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Post-Apocalypse Dead Letter Office

by Nathan Poell






To: The incoming “postmaster”

From: Randy McNally

June 7, 20+8

To whoever occupies this post next–

I can teach you nothing. Let me tell you why.

West to Hays and east to Columbia. North to Omaha (what’s left of it), southwest to Wichita and southeast to Springfield. And all the chainkilling, chalky gravel roads and bumfuck towns in between. Roughly. This is to be your range. Get to know it. The maps here are pretty good, but have been out of date for almost eight years now.

Mark the annotations and be sure to make new ones. Topography changes, roads wash out, bridges collapse, looters roam and settle, legs will drop routes and dead. Whatever happens in your range, make it explicit on your maps. Use grease pencil – the maps are laminated for a reason.

Fuck every chance you get, because you won’t get many while you’re working this job. Tell your boys and girls to stay selective or celibate, though – ‘cause it’s probably their ass if they impregnate someone, get the clap or whatever – and steer the hell clear of stopping in Junction City. Everything and everyone there is almost biblically unclean.

Holidays blow, particularly the winter ones. For some reason, people still want to celebrate Christmas and do so by sending stupidly heavy things to loved ones. They pay well for it, but it’s taxing. You’ve got several months to get ready, though. Use that time to your best advantage.

Running dope can be an exceptionally profitable sideline. Don’t do it. Almost any town over 500 people has a dedicated pot farmer, and if he’s not the same person they probably have an opium farmer too. Medicine’s medicine, at least in this range. Their products are typically pretty good, and they are viciously protective of their local markets. Even given some of the recent events around here, the syndicates might try to lean on you a bit to get you to run the stuff. Don’t budge. Don’t do it. They’ll back off.

Keep the pecking order as out of whack as possible. Everyone rides, including you. You can certainly get away with doing only in-town deliveries, but getting out of town regularly – once a month, at least – is the best way to keep tabs on your legs and encourages them to play it straight.

Trust your people as best you can. It’s really and obviously critical, but there are problems. I’m sure you know something about this, but it is the most difficult part. You’ll have chuckleheads and puzzlers by the dozens trying to get your ear, get you to assign them routes, then they take their first pack of parcels and disappear. Fat payoff for them, if they make it where they’re headed, but they’re scum, just scum. They’re not all that hard to weed out. You’ll also get a handful or two of tough-as-knots leggers from the far northeast, the southwest, the northern plains – wherever everything utterly and truly went to shit. Here’s the problem: those tough-as-knots leggers? They can be scum, just scum, too. Don’t rely on looking folks in the eye. Ask your current legs – word still gets around, and they’ll know more than you expect. But, can you trust them? Maybe, probably, who knows. Like I said, this is the most difficult part.

Regardless, set some ground rules. I’ve left things different than I found them. Maybe not better, probably not worse. Anyway, here’s a few of the most important things I can recall putting into place.

First and foremost: there is no such thing as a free delivery. My legs are taking risks by simply riding, I’m taking risks staying in one place – more or less – and not farming or ranching or chopping decrepit Hondas into buggies or whatever the hell it is everyone else does now. I never set a minimum charge, but everyone pays something. Food, grease, rubber, whatever. (Booze is especially nice. There’s still an outfit here in town, one in Springfield and one in Columbia that makes beer. Most everywhere else you’ll get decent cider or some shitty fruit wine. I try to make sure my legs don’t drink too much of it at one time. Pot is nice, of course – especially the shit they grow down near Carthage, MO – but I do my best to keep my legs off smoking it chronically. It’ll rot their lungs and they’ll want to quit and move to wherever it was farmed.) Bartering for services was fine with me, too, especially for doctor visits. But not for sex. That can wipe out your workforce pretty damned quick. Trust me.

Related to the above: legs assume risk on their own. I’ll help them out best I’m able, but that often isn’t a whole hell of a lot. Most of the roads are pretty safe, but there are still some bandits out there. Precious few of them might be decent bow shots, too, although I’ve never had a leg of mine die in that manner. But, if a leg of mine knocks up some skank or gets knocked up by some hayseed, that’s life. I can maybe keep the former idiot on, but pregnant women can’t ride for shit and they’re freaky loco.

No equipment loans. Ever. There’s loads of beggars everywhere – every single one of them with an excuse why they need a brake lever, a bottom bracket, even a whole damn ride. They even make their kids beg. Well OK, beggars might be harsh; most of them are just farmers and farmers’ kids. Regardless, you can’t just give away components. Your legs’ rides will wear out faster than you can really believe, and you can’t ever be without an ample supply of spare parts.

No parcel dumps. Ever. Legs deliver for me or they don’t come back. (Unfortunately, they occasionally don’t come back. See several places above.) For every trick some moronic bandit has up his sleeve, my leg has three and a spiked baseball bat should things get really ugly. Also, some of the larger syndicates out west and east (Denver and Cleveland, particularly) are not forgiving when it comes to non-delivery. They have eyes in places you wouldn’t expect, and a long reach. Bandits haven’t been much of a problem around here, anyway, so there’s really no reason for a leg to have to drop his parcels to effect a getaway.

OK, there is an exception to this last rule. Well, maybe a corollary or – shit, I’m not an Englishian, all right? That rule kind of goes with this one. If one of my legs can’t deliver, meaning “can’t actually locate the person the letter/package/whatever is to be delivered to” (no dead drops in my operation, by the way), they’re allowed to open the item, read it – they still ought to be able to read – to gather more information to complete the delivery, then try further. If they still can’t deliver, they bring back the item to me and only me and I keep it here. (It just saves me a ton of trouble and anxiety when I can produce the letter immediately if a syndicate comes asking rather than sending my most rested up leg several hundred miles afield and waiting for days on end for he or she to retrieve it.) Then I kill the leg that failed to deliver it. Just kidding – I only crush his or her kneecaps. Ha ha. Truth be told, I don’t have this dead letter problem very often. It happens so rarely, in fact, that only a few have not been delivered to their intended recipients during my brief but still far too fucking long time here. They – and the ones Biggs didn’t get delivered – are all sitting right under this note. I’ve tried to keep them in order timewise, but they might be a bit shuffled.

This should be enough information to get you hip deep in shit. You’re in charge now – HA! For how long, who knows. They ain’t making components anymore, and the horse trade out of central Kentucky is so much now that they might be phasing us out in the next few years. Have a backup plan if and when your gig here goes to shit.

Speaking of which, I’m heading out to bumble-humperton to work on a pot commune. If you ever want to ask me a question or drop by, don’t. Unless this is Beebee; if so, quit and come join me. You know the way.

Keep your wheels trued and your chain greased.

Randy “Rand” McNally

P.S. - Learn the maps already!







To: Dan Hoch, Elroy Fruit Farm, Wamego, KS

From: Ron Greenbud, Greenbud Farm, Cape Girardeau, MO

June 25, 20+7

Dan-O,

Hey, long time no talk, you know. Things have been busy here for a while, otherwise I’d have written you right back. Honest.

How’s Tammy been? Little Dean and Hattie? How about old Tom? Last you wrote, he was on his last legs. Not that I’d wish death on him, and I know you’ve been the real motivating force behind the entire operation for over seven years now, but are you now the co-owner of Elroy Fruit (and not even thinly disguised pot) Farm?

So yeah, sorry for not writing, but things have been god damn crazy here at chez Greenbud for the last four or five months.

Firstly, we had some syndicate courier douchebag come down here early this spring, trying to move in some shitty bud and opium. (OK, truth be told, his dope wasn’t too awful bad, but come on, his fatcat bosses were trying to move in on the fucking Cape, man!) We figured it was the St. Louis branch of the Cleveland syndicate, as the boys in Memphis wouldn’t be so dumb as to try and move shit upstream. Also, we heard that some folks up in Lincoln put a courier in his place and basically exposed an entire syndicate to ridicule last year. Figured it might be the same gang trying to move their product here on our turf.

Well, regardless of who sent him, we set him straight. Nice enough kid, I suppose. You should have seen him ride into town. He tried to be subtle as possible about it, rode in at dusk to what he thought was a safehouse... but Key-Righst you’d have laughed too if you’d seen the bale he was packing on his rack. He was seriously so weighted down on the back end that I was half-afraid his front tire would hit a rock and pop him into a perma-wheelie.

Of course, we captured him right away. He brandished this little butterfly knife like he’d gut every one of us. He seemed serious about it, too, but the opium-dosed joint he smoked with his safehouse “buddy” proved too much for him to bear. I guess I would have felt bad if he’d died... but not as bad as if I’d let some syndicate take over our pharmacultural affairs. Regardless, he came out of his stupor about six hours later, just after daybreak. And then we started with the torture. The application of goose feathers under his armpits and nose, sight of some of the leatherier girls on loan from the pool hall prancing about buck naked, and simple promise of another laced joint simply in return for a bit of information... dude had told us all we needed to know before two hours had passed. Of course, we weren’t satisfied, so we gave him what he wanted, then asked him to stick around.

Lloyd’s now one of our best fieldworkers. Hell of a nice guy, too. The stuff we took off his bike has been added to St. Francis’s drug stock, as it should be. The Nebraskans might have gotten the same result as we had, but there’s less violent ways of working, you know.

We’ve also been staving off this drought best we can. The farm itself is just a couple miles off the riverbanks, but we still play hell getting water out here if it doesn’t rain. The cannabis will do fine without irrigation, but the poppies need water, and so we had to implement a modified, bike-based bucket brigade. It’s kept the few hands we can keep and even sometimes me and Lisa riding four or so hours a day every day for the last three months. It’s worked out well, though. Good looking field of poppies.

Anyway, with regards to your previous letter, I think I know now what your basic cultivation problem is. You remember, how you mentioned that all the plants you been growing have all produced such shitty bud and gone all rangy-looking on you? Yeah, I figured it out. So, your farm is a mile or so south of town, right? Right down in the Kansas River floodplain? Well, I knew it before, but if you’d mentioned it to any friendlies in town they would have instantly and unmistakably pegged you as being a city boy. (You Lawrence kids never ever went down near the river, did you? Too many fucking junkie bums and cruisers down near the levee, huh? Made mommy too nervous to take you there, I bet.) That whole floodplain area along the Kansas – especially just off the banks – is just lousy with ditchweed and/or straight hemp. There’s no use trying to tame that shit, either... within our lifetimes, anyway. That shit’s always going to be just shit. Not good shit, not the shit, just shit. Trust me, an upstart farm in Cairo – not connected to any syndicate that I was aware of, and I am aware of most everything that happens in my market, as previously mentioned – just down the river, went through the same thing. They were sitting just off the river, and got terrible yields two years in a row. Got so bad that this year they switched to hemp and diversified to some other crops. I was personally glad to hear they didn’t go out of business completely, but had to change their focus. Competition is good, as long as it doesn’t threaten me. You know?

On the upside, you have a couple options. First is to bag up all the bud on your good starts before you move them out of your greenhouse (You have been keeping them in a separate space, haven’t you?) and keep trying to cultivate as usual. That’s a hell of a lot of work for what will likely be very little return at all, and given that the upshot of a whole nother failed crop might be losing the entire orchard, it’s a huge risk to be running.

Now, the second option, and the one I’d recommend has a couple steps. First, you get in touch with a couple other local farmers, preferably ones to the north of town. Not pot growers, of course, but folks who raise staples... OK, staples other than cannabis. Pitch this idea to them: you’ll be willing to trade, acre for acre, the land that belongs to them for the land that belong(ed) to your stepdad. You may not know it, but they definitely will that all that land right next to the river is some of the best, most fertile ground in the country, maybe the world. Now, you don’t need that land to grow your particular cash crop. It’ll do better the warmer, more light and humid it is, but it’ll grow just dandy in almost any kind of soil and as long as you can get it some water periodically. You know the old joke: that’s why they call it cannabis sativa... wait, what? The upsides to this one are obvious: you get a spot off the river and out of ditchweed pollen range for your plants to grow in, you’re less exposed to those few elements of the (almost entirely self-appointed) law who are not sympathetic to folks growing their own medicine, and last but not least is that your fellow farmers have way better land on which to raise grain, beans, squash and all other manner of edible vegetation. The only real downside is that you’ll have to give up your fruit trees, as the old ones won’t transplant at all and the young ones won’t very well. But you could get cuttings and grow clones. Just read up on how to do it – you still have a library there, right? – because it’s not that hard. Hell, the colonials used to do shit like that all the time, and in such a worse climate than we have. It’ll be a piece of cake for you to do. You owe me half a barrel of cider, too, you chintzy fucker. Don’t think I’ve forgotten.

Oh, and you’ll have to move. But whatever, you’ll still be in greater Wamego, raising and smoking world-class bud. Hahhah.

I guess you could try just heading down to the Kansas and chop down all the ditchweed you can locate, but you may as well try emptying the river a thimbleful at a time for all the good it’ll do you.

So, yeah, just go ahead and use those plants you’ve got right now for fabric. I say again: they are no good. Just in case you haven’t been following my advice and haven’t kept the starts inside or someplace other than your main cultivation area, I’ve taken the precaution of sending a couple new cuttings with this letter. (Yeah, usually the couriers will bitch about hauling off anything that weighs more than a tenth of an ounce or some such shit, but you tuck a little Greenbudis greenbudis in their pocket and they’re just docile as lambs.) They’re both from a great cultivar, one that came over from the Netherlands a year or two before the all the shit went down. Can’t remember the name off the top of my head. It was some offshoot of Lebanese Blonde, but the new cultivar’s name wasn’t even remotely catchy. Some damned arbitrarically – maybe even capriciously, having known several cultivators from my time in Rotterdam – alphanumerically encoded nomenclature. Typical Dutch nonsense.

Hey, call it MK420. Guess the numeric part doesn’t really mean much to folks nowadays. Huh. Well, leave it on anyways, as a reminder of the bad old days long past, and the bad new days that aren’t quite so bad as the bad old days... and to be capricious.

Wink at Tammy and then apologize for me. And say hello to the kids, or not.

Viva la revolucion verde or whatever!

Ron G.







To: Charles Yao, Kansas City, MO

From: The Seattle Crew, Seattle, WA

June 8, 20+7

Hey, Chuck! it’s Deanne, Nick and Nicole from Ballard!

We got your previous letter, dated March 10th, just two weeks ago. Those cogboys sure seem to take their time. There can only be, what, like two or three mountain ranges in between here and KC, right? Buncha lazybodies. Ha.

It was so wonderful to hear that you’ve finally found some work. None of us had any idea you’d done woodworking before. It’s probably nowhere near doing IT work for Schwab but we’re sure you’re a real asset to them and hope that you’re happy there. What we mean is... we’re sure you get what we mean.

Also great to hear that you’re now engaged to Jean. She’s a very lucky lady, indeed. Deanne says you’re a very lucky son of a bitch. We REALLY did not imagine that we’d learn that you’re expecting, too. Congratulations are in order (see enclosed bottle – homemade, of course. Jean probably shouldn’t have any for another six months... then again, it may take that long to get to you.)! Things are really on the upswing for you both.

