most of the winter in the ruins of downtown Kansas City. We were able to trap some more small animals to eat, and I found some cattail shoots surrounding a nearby pond. We also gathered a large pot full of young dandelion leaves. After a day of foraging and eating and a good night’s sleep, we were refreshed and ready to continue our journey the next morning. 
 We started out at dawn the next day, deciding to reorganize our packs and leave the duffel bag and shopping cart behind. The bag was full of all kinds of electronic devices, tools, and odds and ends which the guys hated to leave behind. They picked out the best and most useful pieces and stuffed them into the already full backpacks. We each carried one pack and took turns carrying the extra two. 
 The day was beautiful, sunny and warm, and the walking along the interstate was pleasant. We walked non-stop until late afternoon, passing a few houses and farms just off the highway. When our stomachs started growling and our strength began waning, we decided to stop at one of the houses and ask for food. We chose a big newer home, the kind that company executives used to buy to get away from the corporate grind, thinking that they may have more to share than others. When we approached the house, we heard some people talking around back, so we made our way around the house. A man, woman, and two children were working the dirt in a large rectangle garden, probably getting it ready to plant. They looked up, startled, when we approached. The man confronted us defensively, while his wife and kids hugged each other fearfully behind him. 

—We don’t have anything. Please don’t hurt us.

 After our initial shock at the family’s reaction to us, Doug tried to reassure the man. 

—Sorry to bother you, sir. We don’t mean any harm. We’re just passing through and wondered if you could help us out. It’s okay if you can’t. 


—We just don’t have enough to feed us, that’s all. We’d like to help you out if we could, but we hadn’t recovered from the first PF Day and then the second…

 He shook his head sadly but still eyed us warily. Doug quickly assured him, 

—Like I said, it’s okay. We’ll just keep going then.

 We didn’t talk for a while. The family’s fear unsettled us a little; we hadn’t expected that. Maybe they had been the victims of some of the gangs of released prisoners. Or maybe just desperate people searching for anything to cling on to life. In any case, we didn’t consider that people living outside the city might have trouble of that sort as well, and it made us a little leery about exposing ourselves to the threat of gangs too. We decided to make camp early as far off the highway and into a thick woods as we could. 
 The next day we made it to St. Joseph, a medium-sized city with lots of nice neighborhoods and homes right off the highway. We tried to beg for food at a few of these homes, but were met with fear, suspicion, and sometimes, downright hostility. One homeowner even met us at the door with a rifle, although it was doubtful he had any bullets to shoot us with. Several people were nice and said they wished they could help us, but everyone was bad off and didn’t have anything to spare. When we saw the skinny, sickly-looking children and the sunken eyes and gaunt cheeks of the adults, we completely understood their reluctance to help strangers. After a while, we just quit trying and continued our journey north, camping in the woods between towns and foraging whatever food we could. 
 The journey stretched out longer than expected since we had to quit walking early every day in order to set our traps, find food and water, and set our perimeter warning devices. I was more grateful than ever that I was with some guys that were not only kind and generous, but were also geniuses when it came to constructing gadgets to keep us safe. 
 



   

Chapter 28

 Trouble 
   
   

We camped by a pond in a thickly forested area north of the town of Savannah on the sixth day of our journey. Early in the morning, two does and a fawn came to the other side of the pond to drink while we watched in awed silence. After they left, we excitedly talked about how great it would be if we could catch a deer and started thinking about how we could manage that. We knew we’d have to have to have something bigger than the traps and snares we used for small game, so we threw around some ideas using the stun guns and/or knives, but none sounded sufficient to bring down something that large. Still, we couldn’t let the thought of a juicy slab of venison go, and we continued to talk about it as we resumed our trek. 
 Late in the afternoon we passed a farm next to the highway. We could see a man, woman, and two teenagers working out in the field with what appeared to be some old-fashioned farm equipment and horses, presumably planting or getting the field ready to plant. Several minutes later, we passed the farmhouse and thinking that nobody was probably home since they were in the field, we decided to “borrow” some items. We all felt kind of bad about it, but this was survival after all. We were careful not to disturb anything, taking just some hard biscuits, a few potatoes, and some apples. As we were leaving, something shiny must have caught Doug’s eye because he went back in and came out carrying a pistol and a partially full box of bullets. Dakota about had a cow when he saw it. 

—What the hell are you doing with that? You can’t just take that!


—We’ll just borrow it for a while. Maybe we can shoot a deer tonight, then return the gun tomorrow.


—I don’t know. You’re crazy, man. Taking some food is one thing, but a gun…


—It’s alright. I said we’ll return it. They probably won’t even notice it’s gone.

 We got to thinking about how nice it would be to eat some real meat and to have a full stomach for the first time in a long time, so we finally all agreed to go along with Doug’s plan. I think hunger and exhaustion were getting the better of us by then, and none of us could think straight. 
 That night as we camped, we kept hearing animal noises. We could identify the mooing of cows and neighing of horses, and even the occasional crow of a rooster. There were other noises, which we thought might be sheep or goats, but we weren’t sure. Since we hadn’t seen any deer, we decided to investigate the farm animals and maybe take a few chickens, a lamb, or a goat instead of worrying about trying to catch a deer. 
 We walked toward the animal sounds and found that they were coming from a nice farm just off the highway. As we hid in the trees, we could see, by the light of an almost full moon, pens of goats, chickens, cows, and horses behind a large, dark farmhouse. Three big silos sat on the side of a gravel driveway between the pens. We started to creep closer to the driveway, but some dogs caught scent of us and came barking. Dakota quickly took some pieces of rabbit meat that he had saved to cook later and threw them to the dogs. That quieted them down and placated them enough to let us into the yard. 
 We decided that Matt and Doug would take one of the goats and Dakota would grab a couple of chickens, but first I would climb the silo to see if I could get some grain to lure the animals to us. The bottom rung of the ladder to the silo was about shoulder-high to me, so I had to jump up to get my feet on the bottom rung. As soon as I touched the ladder, I knew I was in trouble as an intense pain shot into my arms and through my entire body. The ladder had apparently been rigged to deliver an electrical shock. After that, I lost consciousness for a time. The next thing I knew I was being dragged by someone toward the house. I knew I had been caught. 
 I panicked, my body still tingling and my mind exploding with fear. I was sure that whoever had captured me was going to kill me. I didn’t even remember at that point that I had wanted to die; instinct took over, and my only thought was that I had to get loose. I started to pull and roll out of my captors’ grip, but I wasn’t strong enough yet. A few seconds later, a gun was shoved into my face, and a woman yelled at me to stop struggling. I was about to give up when a shot rang out, and I thought for a fraction of a second that the lady had shot me after all. But the reactions of the woman and the two teenage boys holding me told me that the shot came from the distance. The guys! I heard someone yell and then men shouting. 
 I gave up then. I didn’t even want to face it if one of the guys had been shot. An old man rushed out of the house and he and the woman carried me inside while the boys ran off toward the field where the shot had come from. 
 They sat me in a wooden chair by the fire and tied my hands in front of me. I had expected them to tie me to the chair or beat me, but instead they tried to make me comfortable. The woman who had held the gun on me looked me over and asked me if I was alright. She was a pretty woman, dark blond hair, probably in her late thirties or early forties. I nodded in response; I didn’t trust my voice at that moment and I didn’t want to sound like a simpering fool. Besides the older man, there were two older women, grandmas probably, who were looking at me with concern. My mind was still a little numb from the electrical shock and the fear of being caught, so I couldn’t figure out why they would be treating me with such care. 
 Just then, a young man and woman came in. The woman—or maybe she was just a girl—was crying, and the man was holding his ear, with blood dripping through his fingers. I had a sick feeling in my gut, thinking that maybe Doug had shot at him. That was so uncharacteristic of the usually happy-go-lucky guy I knew, and I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around that thought. The first woman—I thought she must be the mother of one of these two—started tending to the bloody ear, and then the door opened again. A man carrying a dog and the two teenage boys came in. The man laid the dog on the coffee table and looked over at me. 

—What’s his story?

 The older man answered. 

—He’s just a scared and hungry kid, John.

 The man with the dog—John—looked thoughtfully down at the dog for a few seconds, then back at me. His voice was quiet when he replied. 

—Well then, give him something to eat.

 That set off a flurry of activity with the grandmas scurrying into the kitchen like someone had just pushed their “on” buttons. They soon came back with a plate of delicious-smelling food and a huge glass of milk. I tried to refuse it. I didn’t deserve their kindness; after all, I had trespassed on their property and tried to steal from them. Yet I hadn’t seen this much food—normal-looking food—or even milk for over a year and a half. I fought off the hunger and the desire, but they got the better of me, so I accepted the food with shame in my heart and tears in my eyes. One kind grandma patted my shoulder, but instead of comforting me, it just made me feel guiltier, and I couldn’t stop the tears flowing down my cheeks. 
 I was embarrassed and ashamed, but I knew I needed to apologize. I squeaked out an apology, and the woman who patted me smiled kindly at me. Then she turned and said, 

—John, couldn’t we untie him now? He doesn’t look like he’ll hurt anyone.

 John agreed, and the older of the two teens came over and untied me. He asked me my name, but when I told them it was Ben, they all looked startled and a little suspicious. I found out later that the dog’s name was also Ben and that Doug had shot him as well, luckily just nicking him in the shoulder. The mom—Lauren—made a joke about it being a good thing that the guy was a bad shot, and I couldn’t help but smile a little with relief that Doug hadn’t seriously injured anybody. 
 The boy who had untied me told me his name was Bracken and that I could stay in his room. He gave me some of his clothes to wear and let me clean up a little in the bathroom. I couldn’t believe they still had warm running water, although not quite enough water pressure to take a full shower. Bracken told me they had made a solar hot water heater and a special kind of pump to bring water in from the well. After months of sleeping on the ground with just a few blankets to keep warm, I couldn’t believe how comfortable the bed was and how warm the house was. Clearly, this family was surviving better than the people living in cities; they had heat, shelter, clothing, plenty of good food, and even running water. 
 That night, before exhaustion finally took over my brain and body, I told Bracken a little bit about my experiences in the city, leaving out any reference to Sara, of course. I felt like I owed this generous family an explanation as to why the guys and I were trying to steal from them. Bracken seemed to not only understand, but to feel sorry for me. I wasn’t sure I wanted anyone to feel sorry for me, least of all the people I had tried to rob. 
 Right before going to sleep, I asked Bracken what day it was. When he answered April 13th, I had to smile at the irony. Of course. On my unlucky birthday I almost get electrocuted, and my friend shoots an innocent man and his dog. 
 



   

Chapter 29

 Life on the Farm 
   
   

I decided not to tell Bracken it was my birthday. After the suspicion caused by my name being the same as their dog, I figured the coincidence of it being my birthday was just too great to be believed, so I told Bracken that my birthday was in five days and that I would be turning 16. He offered to teach me how to drive even though there was no gas to get anywhere, and I told him I’d like that. I had no intention of staying there that long, of course, but it made us both feel better to end that awful day on a bright note. 
 Early the next morning, I crept out of Bracken’s room and quietly made my escape. I wasn’t sure where I was planning to go, but I hoped to catch up to the guys to make sure they were okay and to continue our journey north. Apparently I wasn’t as quiet as I’d thought, because Bracken caught up to me as I was leaving the yard. He grabbed me by the shoulder and turned me around to face him. 

—Hey, where’re you going?


—I don’t know. Just going.


—Why? You can stay here. Don’t you want a home to live in?

 I thought about that for a moment. What if I couldn’t find the guys? What if they had already left the area, thinking I was dead, pushing harder than ever to get to Omaha? I was forced to think about what it was in Omaha that I wanted and it all came down to this, a home, and here was a home—a nice home with a nice family—being offered to me like it was on a silver platter. But why would they? 

—Yeah, more than anything. But why would you guys want me? You don’t owe me anything.

 Bracken sounded perturbed when he answered. 

—It’s not about owing anybody anything. You need a place, and we’ve got a place. And plenty to feed you too. Besides, you’re just a kid. We want you to stay.

 I was tired. Tired of arguing, tired of traveling, tired of trying to survive. What Bracken offered me was so tempting, but I was also scared. I had promised myself not to get close to anyone, but I could see myself really getting close to this family. I longed for a mother and a father to take care of me. I longed for doting grandparents to love me unconditionally. I realized that I was jealous of Bracken, of his life and his family. I wanted it so badly, but I was scared of losing everything again. I started crying tears of longing, of sadness, and of shame. Bracken pulled me close and comforted me, and I craved that closeness, the acceptance that the guys had given me. If they were indeed gone, maybe I could find it with Bracken, and everything else I desired here with his family. Finally, I gave up and let Bracken lead me back inside. 
 Later that morning, while I savored a delicious breakfast and watched this happy family who seemed almost oblivious to the hardships of much of the rest of the world, I began to worry about the guys. What if one of them was shot and was lying out there, bleeding to death? The guys had become like older brothers to me, and I knew they were kind and generous, really good people. I was scared to bring up the subject, though, worried that the bad feelings Bracken’s family held for Doug would spill over to me and I’d be kicked out of the house. Maybe that would be better, I thought. Maybe I deserved to be. So I decided to ask. 

—Do you think you shot any of the guys I was with last night? I just don’t want them to be lying out there bleeding to death. They’re really not bad guys; they took care of me after my parents died.

 John, the dad, looked a little pissed off, but he answered nicely enough. 

—Well, they ran off and left you hanging there. But don’t worry; we shot over their heads. We just wanted to scare them off, not hurt them. Alex and I’ll go down there and check around later just to be sure.

 Alex was Bracken’s older brother, the one whose ear had been shot, and the pretty girl with copper-colored hair, who had been clinging to him the night before, was his wife, Robin. They made a cute couple and were pretty nice to me even though I had caused them so much pain and heartache. 
 Later in the day, two cute girls rode up to the house on horses. I had never been so close to a horse and I had certainly never ridden one, but one of the girls, named Jenny, let me ride double with her. The weather was warm and sunny, the girls good company, and for a while I was able to mask the pain in my heart and bury the haunting memories of the city. It was almost like that part of my life had been a dream, and I was just now waking up to reality. My old nemesis Time decided to play nice and let me enjoy the afternoon, stretching it out slowly and deliciously, so I could pretend to be happy and normal for a while. 
 Bracken’s girlfriend, Skylar, was a beautiful girl about the same size that Sara had been, but with light brown hair. Something in the way she talked and looked at Bracken reminded me of Sara, and I realized that I kept staring at her longingly because every time I did, Bracken would glare at me. Later that night, Bracken warned me off her just in case I didn’t understand that she belonged to him and that he intended to marry her. I hadn’t meant to threaten their relationship or to steal her away from him. It’s just that I felt myself drawn to her like hapless waves to a comforting shore. After that, I made more of an effort to control my emotions when I was around her. 
 For the next two weeks, I tried to fit in to the family, helping with household chores and various farm projects. I tried to please Lauren and John to show them my gratitude and that I was worth their trouble, but when they weren’t around my heart just wasn’t in it. They reminded me of my parents and I so desperately wanted a relationship like that with them, but I knew in my heart it would never be the same; that stage of life was over for me now. I had been too long without parents to care for me; my heart felt hardened and crusted over, too rigid to allow anyone new in. Especially these good, happy people who had no clue what I had been through and could never understand the damage that had been done to my heart. 
 One day I was out walking the fence line with Bracken and his younger brother Calvin. I tried to keep my mind focused on the task, but it just kept fogging out, making it impossible to stay focused. I don’t know what was wrong with me; I felt like my mind was shriveling up even as my body began to fill out from the good food. Bracken kept telling me to keep up. I tried my best, but it just wasn’t good enough; I lagged behind the others. 
 At one point, I passed a large clump of bushes. I was almost past when I heard my name softly called through the bushes. It took me a second to realize it was Dakota and another few seconds to figure out what to do. I told Bracken and Calvin that I had to take a leak, and then disappeared into the bushes. 
 I was so happy to see all three guys hiding deep in the bushes, and they were apparently elated to see me. They hugged me so hard I almost passed out. They were whispering excitedly, Dakota with tears in his eyes, exclaiming that they had thought I was dead when they ran from the farm and were overjoyed when they heard from Jenny and Skylar that I was alive and well. They explained that after secretly returning the fateful gun to its owners, they had sought refuge in the nearby town where Skylar and Jenny happened to live. It seemed that fate had brought us back together, and I decided that I’d leave with them later that night. At least with these guys I didn’t have to pretend to be interested in life and the mundane things that go along with living. They understood what I’d been through and didn’t try to push or pull me into being something I just didn’t have the strength to be anymore. 
 Late that night, after everyone in the house had been asleep for several hours, I slipped out the back door and met up with the guys by the fence. I had taken some bread and a few slices of ham to placate the dogs so we could make a quiet getaway. As I climbed the fence, I looked back at the sleepy house, so pleasant and unaware of the hell that the sun had unleashed in the cities. On this farm, Time had plodded along almost like nothing at all had happened. I was tempted to stay, but I felt I could never fit in with the peace and happiness it contained. 
   
 



   

Chapter 30

 A Home and a Purpose 
   
   

The guys had moved into an old abandoned home on the edge of the small town about a half-day’s walk from Bracken’s farm. Unlike in the big city, the neighbors had allowed the guys to live in the house as long as they took care of it and until the deceased owner’s heirs came to claim it. Even the town’s one police officer condoned the deal, but he warned them that any “funny business” would get them promptly run out of town. 
 The house was a nice two-story Victorian home about a quarter mile beyond the last house in the neighborhood. It was surrounded by fields, which had been overgrown with weeds and the occasional volunteer corn plant. The kitchen was large and comfy, and the upstairs had enough bedrooms so that we each got our own.  Best of all, according to the guys, who eagerly gave me the tour, was the huge garage/workshop, which was full of equipment, tools, two large workbenches, and plenty of windows to let in natural light. It had a woodstove in the corner for heat and even a skylight over each workbench. Ideal, they said, for inventing. There was a cistern out back that was nearly full of water. We had to carry it in with buckets and boil it for drinking, but it was readily available, at least for now. 
 Every day, the guys and I went into town looking for chores we could do to earn food and parts from lawnmowers, electronics, etc. At first, the guys kept their invention ideas a secret even from me, but eventually they showed me their designs. As soon as they gathered enough parts, they began working on them. They couldn’t wait to get back home everyday with their new acquisitions. Since I knew almost nothing about electronics, inventing, or physics, and my math skills were pretty weak, the guys patiently explained and demonstrated things to me, allowing me to apply what I’d learned on extra pieces of equipment. 
 All of the things the guys and I were working on had to do with making life easier for people. We rewired solar arrays and small wind turbines, which had been damaged during the CME’s, into well pumps and heat exchangers, took apart lawn mowers and made them into generators to run emergency equipment and power tools, and fashioned small electrostatic motors out of recyclables. We also made heat exchangers out of wood and empty pop cans and traded them for food at the market that was held in the school gymnasium. Many of the items we gave away free to desperate families in need of heat or a source of power. 
 Another type of project that the guys and I worked on and used for bartering was a defense system for people’s farms. With the help of Matt’s zombie manuals, we showed farmers how to make weapons out of things they could find around the house, and how to set up a perimeter alarm system to warn of marauders, which were beginning to be a serious problem. Doug still felt bad about wounding Bracken’s brother and dog, so we helped their family with a defense system for free to help make up for it. They accepted the apology and help graciously. 
 The guys had a top-secret project, which they were most excited about and worked on late into the night, relying on light from candles at first, then from some of our solar and generator projects. Using odds and ends like glass bottles, PVC pipe, copper wire and tubing, aluminum foil, and the transformer from a neon sign, among other things, they were able to fashion a high-voltage Tesla coil, capable of generating electricity. They worked for months perfecting it and making it safe for everyday use in households. Since my math and science skills were still lacking, but my penmanship and drawing abilities were fair, the guys had me write all the notes and draw illustrations and diagrams of their work. I became adept at writing coherently, and even noticed that my vocabulary and grammar improved greatly the more I was around the three highly intelligent geeks I had come to love as brothers. 
 I dated Jenny Garten, Skylar’s friend, for several months after moving to town, but she developed an interest in Matt and started dating him instead. I didn’t have a problem with that; she was too flighty for me. On the other hand, she suited Matt’s crazy-fun personality perfectly. 
 I met a girl in town named Taylor Smith, with whom I have found a comforting affinity. Like me, her life has been full of heartache and sorrow, and Time has not been kind to her. Most of her childhood was spent being shuffled from one relative to another while her parents alternated between drug and alcohol binges, jail, and rehab. Her older brother Irvine, who had been in Bracken’s class at school, had also fallen into the abyss of drug addiction. Taylor felt like everyone who was supposed to take care of her had abandoned her. Shortly after PF Day, her parents were released from jail and tried to make a family for her and Irvine. Unfortunately, without drugs or alcohol to feed their addictions, they and Irvine became alternately volatile and angry, then sullen and depressed. Taylor tried to be placating or simply stay out of their way, making herself as inconspicuous as possible, but Irvine often fought bitterly with both his parents. Soon they had kicked Irvine out of the home, and he was later found frozen to death in the town park after a snowstorm. Taylor has never gotten over his death or her parents’ abandonment of her, just as I have never gotten over my losses. But I have learned some things since coming to this quaint little town. 
 As I come to appreciate this new life and the purpose I have found, thanks to my brothers, helping people survive and thrive in this world that Time has forgotten, I have realized several things. One is that money, or whatever is substituted for money, is worthless unless you have loved ones to share it with, to really be with and appreciate. Another is that, like Sara always said, life isn’t always what it seems; one should always try to look at an issue from all sides before jumping to conclusions and passing judgments. And Time, which I used to think was my enemy, is simply the means by which we measure our successes and failures in life; those, in turn, influence how fast or slow we perceive Time to be passing. 
 Finally, survival isn’t just about knowing how to forage for food, or find shelter, or protect yourself from all the bad things that life throws at you; it’s about figuring out how to find happiness and love, how to move beyond the bad things and search out good stuff, and ultimately, how to make a new life, a life with purpose and relationships, the things that make a life worth living. I’m happy to say that I’m almost there. I’ve come to terms with my anguished past, established a sustainable present, and am looking forward to a future with limitless possibilities. 
 There’s only one thing I hold near and dear to my heart, and that is my Sara. Maybe someday I’ll tell Taylor and the guys about her. Or maybe I’ll just keep her memory tucked away in my pocket to replace those tears I spent the day she died. I’ll hold her memory next to my mother’s watch to remind me never again to waste the Time I have been gifted with the people I love. 


 




 


If you liked Ben’s story, 


you might like to read Bracken’s story, 


How I Became a Teenage Survivalist


 


Bracken soon realizes how lucky he is to live on a farm in the Midwest. What seemed like a dull and backwards life before is now the greatest chance for survival in a powerless world. Food, water, and heat are readily available, although hard work is required to make use of them. Bracken and his family must learn to survive like their ancestors who settled the land.


 


Or Taylor’s story,


Ice Queen: Teenage Survivalist III


 


Taylor knows what it takes to survive; she’s been surviving on her own as long as she can remember while her parents alternated between drug-induced catatonia, rehab, and jail. But does she have what it takes to survive the failure of the world's power grids, her parent's and older brother's painful withdrawal from drugs, and the emergence of the mental diseases the drugs had been masking for years?


 


 


Although each book reveals very different aspects of survival in often contrasting situations, Bracken, Ben, and Taylor prove they have what it takes to survive. Their lives eventually entwine in ways that none of them could have foreseen. The books do not have to be read in any specific order. 


 


www.amazon.com/Julie-L.-Casey/e/B00943SWXQ

 



 Discussion Questions 

 


1. What were some of the themes throughout the story? How did those themes affect the story and help move it along? (Examples: time, money—Benjamins, the number 13, color—the blue of Sara’s eyes, her red coat, the grey surroundings when she died, etc.)


2. Ben felt like Time was his enemy through most of the story. At what point did his perception of Time begin to change and when was he able to come to terms with it?


3. How would you describe Ben’s personality? Is he shy, sensitive, and introverted or outgoing and gregarious? Does he confront problems head-on or try to avoid thinking about them? How does his personality type help to shape the story?


4. What did Aaron mean when he said, “Well now. Emancipation is something I know a little bit about”?


5. Why did Aaron call the homeless people in Swope Park “Lost Souls”?


6. Why did the Lost Souls prefer to live in the park instead of some of the many empty buildings and houses? 


7. Why did Patrick hurl the knife at Sara? 


8. What was the significance of color when Ben found Sara dying?


9. Why do you think both old Mr. Westcott and Sara have peaceful expressions on their faces when they died?


10. Why did Doug “borrow” the gun from the empty farmhouse?


11. How did Bracken’s family’s perception of Ben’s personality differ from Ben’s reality? (If you’ve already read How I Became a Teenage Survivalist.)


12. Ben felt like he couldn’t stay with Bracken’s family. Why is that? Why did he feel more comfortable living with his three friends?


13. What are the things Ben learned about life by the end of the story? How can you apply these words of wisdom to your own life?

 



 Find Out More 

 


"Our sun is approaching a period of high turbulence, referred to as the solar maximum, with many scientists suggesting a peak in activity around 2013." This activity could result in a coronal mass ejection which, under the perfect circumstances, could cause the collapse of the power grid as portrayed in Time Lost: Teenage Survivalist II.


 


Find out more about solar superstorms and coronal mass ejections (CME’s):


 


NOVA Secrets of the Sun


http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/space/secrets-sun.html


 


The Sun's Wrath: Worst Solar Storms in History


http://www.space.com/12584-worst-solar-storms-sun-flares-history.html


 


NASA Science: A Super Solar Flare


http://science.nasa.gov/science-news/science-at-nasa/2008/06may_carringtonflare/


 


Solar Superstorm Could Knock Out US Power Grid


http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/08/04/us-solar-superstorm-idUSBRE8721K820120804


 


 


Learning how to survive without electricity is all about creative problem solving. Think about everything in your life that runs on electricity and try to figure out a way to replace each of them. The links below show how Ben and Sara solved some of their most pressing problems.


 


Find out how to become a survivalist:


 


Surviving An Urban Disaster: Interview With Richard Duarte


http://www.offthegridnews.com/2013/06/12/surviving-an-urban-disaster-interview-with-richard-duarte/


 


Urban Survival Tips - Part 1


http://urbansurvivalsite.com/urban-survival-tips-part-1/


 


Urban Survival Tips - Part 2


http://urbansurvivalsite.com/urban-survival-tips-part-2/


 


Scavenging For Survival


http://uscrow.org/2013/05/12/scavenging-for-survival-after-shtf/


 


How to Turn a Pallet into a Garden


http://www.onehundreddollarsamonth.com/update-how-to-turn-a-pallet-into-a-garden/
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Chapter 1


Unicorns and Ice

   
   
 Dad charged into my room madder than a sow separated from her piglets. He was yelling that I was holding out on him, that I had some dope hidden somewhere in my room. I froze, holding my glass unicorn and looking down at the floor to avoid a confrontation. That seemed to make him even angrier, and he slapped my hand, sending the unicorn flying across the room where it struck my desk and landed on the floor, its horn broken off. I just stared at it, refusing to let my anguish show to the man who had simultaneously saved me and made my entire life miserable. 
 “Ice Queen,” he sneered. He always called me that. At least it was better than the nickname he used to call me when I was a little girl—Tattle Taylor. I was angry with him, an emotion that felt as familiar to me as my own name, but I also felt sorry for him. I know that seems unfathomable for someone who has never lived like this, but I knew he couldn’t help it. I knew he was hurting, that the demons in his mind had come calling again. But this time there were no drugs, prescribed or otherwise, to help calm their strident demands. I feared that in time, without some substance to keep the demons at bay, he would get worse, the demons taking over his mind, his humanity. So I tried to stay calm, non-confrontational as always, to be as quiet and insignificant in his life as possible, so as not to incite the demons to action. 
 Dad had never been diagnosed with a particular mental illness, but everyone who knew him well could tell there was something not right about him. He never talked about the voices to anyone except Mom, preferring to self-medicate with marijuana at first, then crack cocaine, heroine, and meth. And always alcohol, of course. I often overheard him talking to her at night when my bedroom next to theirs. 
 “Libby,” I’d hear him say, sobbing. “I’m scared they’ll make me do something I don’t want to do.” 
 “Just hold on a little longer, Kyle,” she’d answer, half soothingly, half distracted. “We’ll find some ice for you soon.” 
 “Ice” was how they referred to their current drug of choice, the latest having been crystal meth. Mom was ill equipped to help him, though. She struggled from her own problems—depression, I suppose—which made her crave the diversion of drugs and alcohol almost as much as Dad did. 
 Dad picked up the broken unicorn and stood looking at it for a moment. In that short span of time, the madness seemed to ebb out of him, his body slowly deflating like a balloon that had a pinprick hole in it. When he looked up at me, I could see sadness and remorse in his eyes. Maybe even a plea for forgiveness. He held the diminished figurine out to me and I looked away as I took it from him, not wanting to antagonize him into anger again nor wanting to forgive his behavior yet, even though I knew in my heart I always would. He turned away and left the room, closing the door quietly behind him. I finally released the tears as I stared at the once magical creature that had now been reduced to a mere ordinary horse with a bump on its head. 
 The precious memories came flooding into my mind—my grandmother taking me at the age of nine to see The Glass Menagerie on stage. I was enchanted by the crystal animals and drawn to the character of Laura, who preferred to stay home with her menagerie rather than venture out into the world. I understood how she felt. The times I lived with my Grammy, when Mom and Dad were in rehab or jail or just on one of their binges, I never wanted to leave. I felt safe and unconditionally loved there. One of the saddest days of my life was six years ago, when I was ten: Grammy died of a stroke, my anguish compounded by the fact that I wasn’t there to hold her hand while her soul left this world and passed on to heaven. 
 Grammy had bought the unicorn for me soon after our cultural endeavor. I loved that unicorn, but it contained something inside which I loved even more. Whenever I felt trapped in my lonely life, I would hold the figurine up to the light and watch the rainbow escape from its carefully constructed prism prison. Rainbows always seem to yearn for freedom, liberated for only a few minutes after the rage of a thunderstorm or from a crystal cell when a beam of light hits just right. I liked to free the rainbow daily from the unicorn, which guarded it jealously inside its body, and let it bask in the sunlight on the windowsill like an aging cat. I had been just about to do that when Dad came in and slapped it from my hands, sending it soaring. Maybe he thought it was Pegasus the flying horse instead of a unicorn. Whatever the case, after Dad left, I placed the now-mere-horse on the sill and was pleased that it could still grudgingly permit the rainbow its few moments of liberty. 
 One of my last memories of Grammy, before Mom and Dad came back to snatch me away from my sanctuary, was when she gave me another one of my most precious possessions. She had pulled me into her bedroom one morning, shut the door, and locked it quietly behind us, so as not to wake up my older brother, Irvine, who was still asleep down the hall. 
 “Shhhh,” Grammy said, as she pulled a cardboard shoebox with a picture of old lady shoes on the side from the shelf in her closet. “I have something for you, but you must promise to keep it a secret. Especially from your parents and your brother.” 
 “But why, Grammy?” 
 “They’d just use it for getting into trouble.” She nodded and winked slowly and meaningfully. It took a little while to sink in, but I finally realized she was talking about drugs. 
 “Okay, I promise.” 
 She opened the box to reveal a pair of old lady shoes, identical to the ones in the picture on the box. I was slightly disappointed and more than a little confused. How could anyone use old lady shoes to buy anything, least of all drugs? But Grammy had a few surprises up her orthopedic shoes, and I would soon realize that sometimes the most drab and mundane things can hold the most amazing treasures. From one shoe, she pulled out a small handgun but quickly put it back, saying, “Oops, wrong shoe” and then, eyeing my startled expression, said with a wink, “You never know when you’ll need protection.” Then she reached into the other shoe and pulled out a wad of white tissue paper, the kind you stuff in gift bags to hide the present or cram in your shoes so they hold their shape when you’re not wearing them. 
 Grammy put the gloriously ordinary shoes back in the box and the box back on the shelf, then took the wad of paper to her bed. There, as she peeled back the layers of tissue, she revealed the most astonishing thing—a large, round, perfectly clear diamond. It immediately spewed a tricolor rainbow onto Grammy’s white chenille bedspread. Grammy said it was nearly a full carat and worth over two thousand dollars. “Save it for when you’re old enough to escape.” 
 “But Grammy, I can always just come here,” I said with ten-year-old innocence. 
 “You may not always be able to come here, child of my heart.” Grammy liked to call me that because I was not her biological granddaughter. Dad—her son—was really my step-dad, although he was the only father I had ever known and by all accounts was better than my deadbeat biological father who, among many other faults, was physically and emotionally abusive to my mother. Apparently, he suffered from mental illness too. How I was able to avoid the double genetic whammy, I’ll never know, but I do wonder if someday I might start hearing demons in my mind as well. 
 It was Dad—my step-dad—who rescued Mom, toddler Irvine, and fetal me from a lifetime of coldhearted brutality. For all Dad’s problems, he had never been physically abusive, and I know deep down, under the layers of insanity and substance-abuse-rot, he really loved Mom, and by accepting responsibility for Irvine and me, tenuous as it was at times, he loved us too. 
 And that’s why I would always forgive him. 
 




 


Chapter 2


Spiders, Lilacs, and Hogs

   
   
 PF Day. What can I say about Power Failure Day? Except that it happened three years ago on November 1st when I was thirteen. And it changed my life forever. As if my life wasn’t messed up enough already, the sun decided to spew a huge mass of electromagnetic particles at the earth, resulting in the demise of the world’s entire power grid. Everything run by electricity or electronics—computers (which ran everything, you know), most automobiles, all manufacturing—zapped in a split second as the electromagnetic pulse of a coronal mass ejection from the sun spread and conquered the geomagnetic shield, which normally protects the earth like a mother’s arms around her small child. But like a giant gravid spider, the pulse infiltrated and spread its spindly legs around the earth, releasing its tiny spiderlings, each an exact replica of their mama, to claim the power lines for their webs. 
 Spiders and webs were what I was doodling in class with my right hand while I took Biology notes with my left just before the power went off. Anyone who had been paying attention in science class knows that spiders are arachnids, gravid means pregnant, and the sun is made of ever-burning, ever-churning, ever-spewing hot plasma. I like spiders. Hot plasma, not so much. But who knows? In the end, it may end up being the catalyst I’ve needed to make my escape. 
 Shortly after PF Day, my parents were released from jail with the admonishment to stay in the area because as soon as the power was back on, they’d have to return to finish their sentences. Yeah, right. I expected Mom and Dad to flee as far from Missouri as they could get on foot. But I was wrong. Irv and I were surprised and even a little shocked to find Mom and Dad on the doorstep of the relatives we had been staying with since their incarceration. Dad’s cousin Lori and her husband Bob invited Mom and Dad to stay, as we had long since lost the lease on our house. The landlord had sold most of our possessions to pay for back rent. 
 But Dad had another idea—Uncle Owen’s hog farm six and a half miles outside of town. He warned us not to tell anyone about it though. I had visited Uncle Owen’s hog farm before and hated it. In fact, there was nowhere on earth I’d less like to be than Uncle Owen’s hog farm. The stench can be detected from a mile away and at the farm it’s overpowering. I wanted to try to dissuade him from his odoriferous scheme, but he was adamant, and I wasn’t willing to rouse the demons by arguing with him. The hog farm was to be our new home. He was sure Uncle Owen would welcome us. Uncle Owen, being childless and recently a widower, had been trying to get his nephew to go into the hog business with him since Dad was a teen. 
 A week after PF Day, we arrived at the Hog farm on foot, pulling our meager belongings behind us in a garden cart and a child’s red wagon. The odor almost made me turn back and make a break for it long before the farm came into sight, but I held my nose and breathed through my mouth until I felt light-headed. The fetid smell seemed not to affect my parents and Irv. Their senses of smell were probably eaten away by all the powdered poison they had snuffed before PF Day. 
 As Dad suspected, Uncle Owen was ecstatic to see us as he was in poor health and badly needed the help. He was a kind old gentleman and allowed me to pick out my room first. I chose an upstairs room on the south side of the house, away from the hog pens, a room under which grew a huge old lilac bush. At least I would have two or three weeks of heady fragrance in the spring to help mask the odor of hogs. Spring was six months away though, I thought sadly. 
 Since it was November, the putrid smell wasn’t as unbearable as in the heat of the summer, but it still made me queasy. After I unpacked my suitcase of clothes—mostly hand-me-downs from cousin Lori’s grown daughter—and my cardboard box of the few precious possessions I could carry, I sprayed one of Grammy’s handkerchiefs—she always called it her hankie—with a tiny spritz of her cologne, then held it up to my nose and inhaled the scent of White Diamonds while memories of Grammy stung my eyes and my heart. They were the only things I took from her house after her funeral. Well, those and the old lady shoes, complete with box and handgun and a small box of bullets. Don’t ask me the caliber—I know science and math and English, history and geography and Latin, but I know nothing about guns. Still, as Grammy said, you never know when you might need protection. 
 I don’t like hogs. I like bacon and ham and pork chops, but I don’t like the animal they come from. Hogs stink. And they’re mean. Uncle Owen spent the first evening we were there showing us his hog scars by candlelight. His left calf looked like a piece of weathered driftwood where an angry sow had chomped a large portion of it off years before, and his right hand was missing half of his pinkie and ring finger from a ravenous boar. Most of the time though, Uncle Owen told us, his hogs were pretty nice. In fact, some of them were like pets to him; he had names for each of his favorites, the breeders who weren’t going to slaughter anytime soon. They were nice enough as long as they were fed and watered on a regular basis, which was getting harder and harder for him to do, both because of his age and health, but also because PF Day meant he couldn’t use his tractor to haul the feed, and water didn’t pour forth from the taps anymore—it had to be pumped from the old well and carried in buckets. But I didn’t trust the hogs anyway. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to make them pets. I called them names like Chitlin, Sausage, and Pork Chop, just to let them know what I really thought of them. 
 As I lay on my bed, inhaling memories of Grammy, I watched spiders crawl across my ceiling. Grammy was never afraid of spiders and neither am I. She always said that they were good for eating all the annoying bugs like flies and mosquitoes. I named my spiders Boris and Wolfie and I-Spy. I watched as they spun their webs and waited for some unsuspecting insect to fly into them, the wait stretching out longer and longer as autumn turned to winter. They were quiet, unassuming companions that I could talk to and marvel at. The best thing of all was that Mom, Dad, and even Irv were afraid of them and would usually leave my room when they saw one. When that happened, I’d wink at the spider and whisper, “Good job, Boris.” 
 The first few days at Uncle Owen’s were not bad for Mom and Dad. They had been able to score some “ice” immediately after they’d left the jail, so they were okay. They had to ration it somewhat, but Uncle Owen had plenty of booze to make up for it. Poor Irv, though. My parents wouldn’t share their stash and repeatedly denied even having any, so Irv was faced with the agony of withdrawal soon after PF Day. Whenever I felt sorry for myself, I thought about what my poor brother was going through and transferred my pity to him. At barely fifteen, he began to look like an old man, withered and hollow inside. I suppose that’s what he was. Isn’t that why people start using in the first place? Dad had his voices, Mom had her life-crushing sadness, but what did Irv have at such a young age that made him want to be someone or something else through the escape of a temporary high? 
 When Irv and I were younger, before the ice took ahold of his heart too, I used to ask him why Mom and Dad seemed to care about their drugs more than us. He told me I thought too much. He said it didn’t matter, it was what it was, and that was that. Not much of an answer, I thought. But that was the major difference between Irv and me then, besides the sixteen months difference in our ages—I thought too much, he not enough. Maybe if he had thought more, he’d have realized how destructive drugs and alcohol are and decided to stay away from them like I did. Now the major difference between us is that the only ice I like is in a glass of Dr. Pepper. 
 And oh, how I yearn for a nice cold glass of that sweet ambrosia! I haven’t had one since the day before PF Day. That spewing, churning, conquering, life-altering day. 
 