We were all very sorry to learn about Snapdragon. Thirteen years is pretty damn good for a tabby these days, though, and we know she led a full life – for at least the five years we were around her, anyway. Still remember you bringing her home from the shelter, just a little tricolor fuzzball. When she chose one of Nick’s Bean boots as her living room – and the other as her litter box – we knew you’d picked a winner. Such a sweetie. We’re sure she’s in a better place now. (Nick just made a disgusting joke that I will not repeat here, or ever for that matter. Yeesh.)

To get you up to speed on our doings here. Deanne is still with the mayor’s office, trying to find new ways to make life in town less shitty. I (Nicole) have been doing most of the housework, the gardening, mending, cooking and other day-to-day stuff. Never pegged me for a housewife, did you? Nick has been staying with us, happily, and working four fulltime jobs – as a gardener and freelance fisherman by day, a minstrel at dusk and our love slave by night. (“Haw haw,” says Nick.) The powers that be are trying to get the locks working again by retrofitting it to work manually, and recently got a kick in the ass about it, as there’s rumored to be a pod of orca just outside the bay. Most folks think the orca are OK, but would rather not have them near their boats or eating fish in the bay. Nick’s been assured that if/when the locks come back online, he’ll be brought back on full time. With it being manually operated, he’ll get some exercise to boot (HA!).

He seems kind of ambivalent about going back to work after so many years, and for good reason. He has turned into quite the fisherman. No really. Keeps us pretty full up w/fish – more than we can eat, most days. Living near the locks and (recently converted) botanical garden has quite a few advantages. Not only are we able to get down to the garden early to work and earn our share of the produce, but if we get there around first light, we can usually snare or shoot a coney. Fish is great, but it’s nice to have a bit of red(ish) meat every now and then. Plus, I have figured out how to tan hides (Nick’s really laughing, now) and have made us some seriously comfy slippers, vests and even a blanket. Deanne still wears whitefolk (read: cotton) clothing and Red Wings to her workplace at the mayor’s, but Nick and I have almost completely switched over to all animal-based dress. Wool and leather, baby!

It was pretty fortunate that I’d been doing this, as Nick actually had a brush with death a month or so ago. Which is part of the reason we’re writing you.

Deanne had left first thing to ride over to the mayor’s. Nick and I slept in a bit that morning, shared a pot of coffee, a bowl of leftover potato and leek soup and a nice slice of salmon jerky and then rode down to the garden. I got to working and Nick strode off to fish. It couldn’t have been an hour or two later when I heard yelling coming from the pier. (Everything’s so wonderfully quiet these days, we can actually hear conversations coming from houseboats across the bay.) Well, after a minute finishing weeding the squash patch, I headed down to towards the noise. Of all the things I expected to see, Nick doing the sidestroke towards the shoreline towing what appeared to be a bag of laundry with him wasn’t one of them. The tide was rolling out, and Nick was struggling to make it back with whatever he had stupidly gone in the water for. Finally, it seemed, he got to the shallows and started dragging the thing along with all his might. That’s when I realized the thing was a pale wisp of a man.

Nick hauled the guy up to the shoreline and then collapsed on top of him. I finally got up to them, and Nick rolled off and looked up to me. He coughed out a bit of water and said something like “Maybe more,” and pointed west. I looked up and gasped. Through the mist I could see a barge drifting south through the sound.

One of my fellow community gardeners, Todd – nice guy – helped me wrap up Nick and the man overboard as best we could, then we hauled them back to the house. I stoked up the fire to a probably too-hot level, but it was all I could really think to do. Nick was cold to the touch, but the other guy simply felt like he was already dead. We tore the clothes off them both and threw them on the bed. Todd stripped down and jumped into the bed as I tossed blanket after blanket on top of all three of them. (The rabbit fur blanket went on first, as I thought it’d hold the heat in best.) I undressed quick as I could and then we both linked arms together and huddled around Nick and the sailor.

The worst part was, the sailor was no longer breathing. Todd and I looked at each other – we both could just... tell. Nick seemed to be getting worse. We couldn’t both try to resuscitate the sailor and keep Nick from freezing to death at the same time. So, God help us Charles, we lowered the sailor out of the bed and huddled around Nick.

It was a few hours later when Deanne came home. She let out a little yelp when she saw us all together in the bed, not to mention the body on the floor.

In spite of himself – he’s not the brightest guy – Todd laughed and said, “Betcha wish she was in here with you instead of me, huh?” Nick turned his head just enough to catch Todd’s eye, then purred and smiled at him. At that point, I knew he’d recover just fine.

We buried the sailor two days later at the botanical garden entrance. Nick was still weak at the time, but wanted us to give him a pencil and paper. When we got back from the burial, he showed us a shakily written note and said the sailor had been yelling something at him, then talking to him, then whispering, and that he was trying to listen to what he was saying after he’d dragged the guy onto the shore. Nick says he wrote down the words phonetically so they’d make sense to him. He says he remembered it perfectly. Well... I don’t think Nick really knows what he’s talking about when he says phonetically, but regardless, we think the language is Mandarin.

This is borne out by the evidence recovered from the vessel itself. A couple sailors decided to tail the barge, which kept drifting south through the sound. Eventually it washed ashore on Bainbridge island. It was empty, except for some paperwork in the bridge.

We don’t mean to pressure you into doing translation work for us, but we paid quite a bit to get this missive and its accompanying bottle of cheer into your hot little hands. Two whole smoked salmon and a pint jar of roe. Steep, but totally worth it all the same. We think the couriers are upset that folks are giving them more to deliver in the early spring and late fall, when it really sucks to ride cross country. (We’re not saying that you shouldn’t send us more mail whenever you want, though!)

Anyway, we wouldn’t have mailed this to you, but we can’t get any Chinese folks to talk to us. A whole lot of people around here bought into the rumors that the Chinese were to blame for the lights going out, the cars stopping working, etc. Deanne said that she overheard a member of the mayor’s staff passing on the latest rumor – that he knew for a fact that “The Yellows” had seeded the clouds and somehow caused this year’s late hard frost (ruined the apple crop). Deanne apparently confronted him about it, asked how they could do that when no plane’s flown here or anywhere else for almost a decade. She swears he mouthed the word “gliders”.

Well, with idiotic ideas like that in abundance around here (even amongst some of the most progressive, decent folks in town), a bit of violence seemed very likely. And, sure enough, after word of the “saboteurs’ barge” got out, a pretty nasty mob took it to the international district. Thankfully, nobody got killed or anything, but some eyes were blacked and a few storefronts – previously abandoned, most of them – got damaged. The end result was that lines were drawn and pretty much everyone of Asian descent has sealed theirself up in the international district. It really does suck. The mayor, at Deanne’s urging, is making peaceful overtures to the leaders in the district. And, despite Nick’s honest-to-Christ heroic efforts to save the barge’s last survivor, it doesn’t seem that they’re coming around. There’s some old adage that goes like, “A million attaboys don’t equal one gotcha,” and it has certainly rang true in this instance. But, we’re not done trying. The pages attached are copies of Nick’s – we kept the originals, just in case the mayor’s efforts pay off. Regardless, if you can figure it out we’d really love to know what it says, if only to honor the memory of the men who died on the barge. Given, of course, that you can actually decipher Nick’s handwriting (you should have seen the original one he scribbled out when he was just coming out of his hypothermia). Hee!

All our love to you and Jean (and little Jean or Charlie).

Signed,

The Ballard Posse

Deanne Nicole Nick

“Neh-eee, kay. Yinyongkey. Yooawn shing meeawn bow. Keykey.” –Nick









To: Fred Whitman, Kansas City, MO

From: Olive Barnes, Eureka, CA

May 14th, 20+7

Dearest Fred,

Hello from me and all the Eureka Public Library crew. Well, what few of us there are still employed here.

Hope all has been well for you and your family down in KC. Haven’t heard very much from our super-extended family lately. Have you and Lisa tied the knot? Any little Freds on the way?

We are simply so isolated up here, so far off the major roads that we rarely get any outside news. Our courier only comes three or four times a year, and he or she is almost always forced to stay several days. It always turns into a rather weird event, with the courier getting brought all kinds of really good food and treats and even booze, if the local trees produce any fruit. Last time he (our courier is usually a he) relayed to us some weird rumors from up north... after gorging himself on salmon and cheese and lackluster perry, that is. Something about a boat full of Korean or Chinese saboteurs getting found out near Olympia...? So strange – what possible motive could there be? There’s almost nothing mechanical to sabotage now. Well, it’s doubtful that you’ve heard anything about that, you old flatlander. Bet you have some odd stories of your own.

We actually saw something extremely strange three weeks, maybe almost a month ago. Couple things, actually. It was mid-day on a Saturday, and Gary and I were working in the garden. I raise the veggies and a few chickens, and Gary has a booming ganja garden. (I don’t smoke it, and Gary smokes very little, but we get a great barter for it at the market.) Just both of us on our knees, toiling away when we heard an all-encompassing boom all of a sudden, then a roaring, rushing sound. Well, you just don’t hear those now, you know? So we both sprang up like a couple of meerkats and started looking up. Saw a huge ball of fire just streaking across the sky, trailing smoke and debris. It plunged out of our sight pretty quick and then we heard another gigantic boom. We had a town hall meeting that evening and discussed what it might have been. Most folks thought it was a meteorite. Others said they tracked it and saw it crash out in the bay. Well, most everyone is no longer very skittish about things around here, but I can say for us, anyway, that we didn’t sleep too well the next one or two nights. It was our understanding that meteors were prone to running in packs, so to speak, and we weren’t sure if the one that had buzzed Eureka was a loner or the alpha. Know what I mean? Well, four days went by, and neither we nor anyone else had heard or seen anything out of the ordinary, until a young lady – maybe 14 – came up to the reference desk carrying something really weird looking. It took me a few minutes to recognize what it was, but finally I figured out that it was part of a small photovoltaic panel. She said she had found it down by the bay docks. We’ve all seen some odd things come out of the bay now and then, right? But the panel looked halfway melted. Things were a bit busy – more on that later – but I asked her to meet me down there around six. So I rode down there as the library was closing, but I couldn’t get near the docks. There was a huge crowd of people there, and it was impossible to get through.

I finally saw the girl I’d met with earlier in the day. There was this sparkle in her eye, and she breathlessly told me all about the satellite washing up to the shore. She seemed truly excited that what was basically a two-ton re-entry missile had missed razing and/or setting fire to of her hometown by the narrowest of margins and plunged into a nearby body of water.

Can you imagine the panic had we all had foreknowledge of this event? Mass media-type news reporting, I mean. I suppose the folks at NASA would have been able to guide the satellite elsewhere, further out to the Pacific, maybe, but who knows? Eureka would have been emptied out in half a day. Nobody here would have eaten fish out of the bay for months, probably at least a year. It would have been a superfund site or some such affair. There would have been congressional investigations, hearings, etc etc. And rightly so. But now? Now it’s a sideshow for kids and adults alike.

I guess that... things have shifted at such a basic level. For us, here, anyway – guess I can’t speak for you and yours. But I... but we – I’ve discussed this with Gary, so I think I can speak for him, as well – feel simultaneously empowered by our new relevance to everyone else in Eureka (and their reciprocally increased relevance to us) and diminished by both the disconnect we have with almost everyone else outside town (Except you, sweetheart! Well, and everyone else I write, of course. But it’s not immediate the way it used to be, you understand?) and our newfound ambivalent attitude towards nature. Again, maybe it is different for you and yours in Kansas City – is it still pretty big, or has there been migration away from it? Couldn’t be larger than it used to be, could it? (We had our fair share of deaths the first couple years here, but were spared the horrors of what happened in the metro areas. Especially Los Angeles – so depressing to think about.)

We still really love the fact that we’re in such a beautiful area, but there are a couple things that lessen its general importance to us. First, I mean, it can’t talk back. One of my most favorite patrons ever was this Nam vet named Tim. Hate using the word grizzled, but it fits him so well. Left arm amputated just below the elbow, had one of those crude, hook-like prosthetics but only wore it maybe once a month. It was always a shock when I saw it, because he came in almost every day before the lights went dark. Simply the nicest person you’d ever want to meet. Quiet guy, but not in a creepy way, just so low-key. First time I saw him was in 1999 or so. Seems like forever ago. Anyway, he’d come in an hour after opening and sit in one of the upright chairs at a table (not those cushy ones most of the others patrons prefer) and read the daily Times. The morning after the entire modern world went to hell he was at the front door a little bit late. Well, everyone else was a little bit late, too – had to walk! And he was at the periodical rack pretty quick but there was no paper for him. So he sat in his same chair for a minute, then came back and asked me what I thought was happening. Why it was so quiet. And I’d noticed that the lights were out – hard to miss, despite having pretty good daylighting in the library – but hadn’t even taken a listen to anything all morning. I’d just been in such a rush, thinking it was an above-average pain in the ass day with no alarm, no shower and a fritzing car. But then, I heard what he heard. In retrospect, there always seemed to be a rustle, a vibration that wasn’t even part of the air when everything was still running. It was in everything you touched, it seemed. Maybe a constant baseline subsonic automotive hum? Regardless, at that moment that he mentioned it, I noticed. It was gone – the surrounding air was so still, flat almost. I don’t mind telling you that in that moment, I got profoundly weirded out and asked him when he had noticed it. He said it woke him up, and when he woke up, he couldn’t see, and that he knew something was up at that point. And so we started talking, it seemed, to take the place of that lost noise.

He didn’t come in all that often afterwards. I think he treasured his Times more than conversation with me – and really, you can’t blame him, can you? But, maybe four or five times a month he would show up at the reference desk early in the morning, and we’d just chat. Just half an hour or so, maybe 45 minutes, but never even an hour I’m sure. And virtually always simple day-to-day stuff that, back when the lights were on and I was somehow so engaged with other things, I would have been not even impatient but downright confrontationally brusque with him over. (I still have mixed feelings about this – have I somehow plunged into welcoming full-on banality into my life to simply shut out the fact that there is no more buzzing everything-elseness vying for my attention? I’d like to think not.)

Well, so about a year and a half ago, he just faded out of existence, just disappeared. In the dead of winter, with no vehicle (bike I mean, of course), no extra food that we knew of – it was a lean harvest for everyone that year – no note left behind and no left arm. Only seeing him a few times a month, it took me at least a couple weeks to notice. And we never found him. He’s gone, no telling where. I actually contacted the lazy-assed police and they wound up checking out his tiny apartment. And now. The mornings are a lot quieter. I got really used to no coffee machine spluttering, no semi-trucks rumbling by to shake the whole library, no instant messaging software beeping at me, a myriad of nothings to listen to. Still haven’t gotten used to not hearing Tim’s voice every now and then.