 


Chapter 3


Types of Survival

   
   
 What exactly constitutes survival? I feel like I’ve been barely surviving my whole life. At a very young age, I was left alone to forage for food while my brother got himself up and off to kindergarten and my parents lay catatonic on the bed, couch, or floor—wherever they had passed out. I learned how to make a breakfast of stale chips and moldy bread while I watched cartoons over their near-lifeless bodies. That is until the TV got repossessed. After that, I taught myself to read the books that Irv brought home from school. I’d often hide them between the couch cushions so he wouldn’t take them back to school before I had memorized them. 
 I figured out how to melt into the background when Mom and Dad were awake, so they wouldn’t take out the pain of their hang-overs on me. I also learned how to hang onto very few possessions and to keep them with a change of clothing in a backpack, so I’d be ready to move at a moment’s notice, either when my parents were running from the police or when the cops caught up to them and hauled them to jail. It was easier to grab that small bag when the lady from Child Protective Services came to get Irv and me than to frantically try to pack a bunch of things and risk forgetting something special. Usually, when we finally were able to return home, it was to a different house, empty of any of the possessions we had amassed at the previous one. 
 But not long after PF Day, survival became so much harder. We had it easy at Uncle Owen’s farm compared to a lot of people. We had food to eat, water to pump, and wood to burn in the old Buck stove, which heated the downstairs where everyone else slept. I didn’t mind being cold upstairs though. The colder it was, the less the hogs reeked and the less often my parents visited my room, so being cold was fine with me. 
 Many people in town didn’t have any way to heat their homes or to cook their food, if they even had any to cook. Water was hard to come by too. I felt bad for the people in town, but I also envied them because they had normal families to take care of each other. I have always envied everyone else. That’s why I never had any real friends. Sure, it was hard to make friends when everyone else’s parents knew about my parents’ drug use and wouldn’t let their kids come over to my house. But it was more than that. When I was younger, I was so jealous of their normal childhoods that I hated them. As I got older I realized that it wasn’t their fault and I forgave them for their familial serendipity. I like that word—serendipity. It’s a word that belongs in their world though, not mine. It used to belong to the world of the glass unicorn too, before his flight that made him a mere-horse. Words like serendipity, normal, and family describe why I couldn’t get close to anyone; Irv and Grammy were my only true friends. 
 Uncle Owen gave me a wall calendar and I carefully marked off each day, not because I cared at all what day it was, but just because it was something to do. Even though I helped with the everyday chores of hauling water to the house, cooking meals, and keeping things tidy—I flat-out refused to do anything with the hogs—I spent a large part of every day in my room alone. Luckily, Uncle Owen’s late wife, Aunt Helen, loved to read, and he had kept all her books, so besides the spiders, I had plenty of book-friends to keep me company. I wasn’t really lonely; I was used to being alone. At this point, life and survival wasn’t too bad. But that was about to change. 
 In mid November, roughly two weeks after PF Day, the ice and booze ran out. We were about to embark on an experience worthy of The Hunger Games, a fight to the death for the inhabitants of our malodorous arena. I wasn’t too keen on entering the fray—well, who is anyway? Like Katniss, my strategy was to lie low and wait the others out, which worked to some extent. The only problem though was that unlike Katniss’s situation, I was related to all the other contestants in the game and I didn’t want to see any of them hurt. 
 The first casualty was Uncle Owen, al-though it was due more to his previous bad health and the absence of his heart medication than the combative atmosphere of his once peaceful home. That morning he was trying to talk Dad into helping him kill and butcher a hog. In his calm, patient manner, he was explaining that it would provide meat as well as tallow for candles to last through the winter in case the electricity didn’t come back on soon, which it was beginning to look like it wasn’t. I listened at the top of the stairs, hidden from the conversation below, testing the temperature of their moods before plunging in. Dad, in the throes of his withdrawal and under the influence of the phantom voices in his head, was hard to convince. It was only after Uncle Owen promised to do most of the work, having Dad there just for safety, that Dad agreed. The conversation sounded like Dad was being lazy or squeamish about the killing, but I suspected the real reason was that he was afraid that the blood and gore of slaughter would excite the demons that were beginning to take control of him. 
 Mom and I were cleaning up the kitchen after the men went out to perform their gruesome task. After half an hour or so, we both jumped when we heard a single gunshot, then laughed nervously, thinking that it was just the demise of the hog. Several minutes later however, Dad and Irv came in alone, both white-faced and visibly shaken. Irv made a beeline for his room without saying anything, but Dad sat in Uncle Owen’s chair with his head in his hands. After a few tense seconds, he said in a leaden voice, “Owen’s dead.” Then he jumped up and went to his room, with Mom trailing behind like a lost child. 
 I stood frozen for a few minutes, trying to make sense of what he’d said but failing that, I decided to ask Irv and went to his room, where he lay on his bed, looking up at the ceiling. 
 “So… Uncle Owen’s really dead?” I asked. 
 “Yeah.” 
 “What happened?” I asked timidly, half afraid the answer would be that Dad had killed him. 
 “I don’t know. His heart, I guess.” 
 I sat on the bed next to Irv. He sighed and sat up beside me, knowing I wasn’t going to leave until he told me the whole story. 
 “He was in the hog pen trying to separate the one we were going to slaughter from the rest of them,” he explained. “Suddenly he clutched at his chest, looked at us like he was pleading for our help, and then he fell to the ground. Dad and I tried to get to him, but the hogs surrounded him for some reason and acted like they wanted to kill us. So we got out of the pen and Dad picked up the shotgun and shot it over their heads to scare them off.” 
 “Did it work?” 
 “Yeah.” He didn’t say anything else as he stared at his shaking hands in his lap. 
 “So… Was he already dead when you went in there?” 
 “Yeah.” 
 His verbal reluctance was getting tedious. I tried to be patient as I mentally opened his mouth, reached down his throat, and pulled out the words. “So what did you do?” 
 “I tried to pull him out of there, but I couldn’t budge him.” 
 “You just left him there?” I asked, incredulously. “How do you know he was dead?” 
 “I could tell… He died with his eyes open.” 
 “Oh, you mean ‘windows of the soul’ and all.” 
 “Yeah, except there was no soul in those eyes. There was nothing at all in those eyes.” 
 I thought about that for a few seconds, the image of lifeless eyes beginning to spook me. “Were you scared?” 
 Irv was trying to summon some bravado, but in the end he told me the truth, like always. His shoulders sagged as he admitted, “Hell yes, I was scared. I don’t know if I was more scared of the hogs or those dead eyes.” 
 I shuddered and put my arm around my big brother. I wanted to shield him from the pain and the memories, but I really didn’t know how. 
 




 


Chapter 4


Ghosts

   
   
 The next morning, Irv had to go out and feed the hogs because Dad wouldn’t get up. I know my brother was terrified of encountering Uncle Owen’s lifeless body again, but he was also scared of facing Dad’s anger if he didn’t do it. So out he went. I stood by the back door, waiting for him, worried about him but not enough to go out there with him. 
 After a half an hour or so, he came back in, his face white as a ghost. I again followed him to his bedroom where he divulged his experience in the hog pen. 
 “Uncle Owen’s body is gone,” he said un-evenly. 
 “What?” My voice was as high as my eyebrows. 
 “There were a few pieces of his clothing lying around, but no body.” He looked at me with round spooked eyes. 
 “The hogs?” I was disgusted and anguished at the same time. 
 “I don’t know. The hogs were locked in another pen. I don’t know how they would have got in there. Maybe Dad…” 
 “You think he did it? Buried him, I mean?” 
 “Maybe…” 
 As creeped out as I was, thinking about how Uncle Owen’s body had disappeared, I couldn’t help wondering about it all day long. When Dad finally got up late in the afternoon, he merely said he had taken care of the body. His exact words were, “I took care of it. Can’t have his body around inviting his ghost to stay here.” 
 He must have done it during one of his midnight haunts, as none of us heard or saw him do it during the day. That left me to speculate about the various ways Dad could have taken care of it.  #1 Dad could have chased the hogs into the other pen then buried the body, but that would have been so much work for one man and there was no evidence of disturbed earth where he would have been buried. #2 Dad burned the body, but we couldn’t see any place where the ground was charred. #3 The hogs ate the body, and then Dad chased them into the other pen. The latter option seemed the most likely in my mind, even though it made me squeamish to think about it. I made a pact with myself to never eat the meat from those hogs, just in case. I wouldn’t want to have a piece of Uncle Owen’s spirit floating around in me. 
 Which made me start to think about ghosts. The idea of ghosts has always intrigued me. Do we all have a ghost of ourselves that lives inside us until we die? The preachers at the churches we’d go to when Mom and Dad would miraculously find God after a stint in rehab, before they would find God in their drugs again, called it our spirit. They made it sound like our spirit was a good thing, loving and beautiful. But everywhere else, you hear that spirits or ghosts are bad and hang around to haunt you and make your life miserable. It made me wonder if Dad’s mind was full of ghosts or spirits other than his own. Did Grammy’s ghost inhabit his head? Would Uncle Owen’s be rattling around in there now too? Or were Dad’s ghosts all bad ghosts, little devils telling him to do bad things? I wasn't afraid of Dad, but I was a little spooked by the ghosts haunting him. Poor Dad. He really must be a good man to have kept all those ghosts at bay for so long. 
 A few days later, Dad decided that a hog needed to be slaughtered. We had plenty of jars of fruits and vegetables that Aunt Helen had canned before she died, but Dad wanted meat, and the meat from Uncle Owen’s big freezer had run out or gone bad. So Dad made Irv single out a fat hog and shoot it. Then Dad took over, hacking it to pieces while Irv carted it off to the smokehouse a few pieces at a time. Apparently, Dad had gotten over his fear of violence because he tore into that carcass like it was everyone who’d ever done him wrong. I watched from the kitchen window, at once horrified and fascinated; I couldn’t tear my eyes away until the last bloody piece was loaded into the wheelbarrow. Irv looked pale and old. His hands shook while he picked up the chunks of meat and waited for the next piece to load. I should have gone out to help him, but I couldn’t force myself to move. I still watched as he frantically pumped frigid water to wash his hands when his gruesome task was complete. Or maybe it wasn’t he who was frantic, but my own mind, which wanted him to be rid of the evidence before the ghost of Uncle Owen could find him and inhabit his fragile mind. 
 Dad came in with a big chunk of pork, hollering for Mom to cook it for him. Mom was taking one of her frequent naps and couldn’t be awoken even though Dad shook her, so the task of cooking defaulted to me. When I showed reluctance to cut the chunk into manageable pork chops, Dad impatiently sliced it up, his hands flying so fast I was sure he’d cut off one of his fingers. I didn’t find any spare digits in the meat as I cooked it, so I guess he was okay. As the meat cooked in the big cast iron skillet atop the Buck stove, I had a vision of Uncle Owen’s ephemeral form floating up from the chops like a genie from a bottle, my nose inhaling him as I breathed in the enticing aroma. I held my breath and tied a towel around the lower part of my face. Just in case. 
 After a quick lunch of home-canned green beans and peaches, I decided to take a cleansing walk. I thought if I walked far enough away from the farm, the chilly air might expunge the odor of hogs and death from my nostrils and my psyche. I loaded a backpack with some items I thought I might need: a pocketknife, some wooden matches, a bottle of fresh well water, a field guide to native flora and fauna from Aunt Helen’s library, etc. At the last minute, I threw in a small store-bought can of deviled ham—ironic, I know, since I had sworn off pork, but I figured the intense processing of this pork product would dispel any ghosts hanging around and the sealed can would keep them out. Try as I might to avoid temptation, the memory of the aroma of those pork chops cooking was like an invisible finger poking at my brain, beckoning me to try a little. I tried not to believe it could be Uncle Owen knocking at my subconscious. 
 




 


Chapter 5


Foraging

   
   
 The first time I walked into the woods, an inexplicable feeling of peace blanketed my mind. I purposely chose the woods to the west of the farm so that the prevailing winds would blow the stench of the hogs away, but I was filled with trepidation as I crept along the length of the hog pen nearest the house to get to the tree line. The hogs in that pen eyed me suspiciously—or was it voraciously?—especially one beady-eyed black one who walked sideways along the fence in order to always be facing me, glaring at me the entire way. It gave me a queasy feeling. Was this the one that had eaten Uncle Owen? Was Uncle Owen’s ghost angry with me or just trying to communicate? 
 At any rate, my frenzied mind suddenly relaxed in the shadows of the trees as if they stood as guardians against the ghosts that trailed me and I could be relieved of that duty. I inhaled the fresh earthy aromas as my frantic pace slowed to a stroll. I felt at home for the first time since Grammy died. 
 After almost an hour of wandering, I found a huge fallen tree and sat on its rotting trunk to rest and take in my surroundings. I had not thought of the possibility of getting lost—or maybe I had, subconsciously, and followed my hidden desire. But now, sitting on the log and taking stock of my odds of survival all alone in an unfamiliar woods at the start of winter, I realized that the odds were not in my favor. Besides, I needed to stay around the farm to watch over my family, even though I really didn’t know at all how to help them. 
 I opened my backpack and took out the deviled ham, peeled back the pull-tab, and used my tongue to pry out the juicy, salty contents, gulping it down like a ravenous, cannibalistic pig. I chuckled to myself, thinking about how I had outwitted the hog-ghosts by eating canned pork. 
 After I ate, I pulled out the field guide and began to leaf through it, pausing when I recognized the bark of a tree I had passed or a particular kind of nut I had stepped over on my way through the woods. The clues were few at this time of year since the leaves and fruits were mostly gone, but I was able to identify trees with distinctive bark like sycamore (pale and white like it’s sick), shagbark hickory (shaggy), and paper birch (papery). I also easily identified pine trees because of their needles. I read in the guide that pine needles can be used to make a tea that is an excellent source of vitamin C. I decided to collect some pine needles, acorns, and walnuts to take home to supplement my canned food diet. 
 One page of the field guide especially caught my attention. It described how the inner bark of the white willow contains salicin, which can be used in place of aspirin for various aches and pains. Maybe that would help Irvine, I thought, and I made it my mission to find a willow tree to harvest the pain reliever for my tortured brother. In the margin, Aunt Helen had written in barely legible scribbles—good for arthritis—as if she had actually tried it. 
 As I searched for willows, I thought about sweet Aunt Helen and how she was still giving me what I needed. I remembered her as a kind, down-to-earth old lady with an ample bosom that seemed to engulf me as she hugged me. Even though I enjoyed the hug and craved that simple act of connection, I felt I could suffocate if the hug went on too long. I’m sure Irv enjoyed it much more than I. He always wore a goofy grin when he resurfaced from one of her hugs. 
 I realized in the woods that day that Aunt Helen had been the only bright spot to otherwise miserable visits to the hog farm. She had fed us, stroked our meager funny bones, and showed us some of the old ways, like “putting up” fruits and vegetables and dehydrating meat. More importantly, she had made Irv and me feel like we belonged to an extended family, and that is something I cherish to this day even though that feeling died with her and Grammy. 
 It took a some time and hiking to finally locate a stand of willows by a little creek trickling through the woods. I chose the biggest, healthiest-looking one and carefully peeled back a piece of the bark. The inner bark was pinkish white. I stripped off a good amount and stowed it in the backpack. I also found pine needles and nuts to add to my harvest. 
 It was late afternoon and the sun was beginning to sink behind the tress. I decided I should probably head back home, so I reluctantly put the setting sun behind me and headed east. As I walked, I wondered if anyone would have missed me since I was gone longer than I had realized and I hadn’t told anyone that I was leaving. I was concerned that Mom would be worried about me. Wishful thinking, perhaps, as I didn’t really believe she would come out of her fog enough to even know I was missing. At least Irvine would be concerned, I was sure. 
 It was nearly dark when I made it back home. Irvine was waiting for me on the stoop and rose to meet me halfway across the yard as I hurried past the hog pen. He didn’t say anything, merely stopping in front of me and looking me over. When he was satisfied that I was unharmed, he turned and headed back to the house. He didn’t need to say anything or even to hug me for me to know that he cared about me. He was the only one who had even noticed that I was gone. 
 Later that evening, I made him a steaming cup of tea from the inner bark of the willow. He didn’t ask why or say that it helped him in any way, but I felt that I had paid him back for his concern for me. I hoped it at least helped him sleep without pain for a while. 
 




 


Chapter 6


Town

   
   
 Early in December, Irv decided he wanted to walk to town and asked me to go with him. The odd look in his eyes and the tremor in his voice led me to believe he was desperately hoping to score some drugs in town. Part of me hoped he would, if only to ease his withdrawal pain and make him somewhat happy again. But mostly I hoped the ‘ice’ had all melted with the sun’s fury on PF Day. 
 We walked at a brisk pace matched by the bracing wind blowing against our backs, past abandoned vehicles and eerily quiet farms. While I felt invigorated by the clean crisp sweetness of the chilly air, I could hear Irv’s teeth chattering and looked over to see him shivering despite Uncle Owen’s fur-lined hat and voluminous coat, which wrapped around Irv one-and-a-half times. 
 To keep his mind off his suffering, I started a conversation, rather one-sided as usual. “Do you ever think of getting away? From them, I mean.” I wasn’t sure whether by ‘them’ I meant Mom and Dad, the hogs, or the ghosts—probably a culmination of all of them. I decided to let Irv draw his own conclusions though. 
 “Yeeaah.” He drew out the word like he was reluctant to let it go. It had a little lilt at the end, which I took to mean he wanted to know more of what I was thinking. Either way, I was going to tell him. 
 “We could move back in with Lori and Bob. Or maybe find a place of our own in town.” I wiggled my raised eyebrows to make the ideas more tempting. It didn’t work. 
 “He’d just come to get us back. He needs help on the farm.” Wow, the most words he’d said in months and they were to dash my hopes and dreams. But I knew he was right. 
 When we got to town, I followed Irv around like a puppy as he visited his dealers, trying to score some relief. All said the same thing—the ice had run out shortly after PF Day and there was no way to get any more. The best bet, they told him, was to make some alcohol by fermenting grain or fruit. It would take several days, but it was something to look forward to at least. The last guy we visited gave Irv step-by-step instructions for which Irv gave him a wad of cash. Those dealers knew how to get money from the junkies even without selling them drugs. I would have given the knowledge away for free if I had known about it. 
 We visited Bob and Lori just to say hello. Lori kept wringing her hands, saying she felt bad that she couldn’t offer us anything to eat. I told her to come visit us on the farm to get some pork and canned goods, which made her start to cry. I imagined it was because the tables had turned so drastically—once they were the ones we could count on for stability and the normal necessities of life, but now they would have to rely on us. 
 Bob, who worked for the electric company, told us about his trip to Kansas City to find parts to fix the blown transformers right after PF Day and the chaos that had already begun to engulf that metropolis. He told about riots and assaults and murders, as if the thirst, starvation, and diseases were not enough to demoralize the already traumatized population. But there was more. Rampant, out-of-control fires, lack of sanitation, and the release of prisoners and the mentally ill put even more stress on the inhabitants of the city. Bob estimated that half the city’s population wouldn’t survive the winter if electricity wasn’t restored soon. He added solemnly that there were not enough parts to fix the power grid soon though, since the whole country had been affected. It was the first time we heard that the power failure was at least countrywide and that it was going to be quite a while before the power was back on. It made me start thinking about long-term survival. 
 After that, Irv and I walked around town to see what was going on. The houses were dark and seemed to huddle forlornly against the wind. The few businesses in our small town were closed, some with boarded-up windows to deter looters. I was beginning to think it had become a ghost town. Would I ever get away from ghosts? 
 Nearing the town square, we heard muffled sounds carried on the wind, like people talking but not quite, reinforcing the idea of ghosts inhabiting the town. We finally found a large group of people—real live people, not ghosts—milling around tables of wares, talking and bartering. I was more relieved then I would have thought as I don’t normally like to be around lots of people, but compared to ghosts, I’ll take people every time, even though the townspeople, many of whom I’d known most of my life, looked more like skeletons from lack of food or zombies from the trauma of the situation than how I remembered them. 
 Irv now distractedly followed me, as I wandered around looking at what people were selling or trading, and listening in on conversations to get information about the electricity situation as well as some tips on survival. 
 At Mrs. Littleton’s table—she owns a greenhouse at the edge of town—I stopped and eavesdropped as she discussed medicinal plants with Bracken Powell’s mom, Lauren. For a few desperate moments, I daydreamed that Lauren was my real mother and that she would recognize me and want me to come live with her. She was so kind and loving and their family was so normal—the kind of normal I’d been craving all my life. 
 Lauren interrupted my beautiful reverie by asking if I was interested in herbs too, and it took me a second to realize that my dream hadn’t really come true, that she was just being her friendly self by including me in the conversation. 
 I told her that I’d like to learn more and she and Mrs. Littleton were more than happy to educate me. Mrs. Littleton even gave me a book about Missouri plants that can be used for medicinal purposes. 
 After a long conversation with the ladies—perhaps the longest I’d ever talked to anyone—I looked around for Irv so we could reluctantly start heading home. He wasn’t in the square, so I wandered around town until I found him a few blocks away talking to a bunch of kids from school. At my signal, he silently disengaged from the group and joined me, and like ghosts, we slipped away without anyone noticing. 
 When we arrived home, it was as if we’d never left, or more precisely, that we were never there in the first place, because mom acted as though she didn’t even see us at all. I had a fleeting thought that maybe we really had become ghosts. 
 




 


Chapter 7


Mom

   
   
 How I longed for a mother who worried over me, gave me chores and discipline, made my life pseudo-miserable like normal mothers did. Before PF Day, whenever I had heard kids complain about their mothers not letting them do something, or making them do their homework instead of hanging out with friends, or embarrassing them by showing up at school with their forgotten lunch money, or a million other things that normal mothers apparently do, I wanted to scream, “You’re so lucky your mom cares about you!” 
 Instead, my mother didn’t care what I did or didn’t do, whom I hung out with, whether I even had anything to eat. She relied on the ‘system’ to raise me. She did as little as she could possibly get by with to keep Irvine and me alive. There were no hugs, no bedtime stories, no tenderness for us. It was as if she wished we had never been born. 
 Still, I had glimpses from time to time that Mom did love us. Like the time she had to meet with my teacher at the end of my third grade year after it had been determined that I had a learning disability in math. 
 “As you know, Mrs. Smith, I think Taylor has enormous potential. We just haven’t been able to tap into it yet,” Mrs. Allen told Mom. I sat beside Mom, imagining my ‘potential’ spilling out of me like a giant rainbow, filling up all the dark corners of the room like multi-colored enlightenment. 
 “However,” she continued, “most children can multiply and divide by the end of third grade, yet Taylor is still struggling. The test results confirm what I’ve been suspecting all along: Taylor has dyscalculia.” 
 “So are you going to help her now?” Mom asked. “Give her a tutor or special classes or something?” 
 “Well now, therein lies the conundrum.” I’m sure Mom didn’t know what that meant, but she covered her vocabulary shortcomings with a steady gaze. Mrs. Allen continued. “Taylor’s IQ is very high, too high to qualify for federally-funded programming, and I’m afraid our small school district just doesn’t have the resources to help either.” 
 Mom’s face changed almost imperceptibly from serene listener to cold inquisitor. When she spoke, her voice matched her expression, and Mrs. Allen was taken aback. “What does IQ have to do with learning disabilities? Taylor needs help; she deserves to get help.” 
 “Oh, yes, Mrs. Smith. I totally agree.” 
 “Then help her,” Mom insisted. 
 “I’m afraid you will have to give her the extra attention she needs, Mrs. Smith. We just don’t have the resources to help her.” 
 “What do you do with the kids who have learning disabilities and low IQs?” 
 “We get money from the government for special tutors for them,” the teacher answered between lips frozen into a determined smile. 
 “Then it’s easy. Just let Taylor sit with the other students during their tutoring sessions. Problem solved.” And with that, Mom stood up and left the room, not even checking to see if I followed. I stole a glance at Mrs. Allen before scampering after Mom; she looked perplexed, as if not sure whether to argue the point or accept it. Then she sighed and I knew she had given up. 
 I started visiting the tutor during math class the next day. Although Mom never asked how I was doing in math, I did improve until I finally figured it out in the fourth grade. From then on, I never had trouble with any subject in school. 
 Another time the mother bear hidden inside Mom’s indifference came out was once when Child Protective Services came to visit to check up on our welfare. The social worker was a persnickety older lady who was apparently not happy with the state of my wardrobe. She made a disparaging remark about me looking like an orphan, to which Mom icily replied, “She is not an orphan; she’s my beautiful angel no matter how she’s dressed!” 
 I hold on to those memories like Grammy’s diamond. 
 As I looked at Mom now, I wondered how she had gotten old so fast. The lines on her face seemed deeper and the new hair growth since PF day was totally gray. When had she started coloring her hair to cover the gray? I knew she colored her hair, but I thought it was because she liked to change her appearance, maybe to throw off the police. I didn’t know she needed to color it. After all, she was only 34. 
 Now she and, in fact, many of the women in town looked like some giant Van Gogh had dipped the tops of their heads in varying shades of gray paint to use as paintbrushes for some huge impressionist work of art, which to me was almost beautiful in itself. I have always been drawn to Van Gogh’s work, not only because of his bold and quirky style, but also because of the fascinating back-story of mental illness that fueled his visions. 
 I’d always thought Mom was pretty, but I wasn’t so sure now. In fact, my whole idea of ‘pretty’ had changed drastically since PF Day. The girls in town that had been considered ‘pretty’ before PF Day, with their makeup, salon-styled hair, and latest fashions, now looked drab and downright homely next to girls like Skylar Tipton, a natural beauty who used to be dismissed as ho-hum because she didn’t adorn herself with all the trappings of fake beauty like the popular girls. I was glad I had always stayed true to what nature and God had given me, so I didn’t miss the beauty products. The fake beauties were now desperate for makeup and hair-styling products—so desperate they were even trading food for it. 
 I made a note to myself to look for any products of Mom’s or Aunt Helen’s I could find at home to give the girls next time I was in town. Not to ingratiate myself with them, but because I felt bad for envying them in the past. 
 




 


Chapter 8


Sanctuary

   
   
 A few days later, the suffocating atmosphere of Mom’s indifference and Dad’s paranoia got the better of me, so I headed to the woods to the west of the farm again to clear my head and escape the feeling of impending doom that had settled over our lives. As before, the woods were calming and protective, and I felt renewed hope in surviving our situation beyond the eventual return of the power grid. 
 When I left for the woods, I could hear Irv tinkering in one of the outbuildings—the one farthest from the house and closest to the woods. I didn’t stop to ask him what he was doing because I wanted to be alone and didn’t want to risk him deciding to accompany me, as unlikely as that was. Even though I loved my brother and felt closer to him than anyone else on earth, he had demons of his own, and I was just tired of playing the part of Don Quixote, fighting not the imaginary giants, but the all-too-real ‘windmills’ of mental illness, addiction, and ghosts. 
 I was on a mission that day as well. In the book of medicinal plants that Mrs. Littleton had given me, I found one—milk thistle—that helps detoxify the liver, which is especially important for alcohol and drug abusers. It also listed dandelion plants as good for that. Since it was early winter, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to find any, but it had been unseasonably warm and the grass was still green despite chilly nights and occasional cooler days—such is Missouri’s capricious weather—so I held out a little hope anyway. 
 As I walked slowly along the meager trail made by wild animals, I inhaled the fragrance of the woods, the essence of the earth itself. Evergreens, musty fallen leaves, and the slight musky scent of animals were such a refreshing change from the cloying scents of hogs and mental illness. Not many people realize that mental illness has an odor of its own. It’s the smell of desperation and decay, fear and isolation. As much as I loathed the odor of hogs, the smell that permeated the house with desolation was much worse. 
 In a small clearing, I paused to enjoy the thin light and warmth from the sun peeking between the tops of the trees, and my eyes followed a ray of sunlight to a patch of dandelion plants in the middle of the clearing. They were ragged and limp from the cold but still green, albeit a dark ashy green, so I plucked several plants, roots and all, and stashed them in my backpack. I was careful to leave a few plants so that I could come back in the spring for the new growth, which would be especially good for nutrition and medicine. 
 While I was digging, I thought I heard the crunching of fallen leaves like someone or something was walking through the woods behind me. I spun around, half expecting Irv to be stalking me and half afraid that the ghosts had infiltrated my safe zone. I couldn’t see anything out of place and didn’t hear the sound again so I finally went back to digging, thinking that my overactive imagination had just played a trick on me. 
 Just as I finished my harvest, I heard the sound again, this time making the hair on the back of my neck stand up out of some kind of primal instinct. At first I was frozen in fear, but then a flush of white-hot anger flooded my system with adrenaline. I suppose ‘fight’ won out over ‘flight’ as I subconsciously thought about losing my sanctuary to fear. I stood abruptly and swung around to face where the sound came from, shouting, “Come out and face me, spook!” 
 A shadow, a movement in the leaves beyond the clearing, caught my eye. I stared at the spot, willing my eyes to bore into the gloom to ferret out my antagonist. Nothing. No movement, no sound. 
 After a few tense moments, which seemed like minutes, I relaxed, the adrenaline draining from my system as fast as it had came, leaving me weak and unsteady. I sat down cross-legged and put my chin in my hands, still vigilant but not as confrontational. I briefly wondered again if I was losing my sanity. 
 All of a sudden the leaves parted a bit, and a pair of spooky yellow eyes stared back at me. 
 




 


Chapter 9


Spook

   
   
 I shivered slightly, even though I tried as hard as I could to appear strong and stalwart. Suddenly I didn’t care anymore, and I allowed my shoulders to slump, signaling my surrender to the spook whose gaze never wavered nor blinked. I thought how weak I was, giving in so easily, nearly inviting the ghost to take over my soul. 
 But it wasn’t a ghost after all. After a few seconds, a gray snout appeared, and then a head, a body, all clad in a silky gray coat that shimmered in the sunlight as it crept into the clearing. Soon I knew what it was that had been watching me, stalking me maybe. A dog. Just a dog, a beautiful, lithe, large gray dog. A Weimeraner to be exact. I’d seen them before on TV while watching the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show. 
 After gulping down the disappointment of my weakness, I said in a soft and still quivering voice, “Hi, Spook.” 
 At the sound of my voice, the dog seemed to come alive and it shook with excitement over meeting a friendly soul. He came right up to me and nudged my face with his nose. I completed the greeting by reaching up to stroke his fur and I couldn’t help but chuckle over the tumult of emotions my brain had traversed in just a few seconds. 
 As I petted his back, I noticed Spook was quite thin, not starving, but his ribs were beginning to feel like an old metal washboard. I reached into my pack and pulled out a tin of Vienna sausages. As I fed them to him one-by-one, forever cementing his devotion to me, I slurped the contents of a jar of home-canned applesauce and laughed as he cleaned up the happy mess on my face. 
 After our snack, we wandered through the woods together, Spook stuck to my side like I was his long-lost friend. Together we searched for more dandelions and other wild edibles and medicines, finding a few here and there. We were even able to find some milk thistle plants that had gone to seed. I carefully collected the seeds to combine with the dandelion roots for a liver detox tea. I was pleased with myself for finding something to help my family as well as finding a friend to ease my loneliness. Hope filled my body like the rays of sunshine that warmed the chill of the December afternoon. 
 Before long, my canine companion began walking ahead of me instead of beside me. I followed, believing that Spook was leading me somewhere. We walked for quite a while and I noticed through the trees that the sun was just beginning to slide down the sky toward the west, signaling that it was after noon. I was starting to think about heading back home when we came upon a small cabin in a large clearing in the woods. There was smoke coming out of a small chimney flue on the roof, so I knew someone was living there. Spook seemed to know that too as he went right up onto the porch and scratched at the door while I stood back and watched from the edge of the clearing. 
 The door opened, but I couldn’t see who was on the other side because it only opened wide enough for the dog to enter. A thin voice said something, but it was too hushed for me to make out what was said or what manner of person was talking. Spook started in but hesitated then looked back at me as if to say, “Aren’t you coming?” 
 After an expectant pause, which hung in air like an unfulfilled promise, Spook sat and whined, looking from me to the person in the cabin and back again to me. The door creaked open slowly—or at least it was slow in my imagination—and soon I could see an old woman in the doorway. She hunched her shoulders and stared hard in my direction until I apparently came into focus. When she finally saw me, she straightened up and said, “Well hello, young lady. What brings you this far into the woods?” 
 I swear, visions of Hansel and Gretel and the old witch flashed through my mind, and I almost turned and ran. But I got ahold of my rampant imagination and worked up the courage to speak. After all, she looked harmless enough and this was the 21st century, not medieval times, even though we had been forced to live like it since PF Day. 
 “I was just out for a walk and met your dog. He brought me here.” 
 She chuckled, throaty and phlegmy, then coughed a little before answering, “He’s not my dog. He just visits sometimes. Don’t know who he belongs to.” 
 “Oh. Do you know his name? I’ve been calling him Spook.” 
 “Spook’s as good a name as any. He looks kind of spooky.” She cackled again. “Well, don’t just stand there, dear, come in and have a cup o’ tea with me. I haven’t had a human visitor for several months.” 
 As I entered the cabin, my eyes having to adjust to the dim candlelight within, the woman continued to talk, the words pouring out of her mouth like they had been held back too long. 
 “The last visitor I had was sometime last spring. The granddaughter of my dear friend Vona May came to see how I was doing and to bring me some supplies. You see I’ve been on my own since my dear husband died two years ago. He was such a dear…” She paused and her eyes misted over as she thought of her ‘dears.’ Then she snapped out of it and said cheerfully, “My name’s Fern. What’s yours, dear?” 
 I was warmed by the fact that she already included me in her ‘dears,’ so I was eager to converse with this sweet lonely lady. “I’m Taylor Smith.” 
 “Ah, a tinker, a tailor, a candlestick maker…” She laughed heartily at her own joke until she started coughing again. After she caught her breath, she said, “Darn cough. From the wood stove, you know. Anyway, where are you from, dear, and are you lost here so deep in the woods?” 
 “I’m not lost; I know exactly how to get home from here. Due east.” 
 “Ah, you from town then?” 
 “Well, sorta. We’re staying at Owen Smith’s hog farm.” 
 “I remember Owen. Helen is his wife, right? How are they? Good people, Owen and Helen.” 
 “Uh, they both passed away recently. My dad was their nephew.” 
 “Oh, so sorry to hear that, dear. Good people, they were,” she repeated. “Well, like I said, my name’s Fern and I lived in town years ago. I went to school with Owen and Helen. Well, Helen was a couple of years behind us, but I knew her well enough. Sweet girl. Like you.” She smiled warmly at me. 
 “Thank you.” I blushed. “It’s nice to meet you, Fern.” 
 “So now tell me why you’ve strayed so far from the farm, Taylor. It must be two or three miles from here. Seems to me you have a story to tell,” she paused slightly, “as do I.” 
 




 


Chapter 10


Fern

   
   
 At first I was reluctant to share my story with my new friend, but Fern had a way of drawing me out much like I did with Irv. She was surprised when she heard about PF Day as she had lived without electricity for quite some years and had not had a visitor since before the CME changed the way the rest of us lived. I told her about my brother and parents but stopped short of telling her about their past drug abuse and current mental issues. My story was compelling enough even without those tidbits. When she asked again why I was so deep into the woods, I answered honestly that I was trying to escape the ghosts of the people who had died. She nodded in understanding and said, “That’s the reason I moved here.” 
 Fern then started telling me her story. 
 “My Jack, my dear sweet Jack…” her eyes misted over and she wiped them before she continued. “I knew the day I met him that he was my soul mate. We were in college and we never went a day without talking—either in person or on the phone—since the day we met. Until he died, that is.” She wiped her eyes again and blew her nose into a white cotton hankie. “Jack was a botanist. He called me his sweet bracken—that means fern, you know.” I nodded and the image of Bracken Powell invaded my thoughts, becoming Jack in the movie my mind was making of Fern’s story. 
 “Sometimes I called him my jackass,” Fern chuckled, “but usually, I called him ‘my dearest’ because he was. We never had any children; never knew why. We wanted them, it just never happened. Anyway, after we graduated from college, we bought a house next door to my best friend, Vona May, who had four children already. Oh how I doted on those children. Years later, they grew up and had children of their own. I’ve stayed close with some of them, especially Vona May’s youngest granddaughter, Lauren, who named one of her boys after me…sort of.” Fern snorted a laugh as she confirmed my dawning realization, “His name’s Bracken. Do you know him?” 
 “Yes, I do,” I said incredulously. “He’s in my brother’s class.” 
 “Well, sweet Lauren visits me often to make sure I have everything I need out here. She keeps trying to talk me into moving to a senior apartment where her parents live, but I’ll stay here as long as I can hold out. So far, so good!” She grinned and waggled her eyebrows, making me laugh out loud. 
 “In return for Lauren’s devotion to me, I teach her about herbal medicines and the old ways of life. I guess that knowledge would come in real handy for people right about now, eh?” 
 I nodded, more interested than ever in her story, and asked, “How did you lose your husband, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 “Oh, I don’t mind at all, dear,” she said as she patted my hand. “I was just getting to that part. Jack and I had a marvelous greenhouse where we raised all sorts of plants, from ornamental, to food, to medicinal. When we retired, we sold it to the Littleton’s.” 
 “Yes, I know Mrs. Littleton. And Lauren Powell.” 
 “Oh good, have you seen the greenhouse? It was our pride and joy.” 
 “Yes, it’s a beautiful greenhouse. Mrs. Littleton takes good care of it.” 
 “That’s so nice to hear, dear. Anyway, Jack built this cabin for hunting and getting away from it all.” 
 “How did you get the building materials here in the woods?” 
 “Good question. There’s an old gravel road to the west. It used to come clear up to the cabin, but it’s so overgrown around here now, you have to walk a few hundred feet to get to it. Now as I was saying, Jack bought this land and this cabin for hunting and fishing—the river’s a short hike from here—so we could take mini vacations and practice our love of living in the old way. The more we came here, the more we loved it until we decided to sell our house in town and move out here.” She sighed and smiled wistfully. “But before our house sold, he had a heart attack. I tried to save him, did CPR, and the paramedics got there quickly, but we couldn’t save him. The coroner told me later the attack was so massive that he probably wouldn’t have survived even if he were in the hospital when it happened. I went ahead and moved here because this is where I feel the closest to my Jack; this was our dream, to live together here.” She wiped copious tears from her eyes and face and sniffed into her hankie. “Sorry, dear. I can still feel it like it was yesterday, but it was all of three years ago.” 
 “I lost my Grammy three years ago too. She was my best friend, other than my brother.” Fern smiled sadly and empathetically, and we sat for a while in silence, lost in our respective memories. I thought that maybe some ghosts were not so bad to carry around with you, especially those of people you really loved. 
 After a few seconds, Fern perked up a little and said, “Well, how about that tea I promised you, dear?” 
 




 


Chapter 11


Still

   
   
 I didn’t make it home until past dark that night, although darkness fell around 5:30 pm at that time of year, so it was probably still early in the evening. Spook escorted me to the edge of the woods but wouldn’t come any further even though I tried to coax him. Just as well though. Who knows what my crazy family would do to my new friend. I told him I’d be back the next day and hoped he understood me so I could find him again. 
 As I crept past the shed, I noticed candlelight flickering long fingers of light through the cracks around the door. I knew from the occasional clink and clang that Irv was still in there building God-knows-what. I hoped he was building a rocket ship to take him far away from there. Maybe he’d even ask me to go along. But I was pretty sure it was probably some kind of distillery for making moonshine. I decided to stop in and check out his handiwork. 
 He jumped when I opened the door. With his back to me, he tried to hide his contraption behind his outstretched arms like I would know what it was by looking at it. It just looked like a bunch of tubes and pots and gadgets to me. He looked over his shoulder and when he realized it was me, he relaxed a little but still said rather curtly, “Hey, get outta here, okay? I don’t want Dad to know what I’m doing.” 
 “What are you doing?” I asked. 
 “It doesn’t matter; just go, okay?” 
 “Okay…” I turned to leave but paused before going out. “Can’t you at least tell me what it is? So I don’t worry about you, you know.” 
 Irv turned around slowly, obviously pondering what to say. At last he said simply, “Something to make life easier. Don’t worry; it’ll be okay. Now go.” 
 “Still I’d like to know what you’re doing.” 
 “That’s what it is.” 
 “That’s what what is?” Irv’s shorthand dialog was getting tiring. 
 “A still. Now go.” 
 “Oh…Yes, of course it is.” 
 As I turned to leave, Irv growled, “Don’t tell Dad.” As if I ever would. Even though Dad used to call me Tattle Taylor, I never tattled on Irv. Or anyone for that matter. Even though I always had so much I could reveal about every one of them. 
 When I entered the house, I found it dark and quiet. Everything seemed eerily still. In the living room, I was startled by a slight movement. It was Dad sitting in Uncle Owen’s favorite armchair, staring through the moonlit darkness straight at me. He seemed to stare through me though, not really at me, and made no move to recognize my presence. I shivered slightly and instinctively went to Mom’s room to check on her. 
 I opened the door to find her bony form lying on top of the covers of her bed. She was wearing her thin nightgown even though it was cold, and her face looked like porcelain in the moonlight. My heart and stomach clenched together. Had she died of the neglect she had inflicted upon herself? Had Dad done something to her? 
 “Mom?” My quivering voice was barely audible, but she heard me and tuned her head slowly to look at me. I nearly jumped out of my skin. The dark circles around her sunken eyes contrasted with the stark whiteness of her emaciated face, making her look exactly like a long-dead skull. She reached out a bony hand to me and I hesitated a moment before taking it. 
 “Mom?” I asked again. “Are you all right?” 
 “No,” she said in barely a whisper and then said, more strongly, “Yes, I’m okay. I suppose Dad needs me to cook him something, right?” 
 “I don’t know. I was just worried about you, Mom.” 
 She smiled and begrudgingly sat up. “Thank you for always being so sweet. Don’t worry about me though. I’m not worth the trouble.” She stood and left me in the room, surrounded by my memories of the ever-constant fear of becoming an orphan. 
 I climbed the stairs to my room, wrapped myself in Aunt Helen’s old hand-crocheted afghan, and cried for the first time in a long time. 
 




 


Chapter 12


Close

   
   
 In the morning as I was headed out the door, Dad stopped me. “Where’s Irvine?” he demanded. 
 “I don’t know; I just got up.” 
 “Find him.” 
 I checked Irv’s room and the rest of the house even though I knew where he most likely was. I just didn’t want Dad to know I knew. Also I didn’t want to lead Dad to him, so I pretended to search around outside until I was sure Dad wasn’t watching before heading to the shed where Irv was building his still. As I passed the hog pens, the hogs snorted angrily at me, grunting and squealing their anger at not having been fed yet. That was probably why Dad wanted Irv found; it was now his chore to feed the hogs every morning. 
 I found Irv curled up in his coat on a pile of rolled up carpet on the floor of the shed. Behind him, the still waited expectantly in a blizzard of dust floating in the sunlight streaming through the sole window. I shook Irv awake and told him Dad was looking for him. He jumped up, shaking the sleep off him as if the dust had settled on him like snow. He shot me a startled look, but I shook my head and assured him, “He doesn’t know I came here.” 
 All the same, he cracked the door open and looked in all directions before he slunk out, leaving me to my own discretion. I wandered back to the house by a circuitous route, planning my later escape to the woods as I walked head-down. 
 “Did you find him?” Dad startled me out of my wits. 
 “Yes.” 
 “Where was he?” he asked. 
 “Uh…just walking around.” 
 Dad eyed me suspiciously, then we both jumped as the hogs began squealing at Irv, who was carrying two buckets of feed toward the hog pen. Dad looked back at me again as if he was going to say something but then decided against it and walked away to the barn. 
 When I looked over at Irv, he was staring at me, his eyes widened from the panic of almost being caught. Then he smiled slightly and his eyes became hooded again as he shook his head and went back to his chore. 
 Later, Irv made one of his rare appearances in my bedroom. “Damn, it’s cold up here, Taylor.” 
 “I like it that way,” I said. 
 “That was close today. You don’t think Dad caught on about the…thing, do you?” 
 “He’s suspicious, but no, I don’t think he knows anything. Yet anyway.” Irv nodded and turned to leave. “You know he’ll find out sooner or later, right?” 
 Irv paused and sighed, his shoulders dropping in resignation. “Yeah, I know.” He looked back at me. “I’m hoping to get my first batch made before he does though.” 
 “How long will that take?” 
 “Should be ready in a week or two. Meanwhile I’m going to stay away from it. You should too.” 
 “I will. I promise.” I made a mental note to change my path to the woods so that I wouldn’t have to walk by the shed. 
 