On the bright side, things have kept swinging here at EPL. We took such a hit the first few months after the lights went out that the director thought we may have to close down the library completely. I mean, we had such little traffic those months, nobody had any more use for DVDs or CDs or offline public use computers. It was a really desperate time for all of us here. But by late winter we were getting a steady trickle of community folks asking really practical questions. “It’s getting cold – how can I better insulate my place?” and “All this fish my husband caught the other day is going bad – how can I preserve it?” and on and on. So we checked out quite a few of our home improvement and food preservation books those months. Unfortunately, the majority of them have not been returned. Hope springs eternal, but it’s unlikely those will ever make it back to us. The non-return rate got so bad that we actually had to revise our circulation policies and how our collection was categorized. We went through every book in the library – yeah, I know! – and set aside those that were, at heart, do-it-yourself type books. Someone (Monica Perth, remember her? Jeez, what a bint.) wanted to toss out all the books that mention power tools or blenders or whatever, but that was stupid and we quashed it. I mean, honestly. There are manual tools that’ll do what power tools do, just slower and with greater exertion required of their operators. Regardless, the DIY materials are all on the reference shelf, now, which is now located in the most convenient and well-lighted area of the library. (Right where the CD and DVD collections used to be, you remember?) We will, under extremely powerful persuasion, check out one of those books. For the most part, though, people are happy to come in and pore over whatever book describes what they want to do, make a few notes, and then scamper off to put whatever it is they learned into practice.

We’ve been getting tons more fiction checkouts, too, but the real still-in-the-circulating-collection gems have been the music books. All kinds of sheet music, and instructional stuff like “Piano for beginners”, “Advanced piano”, “The New Drum Circle Companion” and “Harmonica Made Easy” (good god, we love checking out that last one to kids), etc. have simply been flying off the shelves. Their popularity has made both me and the director a bit nervous about the return rate, but she thinks that the general regard of and respect for the library has shot up so much lately that folks will use its collections more appropriately. She still has not ventured to make the do-it-yourself section a part of the circulating collection again, but most of the staff figure it’s only a matter of time. (We all want her to keep it as-is, though. It works so damned well, you know?)

There’s been a huge resurgence in the local politics scene, too. Hell of it is that it’s not been so great for Gary and my particular political predilections.

The first winter we spent without any lights or heat or anything else was comparatively mild. Stroke of luck, as everything else was bad enough already. So, we don’t have particularly bad winters here as a rule – just a lot of rain, mainly – and this one was even better than most. Still, most folks blew through what little wood and paper they had, if any, pretty quickly, and took to scavenging the nearby forests for easy limbs to break off or haulable logs. Few folks had any real idea how to cure wood or anything else, so there was a lot of smoky fires burning that winter. Several people who were unaware how to clean and operate their stoves succumbed to carbon monoxide poisoning. Once word got out about that, we had a run on wood fire stove books. A couple that got returned were missing their title pages (we think they were used for tinder... what are you gonna do?)

Well, the next spring a whole bunch of rough-and-tumble types decided that cutting down a redwood would be a brilliant idea. So much wood, you’d be able to fuels dozens, hundreds of house stoves a year with just a tree or two. So they went out and did that, took them the better part of two days without any chainsaws. Then it fell and knocked over a smaller tree, which fell on one of the lumberjacks. Completely crushed his right leg, and he died a few hours later as they were hauling him back into town. So, though their idiocy and negligence they got a man with a wife and kid killed. But that got swept under the rug once everyone understood that there was a huge source of lumber and firewood out there for the taking. And, truth be told, it’s worked out pretty well. We have very few horses in town, and their main use now is to haul the logs back down to town, where folks can get at them with smaller saws and take what they need. The wood is not outstanding for any particular purpose, but adequate for most. After that first year we all met and re-prioritized, so that lesser trees get taken first, as the redwood regrowth rate is so phenomenally slow. The town is now harvesting maybe one redwood every couple years, depending on our needs. It’s been a compromise that most people are happy with. We’re not so much, but we’ve been grossly outnumbered and so that’s the way it is.

Well now we’ve got some “enterprising” folks – former lumberyard owners, imagine that! – saying we need to start harvesting more and sell it to other cities. You can probably infer Gary and my thoughts on that idea. They want to take out four or five a year! And who are they going to sell this lumber to? Can’t ship them, and we can only use so much here. So they’re just going to kill off almost half a dozen trees a year, chop them up and let them go to pot downtown. Gah!

We and most of the people we know well have dug in over this, and others are listening and weighing the options carefully. Not like before, when we couldn’t get a word in edgewise against logging interests. So maybe that’s it. We used to listen to the system, forced into taking a passive part in that one-sided conversation only maybe to whisper a tiny “yes” or “but I think...” every now and then. Now we’re talking to each other again to fill the silence that the system never should have filled in the first place. And they resonate loud and clear. And you’ll never hear me say “Talk is cheap” ever again.

And now I see that I’ve almost completely run out of space on this page, and this is the last page available to us in the entire house. (Well, next weeding I expect I’ll be able to pick up more. And I can dig out the last few CDs we have in the collection – the CD case booklets almost always have “Notes” sections. Perfectly lined, and their small size gets us a discount from the courier.)

Your ever-chatty friend,

Olive







To: Rev. Peter Hodgson, Independence, MO

From: Bobby Cox, Colorado Springs, CO

April 24, 20+7

Reverend Hodgson,

This is Bobby Cox, from Colorado Springs. Not sure if you remember me, but my folks and me were members of your church there in Independence. I’m writing you today for a few different reasons, so I’d appreciate it if you could bear with me a bit while I work through them all.

First, I haven’t heard from my parents for almost six months. It might be just that they didn’t want to send me any mail in the winter time because that’s when it costs so much more to send anything, but it’s spring now and I had hoped to hear something from them, and they always used to send me a letter every couple months, at least. Have you heard from them, talked to them or their neighbors or friends at all or know where they might be right now? Neil and Nancy Wright are a couple people my parents are friends with, and they’re in your church, too. And I think my folks know a Mr. Whitman who used to be in your church, but is now a Methodist or something. Not sure which church he’s in now. I know this isn’t your job at all, but can you ask around to see if you can find him or the Wrights, and if so ask them to contact my folks and/or me?

I’m not all that nervous about this being the case, but my parents are a lot older than some people out here in Colorado Springs that I know or know of who died. OK, I guess that does make me a little nervous, because most things have been not all that bad out here to be for the last five or six years, particularly climate-wise. And I know the heat and humidity out in your neighborhood is so much worse than it is here. It just... I hope they haven’t been overexerting themselves in the heat, or if so, that they’ll at least consider slowing down a bit. (I actually tried getting them to move out here with me a couple years ago – no offense to your or Independence, of course – for reasons including the less humid summers. As is obvious, they turned me down. Please forgive me for not filling you in on the fine details of that exchange at this moment.)

I guess if you do see my parents, would you please pass this letter or at least the gist of it to them, mainly just to tell them how I’ve been and to please get in touch with me.

I have been OK lately. Been much better, been a bit worse. Glad I had bought a condo with a southern exposure. Get a lot more light and warmth in the winter that way. Could be a bit closer to a decent water source. Fountain creek just doesn’t cut the mustard, ‘cause there’s tons of bums and now some gang members who use it as their personal toilet. Filthy, verminous people. Of course, things will get a lot better waterwise in the summer time. The thunderstorms still roll over Cheyenne mountain in early afternoon. (If I had a watch that still worked, I’d probably be able to set it by the minute the rain started.) I can usually get a few gallons every afternoon it rains using a big bucket at the end of my gutter. (A homebrewing bucket a “friend” of mine bought me years ago. Well, I have neither the extra money nor the motivation now to spend my time and effort making something that will simply poison me. Took me too long to figure that out for myself.) Don’t even have to share the runoff with my condo neighbors, as they started doing the same thing just a year or two ago. Makes it that much easier to stay clean and have drinking and cooking water.

I have been using my old books and magazines and old college papers and notebooks to cook food in my hibachi on the patio. I know my folks always disapproved of that, thought what I wrote and the books might be important some day, but cooking what food I can come across is more important than my undergraduate essays on the beatific imagination of Taylor Caldwell. (She did write so wonderfully about the savior’s redeeming power, but the grades I got were never that great.) I use the papers and such only to cook from time to time, to conserve them as fuel. Also, I still have all my old warmies to bundle up in during the winter, so I don’t really have to build a fire to heat the condo. Still gets pretty darn cold, I can tell you that, even with the southern exposure. I’ve heard that there are solar heater window type things that people can install that will really help heat up the area they’re attached to, but have neither the money to buy one or the materials or expertise to make and install one myself.

I guess I have been eating well enough. A few blocks away from the condo is Memorial Park. Well, I don’t know if you ever visited Colorado Springs, much less that area, but if you saw it now you wouldn’t recognize it at all. It’s a gigantic community garden now, with staples like corn and beans, tomatoes and chilies and just tons of other stuff. More and more every year. The apple trees that got planted have grown so-so and haven’t fruited yet. It’s been almost four years now, so we expect they’ll fruit soon. The cherry trees have done OK, took a rather meager harvest off them last year. Hope to get more this coming summer. The blooms look good so far this spring.

We even took out the firefighter memorial and all the concrete that surrounded it, converted the ball fields and everything to get more space for gardening. We need every inch of space that we can get because the harvest has to be split many hundred, maybe several thousand ways. I don’t know all that much about how it get split up, but as a laborer I get a decent share. (My folks know a lot of this I’m pretty sure. I just want to reassure them that I’m not starving. They worried about that, though, even when I was working at the base as a contractor for Lockheed-Martin. Seems like forever ago now.)

The fort really isn’t one anymore, hasn’t been for over four years now. It’s more like Ranch Carson now. There’s a little remnant of the military left, but it’s maybe a few hundred people. Just a garrison, and the rest of the land has been basically commandeered by the very folk that were pretty high up in the command structure to begin with. And so apparently they kept a lot of personnel occupied there, doing subsistence farming. Swords into plowshares, YES! The soil down that way doesn’t seem to produce quite as well, but I’ve heard those on the base get by OK.

There are those, and this is truly unfortunate, who left every semblance of civilization behind and have taken to looting and/or actually raiding the gardens and farms in and out of town. I can’t say that I understand why they feel this is a good thing for them to do. It only hurts others and themselves, in the long run. It seems to wax and wane according to the weather that year. It was pretty bad a couple years ago, when there was a bit of a drought on. They seemed to raid more frequently then, and were a lot more violent about it. Fortunately, their ilk is few in number, and they’ve never gotten truly organized. They seem more content to just thieve or even forcibly take food and then eat it down near Fountain creek, then defecate all over the place there. Scum... well, I’m sorry to have these feelings Reverend, but nothing anyone does seems to bring them around. I try to emulate Jesus best I can, but... God I am not. I think... hope you understand what I’m getting at.

Regardless, no one around here that I’m aware of has starved to death. And, so that’s one of the other reasons I’m writing to you. I have some questions that I’ve been unable to get answered by those around here, which is frustrating, because there are so many very knowledgeable biblical scholars and leaders in the Springs. It’s one of the reasons I moved out here, to be around such good people.

Well, so I guess the questions are all kind of tied together in a certain way. So let me just start in with one. Me and pretty much everyone else in town have had pretty much enough to eat. There have been some kind of lean times, especially with not having much meat at all, but we haven’t had mass starvation here that I’m aware of. I and the folks I work with have gotten word that a multitude of people further south in Texas and New Mexico and Arizona and south California have starved, though. And just a few years ago, some woman rode into town half-starved and asking which way to Pike’s Peak. Poor woman, ranting about floods and pleading for brandy and cheese. We got her settled down after a bit and she’s turned into a good worker. Barbara... can’t remember her last name. But my question is, so there’s famine in some places, but not everywhere?

As I mentioned above, we do get some violent people here from time to time, but there has been no sustained campaigns or organized murder or violence. I heard a rumor that China or maybe aliens are to blame for all the problems, but I really have my doubts about that. And I haven’t heard of the United States going to fight anyone in the last six or seven years, so I don’t think there’s been any war.

Now, a lot of people in Colorado Springs have died over the last six years, this is true. But we haven’t had any mass deaths, except for a rash of suicides a couple years ago. All those lost souls. But... there are still folks in plenty here, and a lot of them are having kids. I know that there are a few places, like Junction City and maybe Kansas City, where there’s been some bad fever or other disease outbreaks. Word broke last spring that Denver had a huge fire a few years back, but no word on how many died. Has Death just not gotten around to us the living yet?

Finally, I don’t know how metaphorical hell is. I mean, I’m sure it’s a real place and I don’t want to go there, but I haven’t seen it here in southern Colorado. I’d say “Well, maybe Pueblo”, but this isn’t really very funny stuff. Pueblo is actually doing well. Their mills are all shut down, but there was still a whole bunch of steel in them, and the buildings that housed them were taken apart pretty quickly to build solar heater panels like I mentioned above. I mean, I’ve heard that a lot of cities up north and east have been through a lot of rioting and violence. Like New York, Philadelphia and even Des Moines I heard. So, is hell inhumanity to man so far, and is it sweeping from the northeast to the southwest?

I mean, it seems that there are some Signs here, but not all of them like Scripture says there will be or in the way that Scripture says they’ll come. I’m not really anticipating seeing horrible men on horseback wielding swords, but I think I’m encountering things that are really indicative of the End Times... but not in the way I expected.

Is the rapture on its way? Did it maybe happen somewhere else, like Israel, and we missed it? Were we all not taken up... due to our own sins? Or has it not happened yet, and the main events in Revelations are going on elsewhere and we should just wait to be taken up? Are my folks still there with you?

Like I said, I asked around, questioned a lot of deacons and pastors of all denominations in town. I even asked the priest at St. John’s near Old Colorado City. I just couldn’t get a good answer, and it’s starting to drive me a bit crazy maybe. In thinking of my folks recently, you came to mind and I thought you could help. Also, wasn’t Jesus supposed to return to reclaim his throne in Independence? I’m not imagining this, am I?

Please write back as soon as you can, and God bless.

Yours in Christ, Bobby Cox







To: Kathy and Irving Alford, De Soto, KS

From: Claire and Gerald Burnside, Salem, OR

March 20, 20+7

Dear Kathy, Irv and young ones-

Your letter arrived just five days ago! Gerry and I were absolutely delighted to hear from you. Had to read the letter three times out loud to dispel our disbelief over your plans. It’s going to be so wonderful to have you near us again so soon, and permanently! Gerry is at the kitchen table just beaming right now, hasn’t wiped that smile off his face for almost a week. Hopefully my handwriting isn’t too shaky – it’s all the excitement.

We spent the last few days planning out where you’re all going to sleep once you get out here. Now, don’t even think twice about it – we haven’t. And we’ll not have you showing up mid-fall or some such and trying to immediately move into and ready a house for winter. You may decide to move into a place of your own next spring, but feel free to stay as guests at our place for as long as you want. Things may be a little tight when you first arrive, if we don’t get the former laundry room in the guest house converted to a third bedroom in time. Rest assured, though, we will get it converted before this winter. Might be a bit cool in the winter, but we’ll load up whoever sleeps there – I’m guessing young Vincent or Anita – with plenty of extra blankets and some decent slippers. I mean, we have two bedrooms in the main house that any of you are free to use, but we anticipate you’ll all want to stay together.

And don’t even give food a second thought. The Willamette Valley has weathered the lack of pesticides and irrigation and hybrid crash extremely well. Had a couple lean winters there at the outset, but once folks got accustomed to gardening a bit to supplement what came from the main farms, everything got back to normal... well, considering. We’ve had surplus food for the last three years now, and by the looks of things, this year is going to be another good one weather-wise. It’s still raining here, of course, but that should reach its nadir once you’re out here.