 


Chapter 13


Christmas

   
   
 I visited Fern several more times that month, Spook always pressed to my side like a distorted shadow of me. The more time I spent with Fern, the fonder I became of her, and I began to feel relaxed and safe in her little cabin. It was almost as if the spirit of Grammy filled the small space, protecting and loving me like she always had. I was sure it was she who had sent Spook to find me that day in the woods. 
 Fern began teaching me the old ways “to help me survive whatever comes,” she said. I still hadn’t told her just how difficult survival for me had been, but I appreciated the knowledge she shared so lovingly. 
 As I marked off my calendar one day back at home, I saw with some indifference that the next day was Christmas. Christmas had never held the same magic for me as for other children, who could always count on stockings full of treats and presents under a tree. I read about that kind of family life and occasionally we would get to experience it at Grammy’s or a foster home if we were lucky enough to be there at Christmastime, but usually we were with Mom and Dad whose excuse was always that we couldn’t afford any of that commercial nonsense. But I knew it was because they needed the money for their cigarettes and ‘ice’. 
 Nevertheless, I decided if I couldn’t celebrate with my family, I’d celebrate with my new friends, Spook and Fern. After all, Christmas was supposed to be about love, family, and Jesus, not about all the presents, and I was beginning to feel more a part of Fern’s family than my own. I figured I could spare one of Grammy’s hankies for Fern, just to show her how special she had become to me. Finding a gift for Spook was easy—anything to eat. I figured some of the butchered hog entrails would be perfect. I wondered if dogs could be contaminated with the ghosts of people but decided that the spirit of Grammy would protect him. I packaged my gifts with whatever leftover wrapping paper I could find in Aunt Helen’s storage and stowed them in my pack along with some snacks for me and of course my field guides. 
 That morning, I left early before anyone was awake. I didn’t want to chance the unlikely event that Irv or Mom or even Dad would realize it was Christmas and demand to spend time together. It was strange that something I had wanted my entire life now seemed repugnant to me; the circumstances we found ourselves in made every move toward a normal family life suspect and undesirable. 
 The morning was colder than it had been and I was glad that I had wrapped a blanket around me over my coat. As usual, Spook was waiting for me at the edge of the woods and was beside himself with joy when he saw me. I’m not sure if it was me or the aroma of hog entrails coming from my backpack that excited him so that day. I wondered where he went in between the times I was with him. How did he stay warm, where did he sleep at night, what did he eat?  Did he wait here at the edge of the woods for me all night or did he come every morning just in case I showed up? However he did it, Spook was a survivor like me, and I felt we were perfect for each other. 
 We found Fern outside at her cabin, decorating a straggly pine tree in the yard with old glass ornaments and tinsel. She laughed merrily and invited us to help. I put my backpack in the house, and Fern showed me how to place the decorations on the tree. It’s an art, you know, and one I had never had the chance to learn. Fern was incredulous that I had never decorated a tree before, and I think it added to her growing suspicions that my family life was not ideal, especially since I had chosen to spend Christmas with her instead of them. 
 After we finished the tree and stood back a few minutes admiring it, we went inside the cabin to warm up. The cabin was filled with the aroma of some kind of sweet bread baking. It was a smell I only remember from times I spent with Grammy. To my knowledge, Mom had never baked anything in her life, at least not while I’d known her. 
 Fern made pine needle tea, which she told me was high in vitamin C and perfect for boosting our immune systems. She pulled a loaf of cranberry bread from the Buck Stove oven. “I made it from a mix that Lauren brought me,” Fern said. “I added some dried berries I harvested earlier in the year though.” I had never tasted anything so delicious. 
 After breakfast, I gave Fern and Spook their gifts, and Fern gave me something almost as precious as the treasure from Grammy. Spook gobbled up his gift and then curled up for a nap by the stove. Fern handed me a book—A Painted House by John Grisham—and told me it was her favorite. “I want you to have it, dear. It was even autographed by the author. Jack and I met him once on a trip to Atlanta.” 
 But that was not the precious gift; this was: Fern smiled tenderly at me and said, “Dear girl, I thought I would be happy to live out the rest of my life here alone with my books and my memories, but I find myself yearning for your visits more and more. If you ever need a place to live, if things get rough at home or whatever happens, you will always be welcome here. There’s not a whole lot of room, but there’s the loft if you’d like some privacy.” 
 I couldn’t help the tears that spilled out of my eyes, but I smiled sadly and took both of Fern’s hands in my own. “I would like nothing more,” I said, barely above a whisper. “But Irv needs me to watch out for him. He’s not well. Mom too. I worry about them.” 
 “I understand, dear. But if anything changes, you know where you can come.” 
 Somehow just the knowledge that I wasn’t trapped with my family anymore, that at any moment I could just walk away and have a loving home to go to, made me warm inside. 
 When I got home that afternoon, Mom, Dad, and Irv were laughing and talking loudly. It was surreal and at first I thought I was in the wrong place, but soon I learned the reason they had awakened from their apathy: Irv’s moonshine. The grain alcohol had made them giddy with joy at the end of their ‘prohibition.’ Mom and Dad danced around while Irv enjoyed being the center of their attention and affection. It seemed no one had even noticed I had been gone all day. 
 The warm feeling I had gotten from Fern chilled with the frosty air of my bedroom as I pulled the covers over my head. 
 




 


Chapter 14


Snow and Ice

   
   
 After a six-day binge, my family awoke from their stupor to find that not only was the alcohol all gone but also, in his oblivion Irv forgot to start a new batch of liquid salvation. Irv stewed, Mom cried, and Dad yelled. I tried to melt into the background. To make matters worse, Irv found that the quickly dropping temperatures had cracked some of the tubing on his still. 
 When Dad heard that, he went into a rage, pushing things off tables then overturning the tables themselves, throwing vases and other breakable objects at the wall, reveling in the sound and sight of destruction all around him. Things got really scary when Dad reached the kitchen and started throwing knives. One just missed Irv’s head as it sunk into the door behind him. “Go make more juice!” he yelled. 
 While Irv was out in the shed, Dad turned his anger to me. He said he knew what I had been doing all those times I went into the woods alone—I was meeting a drug dealer and scoring some ice. I retreated to my room, but Dad soon followed.  That’s when he stormed into my room and broke my unicorn. It was the first time I really considered leaving my parents. But I knew I couldn’t go without Irv. Somehow I had to talk him into leaving with me. I didn’t know if Fern would be open to having two of us, but I had to figure something out. 
 The new year brought lots of snow and frigid temperatures. Some days it was so cold and the snow was so deep, I couldn’t make it to Fern’s. I worried about her and especially Spook, but Fern had told me on Christmas Day that Spook often came back to the cabin at night when it was cold. I could only hope that they were together helping each other to survive when I couldn’t make it there. 
 Irv was frantic to fix his still. He brought it piece by piece into the house and reassembled it in the living room under Dad’s close supervision. After combing the entire farm for parts to replace the cracked ones, to no avail, Dad gave Irv an ultimatum: fix the still or get out—more precisely, “get the hell out and don’t come back.” 
 Irv started preparing for a trip to town, gathering up supplies he could trade for the needed parts. I had to stop him from raiding our supply of canned food, instead talking him into taking some of the butchered pork. 
 “I’m coming with you,” I said. 
 “No you’re not.” 
 “Yes I am,” I said resolutely. 
 “You have to stay and take care of Mom. Dad’s jonesing; I don’t know what he’ll do to her.” 
 “Oh, so you don’t care what he’ll do to me though.” I put my hands on my hips and stared him down. 
 Irv looked at me and shook his head. “Taylor, I haven’t worried about you since we were little kids. You’re the toughest, smartest, best survivor there is. Hell, you live in an ice box up there in your room and you don’t even flinch when Dad yells at you. You really live up to the nickname Ice Queen, you know.” 
 I tried to be mad about what Irv was saying, but the truth was it made me proud. Proud that my big brother had so much respect and belief in me that he felt he didn’t have to worry about me. I certainly didn’t feel the same way about him. I didn’t know how long he was going to be able to survive under these conditions. 
 




 


Chapter 15


Frozen

   
   
 At the end of a three-day warm-up, during which most of the snow melted, Irv set out to town, leaving me behind supposedly to guard Mom. Instead, I immediately headed out to check on Fern and Spook. 
 They were fine, of course. Fern had been living without electricity for several years and thanks to Lauren and her husband John, who came every fall to cut and stack enough wood to last her through the worst of winters, Fern had been completely unaffected by PF Day. The cabin was warm and dry, and the small hand pump on the sink brought up fresh water from the well pipe that had been installed under the cabin, ensuring that it stayed unfrozen as long as the cabin was heated. 
 Fern had an attached storage shed full of canned and boxed food, and she occasionally fished and trapped small game to implement her food supply. That day she taught me how to make snares for small game, using wire and sticks. She taught me several different ways of making them, including ones in trees for squirrels and birds and ones on the ground for rabbits and other ground-dwelling game. When we had several made, we went outside where she showed me how and where to set them for the best chance of catching game. She explained that many snares had to be set in order to increase the odds of catching anything. After the snares were set, it was just a waiting game. She would check on them twice a day to see if we had been lucky. 
 When we went back inside to warm up with a cup of hot tea, Fern repeated the invitation for me to come stay with her. “I’d love to,” I said, “but I can’t come without Irv.” 
 “Well, then bring him with you,” she said, and I could tell she meant it. “It’ll be nice to have a man around to do some of the work.” 
 I went home early that day, my heart happy at the prospect of both Irv and me finally getting away from our oppressive home. I expected to welcome home Irv before dark, eager to tell him about Fern’s offer, but the sun went down with no sign of him. The temperature plummeted and the patches of melted snow and ice froze up again. I hoped Irv had found a friend to stay with in town instead of trying to make his way home in the cold and dark. I filed my worry away inside my brain and slept soundly, worn out by the day’s activities. 
 Early in the morning, a light snow began, its delicate flakes reflecting the meager sunrise, turning the view outside my window into an inside-out snow globe. I watched, mesmerized, for a long time until the snow quit and everything lay still and silent under the soft blanket of snow. I sat at my window all day, watching the road to town, waiting for my brother to return. 
 In the evening, it started to snow again, this time with more purpose; the clouds that had hung over us all day seemed determined to make the earth their mirror image. By the next morning, they had succeeded, with mounds of snow reminding me of big fluffy clouds as I looked down from my window on the land below. 
 Again I hoped Irv would stay put instead of trying to trek home in the shin-deep snow. I put my anxiety and my life on pause, waiting and watching for the return of my brother, much like Fern would be waiting and watching for a successful snare. 
 My life remained on pause for days as I waited for Irv to return. After two weeks of snow and bitter cold and no sign of my brother, I decided to go find him. The only problem was I had no snow boots and the snow was now up past my knees. I just made it to the end of the long driveway before I was exhausted, and my feet were wet and near frozen. I returned to my room and for the first time since Irv left, I cracked opened the cabinet of worry deep inside my brain just a little and let the ink stain of despair start to seep into my subconscious. 
 Two days later, a figure on a horse appeared on the horizon of the road about midday. At first, I was ecstatic, thinking Irv had found a way to get home through the snow. I ran down the stairs and out the front door, uncharacteristically shouting on the way, “Irv is home!” Mom and Dad followed me out. 
 By then the horse had made it to our driveway, and we could see right away that the rider wasn’t Irv; it was the town’s sheriff, Ian Donald. He was a familiar figure to our family, having gone to school with Mom as well as having arrested both Mom and Dad on occasion. Dad faded back into the doorway, no doubt planning his escape if necessary. Sheriff Donald dismounted and walked up to Mom, taking his fur-lined aviator hat off as he did. Mom stood frozen in fear. There was just nothing good that the sheriff could be coming all this way for. Were they coming to arrest Mom and Dad? Had Irv been arrested in town? 
 Sheriff Donald stood still, looking at the ground for a moment that seemed to hang in the air like an icicle. Then he looked up at Mom in a way that made my blood turn to ice. His eyes were sad, so sad, and the sorrow went deep—I could see right through them to his soul; he didn’t want to have to tell Mom why he had come. The words welled to the surface along with the tear that spilled out onto his cheek and seemed to freeze there. 
 “Libby…” he said and the word sounded like a sigh. Then he looked up at Dad in the doorway and started again, “Kyle, I’m so sorry…” Mom’s shoulders started to shake as the sheriff looked back at her, this time reaching out for her hand and peering into her eyes. She seemed to sense what this was about—a mother’s intuition, I guess. “We found Irvine in the park this morning, frozen…” 
 “No!” I screamed involuntarily, throwing my hands up to cover my ears. But it didn’t help; it couldn’t block the horrible words that kept coming, kept intruding on my brain, filling every crevice with the blackness that had started days before. 
 As I heard the words, “He’s gone,” the stain flooded my world with darkness, and I tumbled into the abyss of despair that had been threatening to take over my life since I was born. 
 




 


Chapter 16


Black

   
   
 Days and weeks followed of which I have very little recollection. I don’t know how I survived the blackness. For the first time in my life, I knew exactly how Mom felt when the darkness descended upon her and hung over her like a never-ending storm. Everything seemed dark, even in the daytime, and there was a constant low rumbling in my ears that made me want to scream. I slept a lot and when I was awake, I covered my ears with my hands to try to block out the noise and the truth. 
 One of the few memories I have of that time was when I first awoke after passing out at the news of my brother’s horrible death. I don’t know how long I had been out or how long he had been there, but Dad was sitting in a chair beside my bed, his head in his hands. By now his beard had grown long and there was quite a bit of gray in it and the once black hair on his head. At first I didn’t recognize him or my room or even who I was. There was a tiny moment of peace in the anonymity before the black overtook me, flooding my brain with all the dark memories that haunted me. 
 I must have made some sound or movement, maybe a clearing of my throat or a soft subconscious moan, because Dad sat up and looked at me. We stared at each other for several moments, neither of us wanting to start the unspeakable conversation. His eyes were red and his face pale, beyond his normal appearance of withdrawal symptoms. 
 He broke the silence by reaching beside his chair and bringing up a bowl of dry cereal, my favorite cornflakes, and a can of condensed milk, which he began to open with the hand-crank can opener. “You need to eat. Sit up,” he said a little gruffly to mask his kindness. I turned away and stared at the window. “The sheriff said they found this in Irv’s pocket. It’s addressed to you.” I turned and looked as Dad placed an envelope on my bed. I just stared at it, unable to move my limbs to retrieve it, as if I were frozen just like my brother. 
 Defeated, Dad set the food on my bedside table and went to the door. Halfway through the door, he stopped and said without turning around, “I didn’t mean it when I said he couldn’t come back. I really didn’t.” His voice cracked as he got choked up. “I’m sorry, Taylor.” I knew he meant it since he called me by my real name. 
 Winter raged on like the torment in my head. I had stopped crossing off the days on my calendar when Irv died, so time slipped away without me knowing. I saw Mom very little during that time, both of us barely existing, preferring to sleep our lives away so we wouldn’t have to face our reality. Dad kept us alive with food and water but couldn’t bring us out of our depression. 
 I put Irv’s letter with my most precious possessions in Grammy’s shoebox, but I couldn’t bring myself to read it yet. I felt I would die if I unlocked the agony Irv must have felt as he sat in that park, freezing to death. He always hated the cold. I couldn’t force my mind to think about it, and my head constantly hurt as it cracked into shards of black ice trying to break up any coherent thought of his last days. 
 The winter faded into spring, though I barely noticed. My frozen brain began to melt into pools of black runoff, leaving me feeling mushy instead of frozen. Still I slept a lot, preferring the blackness of sleep to the blackness of reality. As the temperature of the world warmed, I still felt cold inside, however, I was hot on the outside, so I opened my windows and left them open through the nights, which were still chilly. The stench of the hogs was beginning to overpower the receding fresh air of winter, compounding my anguish. I slept most of the time with Grammy’s perfume-spritzed hankie over my face to try to block out the smell of the animals and the despair. 
 One morning a heady aroma entered my brain before I was even awake. I know this because I was dreaming about a little purple fairy waving her tiny wand at the pools of darkness in my brain, turning each of them into a reflection of a fully bloomed lilac bush. For the first time in months, maybe years, I awoke with a smile, blissfully unaware of my misery for a few moments. As I lay there inhaling the scent of the newly bloomed lilac bush outside my window, the memories of my brother crept back in, although this time they were the good memories—the times we had spent with Grammy, the times he had taken care of me when we were young, the few times we had laughed together about something that now seemed so insignificant. I felt a small sliver of hope in my frozen heart, and I arose knowing that I was ready to read Irv’s letter. 
 




 


Chapter 17


Dear Taylor

   
   
 As I read my brother’s letter, I inhaled thescent of the lilacs to calm and fortify me.Dear Taylor, it began. 
   

I know what you’re thinking. Stop. I’m okay. I’m not suffering. I actually feel good. You were right about the cold. It numbs you and clears your head. You were right about so many things. You’re the smartest and wisest person I’ve ever known. Also my best friend. Which is why I’m writing you, and only you, to explain things. No one else deserves to know. You’re the only person I’ve ever trusted besides Grammy, and I’m happy to be seeing her again soon.

   
 It made my heart warm to think of Grammy once again welcoming Irv into her loving arms. 
   

Not that I’m mad at anybody. Nobody is to blame. Mom and Dad weren’t the best parents, but they did what they could. At least they loved us in their own way.  Kids at school, teachers, other people in town—they were all okay. Sure there was some meanness sometimes, but nothing I couldn’t handle. Lots of people tried to help us, Bob and Lori, Uncle Owen, social workers, even some of our landlords. Some of my friends from school let me stay with them the past couple of weeks, even though they barely had enough food for their own family. They cared. They really cared. In the end though, whatever plagues my brain and Dad’s and Mom’s—hopefully not yours!—couldn’t be helped.

   
 I was heartened by the thought that Irv’s friends and their families had cared for him in his last few days on earth. 
   

You see, little sister, physical pain is nothing compared to the mental pain I was born with. Some of my very first memories are of sadness. I don’t remember ever enjoying life. I don’t remember playing much or singing or having friends. I know you haven’t had many friends, but I remember you playing and signing to your stuffed monkey when you were little. Do you remember him? I think you named him Skippy. I don’t know what happened to him though.

   
 I smiled suddenly, remembering my floppy old friend Skippy. He had been old and worn already when I got him, but I loved him like he was my only friend. Which he kind of was when Irv was at school. He was one of the many casualties of a life of turmoil and constant change. I don’t even remember when I lost him, but it was before I started school anyway. 
   

I remember you getting excited when I brought new library books home for you to read. I always picked out books you would like, not ones I liked. Reading never held the magic for me that it did for you.  The only thing that made me a little bit happy was to see you smile.

   
 I never knew my brother had actually been thinking of me—ever. It seemed I was always the one looking out for him. When I thought about the books he had brought home, it became clear to me that he had picked them out for me, not for him. There were books about animals, science, and girl protagonists—none of which were things Irv gravitated towards. It was nice to find out that even though he never boasted about it, he had worried about me and wanted me to be happy. 
   

I know my death won’t make you happy. There’s just no way around that. I’m sorry. I’ve come to realize that my life is not really a life at all and it has nothing to do with Mom and Dad or PF Day or anything else except me. You’ll be better off without me, I’m sure. I’ve been an anchor around your neck for the past few years, keeping you from getting away and finding happiness. I know happiness is out there for you. You have a good soul, not a messed up one like mine and our parents’. Without me holding you back, you can do whatever it takes to get out of this miserable life.

   
 Grammy’s words about the diamond echoed in my head as tears filled my eyes. “Save it for when you’re old enough to escape.” Even though the thought of Irv being an anchor was excruciating and untrue, I understood what he meant; I had stayed longer than I should have because of him. I could have been living with Fern since Christmas, finding joy and comfort in life, if I hadn’t been so concerned about Irv. Still, he couldn’t have been more wrong; I had worked out how to save us both. I’d give any amount of future happiness just to have him back. Now I wasn’t sure if I could ever be happy without him. His pain didn’t go away, it simply transferred to me. It seemed that even though my heart was thawing, it was leaving behind a big hole where concern for Irv used to reside. 
   

I don’t mean suicide for you. It’s the right way out for me, but not for you. And I don’t just say that because I’m your brother and I love you. You have hope in you, a gift that you need to share with the world. You kept me going all this time with that hope. You kept our whole family going just by being you and you didn’t even know it.

   
 Hope. Did I have hope? If so, what was it? 
   

You got to hold on to that hope, Taylor. You got to go out and find some happiness. You’re never going to find it with Mom and Dad. They’re unfixable, just like me. When I left, I told you to watch out for Mom, but I know now I shouldn’t have. Sitting here in the cold has made me see that Mom will never get better and neither will Dad. Not without drugs anyway. It just seems so hopeless. Even when the electricity comes back on, what kind of life is it to have to be drunk or high or medicated into a zombie to keep you from wanting to end your life? To have no hope other than to score your next hit. I don’t want that kind of life anymore, but there’s no other one available to me. It was the way I was born.

   
 I realized that even when I felt the lowest and darkest after Irv’s death, I never wanted to end my life. Maybe that was the hope he was talking about. Maybe he was right. Maybe he had been the smart one all along. 
   
   

But not you, Taylor. Your brain works different. Thank God! You’ve got to get away before it’s too late. Find someone in town to live with or go live with the lady in the woods.

   
 I didn’t remember ever telling Irv about Fern. Maybe he had followed me once to make sure I was okay. My heart warmed again at the thought that he had cared enough to find out where I was going all those times. 
   

Make something of your life. Don’t waste it like the rest of your family whose only concern is scoring some ice. Find a good boy to love, raise a family, love them like Grammy loved us. As I leave this world, I have more hope than I’ve ever had, but now my hope lies in you and your future. I’m happy that my pain is coming to an end and that now you can begin to really live life. I love you, Taylor.


 


Your big bro, Irv

   
 As I placed the letter back in its envelope and then back in the shoebox, I suddenly knew what I had to do. 
 




 


Chapter 18


Escape

   
   
 As I gathered my few belongings to move to Fern’s cabin, I briefly wondered what I would do if she hadn’t survived the winter, as unlikely as that seemed given her amazing survival skills. Still, she was an old woman, probably in her late seventies at least, and you never know what might happen. I decided that even if she had died, as sorrowful as that would be, I’d still move in to her cabin and honor her memory by trying to make it own my own for a while. Hopefully Spook would be there to help me. 
 When I went downstairs, I found Dad and Mom in good spirits. I was mystified until I discovered the source of their excitement. Dad was about ready to “harvest” a new batch of hooch that he had brewed up in the still, which he had moved to a shed outside. 
 I took Mom’s hand and led her into her room, ostensibly to “talk about girl stuff.” Once inside, I closed the door and sat beside her on the bed. She smelled of grief and decay despite her excitement about the imminent fix of alcohol. 
 “Mom, I’m leaving. I can’t stay here anymore.” 
 Mom’s simulated smile melted, and the sadness crept back into her eyes. “I always knew this day would come.” A tear slipped out of her eye. 
 “I’ll come back and visit. I promise.” 
 “I know,” she said, but the look in her eyes said she didn’t really believe it. She took my hands in hers and stared at me for a few moments. “Taylor, I’ve wanted for so long to say…” She sniffed and looked down, withdrawing her hands to her lap at the same time. “I’ve wanted to tell you that I’m sorry. I’m sorry we weren’t better parents to you and Ir—,” she choked on his name, “your brother.” She paused to wipe her tears and her nose. It was the most emotion I’d seen from her in years. “Having you two was the only good thing I ever did in my life. Things would have been different if I hadn’t met your father. Your real father, I mean. Sometimes I wish I had never met him…” Her voice trailed off with her thoughts. 
 “But then I wouldn’t have had you,” she continued with renewed conviction. “You are the only bright spot in my life.” 
 “Mom, I didn’t think you even knew I was here most of the time,” I gently admonished. 
 “I know. I know it probably seemed that way. But honey, you were always on my mind. It’s just that sometimes… Sometimes I wasn’t able to show it.” She looked down again. “I have a little drug problem, you know.” Understatement of the century, I thought. “But I wasn’t always like that. I took good care of Irv when he was a baby. Well, as good as I could, what with trying to protect him and avoid being hit by that good-for-nothing son-of-a-bitch that fathered you. 
 “I left him as soon as I found out I was pregnant with you. I just couldn’t bear the thought of subjecting another baby to his abuse. And it was getting worse. I was scared he would make me lose you. The problem was I didn’t have anywhere to go, so I ended up shacking up with a nice guy who turned out to be a drug dealer. He was okay but he was more concerned with his ‘business’ than he was with having a family. 
 “After I had you, I had the worst case of the baby blues. Al—that’s the drug dealer—introduced me to some drugs that helped me feel better. That’s all it took. Now I’m hooked and I can’t seem to ever feel good unless I have some kind of ice. 
 “Anyway, that’s when I met your Dad. He was a user too, but he really cared for us, so I moved in with him. I’ve never regretted that even though things haven’t turned out like I wish they had. Especially with Irv.” She started sobbing then, and I took her in my arms to comfort her, our roles reversed yet again. I told her goodbye then, comforted by the thought that she’d soon escape to alcoholic euphoria so she could forget about the losses of her life for a while. 
 Deciding not to say anything to Dad, I picked up my duffel bag of belongings I had left at the bottom of the stairs and started to head out. At the last minute, I stopped by Irv’s room. Something drew me in, like a whisper from beyond. Maybe it was Irv’s ghost, but I wasn’t afraid. Like Grammy’s spirit, I could never be afraid of Irv’s ghost, especially now that I knew he was at peace. I moved around the room, picking up the few belongings he had clung to, trying to figure out if each was what Irv wanted me to find. In one of his nearly empty dresser drawers, I found a journal and I was surprised to see that Irv had been writing in it. Not for very long, obviously, but for the past few months at least. I knew in my heart that this was what Irv wanted me to find and I stuffed it into my bag to take with me. 
 I felt that a weight was beginning to lift from me as I held my breath past the hog pens, the old black hog snorting a goodbye as if he knew I wouldn’t be coming back soon. A small sliver of hope in my brain supported his expectation. 
 




 


Chapter 19


Home

   
   
 I didn’t expect Spook to be waiting for me after all this time, but he was. He was even more delighted than I was at our reunion. He kept jumping and twisting, rubbing against my jeans, licking my hands, making me giggle with his enthusiasm. It felt like I was starting my journey home. 
 As I neared the cabin, I was overjoyed to see Fern alive and working in her raised garden beds behind the cabin. The soil was still barren after the long cold winter, and she was turning it with a shovel, preparing it for planting. It was backbreaking work, especially for someone as old as Fern, but she was spry and could work circles around most people younger than she. 
 Amid Spook running and barking around us, Fern enveloped me in her strong arms, her welcoming smile as warm as the sun shining overhead. 
 “I wondered if we’d ever see you again, dear!” she said, hugging me again. “What kept you away? Your family? Is everything all right?” At the look of sadness in my eyes, she pulled back and assessed the situation of me with my duffel bag but no Irv. “Your brother. Did something happen to him, dear?” 
 I was amazed at the shrewdness of this woman; no wonder she had survived so long. “Yes…” My voice dropped to a whisper. “He died in January. 
 “Oh, my dear sweet girl.” Fern pulled me back into her arms, this time stroking my hair as she talked. “I knew it had to have been something bad for you to come here to stay without him. Come inside and have some tea, dear. You look like a skeleton. How long’s it been since you’ve eaten?” 
 We went inside where Fern plied me with food and tea while I told her everything. I even poured out the ugly truth about my family and their addictions. I figured if I was going to live with Fern, I shouldn’t keep secrets from her, especially since Mom or Dad might just show up on our doorstep one day. Besides, it was cathartic to get it off my chest. That night I slept peacefully in the loft with the window open to the cool night air. 
 The next day, Fern filled me in on all that had happened since I was last there, which wasn’t much. She was excited to tell me that some of the snares I had set were successful and that she had had plenty of rabbit and squirrel to supplement her canned foods, smoked fish, vegetables from her root cellar, and dried berries. She had even tanned three of the rabbit skins, making them into warm winter hats for us. She didn’t have to explain that the third had been meant for Irv. She showed me how she had smoked and dehydrated some of the meat in a small smokehouse out back. She said she was eager to get down to the river to start catching fish to eat and smoke. When I told her I’d never gone fishing, she ‘tsked’ and said I was in for a treat. 
 We went fishing a few days later when Fern deemed it was warm enough. We took a picnic lunch and stayed all afternoon and into the evening. It was relaxing and peaceful, even with the excitement of landing a few fish. The aromas of grass, moss, water, and especially fish permeated my senses. At first the fishy odor bothered me but after a while, it became comforting, reminding me of the times Grammy had made catfish for dinner. 
 I especially loved sitting on the bank listening to the metallic gick-gick-gick of breeding cricket frogs after sunset. Fern said we would be able to catch bullfrogs in a couple of months and that their legs taste “just like chicken.” She identified all the different animal sounds around us. I never realized nature could be so noisy and so peaceful at the same time. 
 We walked slowly home up the trail through the woods, while Spook chased fireflies ahead of us. It had been a beautiful day that would repeat itself many times that summer, just one of the many reasons I finally felt at home. 
 




 


Chapter 20


Power

   
   
 Early one morning in June, we awoke to the sound of a truck outside the cabin. We nearly jumped out of our skins, so alien was the sound. Nevertheless, we threw on our clothes and went outside to see who was invading our Eden. Fern was delighted to see Lauren and John Powell driving an ancient pickup truck. I was happy to see them too, but I was a little worried that they’d tell the authorities where I was. 
 Lauren sat and talked with us as John quietly went about unloading the pickup. She was as animated and outgoing as her husband was calm and unobtrusive. A perfect fit, I thought. They had brought us a chicken coop with one rooster, three laying hens, and twelve chicks. Lauren explained that since PF Day there had been no canned food manufactured to replenish Fern’s pantry, so they brought live food instead. They also had some home-canned food, but it wouldn’t be enough to last us through the next winter. 
 The next thing Lauren said astonished us. “Now that the power is back on, maybe we’ll be able to buy food for you before winter.” 
 The power was on. It hadn’t occurred to us that it was a possibility, or even a concern to us for that matter. I wondered if Mom and Dad had power now, and if they would stay on the farm to await justice or decide to try to stay ahead of the law. Hopefully they wouldn’t find us out here in the woods and force us to give them sanctuary. 
 At one point, Lauren pulled me aside and said gently, “Taylor, we’re so sorry about Irvine. We heard about it in town before we came here.” She pulled me into a hug. It seemed lots of people other than my family liked to hug me, and I was beginning to like it. It felt like I was a part of ‘normal.’ She continued, “How are your Mom and Dad?” When I murmured that they were okay, she added, “If you ever need anything, Taylor—food, clothes, a place to stay, anything—you are always welcome in our home. Remember that, okay?” My head was dizzy with the thought of being able to be a part of my dream family. 
 The Powell’s left with promises to return after the harvest to replenish the firewood supply and bring more food. Fern hugged them and said, “You are so good to me. What did I ever do to deserve wonderful friends like you? How can I ever repay you?” 
 To which Lauren replied, “We can never repay you for the wonderful friendship and care you gave Grandma. But I’d come to see you just because you’re you and I love you, Fern.” They both had tears as they hugged goodbye. Even John hugged Fern as Lauren hugged me. And then they were off in the rattletrap truck, apparently one of the few vehicles that survived the sun’s assault on PF Day. 
 The lovely days of spring rolled into hot and humid summer days, filled with satisfying chores and invaluable lessons in survival. We tended the garden beds, first planting and then checking on them every day to ensure the most successful harvest. Fern planted by the ‘square foot’ method instead of by rows so there were hardly any weeds to pull. She explained how she and her dear late husband, Jack, had improved the concept by combining it with another gardening concept called hugelkultur, which helped to ensure that the beds stayed moist during droughts. They first dug two or three feet down into the ground and placed rotted wood, branches, and small trees into the trenches, which would hold moisture and add nutrients to the soil, then built the raised beds on top. They also added pipes coming directly from the well that Fern could open in extremely dry weather to automatically water the beds. The combination was an ingenious way to amplify the harvest with a minimal amount of work. 
 Fern showed me the small root cellar that Jack had dug into a small hill near the cabin. It went down twelve steps and opened up into a room about ten feet square, lined with shelves and bins for storing harvested vegetables and some fruits such as apples. I loved the earthy smell of dirt and drying vegetables. The temperature was markedly cooler in the cellar. Fern said it stayed about 50°F year-round. It wasn’t cool enough for actual refrigeration, but she said that in the old days, people would cut huge chunks of ice from frozen rivers or ponds, wrap them in straw and sawdust, and store them in the cellars. The ice blocks would last most of the summer, providing not only refrigeration, but also ice for things like lemonade and making ice cream. 
 I was amazed at the cleverness of people in the old days and somewhat sad that most of that knowledge had not been passed down to modern society. Fern said often as she was teaching me the old ways combined with some new methods of survival, “Remember, dear, know-ledge is power. And even more important, knowledge is the key to survival. As you can see, canned food will run out and without the knowledge to find and grow food, long-term survival is nearly impossible.” 
 I realized how lucky my family had been to have Uncle Owen’s farm to go to and how we had lived primarily on Aunt Helen’s home canned food. If Mom and Dad decided to stay there, they were going to be in trouble soon though, when that food and the grain to feed the hogs ran out, because they didn’t have the knowledge nor the drive to grow more. I hoped that since the power was back on, manufacturing and commercial agriculture would soon pick up to feed the starving, technology-dependent people of the world. 
 I thought it ironic that the people we used to think were backwards, the indigenous tribes and the poor of third world countries who lived without electricity, had probably fared better than the ‘civilized’ people. I also thought about all the useless ‘knowledge’ we learned in school and the wasted time we spent learning it. If knowledge is power, then certainly it should be the right kind of knowledge to help one survive in any situation. 
 




 


Chapter 21


Harvest

   
   
 The heat and cloying odor of summer melted into autumn, the cool crisp air invigorating both Fern and me. While we had enjoyed the lazy days at the river and nights sleeping under the stars on the verandah of the cabin, we looked forward to harvesting our gardens and processing the yield, canning some, dehydrating or storing others. There was so much to learn and I was more eager than ever to soak it all in. 
 Besides harvesting food from our gardens, there were lots of wild herbs and greens such as dandelion and purslane, mushrooms, berries, and medicinal plants to find and process. We had been smoking fish and small game we had snared all summer, and we had collected wild berries as they ripened. There were also several fruit trees on the property—apple, peach, and pear—as well as blueberry and gooseberry bushes to gather fruit from at different times throughout the summer and fall. We had butchered a couple of cockerels—young roosters—a nasty, smelly process, and collected eggs from our hens, being careful to leave a few to hatch new chickens to replenish our stock. 
 Fern said she had been rather lazy, not doing much home canning since Lauren had been bringing her manufactured canned foods, but now we would have to can as much as we could in case Lauren couldn’t get enough for us. It was much easier with two people and now that she had me, she was eager to get started. 
 The canning process was hot and tedious, but it helped that we were able to do it on a stone wood-burning grill that Jack had built outside instead of heating up the cabin. After cleaning and cutting up the fruits or vegetables, they were cooked with seasonings in a pot on the grill. Then the cooked food was sealed into clean Mason jars, which were then sealed and boiled in a special canning pot full of water for a specified amount of time, depending on the food. Fern had a book that told the times as well as many recipes. She cautioned that if not done properly, bacteria like deadly botulism spores could grow in the jars and poison us. I was careful to pay special attention to the process. It would be such a cruel irony to have survived this long only to die from something we had done to ensure our continued survival. 
 We harvested and canned, dehydrated, and stored food in the cellar for several weeks. By the end of September, we felt confident that we had enough food for a family of four to survive comfortably until spring. 
 On October 12th, Fern, Spook, and I were sitting in the rockers on the front porch, relaxing at the end of another fruitful day when we noticed the sky glowing after sunset. As the darkness of night enveloped us, the eerie glow in the north pulsated and danced, signaling the arrival of yet another coronal mass ejection, or CME. As Fern and I watched the beautiful spectacle, we couldn’t help but wonder how it would affect the world. Would it destroy what was left of the crippled power grid? How would people survive this time? The Aurora was visible for several nights in a row, so we thought it must have been another big one. 
 Our answer came a few weeks later in the form of Lauren and John along with their youngest son, Calvin, who I knew from school, although this time they rode in a horse-drawn wagon. They confirmed that a second CME had reached the earth, again collapsing the power grid and that this time there was little hope of power being restored in the foreseeable future. They couldn’t stay long though, because they were still trying to harvest what they could on their farm in the old way with a horse-drawn reaper. 
 They didn’t have much in the way of canned food for us, but they brought grain for the chickens, smoked beef and pork, flour, and honey for us, and some other essentials like homemade candles and soap that they had bartered for in town. Lauren looked quizzically at me when I asked where they had gotten the pork—I wanted to be sure Uncle Owen’s ghost wouldn’t inadvertently be allowed into our sanctuary—but she assured me that they had traded beef to their neighbor for it. Fern insisted that Lauren take some of her dried medicinal herbs “for their trouble.” 
 While John cut firewood, Calvin and I hauled it back to the cabin and stacked it in an oddly specific manner that Calvin insisted upon. When I asked about it, he explained that it was important to stack it in a way that the wood could dry and season correctly. I always knew that Calvin was smart—he and I were always vying for the top spot in the class grade rankings—but that day he impressed me with his knowledge of survival techniques to add to those that Fern had already taught me. He told me about a washing machine of sorts he had helped make for his mother out of some buckets and an oar, as well as a bicycle-powered grinding mill for making flour from grain, and solar lights made from soda bottles. He said he would be happy to come back after the harvest and help me implement some of these ideas to help Fern and me with our chores. 
 After they had left, my brain was in overdrive. Calvin had made me start thinking about ways to automate some of the more mundane or time-consuming chores such as laundry, which we had been doing by hand in the big wash basin in the cabin, and processing the harvest. I started making plans in my head to create some of my ideas through the winter months. 
 Another thing kept bothering my brain after their visit, and it had nothing to do with harvest or plans or survival, and everything to do with Calvin. 
 




 


Chapter 22


Need

   
   
 In early December, after weeks of thinking about, of all things, a certain boy, I decided we needed some supplies from town so I could work on my inventions. Fern was all for it, perceptively guessing my real reason for going when I mentioned that I might have to go on over to the Powell farm to get what I need. 
 “Yes, yes,” she said with a wink. “Go get what you need, dear.” I’m sure I blushed because she grinned and shook her head. “Ah, to be young again…” 
 I decided I’d better check on Mom and Dad if they were still on the farm, so I left early in the morning to stop by there. Spook walked me to the edge of the woods as usual and then stopped. As much as I wanted a companion for the trip, I was concerned how the townspeople would view him—as a pest or meat, maybe—so I decided to leave him to protect Fern and take my chances alone. 
 I found Dad tending the hogs, and he barely acknowledged me as I went by, just a nod in my direction so I knew he had seen me. I couldn’t tell by his haunted eyes if he even registered that I had been gone for six months. Mom wasn’t much better, but at least she hugged me limply and told me she missed me. The oppressive air clawed at my senses and the stench of the hogs made me gag. I couldn’t wait to be on my way after making sure they had enough to survive, albeit not what they needed to be happy. 
 The walk to town was fraught with a mixed bag of emotions, mostly sadness and loneliness for my brother, but with some happy memories mixed in, and of course excitement about possibly seeing Calvin again. I was amazed when I realized that I hadn’t thought much about Grammy and Irv while I was at Fern’s. Maybe it was because I was usually busy there, or maybe because I felt so at home. Maybe it was that Grammy’s and Irv’s spirits were with me there, watching over me and making me feel loved all the time. Whatever it was, it was definitely not with me as I walked briskly along the deserted highway, feeling lonely and anxious. 
 In my backpack, I carried dried medicinal herbs and tinctures with instructions for their use, which Fern had made to trade for the items I needed for my inventions as well as some books, if I could get a hold of some. Fern was hungry for some new reading material since she had read the books in her library over and over. “Anything by John Grisham, please,” she implored. 
 When I got to town just before noon, I was saddened to see some of the old buildings on the square burnt to the ground and others boarded up tight. The once manicured lawns of proud homeowners were overgrown and choked with the weeds of neglect, now a low priority for people struggling daily to survive. One bright spot, however, was Tipton’s diner. It was open and several people were hanging around the front. One of the girls I knew at school, Jenny Garten, saw me and called me over. 
 “Hey Taylor, it’s good to see you!” She threw her arms around my neck like we were long lost friends. Even though we really hadn’t been, I enjoyed the idea. “Some of the kids are hanging out in back. You should come around with me.” I agreed, thinking that Calvin just might be there against all the odds of a coincidence like that, since he lived a few miles the other way out of town. 
 Serendipity! For once that word belonged to me. There stood Calvin along with his brother Bracken, Skylar Tipton, the daughter of the restaurant owners, and several other kids from school. As I walked around the building, they all stopped talking and looked at me, and I realized that not only were they surprised to see me, they also were at a loss for what to say about Irv. After all, they had known about his death before I had. 
 Calvin was the one to break the silence and he sounded genuinely happy to see me. “Hi, Taylor!” After that, everyone said hi as Calvin pulled up a patio chair for me to sit in. 
 Bracken put his hand on my shoulder and said, “Hey, Taylor, we were all so sorry to hear about Irv. He didn’t deserve that.” 
 I wasn’t sure how to answer, but I wanted them to know that at least for Irv, his death wasn’t the worst thing that had happened to him. “It’s okay,” I said. “He’s at peace now.” They all nodded like they understood, and I’m sure they did; everyone in town knew about Irv’s addictions. 
 Then the conversation moved to other topics, including sad news about other deaths and happy news about weddings and babies and such. In addition, the group was celebrating Calvin’s fifteenth birthday, which had been two days before. Skylar brought out some food for all of us and insisted it was on the house when I tried to pay with some of the dried herbs I had brought to trade. She has always been such a sweet girl. 
 An hour later, I realized I would have to get to the square to make my trades if I was going to get back home before dark. I was reluctant to leave Calvin, but he decided to come with me, making some lame excuse about needing some supplies for some of his inventions. Ironic, right?
 