It will be nice to have a few extra hands at the house to help with chores and gardening. (We’ve been getting along fine, but we’re no spring chickens and can occasionally get a bit overtired during the initial plantings and the fall harvest.) From the tone of your letter, it sounds like you’re all well-experienced in the art of tending a decent multipurpose garden. We’ve stuck to vegetables only, and leave the narcotic and hallucinogen production to the real pros, and you’ll not be surprised to learn that there is a multitude of them around here. The syndicates don’t have any kind of foothold here as far as the pharmaceutical trade is concerned. It’s all super local and super potent stuff, whoever grows it.

We have been smoking a bit less lately, as a lot of the people who sell it take our purchases as opportunities to socialize and, frankly, we’re not that eager to be friends with them. But, as far as intoxicants (or “medicine”, if you prefer) go, you – and even moreso Irv, we imagine – will also be happy to know that Gerry has taken up brewing and lately become quite proficient. His house specialty is hard cider, but we’ve had such a decent supply of grain the past couple years that Gerry has hooked up with a few old friends and started a kind of collective brewing operation. Everyone pitches in labor and ingredients and everyone gets a pretty good share of some fine beer.

Salem proper has been quiet lately, as has most of the entire northwest coast, for that matter. Biggest news recently was that Halls Ferry burned down last fall right during harvest season, almost none of it left. Apparently a big sack of hops caught fire somehow and didn’t get noticed until it had spread and was totally out of control. It spread to the rest of town and didn’t stop until it was almost all ashes. Folks got plenty of notice, though, so virtually everybody was able to get out of town before it went up. Rains a day and a half later put out what was still smoldering. One or two old folks died, unfortunately, but the evacuees were few enough in number that folks in Albany were able to take them in over the winter. Could have been much worse, there’s no doubting that.

But the city has been fine. Gerry got kept on as Secretary of Transportation after last year’s election. So proud. He’s been doing wonderful work as of late. Not nearly the budget, and there’s been a bit of tension between he and the Ag Secretary. Gerry’s in charge of the state-owned courier service, which is limited to mainly intra-city deliveries between the state agencies. All the inter-city parcel and letter deliveries are left to the syndicates’ courier services, mainly because they’re way more streamlined than a state-owned service could or would be, their prices are cash or barter and still fairly reasonable and they’re fast. But the Ag Secretary has been trying to revive the idea of a state-run postal service. Not federally-operated (that’s a laugh), but owned and operated by the Oregon state government. And he wants to use horse-pulled buggies to make the deliveries. Now, there’s nothing wrong with this idea. Gerry has said so, and thinks that it’s only a matter of time before the idea becomes a reality. That’s not really the issue. The real complication is that there is not even remotely enough horses around yet to have a functional “fleet”. There are scarcely enough to meet the needs of farmers, loggers and other folks whose business just simply must take priority over an inter-city postal service. Despite this argument – which amounts to him basically getting told his own business – the Ag guy hasn’t let up or even started long-range planning. Instead, he’s been pushing the idea – just the idea, with no details or action plan – to the governor non-stop since after the election. He’s even gone so far to suggest that Gerry’s in the pocket of the Portland syndicate. Such nonsense. Now, the governor really trusts Gerry, so there’s no real chance that the plan will happen before Gerry brings it to the table as an actionable plan. But it’s increased the stress a little bit in the Burnside household.

This is all totally ad hom, and Gerry would be angry with me if he knew I was setting it to paper, but the Ag Secretary is an exceedingly odd little man. Divorced, lives by himself in a disproportionately large house on the outskirts of town, has a completely unconcealed opium habit and openly and frequently patronizes burlesque houses. Queerest thing: he rides a little specially made goat-pulled cart all around – to work, to church, just everywhere – instead of walking or riding a bicycle like normal, respectable folks. The most ridiculous sight. Oh, and did I mention he’s the governor’s brother-in-law?

Oh, just forget all that. I’m sorry I got onto such a tangent. We’re absolutely ecstatic that you’re coming out to stay. Gerry is confident that – despite the unpleasantness mentioned above – due to the shortage of qualified and experienced attorneys out here, he can get Irv a clerkship at the very least, and will probably be able to work him into a higher position soon after a year or so. The schools have rebounded a bit, and Vincent and Anita will definitely have places reserved for them at Saint Vincent De Paul, one of the best in town. (We know you’re not Catholic, so if you want them in a different school when you arrive, just let us know and we’ll make it happen.)

Now, we want your trip out to be as expeditious and hardship-free as possible. While we are currently unable to commission a regiment of cavalry to escort you out, we have been able to considerably supplement the Portland syndicate’s delivery fee for this letter with half a barrel of Jerry’s homebrew. In return, the various couriers that will have a hand in delivering this letter will write a few and perhaps even annotate the attached maps regarding decent places to stop, rest and resupply; towns and areas to avoid; and general travel time across the various terrain you will encounter on your trip. (At least, we sincerely hope they do this. That half-barrel was Jerry’s favorite, seeing as how it was the half with beer still in it.)

All our love to you, Irv, Anita and Vincent. Safe travel, and we will see you in a few months.

Most Sincerely, Claire and Gerald B.









Pendleton to Salem

You know what? You got out to Pendleton, you can get to fucking Salem on your own. Just take 84 west. Drink water out of the Columbia, it won’t kill you. Hood River has a hotel – it’s expensive, but I’ll bet you can afford it. Once you get to Troutdale, what there is of it, turn south and pick your way to I-5.

Stay out of Portland, we don’t want you here.

–Flatnose Mike

Oregon border to Pendleton

Hey, so Mike passed this onto me with the rest of the parcels. Said I’d get some beer out of it if I noted where to stop and stuff on it. Sounds good to me.

I’m new to the route, so I don’t really have that much in the way of detail for you. But I suppose if you made it here from Kansas you’re old hands by now and can take care of yourselves. I’ll give you the basics and trust you to manage the rest on your own.

Given that you’re leaving from somewhere past Nama like Caldwell or Ontario, your first stop will probably be at the southernmost tip of the Brownlee reservoir. (Don’t head west out of Ontario, whatever you do. There are a few spots to get water as you go through east Oregon, but then you hit the Great Sandy desert and... well, it’s a desert. No water. People still die every year trying to cut across the basin. It’s a bad idea, head north.) It’s a narrow little lake, I’ve heard it’s always cold and know first hand that it’s nice to take a dip in (in the summertime, at least). Next stop is Baker. The town’s not in very good shape, but there’s water there – intermittently. It is called the Powder River for a reason. By the end of the third day you should be up in La Grande, and at Pendleton the day after that. These distances might look long to you, but get up early as possible and stop before noon, then do a little more traveling just around dusk and you’ll be surprised how quickly it goes.

One catch on your way further west is the Umatilla. The interstate runs right through their (former?) reservation, and a lot of them aren’t so friendly to white folks or folks of any color other than red anymore. Sure hope you don’t, but you might get stopped and hassled a little bit. They’ll pretty much let you through if you share a bit of grain or some whiskey with them. But... yeah, don’t give them any whiskey, OK?

–Ozzie Blue

Pocatello to Oregon border

I’m only working this range ‘till I can get enough kit and barterables and cash – near-worthless as it may be – scrounged up to move out to Hood River, myself. Might be able to find myself a little bit of land or work into a range as a courier. Nice area up there, and thanks to you and your benefactor for helping foot the bill for me to get out of the basin. I appreciate it.

Not that the area’s all that bad. Folks are helpful enough, if you ask them, but they’re not overtly friendly. Chances are that by the time you get up this way, you’ll have experienced a lot of that. Don’t know what to say, except mind your step if and when you get off the interstate and ask first before you help yourself to water. There’s a decent enough supply of it, at least through the eastern part of my route, but people can get protective. If you’re sharp, you’ll see that the folks in American Falls still have a gallows all put together. They strung up a few punk indians and a white kid who were looting their way west last summer. They probably could have just gone on through with no trouble, but they killed an old couple in Bannock. Scalped them with a hatchet, honest to God. Apparently, they didn’t expect to get caught – as they got found out up on the reservoir the day after, just lounging around like lollygaggers – but they were hanged lickety-split. The mob left them there for several days, right in sight of the interstate. Nasty business, and the stench of them made riding by to and from Boise real unpleasant.

You won’t have to worry about anything like that, though. Again, ask first, be polite and you’ll do fine.

Get food and whatnot in Pocatello. It’s not great for mechanical work, but if your wagon is draggin’, someone will patch it for you. Take I-86 out of Pocatello and you’ll get to American Falls in one day. Day after that, head on down to Raft River. There’ll be a sign for it, but it’s not a town. Just a place folks used to take their boats into the river. Good water source, good place to camp. Third day, try making it over to Greenwood. That’s less than fifty miles, and there’s another good water source. Fill up here, because the next couple days will be pretty dry. 86 will merge with 84 but you won’t really notice it. Day four, you’ll swing up to the northwest. Stop in Jerome – there are a couple creeks in the area, but you can’t expect them to be running in the mid-summer, much less full. Don’t stop in Twin Falls unless you want to get gouged for wormy wheat. Day five get up really early and plug your way to Glenns Ferry. You’ll meet back up with the Snake there, and you’ll be glad to see it. Day six swing back to the northwest again and stay in Mountain Home. There’s no real water in town, but a nice lake – they call it a reservoir, but it’s pretty small – just to the northeast. Day seven ride on up to Regina and stay the night. The stream can be intermittent, but there’s a pond/lake just to the west. A very short day’s ride after that will get you into Boise.

Boise’s been through a rough time the past couple years, and it’s become a rougher place for it. Chances are you’ll need to resupply, and Boise’s still the best place for that, but get out to Nampa quick as you can. It’s a bit safer there, and there’s an excellent reservoir there. Don’t be surprised, though, if you get requests from folks in both Boise and Nampa to deliver their letters, parcels or whatever out west. The courier service between western Idaho and the coast has not been real great lately. Whether it was raiding or just a flaky courier – hard for me to say. The way Ozzie makes it sound, though – and I’m taking it with a grain of salt, as I’d never met him until just a couple days ago – things are back on the up and up. Still, that news takes time to filter out to folks.

Anyway, once you’re out of Nampa, just shoot for Fruitland or Ontario. One day, a little bit of up and down in the middle, but nothing you won’t be able to handle if you’ve made it this far. There’s not too much in either of those towns but water from the Snake. Best of luck from there on out. –Andy Hill

Provo to Pocatello

Greetings fellow travelers! With some hard working animals, patience and a little bit of luck you’ll be out my way before mid-summer... maybe? Not sure how long it’ll take you to cross Kansas, Colorado and the lower – and, let’s face it, far nastier – part of Utah. Regardless, once you get to Provo, you’ll find your luck turning. Except for a small glitch or two mentioned above and herein, almost every place and everyone from here on out will be vastly more hospitable to you.

I’ve got a pretty nice little route here: Provo, UT to Pocatello, ID. Now, Provo’s not a bad little spot. You can rest for a couple days, there are a couple decent greengrocers and at least one very good mechanic who can patch your little red wagon (or whatever it is you’re bringing out... because you’re not riding, are you?). So restock and pull maintenance – these folks aren’t hard to find, just ask someone when you get into town. You might get ignored by a few (read on) but just keep asking others and someone will talk to you. Then, when you’re ready, get up early and mosey on up I-15. The first day is going to be your longest, but you’ll be ready for it.

I don’t know how much you know about the Mormons, their belief system, etc. I’ll confess to knowing next to nothing about it, myself. But once the world ended, you know, the whole Mormon community – so basically all of Salt Lake City and a whole bunch of others in Utah – went a little bit nuts. They have basically taken to not speaking to anyone outside their faith, effectively cutting themselves off from, oh, the rest of the world. In response, virtually all of the other folks in the city moved out to the surrounding communities (or states). So, with that in mind, there is really no point at all in stopping in Salt Lake. Now, nobody is going to hassle you or give you a hard time, but if you break down, nobody is going to help you. So, I say again, be sure to pull some maintenance in Provo.

Now, getting back to that first day. You’ll stay on I-15 all the way through SLC. Try to get to Farmington that first day. It’s 70 miles, give or take a few. That’s a long day, no doubt, but again, you’ll be well-rested and the route is not challenging in the least.

Next day, shoot for Honeyville or Tremonton. You’re still solidly in Mormon turf, so don’t expect friendly receptions. They won’t stop you from getting water from reliable sources, though, so avail yourself.

Day three, continue on I-15 up to Malad City, ID. I know you’re looking back and forth at your map now and saying, what? OK, if you head northwest on I-84 you’ll shave about 60 miles off your travel time. So why keep on going north? Well, there are better water sources on I-15, a great water source and resupply point in Pocatello, and water all the way down to where you meet back up w/84. It’s up to you, but you’re in for a dusty trip through south-central ID if you head west too soon.

Spend a night in Malad city, and cross over Malad Summit and head into Arimo the next day. There’s a good creek there. Day after that just continue on up 15 until you get to Pocatello. Then you can get more water and head out west from there, and best of luck after that!

Hey, if you’ve got a day to spare in Provo – and after the trip through eastern Utah, you’ll probably need an extra day or so of rest – just drop by the Vineyard (general vicinity marked on the map for you) and ask for me. I’m originally from Olathe, KS, and still have some friends out that way... I think. So, I’d like to catch up a bit. We don’t get much news from out east, it would be really nice to have an update. Happy trails! –Sal A. Mander

Grand Junction to Provo

Don’t even know why I’m going along with this. I’m seeing what, like ten percent or so of the value of that beer? What is that, like a few gallons or so? And I’m not even getting the beer, just market value in scrip or some bullshit – great, more fucking sweet corn. What the hell ever. Guess I don’t have anything against you, whoever you are, and it’s not all that difficult for me to scrawl a few notes on the map... and one fewer dead family along this road is one fewer I have to smell on the way to and from Grand Junction.

So. Leave out of Mack. Not Grand Junction or Fruita. Mack – it’s the last place in almost 100 miles you’re going to see anything resembling a stream. Stock up on veggies there or before – in Palisade! – then fill up every fucking vessel you have in Mack, drink till you’re about to burst, leave before dawn and get as far as you can while it’s cool out. With a little luck you’ll make it to Cisco or thereabouts before the sun gets to be too intense. You can look around for water there, but don’t expect to find any, and don’t expect any you find to be potable – one mudhole in particular still has a couple dead deer in it. BAD WATER. Just get under some shade – oh, yeah, and you’ll have to bring your own of that. You might want to travel a bit at dusk, just to get a bit further along. Up and at ‘em the next day, just as before. You should make Floy without any real problem. You can stay there and scrounge around for water or try pushing on to Green River – about fifteen miles further. There’s a decent little river there. Fill up again, just like in Mack. Woodside’s a half day’s ride away after that, heading up highway 6. Then Wellington, the day after that. Buy whatever shitty, overpriced food and supplies you need in Wellington and spend the night there. Next day get up the pass. Don’t waste time in Helper, just get through the fucking pass and take highway 6 – it’ll go to your LEFT! Spend the night in the canyon and get down to Soldier Summit or Gilluly the next day. You might find water there, but probably not. After that you should be able to get into Provo. Don’t stop in town, just ride your happy ass on down to the bay and drink your fill. It doesn’t taste very good, but it is freshwater. This is all really short, I know, but there’s really not much to it except enduring it. You’ll be hauling your ass through some nasty desert country and over a pass, and it’ll probably be the worst part of your entire trip. You’ll be in for more weirdness than you can figure as you head up north. Sal mentioned it, but I don’t think any description will enable you to fully grasp what Salt Lake City will be like. (He’s a little touched in the head, himself, if you ask me.) That place is fucked. But, of course, weirdest doesn’t mean worst. If you make it past the Moab area, you should have smooth sailing. Oh, and consider taking a hot bath up in Saratoga Springs, on the northwest side of the lake. ‘Cause by now, you stink. –Jan W.

Pueblo to Grand Junction

I know the other legs have told you how to get from east to west. Well, my brain can’t do that backwards-ass route stuff too easily, and I put off making notes until getting to Pueblo and Ron’s looking at me like I’m letting the air out of his tires as I write this down, so you’re going to have to deal. It’s not that hard really – the route planning that is. But forget what the other folks said, this will be the most difficult part of your trip. Most of it will be pleasant, but one part in particular is a make or break deal.

So, Grand Junction. What can I say except that it’s a shithole these days. You’re going to want to get in and out as quickly as humanly possible, and don’t even think about spending the night there. But, it’s a natural stock-up point for you, so before you go, hit one of the smaller communities just to the east. Best one is Palisade. Buy as much damn produce as you can carry there – it’s good and cheap! Head out of the Grand Junction area on highway 50. It’s probably a day’s trip between there and Delta, then another between Delta and Montrose. Now take your time in here, keep yourself and your animals healthy and well-fed and watered. Take another day to get from Montrose to the reservoir, and another to get from the reservoir to Gunnison. Again, pace yourself! All these roads are going to be passable in the summer and into early fall (right now they fluctuate between shitty and phenomenally shitty). Once you get to Gunnison, take a day’s rest and re-stock. You won’t think you’ll need to, but you’ve got to be prepared at this point. Now, take a day to get to Sargents or thereabouts, then rest. Next day, mount up early as you can, ‘cause you’re heading up Monarch Pass through the Great Divide. If you follow advice well and your animals are in OK shape, you’ll get to the top mid-afternoon. You’ll be tempted to head down that day, but for Christ’s sake don’t! Your horses are going to be more tired that you can possibly imagine, so make camp that night best you can. There can be some weird weather in the pass, so be ready for lightning or odd squalls to blow up. They typically don’t last long, but they can be pretty bad. There’s an old restaurant/tourist trap place up there that’s out of business now, you can probably wedge yourselves in there if the weather gets nasty enough. Next day you should be able to make it into Salida – go easy on your horses heading down the pass. From there, just take it one day at a time again. Salida to Canon City, rest. Canon City to Pueblo, rest. Restock in Pueblo – there’s a good reservoir just to the west. Food’s a bit more expensive there, but it’s worth it to not have to go north for anything.

Now just switch the comes to gos and froms to tos and vice versa and you’re golden.

Now, OK, you’re probably thinking, why couldn’t I just take 70 west from Denver to Grand Junction. Well, you could. Could. But if you did you’d regret it. It can be difficult getting through Denver these days, and I-70 from there isn’t the best route to begin with. Tunnels get blocked with snow or boulders. I know that’s not much detail, but trust me when I say that it’s just not a good route for you to take.

I’d wish you luck, but I don’t believe in it. –Bridgestone BOB

Hays to Pueblo

First off, as a general rule, try to get as much traveling done as possible in your mornings. It’ll be cold when you roll out, but will warm up pretty quick, and in the summer there are regularly afternoon thunderstorms right up on the front range. They can be severe enough to wash you off the road, so if you need to, stop and find some way to anchor your buggy or wagon or whatever’s taking you out west.

OK, day one: Hays to WaKeeney. This’ll be as easy a day for you as there will be on this entire trip, assuming you rested up a bit in Hays (and didn’t get a whiskey bottle smashed over your head) or wherever it is you last stopped. If you don’t have any water or run out, you can take a hardtack road – no dirt roads! – a mile or two south or north and there’ll be a stream in just a few miles. Big Creek, to the south, is the closest and best but can be intermittent and the farmers around there are a little overprotective at times.

Day two: This’ll be a long one for you. WaKeeney to Oakley. Won’t be a bad little ride, just long. Head out as early as you possibly can so you can make it into Oakley before dusk and get more water. Also, visit the gigantic prairie dog shrine out there. Weird. You’ll definitely want to water up in Oakley, because the next leg is a doozy.

Day three: Taking I-70 up to Colby and west from there seems like a natural. Don’t go that way. Since BBOB had to bite his tongue and dissemble a bit about it, I’ll explain a bit. Denver has become a tightly-controlled syndicate town. Virtually nobody comes in or goes out without the approval of the mob. They have roving bands of thugs just cruising all around the city, scouting things out, stopping folks who are getting around by any other means than walking, and administering beatdowns if necessary. That’s all they do. It’s been like that since a year after the lights went out, and has only gotten worse since a fire wiped out a huge chunk of town a few years back. They’ve even got an outpost of ex-cons in Burlington, just over the Colorado-Kansas border – not worth tangling with. And anyway, you wouldn’t want to go north or west out of Denver. But BBOB and everyone else have covered that much. So, save yourself the trouble of going northwest to Colby (then having to swing back south to go to Colorado Springs or Pueblo) by just taking highway 40 west out of Oakley. It’s a decent road, and you’ll be able to get to Wallace or Sharon Springs by late afternoon, anyway.

Day four: OK, you’ll cross into Colorado today. You’ll be able to get to Cheyenne Wells, at the very least, but probably won’t be able to make it to Kit Carson. Stop in Firstview. It’s a nowhere town’s nowhere town, man. Nothing there, not even a bar.

Day five: Head over to Kit Carson in the morning. Then you’ll have a decision point. You can stay on 40 west or take 287 south. Depends on whether you want to head into Colorado Springs or Pueblo before tackling the Great Divide. Personally, I’m partial to Pueblo. The water sources on the way there are a bit more reliable, and the route itself is less severe. But I’ll describe the first route quickly. To get to Colorado Springs, take 40 west to Aroya, then 94 all the way into the Springs. There are a few creeks in between Aroya and Colorado Springs, very little in the way of people. Should take you two and a half, maybe three days to get there from Kit Carson. Now, to get to Pueblo, take 287 south. Don’t stop in Eads, you should be able to get past it and to a reservoir around there within one day. Day after that head down past Wiley and take highway 50 west up the Arkansas. Plenty of water and a decent road! Should take you a couple days to get into Pueblo after turning west.

From Pueblo or Colorado Springs, it’s up to you. –Ron Hightail

Lawrence to Hays

Not sure if I understand the entire concept correctly. You’re moving out to Oregon, I got that. But you’re – how are you going? It sounds like you got kids, so I hope to Christ you either own a good, converted compact car as a wagon and a few damn strong horses or a couple unobtainium-light tandems with strong kids as stokers and a couple decent cargo trailers. The other legs sounded like they thought you had animals. Being half-camel wouldn’t hurt, either, but anyway... hey, look, the letter and accompanying junk made it this far, so it’s possible. Guess you should look at it that way.

I’m assuming you know how to get from De Soto to Lawrence. If not, you’d best just cancel your plans right now, because you’re sure as hell never going to be able to figure out how to traverse half – and the arid, most mountainous half, at that – the continent. So, you get to Lawrence. Whichever way you came into town, you’re going to want to take I-70 out. There are three place to get on the interstate, not that hard to figure out. Stay on 70 through Topeka – don’t take 470 or you might get confused. Now, you’ll probably be tempted to stop in Topeka. That’s your call, but if you push through town there’s a nice stream just a few miles to the west. Good place to rest people and animals. The next place you’ll really want to take a rest is Salina. You might think you can make Junction City in a single day. It’s possible, but don’t. Don’t stop in Junction City, don’t even look at it as you’re passing through. It’s not clean and not safe. You could stay a night in Manhattan, but it’s a ways off the route. Best to just camp by a small stream wherever you can find one. Sure hope you have a decent tent or something. So yeah, stay another night in Salina. River’s just east of town, for watering your horses if you have them. A couple stores in town, so stock up on food if you need to and sundries. Fill up on water here! Things get drier the further west you go. There’ll probably be a stream here and there for you, and there’s a good lake just north of Wilson but it’s off the beaten path. Actually, staying in Wilson is probably your best bet. If you need water, you can make a sidetrip up to Wilson Lake. Another day, probably, and you’ll be in Hays. Like the last guy said, steer clear of the bars and anywhere along the main drag at night, it can be a rough town these days. Fill up on water again and God speed you the rest of the way. If you see a guy on a mint green bike, that’s me. Wave if you feel like it, but don’t bother stopping.



– B. Onkey







To: Candace Gillentine, Overland Park, KS

From: Sam Gillentine, Wichita, KS (mailing from Salina)

June 12th, 20+4

Hey babe, it’s Sam.

Got your letter earlier this year. Quite a surprise to hear from you. Sorry to learn about your beau Harlan. It’ll come as no surprise to you that I never cared for him too much, but since he made you happy, I suppose that made him OK in my book.

Still can’t believe it has been five years since you left. I figured you’d head on over to Kansas City, have yourself a big time for a few months, wind up flashing your tits (or other parts) to the wrong guy in front of Harlan, then make your way back. Never counted on the whole world going to hell in a bucket. After that it’s been almost all thinking about my next meal, parting out old cars and vans for pieces folks can use to heat their house solarwise. Never knew much else. Can’t garden – but not for lack of trying, lately, tell you that – can’t sew or butcher cattle or do any of the other hundred or so things a hell of a lot more important now than fixing up busted transmissions. Just a wrench. Never saw much money or food or anything else out of it, just enough to get by on. Living hand to mouth... pretty much like before, but with even less barbecue and no television, lights or running water. Heheh.

But I got the gist of the message. The part about Sean, I mean. I hadn’t seen the kid in the better part of a decade, I suppose, and I only had the one little photo of him in my wallet. The one from his high school graduation, with the rat stache and bolo tie. Yeah, I kept it. I can’t look at it too often or for too long, though. He’s got your eyes, and ––-

Well, so he’s important to both of us, even though I’d forgotten how much so when things were bad between you, me and the bottle. And I knew what you were asking in your letter, and pretty much thought and felt the same way. But I couldn’t just up and leave overnight. No working bike, no map to speak of, no provisions. I wouldn’t have lasted long just going off half-cocked. So I went into the library after work one day, around noon or so – business had been slow over winter and hadn’t picked up yet – and checked out a book on bicycle repair. I figured that, with me being mechanically inclined, it wouldn’t be too awful hard, but might take me a couple weeks to really pick up on how to fix that old Schwinn of Sean’s. Well hell, come to find out there’s hardly anything to them. Just some bearings, racings and a chain, spokes, breaks and tires are all that ever needs maintained, and a couple oddly threaded bolts to keep in mind when taking the thing apart and putting it back together. So I pulled that Schwinn out of the shed and broke it down. Broke it all down, cleaned the bearings and other moving bits good with your old toothbrush and a rag, slathered those parts with Crisco and put everything back together. I couldn’t get the chain off because there is a special tool I needed for that, but I just wiped it off and greased it up well, and it’s good as new. Took the book back a couple days later – I think they were surprised to see it get returned at all. When I tried to check out a road atlas or other map book, they really put their foot down. Guess they’ve seen far too many maps just walk out and not come back. So I had to ride home – faster than walking was, though – and pick up a bit of paper. Then I went back to the library and trace the route. I did pretty well, I think. I didn’t include much, just the main ways into and out of Denver and the general outline of it and its suburbs. The whole trip one-way was something like 500 miles.

Now, I’ve never been the picture boy for health or what not. I didn’t really know how many miles I could do in one day, much less how many I could do stringing those one day trips together and being sore and all that. But I had given up smoking almost four years prior, when I couldn’t get it no matter how badly I wanted it. I just started riding into work every day. Didn’t take long before I realized I needed some fenders, and so I pulled those off your old Schwinn in the shed. Good chrome-plated ones, and plenty wide to cover the tires. Riding got easier after a week or two, but I knew it wasn’t even remotely preparing me for the trip.

I still hadn’t really figured out how to get enough food to cover the trip. Well, I remembered Sean had gone to Sunday school before you and I hooked up so I went to the Methodist church and asked about getting a handout. I’d always thought I was above doing such a thing, but it came really natural to me. I didn’t even have to lie about it, just told them that I needed it to go find my son... well, former stepson, but they didn’t need to know quite that much of the truth, right? (Alfie Ganz filled me in on how lenient the Methodists were with all things material, except money.) I came away with a whole shit-ton of flour and some parched corn and a half-gallon of pickled eggs and even some beef jerky. So, if I ever said anything bad about the Methodists, let me take it back right now. They’re OK folks.

So I made hard tack. Just water and flour that you let kind of bake or dry. It’s not very good, but I ate less and worse before. Made some in advance and packed it and the rest of the flour to make more as I went along.

Just had my boots re-soled last fall, but I figured the old pair of sneakers would work a lot better on the road. And I packed an old sleeping bag I got with Marlboro miles and a blue poncho that used to belong to Sean. Didn’t have a helmet. Hot enough riding without a big damn hat on, and if I fell off and really hurt myself... well, who knows? Might have been a relief.

So I let Alfie know where I was heading a couple days before – just shook his head, like he knew it all – and then left out of Wichita on April 30th, as early in the morning as I could muster. By the time I made it to Newton, I was in a bad way. Just panting and had it in the granny gear on almost all of the hills. But, I kept on and made it just past Hesston. I’d tell you I thought that wasn’t too bad for a first day, but I wasn’t really thinking anything once I got off the bike. I crawled into the sleeping bag and wrapped the poncho around me tightly as I could. It was colder than I thought it would be, but I still fell asleep in a few heartbeats. Slept like a log.

The second day was the worst of the entire trip. I woke up and tried to get up and at ‘em, but couldn’t. The sleeping bag or poncho weren’t constricting me. My back was. After a few minutes of doing my best to rub my back in the parts that felt most like hot irons, I was able to ease myself up into a sitting position. Finally, I was able to stand, and then I remembered what I really should have asked the Methodists for. Fucking aspirin.

So I packed the stuff up best I could and got back on the bike. All day I just wanted to get back off it and walk. In all actuality, it probably would have been as fast. Made it up to Elyria that day, just past it a couple miles, then had a dizzy fit and fell off the bike. I figured that was enough for one day, even thought it wasn’t even evening by that point, so I ate and kind of slept, but mainly shook all the rest of the day and into the night.