 


Chapter 23


Thunder

   
   
 After an oddly enjoyable hour shopping with Calvin, I told him I’d have to hurry in order to get home before it was too dark out. The thought of walking the highway alone at night gave me the creeps even though there was not likely to be anybody else on the road. Calvin didn’t like the idea either and said he had an idea. We went back to the diner to find his brother. 
 After a quick conference with Bracken, they insisted I allow them to take me home on their horses. Skylar volunteered to come as well. I was relieved for the chance to get home before dark and have companions along the way, but I eyed the horses with some trepidation. Even though I had spent most of my life in a town surrounded by farmland and chock full of schoolmates like Jenny Garten who owned horses, I had never been around the huge smelly beasts. Their manure and their sweaty hides assaulted my nostrils, although not nearly as bad as the same sources from the hogs. Still, I couldn’t help but feel a thrill of excitement about sitting atop one of them with my arms around Calvin. I admonished my brain to stop thinking these crazy thoughts; I didn’t need a boyfriend—I was only thirteen after all. 
 Wait, was I just thirteen? I realized I missed a birthday somewhere in there. February 12th was the day of my birth, but my parents only occasionally recognized it as a special day. That year, I didn’t blame them even minutely for forgetting though, as it was right after Irv left our world, and none of us were in the mood for celebrating anything, let alone an anniversary of coming into the world. Nonetheless, I smiled to myself, recognizing I’d survived to fourteen and was now only two months away from fifteen. 
 The ride home was thrilling. The pounding of the horses’ hooves, the nearness of Calvin as I clung to his back, the camaraderie of the four us enjoying our youth—all these things were as new to me as the happiness that had settled over my life. My heart soared with the hope that Irv was sure I had had all along. We made it to the hog farm in less than half the time it would’ve taken me to walk. I told Calvin to take me there and to not mention to anybody that I lived with Fern in the woods. Not that I didn’t trust Bracken and Skylar, but you never know when something might accidentally slip out. The fewer people who knew, the better. 
 As we came galloping up to the house, the horses’ hooves sounding like thunder from a gathering storm, Dad suddenly appeared on the porch with a shotgun pointed at us, yelling, “Get the hell off my property or I’ll blow you away.” 
 The boys reined in the horses immediately and I slid off from behind Calvin, telling Dad that it was okay, it was just me. “Fine,” he said to me then turned back to the others. “Now get out of here like I said.” To punctuate his demand, he shot a round into the air over the horses’ heads. It was all Bracken and Calvin could do to get the horses back under control before turning them to leave. 
 Before kicking his horse to gallop away though, Calvin looked down at me and asked, “You going to be okay?” 
 I smiled at him wanly and said, “Sure. Thanks for the ride.” 
 By the time the horses had left the yard, Dad had gone back inside. I skirted the house and instead of going in, headed for the woods. I was seething at the way Dad had treated my friends, and I was determined to not even stop in to talk to him or Mom. 
 Spook was waiting for me at the edge of the woods to escort me home. We made it there just before sunset, and I was satisfied to see Fern waiting on the porch for me. Her relief and loving embrace made up for the cold shoulder I had gotten from my parents earlier. 
 




 


Chapter 24


Secrets

   
   
 The most exciting things Calvin and I found at the town market were two old CB radios. They had been stuffed away in an old metal military footlocker in someone’s basement, and not knowing what to do with them, the owner sold them to us for some smoked ham that Calvin had brought to trade, along with some of the medicinal herbs that I had brought. Calvin said that they had probably been protected from the CME by the metal locker and that he was sure he could get them to work again. 
 We made plans for Calvin to ride over to the cabin with a manufactured excuse of some sort the next week. He promised to have both radios working by then. For some reason, without even conferring on it, we both wanted to keep our budding relationship a secret. We knew we couldn’t keep it from Fern though, nor did I want to. She was unlikely to tell anyone, and I know she didn’t disapprove. Anyway, she had already guessed it before I went to town, keen observer that she was. 
 After an excruciatingly slow week, Calvin finally showed up on the appointed day with the working CB radios and the buckets and oar I had needed to make an off-grid clothes washing machine. He said he was going to make it for me but decided I might enjoy making it together. It seemed he already understood me better than most people. 
 He had told his parents that Fern needed the washing machine and that he would be home before dark. He didn’t want to lie to his parents about where he was going in case there was some sort of emergency. I admired that about him but also that his parents cared enough to want to know. Mine never did. I suspected that Lauren and possibly even John would guess the real reason of Calvin’s visit, but he said they never mentioned it. 
 We spent the afternoon building the washing machine and going over some plans I had come up with for some inventions. Calvin seemed impressed and had some ingenious suggestions to improve them. We made a list of materials I would need and discussed how I could get them. 
 When it was time for Calvin to leave, I walked with him leading his horse up the old road to the highway, bypassing the hog farm altogether. We stood and talked on the shoulder of the highway for several minutes before the sinking sun forced him to leave. Just before he mounted his horse, he took my hand and stared into my eyes. 
 “Taylor, I’m glad we met again. I really enjoy spending time with you. Nobody else gets the way my brain works.” 
 “I know what you mean,” I said with a silly giggle. I was suddenly and inexplicably shy. 
 “Anyway, thanks for being my—” he paused, trying to figure out what we were to each other at that point. In the end, he decided to play it safe, “my friend.” 
 I smiled and froze as he leaned his head closer for a quick kiss on my cheek. I could feel my cheek burning both from the excitement of the brush of his lips and from embarrassment, since I had never been kissed by a boy and I didn’t know what I should do next. 
 I didn’t need to worry though, because Calvin jumped up on his horse, said goodbye, and galloped off. 
 




 


Chapter 25


Preparations

   
   
 Weeks passed before I saw Calvin again. We stayed in touch with the CB radios, talking every night around midnight when Fern and most of the members of Calvin’s household were asleep. Right before Christmas, Calvin told me that some soldiers had visited their farm, checking for radiation from the CME and warning about marauders that were terrorizing people in the area, particularly those on farms without close neighbors. It was sweet when he said was worried about us, but I didn’t think anyone could find us back in the woods like we were. But still, I had an uneasy feeling and decided to keep Grammy’s pistol loaded and nearby just in case. 
 When I took the gun out of its hiding place in the loft, I rediscovered Irv’s journal that I had stowed away with all my treasures when I first came to live with Fern. After much emotional vacillation, I decided I was ready to read it. After reading the first page though, I wasn’t so sure. The pain and anguish that Irv had poured out on those pages in his simple, concise manner were almost more than I could bear. Each phrase gave life to the feelings he had kept buried within him and hidden from those who loved him. If he had only told someone, Grammy or the school counselor maybe, they might have been able to get him some help. At least before PF Day, the day that made helping other people virtually obsolete. I could only read the first couple of entries before I put it away. 
 The next day I told Fern about what Calvin had said about marauders. She agreed that we should be extra vigilant even though it was unlikely that anyone would find us in the woods. Still, there was the old gravel road coming off the highway and leading almost to the cabin, which anyone might choose to follow. We were both glad to have Spook guarding our front door, either outside on warm nights or just inside the door on cold ones. 
 I showed Fern how to use the washing machine, although I told her I would do the washing most of the time. We didn’t have much to wash since we didn’t change our clothes as often as people did before PF Day. The biggest challenge was after we had run out of toilet paper and had to use pieces of cloth instead. In the summer, we gathered and used the soft leaves of the lamb’s ear plant, but in winter they weren’t available. 
 During the short days of winter, I worked on my inventions, first of which was a gravity-powered light so Fern would have something better than candlelight to read her new books by in the evenings. She had been rubbing her eyes a lot, and I concluded that the strain of trying to see in the dim light was bothering her. I had read about the idea in a science magazine at school the year before. It’s a simple concept, using parts from an old microwave or other electronic devices. The trick was to find parts that had not been tied to the power grid on PF Day, because all those were fried by the sun’s smack down. After playing around with it for a few days, I finally got my gravity light working, to Fern’s amazement and delight. I gave it to her for Christmas, and she showered me and Spook with love and delicious food. 
 Another invention I worked on that winter was one that we wouldn’t use for several months, a solar-powered fan made out of parts from an old computer to help cool the cabin in the summer. I also had plans to make a solar heat producer to help heat the cabin in the winter so we wouldn’t have to burn so much wood, thereby reducing Fern’s coughing, but I had no way to get the needed materials to the cabin. Calvin said he would try to find the large sheet of glass, plywood and other pieces of wood, black paint, and empty aluminum cans I needed and deliver them with the horse and wagon. I didn’t know how we could repay him for the materials and his time, but he said his parents would insist he do it for us for free anyway, so not to worry about it. 
 Calvin and I also talked about some ideas for defending our homestead against marauders. We agreed that Spook was the best defense we had at the moment, but what if something happened to him? I told Calvin about Grammy’s gun but when I admitted I didn’t know how to use it, he was adamant that he needed to come over and show me how. 
 




 


Chapter 26


Invasion

   
   
 As the nights grew longer and colder after the winter solstice, Spook wanted to stay in the cabin at night more often than not. He wasn’t happy about it though, as he couldn’t guard the property as well, and he got overheated when he slept downstairs by the front door, which was too close to the Buck stove. I began taking him into the loft with me and sleeping with the window cracked open, as much for my comfort as his. This made him somewhat happier, both because he could sleep by me and because he could see and smell a little of what was going on outside. Still, it made him nervous to be cooped up and not be able to patrol the homestead as he usually did at night. 
 One night after Calvin and I had talked on the CB radios and I had just blown out the candle by my bedside, Spook jerked to attention and started a low growl at something outside the window. I tried to see what it was that had gotten his attention, but there was very little light coming from a new moon. The hair on both our necks stood up as a dim, man-shaped shadow passed by in the yard and disappeared into the trees. I grabbed the gun and pointed it out the window, my hands shaking like an addict in withdrawal as the adrenaline coursed through my veins. After several minutes of no further movement, we calmed down a bit, but had trouble going to sleep for hours afterwards. 
 The same scenario played out for several nights in a row, until I started to think it was a strange recurring dream or some kind of dementia. For a while I though that maybe the mental illness that haunted Dad had come to roost in my brain, making me have paranoid delusions of ghosts invading our sanctuary. But Spook’s reaction was all too real, and I didn’t think a dog could share a mental illness with its human companion. So I didn’t take any chances, keeping the gun at my side and being careful not to stand in front of the window when the candle was lit. In fact, I tried not to light the candle at all; I felt safer in the dark so no one on the outside could see me. 
 I didn’t mention our ghostly visitor to Calvin because I didn’t want him to worry nor did I want him to think I was crazy. I didn’t tell Fern for the same reasons, although I knew at some point I might have to. Every night before bed, I checked the locks on the doors and windows to make sure no one could easily get in, and Spook and I remained on high alert for a couple of weeks. 
 The strain began to show, and Fern noticed how tired both Spook and I were in the daytime. At first she thought we were both sick but then figured out that we weren’t sleeping. At her insistence, I finally told her about the ephemeral form that had been haunting us nightly. 
 In her usual straightforward, practical way, Fern insisted we confront the man—she refused to believe it was a ghost—and warn him away from our property, with the gun if need be. She knew how to load and shoot a gun, although she had never used this particular kind before. Nevertheless, after looking it over for a bit, she was able to load it, and we were ready to do some ghost-busting. 
 




 


Chapter 27


Confrontation

   
   
 On a dark and cloudy night in January, we slipped out the back door with Spook on a makeshift leash. We clung to the shadows of the wall as we watched for the intruder. After what seemed like hours of waiting, he showed up, and it was all I could do to keep Spook from growling or lunging. Fern immediately shined a big battery-powered spotlight, which she kept for emergencies, right into his face, at the same time yelling, “Stop! What are you doing trespassing in my yard?” 
 My heart clinched and I almost gasped audibly when I saw who it was. Dad. I pressed myself against the wall in the hopes he wouldn’t notice I was there. 
 Dad shielded his eyes, trying to see who was spotlighting him. When he didn’t answer, Fern yelled again with a strange accent, “I said whatcha doin’ here? Answer or I’ll shoot!” She moved her hand into the spotlight to show him the gun. She cocked it so he would know she was prepared to use it. 
 Dad put up both hands over his head and answered, “I’m just here looking for my daughter. Is she here? Who else is with you?” 
 Shrewd as Fern was, she knew not to expose me. Instead she said, “Me and my dog are out here, aren’t we, Spook?” At the mention of his name, Spook stepped forward and growled a little at Dad. “My grown son’s asleep in the house. Went to bed early with a headache. If I have to shoot this gun, it’ll wake him up and, boy, will he be mad.” 
 “What’s your son’s name?” Dad said suspiciously. 
 Without hesitation, Fern said, “I don’t see as how that’s any of your business, but his name is Jack and he’s one mean and ornery cuss. You don’t want to mess with him. He’d just as soon shoot you as talk to you. Now git off my property before I let my dog go and wake up Jack by shootin’ at ya!” I could barely suppress a giggle at Fern’s fake accent, which made her sound like an unfriendly hillbilly. 
 Dad wasn’t similarly impressed but apparently decided it wasn’t worth the trouble to put her words to the test. He simply turned and said over his shoulder, “Well, if you see a teenage girl, tell her her mother needs her.” I gulped, wondering if what he said was true and what exactly it might mean. Then he said something that turned my heart to ice. “Tell her her good-for-nothing brother needs her too.” As he walked off into the woods, headed toward the hog farm, he muttered, “That ought to get her attention.” 
 I knew that Dad was not in his right mind at that point. Even though I was worried about my mother, I was sure that Dad wasn’t telling the truth. Either that or he didn’t know what the truth was anymore, as evidenced by the remark about Irv. 
 I was relieved that he was gone, but I had a feeling that it wouldn’t be the last time Dad would haunt us. 
 




 


Chapter 28


Solace

   
   
 Calvin and I met several times in town that winter. He also rode his horse to our cabin a few times. The winter was unusually mild for our latitude, which made survival much easier and traveling more enjoyable. In town, we always met in the square, shopping the various booths for parts for our inventions. It was amazing to see the people of the town come together and help each other forge ahead in this new grid- and technology-free world. 
 On February 12th, Fern baked me a cake from a boxed cake mix that she had been saving in the food shed to celebrate my 15th birthday. She had arranged for Calvin to come over and surprise me. He brought me a beautiful bracelet that he had traded Skylar something for. Fern gave me a lilac seedling that she had dug up somewhere—I suspected the hog farm, but she wouldn’t reveal her source—and had hidden in one of the cold frame garden beds. She said we would have to keep it in there until the soil warmed enough to plant it in a permanent place under the loft window so I could smell its fragrance every night in the spring. It was the best birthday I could ever remember. 
 By the end of February, we were finally able to gather all the materials for the solar heat exchanger, and Calvin delivered them to the cabin in the horse-drawn wagon. We put it together the same day, and the heat it produced on sunny days was enough to warm the cabin to 60°F without burning any wood in the Buck stove. We also made a solar water heater so water could be heated outside in the summer and we wouldn’t have to use the stove to heat water in the tank that was attached to the stovepipe of the Buck Stove, thereby keeping the house much cooler. 
 In March, Fern and I made cold frames for some of the raised garden beds out of some old windows I traded for in town, so that we could start growing crops in early spring. Placing the windows on top of the garden beds allowed the sun to keep the young plants warm and protected from the still-chilly nights of March and April, extending our growing season by two months and increasing our yield accordingly. 
 In May, Calvin introduced me to a new boy in town. His name was Ben and he was an orphan from Kansas City. Calvin said he had lived with them for a couple of weeks but had decided that farm life wasn’t for him and moved to town. He now lived with three college students, Doug, Dakota, and Matt, in an old abandoned Victorian house at the edge of town. 
 I liked Ben and talked to him often when Calvin had to do things with his parents in town. Ben had an underlying sadness to his eyes that no amount of laughter and camaraderie could disguise. All he would talk about, however, was the horrors of trying to find water, food, and shelter in the big city and how fortunate he was that his three friends had found and rescued him. He was obviously in awe of the guys and gushed gratitude when talking about them. They in turn treated him like their little brother, at times gently teasing him and at all times watching out for him. I felt a shard of ice in my heart every time I was around them, thinking of my big brother Irv, but I was happy that they gave some solace to poor Ben. 
 I had an overwhelming feeling that there was more to Ben’s sadness than he told me. I was sure he had Post Traumatic Stress Disorder like lots of people in the United States and many parts of the world had now, but it just seemed there was something more. I surmised that his parents must be dead since he was with the guys instead of them, but he apparently didn’t want to open up to me yet and talk about them. He kept saying he didn’t want our friendship to be all about death and despair. We both had had enough of that. 
 




 


Chapter 29


The Guys

   
   
 During the summer, Calvin told me his mother wouldn’t let him ride to town without someone going with him because of the growing threat of marauders, so that meant he couldn’t come to the cabin at all without letting our secret out. He wasn’t quite ready to do that and neither was I. In his absence I started daydreaming about him and silly things such as how nicely his blond hair contrasted with my dark hair and how he was the perfect height for hugging, even though we hadn’t done that yet. I should have been thinking about how intelligent he was and how suited we were to each other intellectually, but no, biology overtook me that summer and I suddenly got all girly. 
 His travel restrictions also meant we couldn’t meet in town weekly like we had been doing, but I still went on our allotted day just in case. On the days Calvin couldn’t come, I usually found Ben and spent the afternoon with him. We became good friends although the sight of him didn’t make butterflies in my stomach like Calvin did. 
 We spent most of the time hanging out in the ‘secret laboratory’ of the old Victorian house he shared with the three guys, who were engineering students and obviously extremely intelligent. At first they were reluctant to let me in on what they were doing, but when I told them about some of my inventions, they thought I might be able to contribute to their projects, which consisted of inventing and making things to help people survive. They made home defense systems, alternative powered appliances, and things that didn’t need power but would be helpful to people. 
 Ben wasn’t a genius like Calvin and the engineering students, but he was eager to learn and he took good notes for them. I enjoyed the camaraderie as much as the intellectual challenges. Matt was funny, and he and Doug were always throwing mock insults at each other. Dakota was more quiet and nurturing, somehow “mothering” all of us, making sure we had eaten and were drinking enough water. The three guys had beards, as did most of the men now, and Dakota was big and burly. It was amusing to see him hovering over us like a mother hen protecting her chicks. They made me feel like one of them instead of the only girl and just a teenager. I was comfortable there, feeling like these were ‘my peeps’ as the popular kids used to say in school. 
 Since it was summer, I was able to stay in town longer than in the winter since it stayed light until almost 9:30. I made it a point to check in on Mom on my way home from town each week, even though the odor of the diminishing herd of hogs made me gag. The strain of living was weighing heavily on her, and she looked more frail each time I saw her. I didn’t think she was going to last much longer, but there was nothing I could do. I tried giving her herbs to boost her immunity and flush toxins from her body, but she’d push them away, saying, “It’s no use, sweetie, I’m tired of living.” I’d beg her to try to keep going, even resorting to tears at times, something I rarely did, but she’d just smile wanly, shake her head, and turn away, preferring to sleep what was left of her life away. 
 I couldn’t avoid seeing Dad while I was there, but it was like he had become someone else. His eyes were constantly darting back and forth like he was seeing things all around him, and his lips were pressed together like he was afraid something might possess him through his mouth. Or maybe he was afraid to say something he’d regret either to me or to the unknown demons haunting him. In any case, he barely recognized that I was present and never answered when I asked him how he was. 
 I was always glad to leave, making sure I went back out to the highway and around to the gravel road instead of cutting through the woods like I used to. Spook would always be there waiting for me, and we would stand and listen for a time to make sure Dad hadn’t followed me before heading down the gravel road. 
 As much as I enjoyed spending the afternoon in town, whether it was with Ben and the guys or Calvin, going home was always bittersweet because of the stopover at the hog farm. 
   