Third day I got up slowly and got underway without even eating anything. I don’t know, maybe it was the long rest I’d had, but things went a little better that day. I made it up to Lindsborg without feeling dizzy or anything. Alfie Ganz’s parents, Paul and Cindy, live there, so I begged off a little dinner from them – a whole chicken sandwich with butter and some vegetable soup! – after running a couple errands for them and taking a bath in the Smoky Hill river and changing my clothes. I hadn’t brought too much with me, just a backpack’s worth of stuff. A pair of long pants, couple pairs of shorts, a couple short sleeve shirts and a long underwear top. I spent the night in Alfie’s old bedroom, and crashed out pretty hard. They even gave me a bit of breakfast in the morning before I got on my way. They had coffee! I’d forgotten what it tasted like, but don’t think I ever really got over not having it in the morning. So, I stuck around a bit and chatted with them. They were damn nice people, not like Alfie at all really. Wanted to know what he’d been up to, how he was down in Wichita. I felt a little bit bad, feeding them some white lies about business at the shop and Alfie’s love life... oh, I’m not even going to give you any details on that nasty business. But man, such nice folks... don’t know why Alfie just doesn’t move back. Well, the talking to such decent people and two cups of coffee perked me up and I left Lindsborg feeling pretty damn right with the world.

The ride up to Salina turned out to be not too bad. I got there early afternoon, then turned west. Made it to Carneiro or thereabouts before the sun went down. I probably could have saved a bit of time heading west out of Lindsborg, but thought it would be better taking what I thought were the most traveled routes. It turned out to be a pretty good plan, for the most part.

The next week or so I made my way west along I-70 through the rest of Kansas. Despite the wind slapping me in the face the whole way, I had a few halfway decent days. I just got up every day at butt crack of dawn, hopped on the bike and rode until I felt like it was time to stop. Only rained on me twice, once near Hays and then a couple days after as I was pulling into Oakley. Took a day’s rest in Oakley and begged off some more food and even did laundry (in the Saline river, but still – did you ever think I was capable of doing it?) They’ve still got that stupid cement prairie dog museum there. No visitors to it, of course, and I think the signs on the interstate have all long since been used for firewood. But the museum is still there. Don’t know if it was open, and didn’t even try going in.

Do you remember hopping on the bike with me in Wichita and taking road trips to Denver or the Springs? Remember how free you felt back then? At least, I felt that way, like I was an arrow in flight, almost. And it didn’t matter if it was windy or a little rainy, I could just roll back on the throttle and power through it. Well, the feeling I got in Goodland was just... not the opposite. I felt like a halfway fumbled pass. You remember, a football pass? Just kind of flopping through the air, so slow and goofy, just waiting to be picked off by something. But, I knew I was past the high point of the arc, past the halfway point. And that was good in a way. Felt even better when I was actually in Colorado a day later.

It didn’t last too long. I had planned to go quite a ways that day and stop in Bethune, ‘cause there’s a creek there and I could get some water and maybe wash up a bit. But some pretty rough characters stopped me on the way through Burlington. I don’t know if you knew this, but apparently there was a high-security prison in Burlington, and there was a major breakout after all the power and everything else went out. So now the prisoners are basically in control of the town, which you think would be a pretty bad thing. And it is.

I was getting roughed up a bit (been through worse in other bars, though that’s nothing to brag about I guess) and called a faggot spy or some such and being asked who I was working for. Well, of course, I didn’t know what in the hell they were on about, so I kept saying so. I was starting to get pretty dizzy and unable to answer them what with all the punches they were raining down on me, but then I heard someone yell “Sam!” And I don’t even recall recognizing my own name at that point, but I looked up all the same and saw them boys getting pulled off me before I blacked out. When I woke up I saw a face I thought I’d never see again. Rod Vickland. Used to work at the same shop as me and Alfie before he got busted for making meth. Had no idea he got sent up to Burlington. Big time tweaker, and wasn’t a very decent guy back then. Still wasn’t. He grinned at me with one of them horrible methmouth grins and started asking me questions. Where was I going? Who was I working for? How deep did I cut the junk in my pack? Well, I didn’t know what the hell to tell him, except that I didn’t know what he was talking about. He showed me a handful of powdery looking stuff and said that his bosses in Denver didn’t like those Pollocks in Ohio trying to move junk in their turf. And I looked at that powdery stuff and looked back and him and just asked him to take as much flour as they wanted but to please leave me enough to get to Denver to look for Sean. He looked at me and the flour back and forth a few times and asked me whether I was couriering for the eastern cartel. I told him I didn’t know anything about any cartels or couriering, but that I was trying to get to Denver to look for my son (I didn’t tell him he was really my stepson, and he’d never have thought to ask, anyways). Some of those other mean mothers started chuckling and seemed to be giving Rod some shit, so he made me eat almost half a pound of the flour, mixed with water beforehand, thank God, and then he sat me aside and had a couple young punks keep an eye on me for a few more hours. Guess he wanted to make sure I was telling him the truth.

After they were sure I wasn’t going to OD on Methodist flour, they took half the rest of it and half the eggs and put me back on my bike and told me to get the fuck out of town. I was still really dizzy and my left eye had swelled almost shut and I couldn’t see well at all out of it, and I had a headache, but I rode out all the same. Anything to get the fuck out of dodge. By the time I was a few miles to the west, I hopped off the bike and rolled out the sleeping bag and laid there. I thought I was going to die, but the next day I woke up. I stayed there for a few hours, trying to get my bearings. It was cloudy, and I wasn’t sure which way was west and which east. So, I just sat there and waited the rest of the day for the sun to go down. It was boring as hell, but finally I was able to make out the sun going down in the direction I thought west was, so that was good. And I went back to sleep.

Felt a lot better that next day, but I needed water, so I rode to Bethune first thing and drank my fill right out of the creek there. Probably not the best course of action, but it hadn’t hurt me before and it didn’t then, neither. Made it into Vona that day and the next few days just kept making progress. I ran out of eggs the day after Limon, and was precious low on parched corn and hard tack a few days later when got near to Denver.

I remember riding into Denver with you on the back of the bike. It was always after dusk before we made it even remotely close to to the city, and you could always see it from almost an hour away. Just the buzzy glow of it, of course, all that light bouncing off the front range and back to the east. It always amazed me, especially when we woke up the next day in the city and saw the sky for what it really was – a thick, brown, smoggy mess. The local bar flies always said it was dust in the air kicked up by the wind, not pollution, but what the hell ever. (Sky never stopped us from having a good time, though, remember?) Well, this time was a bit different. It was mid-day, and I had my head down and was pushing so hard against the wind just to make headway, I hardly even took a look the sky as I got into eyeshot of the city. Well, I finally saw a faded green roadsign that said I-470 exit whatever it was, five miles, and took a swig out of what was left of my water and wiped the sweat out of my eyes. And there that sky was, but it looked so different. You could see clearly all the way west, to the mountains!

In hindsight, I probably ought to have taken more time and soaked in that view, but I was a bit nervous about being still while on the road. Basically boiled down to that I didn’t want to get in trouble with or even see Rod’s bosses, whoever they were, so I took the interstate bypass road, I-470, down southwest towards Parker just hoping they weren’t situated that far out of the town center to notice. That’s where I spent my first couple nights, and I was able to scavenge a bit of food out of an abandoned house down that way. I’m not proud of it, but cold canned soup had never tasted so good. I even slept inside those nights, and it was sweet.

I felt a bit stronger after spending a couple days there – whoever had ditched that place (or maybe got stuck somewhere far away) had done so real quick and carelessly, ‘cause there was still some serious dried and canned goods stocked there – even some freeze dried instant coffee! Also some booze, but with God as my witness I didn’t touch it. (I didn’t dare open the fridge – I’d heard too many horror stories about doing that, and it had an odor even with the door closed.) The house was really on the far southeast outskirts of the city. There were some bare concrete slabs just to the south of it. Probably houses that got started but not finished before everything went dark. No wood there – figure that there probably was but people took it for fuel. (That’s what happened with all the construction under way in east Wichita.)

So after I was rested up, I started looking for Sean. I decided to use that house as a home location, of sorts. I had the address you sent me, and still had that photo of him, so after taking most the junk off the bike – wanted to look most like a local as I could – I planned to just ride into the city to find the address and then, if Sean wasn’t there, a public place where I could ask around. Not much of a plan, in hindsight... but I never tried anything like this before.

Before leaving, I took another look at the little map I’d drawn of Denver, and realized I would never be able to find the address with it, so I rummaged around the house I’d been squatting in and found an old yellow pages and ripped the map parts out of it after circling Sean’s address nearest I could find it and drawing a route from where I was pretty sure I was.

It was clear as a bell when I left the house in the morning. The whole city was so quiet as I rode up the highway through the other suburbs. I saw maybe a couple dozen people stirring outside as I rode, cooking breakfast over wood fire in grills or hanging out laundry or weeding their gardens. So few people, though. I know it was almost like Wichita and... other cities now. Well, the few folks that looked at me gave me odd little doubletakes, like it was obvious I didn’t belong, even though I really had tried to blend in. Thought maybe it was my beard.

By the time I made it through Aurora and Glendale and then into Denver proper, though, the sky had clouded over and looked real nasty. There was lightning off above the mountains. I had left my poncho with the rest of the stuff I’d taken off the bike, like a knucklehead – but then, are there any forecasts anywhere anymore? – and an hour later I was almost soaked, even though it had only rained about ten minutes. I hopped off before everything on me was completely wet and hid beneath the overhang of an old strip mall storefront. It was coming down in buckets a few minutes afterwards, and I felt lucky I stopped when I had. Not that it would have made a big difference to me, ‘cause my clothes were already pretty much soaked through, but it’s a big pain to ride in that stuff. I propped my back up against the storefront wall and sat straight down, then immediately felt a stiffness in my chest. Well, I realized in a second what was wrong, and pulled out the map pages, which were completely soaked and stuck together and ruined.

I set the pages down and just sat there for the better part of a half hour with my head in my hands, when out the corner of my eye I saw someone come out the front of one of the shop doors a ways down. It alarmed me, ‘cause I thought the whole place was abandoned, but it was a little old lady, at least sixty years old. She didn’t even pay me any mind, just walked over to the corner of the overhang to a big bucket – which had just started overflowing – at the bottom of the gutter there. She had a little trouble getting it out from under the gutter spout, so I walked over to help her out with it. Soon as I grabbed the bucket she let out a squawk that it belonged to her and I couldn’t have it. Well, I didn’t know any better. Said I was just trying to help, and she eyed me real close for almost a minute I thought – felt that long, anyway – and then nodded and pointed at the bucket. I hauled it to the door for her – had a little trouble myself, ‘cause it really was damn heavy – and made to take it inside, but she stopped me and half-grunted to me to put it down. Said OK, and had an idea, so I asked her if she had a yellow pages. She eyed me again, like I had a dick growing out of my forehead, and finally said yeah and to come in. I started walking in but she stopped me again and pointed at the bucket. Jesus, you know?

So, I hauled in the bucket for her and she pointed at a door through which to take it. I did, and saw almost a dozen other identical buckets, and half of them were filled. I walked back out and took a good look around. Couldn’t tell what kind of store it used to be – maybe a furniture store, ‘cause it was so big in area, and there were planters stuck all over the place, and the overhead lighting was a bunch of skylights. At a second glance I saw that there were plants in the planters. Most of them looked like regular crops: lots of corn, beans, some tomatoes and chilies, and even some onions or garlic, I don’t know. A few other plants I didn’t really recognize right away. I about jumped out of my skin a second later, as the old lady had snuck up behind me and pinched me. Freaked me out, I don’t mind telling you. She laughed this nasty, throaty laugh and ushered me back to an office-type room. The yellow pages were at a desk and open to the map section in the front. I sat down and tracked down again vaguely where Sean was located and then asked the lady where we were. She flipped a couple pages and pointed one of the boniest fingers I ever seen at an intersection, just northwest of a bigger intersection at I-25 and highway 36.

I asked her how long it’d take me to get up to Holiday Hills. Well, she gave me yet another one of those looks and I felt myself shiver. Said it would take too long to make it up there that day, said it would be better to wait out the rain and go the next day. Then she leaned really close to me, so close I could smell her. She stank like hell and I shrank away from her. Recognized then both what she had in mind and part of the odor and realized what she was growing out in the main room. I fell over backwards in my chair and scrambled up and sprinted out the door to the bike. She followed me and squawked out fuck you and you’ll be sorry and other things I couldn’t hear or understand at the time. The rain had almost blown over, clouds breaking up to the west, but it was still showering lightly as I got on I-25.

I took the highway 36 exit as it afforded a high point, and I thought I could use it to orient myself. So, I looked over towards where I figured Holiday Hills should be. There was hardly anything there but scorched earth. The whole area west of I-25 and north of highway 36 almost as far as I could see was just a nasty black field with scattered patches of grey and green. A good little bit of the city south of 36 was blackened, too. I couldn’t believe my eyes, thought it was an optical illusion or something, but kept riding north from the 36 interchange. Past that, the southbound lanes on I-25 looked really rough, like they’d been melted and cracked open over the winter or something. I took an exit off I-25 around Thornton and headed west to see if I could still locate Sean’s place.

There was just ruins down that way. Every single house and apartment and trailer had burned down. I kept riding down to Holiday Hills, to the little avenue where I was pretty sure Sean’s place was. All of them, burned down, and there wasn’t a soul anywhere nearby. The smell of the whole area was just... I can’t describe it, and when I thought about what might be causing it I got real dizzy and had to sit down. I hadn’t been tempted to look for a drink in the better part of five years, but just then I’d have sold my soul for one, or maybe a joint or just anything to take the world away.

Well, I don’t know how long I sat there, and I can’t say exactly why I got back up. But I did. And I rode on back to the interstate, trying to not look at anything but the street. I finally got back to heading south towards the house. The interstate really was cracked up bad down to 36, but I made it through. Just south of there I saw a few other folks, kids really, heading north. They started hooting and hollering at me to stop, but I just kept pressing on. That wasn’t the best idea, as they turned around and caught up to me in just a minute or two. A couple of them had bats in hand and looked like they were itching for a reason to put them to use. The leader, maybe he was the leader, I guess I’m not real sure, asked me what the hell I thought I was doing on that bike. I didn’t figure it’d do to lie to this group, so I told them I was from Wichita and in town looking for my stepson. Told them where I’d looked today. I half-expected them to start jeering at me and start a beat down, but they all got real quiet. One of the other ones piped up and said, real gentle-like, that I’d probably ought to call off my search, as the fire had started in the middle of the night and nobody in the area had lived through it. He also said I’d either have to get out of town or stop using the bike, as the city bosses only let a few people – including themselves, of course – use them, and that they couldn’t guarantee they’d be so nice next time they saw me on one... or that another group would be nice at all. None of them volunteered any more info, and I didn’t want to press. Might have been ugly, especially for me.

So I rode back down to the house, and by the time I got there the sun was almost down. Forgot how fast it gets dark once that sun’s at the top of the mountains. Couldn’t bring myself to look at the sunset. I ate maybe two ravioli out of a can then took a hard look at the booze there in the cabinet but the thought of drinking it made me feel sick to my stomach, so I laid down on the abandoned bed and tried to not think about anything. I guess I must have fell asleep at some point, but I woke up feeling as tired as I’d ended the day before. Well, I went downstairs and ate the rest of the can of ravioli, then thought about heading back into town to look a bit more for Sean, despite the risks and fact that I’d seen... what I’d seen the day prior. Went outside to gauge the weather and saw that the bike’s tires were slashed. And, on the door of the garage someone had written, “SQUATTER GO HOME!” in red paint. I thought a minute on why they’d slash my tires when they want me to get out of town, but got lightheaded again and went back inside.

Well, at that point I figured there wasn’t any point in trying to stick around any longer, so I stuffed as much of the canned and dried goods as I could into my backpack, especially the coffee. There was a couple bikes inside the garage that had the same kind of tubes and tires as the bike I was riding, so I replaced the tubes and tires and took the others as spares. (Maybe the person(s) who did the slashing knew there were more bikes in there... didn’t really care to find out.) Stuck the rest of the crap I’d taken off before back on the bike, and left as quickly and quietly as I could.

It was clouding up again by the time I hit the exit for I-70 east, maybe early afternoon, then started raining about a half hour later. Caught me off guard – I hadn’t even looked back as I left the city. I rode through it, even though there was lightning strikes just to the south of me about every five minutes. Probably should have stopped, but I wasn’t thinking too straight that day. Couple hours later it had passed me by and the sun came out. I was in Bennett a while after that, and figured it was as good a place as any to rack out. Next day I made it into Limon, with just a little bit of rain in the afternoon. Despite what had happened in Denver, I was riding much faster than before. I suppose it was having the wind at my back, pushing me on... well, something had to be.

Truth be told, I had completely changed my mind about what I was going to do. I figured it would be best to just not go back to Wichita at all. Instead, I’d ride all the way to Kansas City, where I could see you and explain things. I hadn’t thought past that point, but hoped something halfway positive would come out of it. After all, we’ve got history, you know. So that’s what was motivating me, what was really pushing me.

A couple days out of Limon I was just about to Burlington. I stopped in Bethune there for the rest of the day, then got up at dusk and waited. Once it got late enough, must have been the wee hours of the morning, I hopped on the bike and pedaled quietly as I could into Burlington. I couldn’t stop pedaling because that would make a noise, and I didn’t want to be heard. So I went through town there as quickly and quietly as possible. Well, there was a guard shack of some kind on the eastern end of town, just after the spot where I was initially waylaid. A torch or candle was lit in the shack, and someone was sitting outside in a chair. I couldn’t very well turn back at that point, so I just kept on going like it was nobody’s business. The guard was asleep, or at least, he had his eyes closed. I kept pedaling, and was past him. I relaxed a bit but kept pedaling, then about a half a minute later I heard a “HEY!” At that point I knew I’d been found out and just started going flat out. A minute or so after that I heard a couple whistling noises go by, one just to the southeast and south of me. I started getting lightheaded but pressed on for as long as I possibly could, which was about ten minutes. I slowed down a bit, but kept pedaling until I really blacked out. Couldn’t tell you how long it was before that, or how long I was out. But I had a pretty good scrape my head when I came to, as the sun was just coming up, and was in a real steep ditch just off the interstate. Well I scrambled up the side of the ditch best I could and peeked out to see if anyone was watching. Nobody was in sight, so I hauled the bike back up to the road, hopped back on and kept at it. I was in Goodland by the end of the day, so I must have been making decent headway.

I probably should have just gotten off the interstate and taken some country roads around. But the rains had kept up and it would have been a godawful mess just hauling the bike up to a country road where there was no exit. Not to mention that the country roads probably weren’t in very good shape, as from what I saw they were almost all dirt and gravel. That and I hadn’t been thinking real straight since before Denver.

A day or two after, I had stopped in Oakley mid-afternoon. It had started raining real hard and I just didn’t have the energy to go much further that day. So, I squatted out by an old Montana Mike’s steakhouse. An hour or so later a cyclist pulled up. I’d heard him a minute before and hidden myself. He knew what was what, though, and called out to me. Said he’d seen my tracks leading into the parking lot. I stayed hid, but he kept calling me out and said he meant no harm. He didn’t look real tough, so I finally walked out to meet him. Young guy, said he was a “special courier” for some folks in Denver, heading into Lawrence to make a delivery. I didn’t ask him any further about that. But, seeing as how we were going the same way, I asked if he wanted to ride together. He shrugged and kind of agreed, and we left out the next day.

We rode along with each other for several days. The kid was really in shape, probably wanted to go faster. But, I had a bunch of canned and dried goods yet, and so he kept pace with me. It kept raining on us pretty steadily, only one real day of decent sun, between WaKeeney and Hays.

Well, we were riding and were maybe ten or so miles west from Salina when the courier spotted a group of five or six guys coming north, just over a ridge south of the interstate. Just as they crested the ridge, one of the men let out a war whoop and waved his hands, obviously trying to get our attention. Through the rain, it looked like they were carrying something like a big box. As they got closer, we figured out it was a man, and that he was pretty seriously injured. You could hear the moans from fifty yards away. Well, at that point, the courier said he’d ride on ahead and let a doc in town know to expect company pretty soon. He was out of sight in two minutes – so damn fast. Wasn’t sure at that point whether he was really going to alert folks or just to get the hell out of dodge in case the men weren’t the friendly sort.

The men came up on me pretty damn quick. There were eight of them, and they were almost completely silent except for the one moaning until they reached me. One of them said “our friend is hurt”, or words like that in pretty broken English. They were all Mexican except for the one being carried. He was a blonde kid, not even thirty I bet. Probably just a couple years older than Sean... his leg was splinted and cinched tight with leather straps and he had a black eye and a bump on his forehead, and they were carrying him with leather straps supporting him from below. It was a fucking mess. They pointed at the bike and I immediately understood what they wanted. I resisted for about a half a second, but the kid being carried moaned again, and he said “mama”. Well... I just let go of the bike, didn’t even think about taking my own stuff off it. Just let them have it. They said “Gracias” almost in unison, put the kid on the bike best they could and turned east towards Salina. They moved a bit quicker than me, of course, and were out of sight within ten minutes or so. I hoofed it as long as I could, almost into town. There was a farm barn on the outskirts, and it was really dry inside and there was even some dry hay, so I took off my soaking wet clothes and rolled up in that and fell asleep.

And that’s where I am now. Well, Salina. I made it into town yesterday. Somehow found the courier – actually, I got found out by him. He really did help out, let a local surgeon know the men were coming into town. I wanted to get moving on from there, but the courier said he didn’t know where my bike was. Said he heard a couple of the men tussled over it after getting the kid into the doc’s place. One of them won out and took off, couldn’t say which way.

Well, that was that, pretty much. I didn’t figure it was realistic any more that I could make it to you in KC without a bike. I asked, really begged the courier to stick around another day. He did under duress – and a threat by me that I’d tell some local folks what he was hauling (a bluff by me that actually worked for once). So, I been sitting in an emptied out Wal-Mart all afternoon and evening writing this to you on whatever I could scrape together. Figured you should at least know what happened.

Not sure where to go from here. I suppose I can scavenge up some supplies to get me on my way south. Maybe beg off some more flour from the local Methodists.

Well, regardless, I have a 90-mile walk ahead of me, and it’s raining. Hope things are better for you in Kansas City. If I get dizzy again and never come out of it, please know that you’ll be the last thing I think about before it all goes black.

All that’s left of my love,

Sam

P.S. - I’m sorry this letter was so long... I just wanted you to know that I didn’t half-ass this whole thing like the everything I did before you left. I tried so hard this time and, there’s not much else I can say except I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.







To: Mike Dunham, Abilene, KS

From: Dick Dunham, Burgin, KY

March 5th, 20+4

Mike-

Got your letter about two weeks ago now. I passed it on to Dad, but he’s so far gone now that what he said doesn’t make a whole hell of a lot of sense. I have a fair inkling what he would have said about your little game plan had you sent it to us a few years ago. Mama took a look at it, too.

Do you remember when you were 12 and I was 15 years old. That summer we were both working on Finn Murray’s farm, topping tobacco and generally lending a hand. He never paid too well, remember? I think it was $25 a day split between the two of us and we had to bring our own food and water. It was so god damn hot that year. But do you remember one day, it had just been a scorcher, and we weren’t getting on so great. Murray was loaded by noon and gave us each a sip of that clearpouring dynamite. Well, I took another slug or two off it after he stumbled back into the cab of the truck. Then once that badness had taken effect on me, I think I’d tossed a clod of dirt at you and caught you full in your pudgy little face with it. And you – I think you might have taken an extra sip, too – tried to tackle me and then I nicked myself with Dad’s old knife trying to get you off of me. God damn Mr. Murray was furious, threatened to send us home with no pay and to tell our folks that we couldn’t come back. And we punched each other in the shoulder on the truck ride back. And then we hosed off out back and went inside for dinner, and I was hungry and happy but you looked like you’d tasted an unripened persimmon.

We were having sweet potatoes, pan fried chicken and cukes and onions. We three – Dad, Mama and I – dug right into it after grace, but you didn’t pick up a fork, much less spoon anything on to your plate. We all carried on for a few minutes until Mama asked if you were going to join us. (Actually, Dad kept eating. I remember – he took more cukes.) And when you said no, she asked whether she could get you anything. Then it happened. You didn’t even raise your voice, but simply had some requests ready. New clothes, not hand me downs. A little allowance so you wouldn’t have to work in old Murray’s stinking hot fields. And then, a new family in California.

Well. Honestly, that’s pretty mild stuff compared to what me and Kat used to get from Lloyd and Jennie. But back then?!

Do you remember seeing Mama’s reaction when you said that? Her eyes kind of got glazed over and far away seeming. She didn’t cry about it, just stood up, wiped her hands on her napkin and went outside and sat on the porch swing the rest of the evening. I remember that was also the very first time Dad never swatted you for getting so far out of line, and that was almost the farthest you’d ever been. He just stopped eating, told us to clean up the table, then took his pipe outside and sat with Mama as we washed and dried and put away the dishes in silence. But do you remember her face at that moment? That was the face she had after she’d read your letter, read what you’re planning.

The bottom line is this: you really ought to reconsider your plan. In fact, cancel it outright, is what it comes right down to.

I know you’re not about to be swayed by emotion here. So ready yourself for some argumentation now. I took the time to read your letter and detailed plan, and I hope that you’ll take the time to read this rebuttal to it. I went around to a few other nearby ranches, as well, and every one of them had the same response. BAD IDEA.

First and foremost, you’re not a god damn horse rustler, much less a bandit, cow-poke, -boy, -hand or anything -else. After you took all those “prep” classes and graduated from Burgin, snagged yourself a Berkeley degree, gigged at internship after internship and then scored yourself an MBA. We couldn’t believe it. Our scholarship boy. Didn’t hear from you for almost five years, except for the regular semester transcript and dean’s list announcements and periodic postcard from your latest post that “needed a person to survey the situation, develop a plan to remedy the wrongs and put that plan in action... and who wanted a good lackey to serve that person coffee their way.” (Your words.) But the end result, hey, that was terrific and we all respected it and knew you’d do great things with your smarts. Then Denver. You gave us a heads up, but we never knew what happened to you, with you while you were in Denver. Were you skiing, watching the Broncos, the Avalanche, the Rockies? You couldn’t have been watching the Nuggets, could you? Not a word. You never called, never e-mailed, never wrote for over a year and a half. Never even sent us an address. We only learned that you’d moved to Denver after you’d moved on to Abilene, and only then after you had already been in Abilene for three months. Had your corporate compadres kicked you out? Had you chased a skirt out there and then to Abilene, or fled from some crazy person? No clue. Anyway, by that time I’d taken up with Kat (then Monegan) at her folks’ abode, working with the foals, but I could still see our folks’ place from the MOBAR ranch. They left the front porch light on as they always had. Before you wrote from Abilene, I know I saw Mama out there once or twice a month, at least, sitting on the swing. Anyway, we finally got word from you that you were there in Abilene. Weren’t sure what was there for you, as all you’d sent was a manila envelope with a box of chocolates and a “Kansas at night” postcard with “prettiest town I ever seen” written on the back and tucked inside it. We all laughed at the joke you were making, but later on we weren’t sure that we or you truly knew the joke you were making there. Mama mentioned that she ate one of those chocolates out of the box every week, even the cherry mash kind. (Yeah, I know.) And at least you’d included your return address this time, and so we wrote back. Mama said that she felt like you were coming back home to us, one time zone at a time. Then, of course, the clocks stopped working. I don’t want to talk about that. We saw hardship in the first couple years afterwards. I’m sure you saw hardship. Chocolate probably isn’t all that high on the list of necessities once the power and water goes out and your car turns into a brick. But the fact remains that once you made your mind up on what you wanted to do – which I think we all agree was when you were 11 or 12 – you pushed forward with your professional plans and never spent time getting to know much else. And that spirit of yours is what inspired you to come up with this idea, but ideas are cheap and work ain’t anymore. You’re a businessman, Mike, a manager – not a ranch hand.

The risk in what you propose so far outweighs the possible benefits that, for me, it’s not worth discussing. But Duke Monegan said I’m not doing this for my own benefit – though I wonder about that – so here goes. None of us here know the men you’re falling in with to do this. Are you certain you can trust them? Not to not stab you in the back or anything silly like that. But are they going to stand by you if you get in a jam? Are they going to risk getting trampled if you fall off your mount in the middle of a stampede? Risk drowning to save you if there’s a flash flood in a gulch? It sounds to me like this is a pretty mercenary operation, and that can often draw the wrong kinds of people. I know you mentioned that you had good prospects for “selling” your herd once you acquired it, but are these solid offers or just rumors? How in the hell are you going to keep that many horses alive and corralled long enough to sell them? You didn’t mention any of this in your plan, and I know you know better than to just let them roam in some fenced-in farmer’s pasture. That’s always been a good way to get into mighty hot water, even moreso nowadays.

You might have maps, and the roads are probably still passable in your neck of the woods, but have you scouted things out? Do you know exactly where the herd is, what its range is? The temperament of the group as a whole. Also, since I more or less backed into this topic, a few words on your quarry. Mustangs are the most worthless god damn animals on the face of this earth. You’re right that they’re fast, but they’re so blinkering stupid and bad tempered, I can’t imagine a good use for them except as in a stew of some kind or glue. I’m dead serious. They sure as hell aren’t going to be any use to couriers – they’re probably a bit quicker than a bike, if you can even get them broken in. But they’ll just go native once they’re out on the range again. None of those couriers know how to handle an animal, anyway. Good kids, just not horsemen, and I doubt your meager and dubious “contribution” would do much, if anything, to change that.

All in all, your idea is terrible and I’m sure as hell not sending saddles and tack and what few good hands I have here to risk their necks for some shot in the dark. I don’t want this to be completely me busting you out, so let me make you a counteroffer here. I’ve got more business on my hands now that I can reasonably handle. Burros, mules, and pack and draft horses – people need breeds capable of doing real work, and we’ve got them but not in sufficient numbers and their manners still aren’t all they should be. If you trust them as much as you seem to, bring your boys back here to work at the MOBAR. We’ll put them up, feed them decent food and provide a cozy spot for them to hang their hats. I’ll tell you what to have them do, and you make sure they do it. You’ve always been much better at working with people than me. Then, once we’ve got a good handle on the current business, we can look into getting some Arabians and working them into good courier mounts. They’re so much better than those wild ass mustangs.

You want to completely break Mama’s heart? Then just go right on ahead with your plan there. You want to make Mama cry? Come back to Burgin.