 




 


Chapter 30


Harvest of Souls

   
   
 In the fall as Fern and I began to harvest and process our summer bounty, I couldn’t go to town for several weeks. I was surprised to find that I physically ached to see Calvin again but looked forward to seeing him after the harvest when he and his parents would come to help set us up for the winter. I was eager to show them all my inventions to help make us more self-sufficient although I didn’t want them to think they didn’t need to come anymore. 
 Fern and I had built a new large solar dehydrator and we were able to dehydrate three times as much meat, vegetables, and fruits as before, significantly cutting down on the amount we would need to can since our supply of new Mason jar lids to make a safe seal on the jars was getting low. Stored properly, dehydrated food will last six to twelve months without the threat of botulism or other food poisoning. 
 One day while I was outside preparing some vegetables for dehydrating and others for storing in the root cellar, Spook suddenly stood erect and started growling menacingly at the woods to the east, the direction of the hog farm. I instantly and instinctively knew that Dad had found me. Fern was in the root cellar and the gun was in the house. At a loss of what to do, I decided to try to talk to him. 
 “Dad, is that you?” I said. No reply, only a movement in the leaves. “Dad?” I said again, this time louder. I saw his haunted face among the leaves. “Come on out and talk to me.” I forced my voice to sound calmer and more confident than I was feeling inside. 
 Finally he emerged, and Spook moved in front of me, still growling softly. “Hi Dad,” I said. “How are you doing? How’s Mom?” 
 He stopped and snorted with contempt. “Like you care,” he growled, his wild eyes darting here and there, everywhere except at Spook and me. 
 “What do you mean?” 
 “You haven’t come to see your Mom for weeks. You were the only one she wanted to see in the end.” He spat out the words like a bad taste. My heart froze. 
 “What do you mean?” I said again, this time in little more than a whisper. 
 “She’s dead, Ice Queen!” he yelled as he started shaking all over. I didn’t know if it was from anger or sickness or grief, but it was frightening all the same. Spook moved toward him and started growling louder, baring his teeth to add extra warning. Dad didn’t even seem to notice. 
 I started shaking as well, out of both grief and fear. This time something told me Dad wasn’t lying, that Mom had truly passed and now her soul was free. Fleetingly, I thought of her ghost inhabiting Dad’s vulnerable mind, but whether she would try to help him or haunt him, I couldn’t decide. 
 All of a sudden Dad’s wildly searching eyes focused on me and stopped, turning hard and evil as he stared into my soul. I almost fainted in fear as I stood frozen under his glare, and Spook prepared to lunge at him if he made any move toward me. 
 I don’t know how long we stood like that, seconds probably although it seemed like millennia, but the spell was finally broken by Fern as she came around the house, Grammy’s gun in her outstretched hands, pointed at Dad. “I tole you before to stay off my property,” she said in her fake hillbilly accent. “I’d hate to have to shoot you and harvest your soul along with my vegetables.” I was amazed at her fearlessness and confidence as she strode toward Dad, stopping halfway between him and me. 
 Dad’s eyes unfocused again and quickly went back to the wild darting. He didn’t appear to be the least bit afraid of Fern, or Spook for that matter, but his hallucinations apparently began to close in on him and he put up his arms to shield his face, pressing his lips together and blowing air hard out through his nose. After several moments of flailing to fight off his invisible assailants, during which time both Fern and Spook looked at me questioningly, Dad turned and ran like he was being chased by a swarm of hornets. 
 It was only after he had disappeared into the woods and we couldn’t hear him crashing through the underbrush, that all the emotions collapsed in on me and I sunk to the ground, shaking and crying. All the sorrow of losing my family, not only to death but also to their glacial descent into mental illness, hit me like an iceberg, and I felt my fragile heart shattering into pieces. 
   
   
 




 


Chapter 31


Missing

   
   
 It took several days of care and solace from Fern and Spook to repair my heart enough to resume daily life. I hadn’t even felt like talking to Calvin, but Fern used the CB to get ahold of him and tell him what had happened. I felt bad that I had missed his 16th birthday, but he was much more concerned with my emotional well being than his birthday. Besides, he told me, it’s not like he could get his license and drive a car now.  
 Calvin’s travel restrictions were still in force and he cautioned me against walking the highway by myself as well, especially now that night fell by 5:00 pm, leaving little time to get to and from town on foot. Nevertheless, on December 17th I felt the need to find Mom’s grave and place a memorial of some sort on it to show her spirit that I was thinking of her. I made a wreath out of some evergreen boughs and set out early in the morning, hoping to get to the hog farm before Dad woke up. 
 Walking through the woods, I felt a sense of panic that I couldn’t explain. I’d always felt so safe and at home in these woods and even having Spook at my side didn’t calm my fears. Spook felt my tension and kept looking up at me but apparently did not sense any danger. I left him at the side of the highway as usual. 
 When I got to the farm, I searched all over for some sign of a newly dug grave to no avail. Just as I was about to give up, Dad came around a corner and almost bumped into me. Instead he grabbed my shoulders roughly. He smelled of decay and neglect. 
 “Libby,” he cried, “where have you been? Why did you leave me? I’ve been looking for you all over!” 
 “Dad, it’s me, Taylor. I’m not Libby. Let me go!” 
 A look of confusion crossed his wild eyes, then realization sank in and he let me go. “What are you doing here?” he snorted. 
 “I wanted to see Mom’s grave and put this on it.” I held the wreath up as evidence of my intentions. “Where is it? I can’t find it anywhere.” 
 More confusion clouded his bloodshot eyes. “Grave?” he repeated. “Whose grave?” 
 “Mom’s. You said she died. Where is she?” 
 As the memories flooded into his consciousness, he deflated like a balloon, dropping his hands from my shoulders and slumping into the figure of an old man. Profound grief flashed across his face, and I suddenly felt sorry for him. “I’m sorry, Dad,” I said. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here for you.” 
 He looked me straight in the eyes, and for a moment I saw the handsome, confident man he was when Mom fell in love with him. But it vanished just as quickly and in its place left a haggard broken man. He turned and started walking away. 
 “Wait. Dad! Where is Mom buried?” 
 He kept walking, shaking his head as he went. “Gone. My Libby’s gone.” His shoulders started shaking, and I realized he was sobbing. 
 I was shaken up by the encounter and by the mystery of Mom’s missing grave. Memories of Uncle Owen’s missing body and the big black hog pounded in my brain. I had to leave this place but I didn’t want to go home for fear of taking bad spirits with me. So I headed for town, jogging part of the way and walking fast the rest. I made it there in just two and a half hours. On the way, the crisp clean air helped to clear my head a bit so I could figure out what to do next. 
   

 


Chapter 32


Story

   
   
 I instinctively went to the house shared by Ben and the guys. Ben was the only one home and he knew immediately that something was wrong. He put his arm across my shoulder and sat next to me on the couch while I told him about Mom. I was hoping someone in town would know something about her whereabouts but if so, the gossip hadn’t reached Ben’s ears yet. As I sniffed, trying to hold back sobs, I realized that Ben was crying silently. He looked away when I saw the tears in his eyes. I knew instinctively he wasn’t crying about my mom. 
 “Tell me about her,” I said gently. 
 It took some coaxing but he finally opened up about how he had missed seeing his mom alive by just a few days. He also told me how his dad had died in an apartment fire that burned a large portion of downtown Kansas City. I took his hands and said, “How do you cope with all the sadness, Ben? I don’t even know where to start.” 
 “Write it down, Tay,” he said, using the nickname the guys had been calling me. When I looked perplexed, he retrieved a notebook from his room upstairs and showed me pages and pages of writing, his story, he said. “You don’t have to let anyone read it. Just writing it lifts the burden on your heart.” 
 I nodded, thinking about Irv’s journal. While it hadn’t stopped him from ending his miserable life, maybe it had given him some relief in his last few months. I decided I needed to finish reading it to find out if it helped him. 
 In my mind, I saw Irv and Mom and Dad each holding up signs with words like “I hate life” and “What’s the use” and “I see ghosts” on them like in the music video Fine Again by Seether. Did writing down their problems help them to cope with them? Ben was adamant that it did, so I was determined to try it. 
 In the early afternoon as I was about to set off for home, a big group of men came into town, some on horseback or driving horse-drawn wagons, some tied together or lying prone and bloody in the back of the wagons. It looked like an after-battle scene out of a Civil War movie. Everyone wanted to know what had happened and when one of the men told us that these men were marauders who had attacked the Powell farm, my heart almost stopped, especially since none of the Powell family was among either the captors or the wounded. The man assured us that the family was okay, that their daughter-in-law had gone into labor and that’s why they weren’t there. I wanted to ask specifically about Calvin, but didn’t want to let our secret out yet, so I hurried home to contact him by CB radio. 
 I got home as night was falling, and Fern was waiting for me on the porch rocking chair, a heavy blanket around her. As I told her about all that had happened, the eerie glow of another Aurora Borealis signaled yet another large CME had struck the weakened geomagnetic shield surrounding the earth. 
 I talked long into the night with Calvin by CB while he told me about the marauders attacking their home and about his sister-in-law’s long and painful labor. He was happy to report that all were now fine, including his adorable new nephew, Joey. 
 After ending our talk, I got out Irv’s journal and read it to the end. It was almost unbearable at times, but by the end the tone seemed to be lighter and more hopeful. He ended his journal with the following sentences: Today I begin a new journey. Where I will go, I’m not sure, but it will not be in this world. This world holds nothing for me. I love my sister and my parents but I don’t love my life.

 When I finished, I wiped my tears, took out a new notebook, and began to write my story. 
 




 


Chapter 33


Reveal

   
   
 Throughout the winter and the early spring, Calvin and I met every week at the guys’ house in town to help them work on a top-secret project. Being the geeks we all were, we were determined to perfect a system of using Tesla coils to safely generate electricity to charge batteries for use in a wide array of appliances. The key word was ‘safely’ as we already knew how to make Tesla coils. 
 In May we felt we had perfected a system that was safely contained, and we were ready to reveal it to the people of the town and surrounding farms. We invited them to bring dead batteries of all kinds, from AAA to tractor batteries, for us to charge so that they could be used to power appliances that had not been tied to the power grid on either PF Day or PF Day 2. 
 The coils were built in an underground storm shelter with a thick rubber door to keep the electricity contained. We loaded the shelter with several batteries at a time, then got out, closed the door, and turned on the small battery generator that kick started the Tesla coils. After letting the batteries charge for a while, we turned off the coils and waited for the static electricity to be absorbed by the earthen walls before entering to remove the now charged batteries. Everyone was amazed at our ingenuity and we attained instant albeit short-lived celebrity status. 
 Calvin had invited his family to see what he had been working on in town, but he also had planned a surprise for them. That surprise had to do with me. Calvin’s brother, Bracken, and his girlfriend Skylar had just gotten married and Calvin felt it was the perfect time to finally reveal our budding relationship to his family. I was understandably nervous. It’s one thing to be offered a home with a family, but quite another to take their son too. Well, I didn’t know if I was going to be taking him or not, but I did know that I still felt butterflies in my stomach every time I saw him. We had even begun holding hands and kissing occasionally when no one was looking. 
 After the Tesla demonstration, Calvin led his family and me to the patio of the guys’ house and made sure we were all seated comfortably. He stood beside my chair and took my hand while I stared at the ground, my face burning with embarrassment, excitement, and anxiety. Then he spoke to his family, sounding so formal and grown up that I looked up at him to be sure it was my Calvin speaking. “Mom, Dad, and the rest of you, I have something I want to tell you.” I heard Bracken draw in his breath, and I looked over in time to see Skylar wink knowingly at him. Apparently she had known or at least guessed our secret already. “Taylor and I have been getting to know each other for a while. We want to start dating now.” He looked at me and revised his statement. “We are going to start dating now.” He smiled at me then we both looked at his parents. Lauren was smiling and John nodded. Whew. I was instantly relieved. Skylar and Robin, the wife of Calvin’s older brother Alex, came over to hug me while Bracken and Alex teased Calvin, punching him lightly in the arm and calling him “Romeo.” 
 Then Lauren, who was holding Alex and Robin’s newborn son, Joey, gave me a hug and said, “Well, I did say if there was anything you needed from us…” and we all laughed at the joke. 
 My once frozen and shattered heart felt very warm and almost whole that day and many of the days that followed. I guess Irv had been right—I had hope in me and I was destined for something greater than living in the shadows of addiction and neglect. But there would always be a small frozen part of my heart that wished Irv had chosen to stay alive to start a new journey together. 
 




 


Chapter 34


Diamond

   
   
 Not long after the revelation of our relationship, I made a decision that would impact not only my future, but also Fern’s and Calvin’s. I took Grammy’s diamond from its sanctuary in the toe of the old lady shoe and traded it for a beautiful dappled grey horse and a small carriage. Calvin and his brothers came over to help us build a corral and a lean-to for the horse and even brought us two goats to keep it company as well as to give us milk. 
 After years of living on her own, only making it to town once or twice a year with Lauren, Fern was excited to be able to go to town again in the carriage. She reconnected with the few of her old friends who had survived the aftermath of the PF days and got reacquainted with some of the younger people of the town like Mrs. Littleton, who had bought her greenhouse. 
 I enjoyed taking her to town and showing her around, and she was happy to stay at the guys’ house while we worked on our inventions. Sometimes she would even cook us meals or make us snacks in the solar oven the guys had built. The guys doted on her and called her Grandma, and she in turn spoiled them like the grandsons she never had. 
 Many days when we were not in town and didn’t have any pressing chores at home, I’d ride the horse to Calvin’s house. I enjoyed spending time with Lauren and Skylar almost as much as being with Calvin. 
 I’ve come to love that horse almost as much as Spook. The more time we spend together, the more we understand each other. I thought about all the names that would fit him—Ice, Ghost, Spirit—but in the end I decided to name him Diamond in honor of Grammy’s contribution to my freedom and also the glass mere-horse, which I now realized was so much more practical and desirable than a unicorn. 
 Ben was right about writing my story to dull the pain of my losses. It is quite cathartic to get the ghosts out of one’s mind and on to paper. It doesn’t lessen the pain or remove the thoughts of lost loved ones, but it helps to make it all manageable. Although my life seems to be on a good track and Fern and I are managing survival better than most, I often find myself wishing that I could share our successes with Grammy, Irv, and Mom, and even Dad before the ghosts had eaten away his sanity. 
 My goal in life now as I approach the age of seventeen is to find the treasures hidden in mundane things—the new things that can be made from junk, things that were once considered worthless that now are priceless, people who were once thought of as plain but are now the real beauties—just like my broken glass unicorn and a pair of old lady shoes. Life isn’t about the worth that any given society assigns something or someone, but rather the value that one can discover in everything and everyone if he or she digs deep enough. 
 As I breathe in the heavenly scent of the lilac bush under my window, I dream of the possibilities of our new life and what it means to survive now. And I’m filled with hope. Not just for myself, but for humanity. Maybe the devastation of PF Day will be the saving of the human race from the trap of vanity and indulgence we relished before. I hold my mere-horse up to the light streaming in my window, and I smile as the rainbow is released once again, knowing that it will always return. 


 




 


If you liked Taylor’s story, 


you might like to read Bracken’s story, 


How I Became a Teenage Survivalist


 


Bracken soon realizes how lucky he is to live on a farm in the Midwest. What seemed like a dull and backwards life before is now the greatest chance for survival in a powerless world. Food, water, and heat are readily available, although hard work is required to make use of them. Bracken and his family must learn to survive like their ancestors who settled the land.


 


Or Ben’s story, 


Time Lost: Teenage Survivalist II


 


Ben discovers that living in the middle of a big city makes survival nearly impossible. Starvation, dehydration, disease, freezing temperatures, and out-of-control fires imperil the desperate population. After facing unimaginable losses, Ben finds hope for the future when he meets Sara, who has endured her own share of agonizing loss. But when a murderous gang threatens to take away everything Ben has left, he and Sara flee to a wilderness area of a large city park where they learn to live off the land for survival.


 


Although each book reveals very different aspects of survival in often contrasting situations, Bracken, Ben, and Taylor prove they have what it takes to survive. Their lives eventually entwine in ways that none of them could have foreseen. The books do not have to be read in any specific order. 


www.amazon.com/Julie-L.-Casey/e/B00943SWXQ
 
 



   
 Discussion Questions 

 


1. What were some of the themes throughout the story? How did those themes affect the story and help move it along? (Examples: ice, the unicorn/mere-horse, rainbows, ghosts, the sense of smell, etc.)


2. Why did Taylor say she had been in survival mode all her life?


3. How would you describe Taylor’s personality? Is she shy, sensitive, and introverted or outgoing and gregarious? Does she confront problems head-on or try to avoid thinking about them? How does her personality type help to shape the story?


4. How smart do you think Taylor is? What clues in the story inform you about her level of intelligence?


5. What do you think about Taylor’s parents? Are they bad people or good people with insurmountable mental health problems?


6.  What did Grammy mean to Taylor, other than being her grandmother?


7.  Why did Taylor like spiders? Why did she dislike hogs?


8. Why did Taylor refuse to eat pork from the hog farm after Uncle Owen’s death? Why did she tie a towel around her face as she was frying the pork chop?


9. What were some of the personality differences between Irv and Taylor? How did it affect their relationship?


10. Why did Calvin and Taylor feel drawn to one another?


11.       Why do you think Calvin and Taylor were reluctant to tell anyone besides Fern about their budding romance?


12.       What do you think happened to Uncle Owen’s body? How about Libby’s body?


13.       Why did Ben and Taylor feel an affinity toward each other? What circumstances in their lives made them understand each other’s pain?


14. What do you think the future holds for Taylor?

 



Find Out More 

 


"Our sun is approaching a period of high turbulence, referred to as the solar maximum, with many scientists suggesting a peak in activity around 2013." This activity could result in a coronal mass ejection which, under the perfect circumstances, could cause the collapse of the power grid as portrayed in Ice Queen: Teenage Survivalist III.


 


Find out more about solar superstorms and coronal mass ejections (CME’s):


 


NOVA Secrets of the Sun


http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/space/secrets-sun.html


 


The Sun's Wrath: Worst Solar Storms in History


http://www.space.com/12584-worst-solar-storms-sun-flares-history.html


 


NASA Science: A Super Solar Flare


http://science.nasa.gov/science-news/science-at-nasa/2008/06may_carringtonflare/


 


Solar Superstorm Could Knock Out US Power Grid


http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/08/04/us-solar-superstorm-idUSBRE8721K820120804


 


 


 

 




Learning how to survive without electricity is all about creative problem solving. Think about everything in your life that runs on electricity and try to figure out a way to replace each of them. The links below show how Taylor and Fern solved some of their most pressing problems.


 


Find out how to become a survivalist:


 


How to build a gravity powered light


www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q6q1oOflJT8


 


Top 10 Off Grid Food Preservation Methods


www.theprepperproject.com/top-10-off-grid-food-preservation-methods/


 


How to Make a Solar Powered Fan!


http://www.instructables.com/id/The-Amazing-Solar-Powered-Fan-A-Green-Gadget/


 


Hugelkultur


https://www.niftyhomestead.com/blog/hugelkultur/


 


4 Ways to Use a Cold Frame


http://www.finegardening.com/4-ways-use-cold-frame


 


DIY Solar Panels - Air Heaters Made of Pop Cans


http://www.instructables.com/id/Solar-panel-air-heater-made-of-pop-cans/


 


How to make a homemade washing machine 


www.off-grid.net/2010/04/22/diy-washing-machine-and-homemade-laundry-soap/


 



   
 A Message From the Author: 
   
 Thank you for taking the time to read my book. I would be honored if you would consider leaving a review for it on Amazon. 
   
   
 I’d like to shout a big thank you to all my family, friends, and fantastic supporters of the Teenage Survivalist series. 
 You all are the best! 

 

 



   


   
 About the Author 

 


Julie Casey lives in a rural area near St. Joseph, Missouri, with her husband, Jonn Casey, a science teacher, and their three youngest sons. After teaching preschool for fifteen years, she has been homeschooling her four sons for ten years. Julie has Bachelor of Science degrees in education and computer programming and has written four books. She enjoys historical reenacting, wildlife rehabilitation, teaching her children, and writing books that capture the imaginations of young people.


 

 Find out more at www.julielcasey.com. 
 



   

Check out these other titles from


Julie L. Casey

   

How I Became a Teenage Survivalist


Time Lost: Teenage Survivalist II


Defenders of Holt


Stop Beating the Dead Horse


In Daddy’s Hands

 



   

Check out these Middle Grade and 


Young Adult Books from


Amazing Things Press

   

How I Became a Teenage Survivalist by Julie L. Casey 

Time Lost: Teenage Survivalist II by Julie L. Casey 

Convolutions by Vashti Daise 

Nikki’s Heart by Nona j. Moss 

I, Eugenius by Larry W. Anderson 

Defenders of Holt by Julie L. Casey 

A Thin Strip of Green by Vashti Daise 

Trade of the Tricks: The Tricks’ Brand
by David Noe


I Am Currency by Whitney L. Grady 

Pass of the Crow by Whitney L. Grady 

Owners of the Sky by Whitney L. Grady 

Tales of an Alien Invader 2: Camp Orion by Michelle Brown 

Entwined Courage by Tracy Lane 

John Henry’s War by Larry W. Anderson 



www.amazingthingspress.com
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