Your brother,

Dick







To: Tess Lorantz c/o Eileen Gold, Leavenworth, KS

From: Alvy Garraldo, Geneva, NY

Sepember 29, 20+6

T.-

You wouln’t beleive it. fucking fired. fucking fired me. Said I was drinkning to much and was no good laying abound, hiting the stupid wetbacks to hard.

Those squarhead fucks. Wasnt my fault harvist failed. No shitfuking rain this year. Everything dry as bones.

Show them. so dry, Ill burn it all all down. piss on it the ashes.

Fuckins squarheads. The’ll burn.

Than Im coming for you.

-A.




To: Tess Lorantz c/o Eileen Gold, Leavenworth, KS

From: Alvy Garraldo, Geneva, NY

October 19, 20+3

Tess-

Want to apologize for the last letter. Everything had hit rock bottom on the island and in the metro area. Riots, Papa’s wine tour business had gone under, of course (not that there was much wine then, anyway), there was hardly enough food to cut it here, and people out and out starving in the city, no word from you.

Still none.

Moved to Geneva this spring. Things improved a bit last year – most folks are somehow or other getting enough food to scrape by – but once Papa died I couldn’t stand it anymore. He had a good connection to one of the wineries up here, so I’m upstate for the long haul. I’m a glorified fucking day laborer, but I do mostly supervising and at least there’s enough to eat and drink at the end of the day.

The whole thing is still eerie as shit, though. Like these guys I’m working for, they turn Rieslings by the boatload. I don’t go for it all that much, but again, beggars ain’t choosy. So, they have all this white, and with what doesn’t sell or isn’t the best they make brandy out of it. I’ve been there when they’re doing this. The brandy turns out OK, right, but they’ve tried making moonshine or some shit out of it. They tried it once. Once they get their still rolling and it was pumping out stuff that was 100 proof or above, the weird shit happened. The booze curdled into this gray sludgy shit. It backed up the still and almost blew up before we got it off the fire. That would’ve been the end of me, at least. But instead, it’s just the end of trying to make white lightning. Seriously, what the fuck is that stuff?

Still missing you, T. If you get this, come back to New York. I’ve got a little credit with these guys and can spring – in bottles of Riesling and Pinot Grigio – for your trip. When you get to town, just ask about Wilson Creek Vineyard and Farm. We make plenty of deliveries into town, and can pick you up there.

-Alvy

P.S. – Say hello to your aunt from me.




To: Tess Lorantz c/o Eileen Gold, Leavenworth, KS

From: Alvy Garraldo, West Babylon, NY

July 13, 20+1

Tess-

Where are you? Where are you? Haven’t heard a fucking thing, not a word out of you for over a year now. Things are shit here. Just shit. Are you seeing the date I’m writing this on? You swore to me, PROMISED ME IN FRONT OF GOD AND EVERYBODY you’d always be here for me. And WHERE ARE YOU NOW?!

You fucking liar.

-A.

[Keeping these together, just in case we get more. -Rand M.]







To: Geraldine Engle or RESIDENT,

From: Arlen “Itzamna’s Scribe” Morris, Manitou Springs, CO

May 14, 20+6

Dear Resident-

Through my own industry, the boons of the gods and the magic of ditto machinery, I am able to offer to you and 375 other inquisitive individuals of discriminating taste the first printing of the first edition of MORE NEW MAYAN MYSTERIES REVEALED!

Possibly you are familiar with my previous works, Mayan Mysteries Revealed! and New Mayan Mysteries Revealed! With its publication in 1995 and having accurately predicted Guatemala’s Fuego eruption of 2002 as a harbinger – specifically, the predictive text reads “... and soon the gods will return and bring fire to their constituents and herald the coming of the end” – Mayan Mysteries Revealed! has proven to be of seminal importance to the field of Cosmomayatology. If so, you almost certainly are aware that since publishing that volume’s successor, New Mayan Mysteries Revealed!, so many events predicted within its pages – too many to relate here! –have come to pass that have proven beyond the shadow of a doubt that New Mayan Mysteries Revealed! was a stunningly prophetic revelation. However, since these events did not coincide with the December 2012 dates discovered and put forth in print by yours truly (and other pale imitators and plagiarists) a complete reassessment of the cosmological timeline was necessitated. This was not my own idea, for having miserably seen what I had prophesied come to pass I was contented to let my own minor errors pass into oblivion as a slight shadow next to the blazing golden truth that is New Mayan Mysteries Revealed! Rather, two years ago I was visited upon for four straight nights by the Becabs. Through their visits, speaking only in the complex spiritual geometry they themselves created, the Becabs fully revealed to me their larger plan. It has taken me over a year and a half to parse out, analyze and fully comprehend this plan, THIS GREAT WORK, and another half year to write it out and annotate it.

Other mysteries abound, entangled with, coinciding with and completely apart from the question of the Becabs’ visitations and revelations. Are there reptoids astride on our planet, and if so are they descendants of Quetzalcoatl (i.e., VENUSIANS) or mere cosmic interlocutors from a separate? Do the Lords of Xibalba have plans to interfere with the great work set forth by the Becabs? What did the government know about my prophecies and when did it know it and is the government even in existence now and can they see you? (Hint: YES, they can!) Surely you are interested in such mysteries. Surely you want to know the answer to these questions. They and many others are answered in MORE NEW MAYAN MYSTERIES REVEALED!!!

More Predictions! More REVELATIONS! Satisfaction guaranteed!

I am not publishing this volume to make a profit, only to further the cause of revealing the truth, so please DO NOT SEND CASH, only NON-PERISHABLE COMESTIBLES to Mayan Revelations, Manitou, CO. Namaste!

-Arlen “Itzamna’s Scribe” Morris







To: Arnold “Smitty” Schmidt, Lawrence, KS

From: Your eastern friends, St. Louis, MO

February 10th, 20+6

Smitty-

Hey, buddy. Been a while since we heard from you. Been laying low lately? Can’t say I blame you. Things blew up pretty good around there, huh?

Word got to us about Biggs’s fuckup. His own range, his own backyard and he can’t run good product past the local yokels without his operation getting found out, and by a bunch of Nebraskans of all people. I’d say it’s a shame, really, but I don’t think that. What little I heard about old Biggs through the grapevine matched up pretty well with the real life version. Only met him once in St. Louis, just before he took over in Lawrence. Seemed like such a clever guy. Obviously totally lazy, and a dick to boot, but clever nonetheless. Not surprising, that shit catches up with you. Heard it was Petey that sold him out. Ha! Always thought Petey was Biggs’s little bitch. Definitely wasn’t good for business anywhere, but good on him for getting out and taking down Biggs with him.

The muckity mucks in Cleveland are peeved about this development, of course, but don’t really want to start any shit down your way. They’ve had enough trouble lately fending off the long arm of the law. Some folks up in Cleveland and Columbus are starting to really and truly reconstitute the local governments, and they’ve got some serious muscle at their disposal. One of the extended operational bosses in Chicago actually got strung up last spring! So, the head honchos can’t afford to move any people into your range any time soon, if ever. They’ve actually been talking about reworking their game plan, shifting the “mission” of the entire organization. Swear to god I was there when one of them dumb bastards used the word “mission statement”. Who in the hell talks like that anymore? Of course, they think I’m just some jerkoff leg, but I bet half a Folgers can of dope (good stuff, not that ditch weed you grow out west) I went to a better business school than he did, and I can recognize MBA-speak when I fucking hear it. No idea how a twit like that made it so fucking far up the totem pole. Chances are he’s in someone’s extended family.

Speaking of families, there’s also been way way too much inter-syndicate violence the past couple of years. Our syndicate and the ranges therein are all run by Poles. Don’t know whether you were aware of the fact. Guess it doesn’t matter so much. But they’ve had several run-ins with the Chicago mob, the Italians. Our syndicate takes out a couple of their boys a year, at the very least, and vice versa. (Ours – yeah right. I’ll never be more than a hired hand. A couple of the real assholes have started calling me Tonto – one of the main fucking reasons I’m writing you.) It racks up, man. Add to those bodies the mistaken hits that get made – the information network ain’t what it used to be, obviously – and the poor dopes who have to get put out to pasture because they saw a beatdown or a deal or just about anything they weren’t supposed to see, and we’re talking serious body counts.

Don’t it make you wonder, sometimes – is there still a Poland or an Italy? Should we make a trip across the pond and start some shit with the locals there, just like old times but in reverse? We’d probably best start with the Portuguese. Heh.

Really, this whole government resurgence thing is our own fucking fault. Well, the bosses’ – yeah, you’d better believe I’m passing that buck up. (Ain’t one of them who’d think twice about blaming me for some fuckup.) With so many of the abovementioned sloppiness, all the outright violence and the general ill-will towards the syndicates – can you blame them, for the price we charge just to get letters from A to B?) – it’s no fucking surprise these sad sacks finally started saying enough is enough.

Anyway, it sounded like they’re pretty serious about changing things. First off, they’re talking about making deals with the new-forming governments. Shit like normalizing the ranges and running them under some kind of semi-official, semi-commercial arrangement. Taking almost all the”profit motive” – yeah, what little there is, right? – out of this gig. They fucking just don’t realize the kind of risks that we take day in and day out. I think it’s really a cover story the bosses are pushing. They might actually put some structure into this operation to get on the good side of the law, but they’ll keep the margins on their services as high as they can get away with. If the bosses are good at one thing, it’s obscuring their profits. Even I don’t know how much our syndicate clears per parcel delivered. I know roughly the average of how much it costs, but the profit remains a mystery, and I’ll bet that’s just how they want it.

There has also been talk of the more profitable side of things also falling under the government banner. Couldn’t begin to tell you how that might play out. I think it’s just talk to leak to the farmers, to try and get them against the side of law and order. Legitimizing the products farmed by syndicate operations would have a big negative effect on a lot of these farms, and I mean a lot. Hell, you should see half the countryside here in late spring. Looks like blankets of red draped over everything. I expect they grow opium not just in Nebraska but Kansas too, yeah? Ever get sleepy making a run on the yellow brick road? “Poppies!” Ha ha sorry – it was too obvious a shot to not take. You still remember that movie? Seems like it’s been forever since movies and all that other stuff. Well, anyway, I might be reading too much into how and why word of this is getting around so much.

This is all relevant to but not really what I’m writing to you about. What these wanks really don’t understand – and that, oddly enough, these redneck cornshuckers, hog callers, the settlers of old and other assorted rubes DO get – is that there really is no “legit” any more except for the promise and occasional deliverance of fatal violence that doesn’t gain anyone anything. Wait, scratch that last part about not gaining anyone anything. But listen: no gold standard, no ISO-based organizations, no fucking metric system (except for our bikes), no nothing but fists. Impossible to tell who we have to thank (or curse) for that, but the fact is that it’s the way things are. Maybe it still was the way when we had internet and the UN and all the other bullshit, just obscured enough that no one really thought about it much.

Sorry, I’m ranting. Been smoking a bit much this evening. Anyway, here’s the deal. It’s me and three other guys: Monty, Hal and Sean. You know Monty and Hal. They were a couple years ahead of us at Haskell. Crazy knobs, not that bright but... yeah, just crazy, pretty much. Sean’s of Irish descent but he’s still a good guy, originally from northern California. He’s the idea guy.

Here’s his idea: we ride west out of St. Louis, pick you up in Lawrence and keep on towards the coast, working odd jobs, pilfering if necessary. Once we get to Colorado we turn north to avoid Denver and Colorado Springs, and go through Fort Collins. Keep on north to Cheyenne, maybe score a few horses – beats pushing yourself, yeah? – then turn west again and ride all the way to Salt Lake City. Pick up supplies on the way and turn northwest. Head up through Idaho to Pocatello and then Boise. Sean says there’s hot springs somewhere in Idaho that we could rest our sore asses in. What the hell ever, I say, just give me some dope. After a few days or however long we feel like staying in Boise (why more than a day or so, I don’t know – maybe there’s some willing chicks there?) we head west again, straight through the middle of Oregon. Stop for a bender in Bend, then head onto Eugene. Sean says that Eugene is a soft little town near the coast, and some of Monty’s people (Coquille) live near there, like right on the coast. Perfect for hanging our hats, raising a little bud, fishing for salmon. And if not, hell, we can always go on from there, north or south. Oh, say you’ll join us. It’ll be so fucking fun, just like the Haskell days... except with a little more drug abuse and maybe violence. Hee hee hee. If you won’t, don’t take our reaction personal, OK?

See you soon, buddy. Red Bill, Three-spoke Monty, Hal B. and Sean Mac







To: Biggs Carroll, Lawrence, KS

From: Pete Weixelman, Hamburg, IA

March 23, 20+6

Biggs-

Hey, man. You were out “on a job” when I stopped by. I wanted to tell you this in person, but I can’t wait for you to get back from Ottawa or Harrisonville or wherever you’re trying to score some poon, so I suppose a letter will have to do.

I’m quitting. Here’s why.

I was with you from the beginning, man. When everything went down six years ago, I didn’t really know what to do. But I thought that the only thing I did know was that you had a plan. And it really seemed that way – actually, it’s obvious now that it was/is that way, but you planned more than you let on. We hung low, all of us, for a year or so after the university shut down. I still can’t believe it took such a short period of time for the whole system to fall apart. Don’t know why I think that. Guess I shouldn’t be surprised by it. But then, hey, our little clique worked its way into the new “order” of things. We busted our asses, all of us and not least of all you. We all know you skimmed a bit off the top for yourself – hell, still do. We were all willing to forgive you for taking cush runs. I can overlook the pretty cut and dried way you run the operation. I’m even over the fact that you got Amy liquored up and banged her when she was supposed to be my girl. Still hurts a little, but I’m over it.

Here’s the thing that really tears it for me, though. Two weeks ago I was making a run from Topeka up to Lincoln. It’s no small task, as you well know, especially with the parcels I had loaded up. Started out at first light, just like usual. Made it up to Holton, that dive, in about two hours, just like usual... almost. The wind had really picked up by that point, and I had to buckle down to get up to Sabetha by mid-day. Broke bread – if you can call it that – there and refilled my water bottles. There’s a pretty little reservoir just north of town. Probably wouldn’t have lasted too long this year had the drought kept up. Lucky for Sabetha. Made it up to Auburn, NE, about three hours later and decided to hang my hat there for the rest of the day and evening. Well, just south of town at the old golf course clubhouse. Auburn itself is a sty, if you ask me. Plus, I’d stashed a bottle of vodka there several years ago. So, I had an early – and well-deserved, I’m sure you’ll agree – nip, ate a bit of parched corn and a decent slice of cured ham, and took a nap. Woke up to the prettiest sunset with the blade of a corn knife pointed at my face.

It was an old, old man. Had to have been at least 55, probably more like 60. I can’t really tell what he said, he muttered just like almost every other Beefer you’ll ever meet. Well, I think he asked if I was one of Carroll’s boys. I nodded tentatively and he shook the corn knife at me. Well, it was already shaking, but he I’m pretty sure meant to do it this time. He motioned for me to get and, then pointed his machete at my bike, which I’d leaned against the shade tree I’d been napping under. He said something like “impack datchunk nah, sehn. ‘isez mah fishin’ hoal.” I understood hardly a goddamn word, of course, except maybe I thought he wanted to see if I had bait or something – I don’t know why, I’m not used to waking up to old people waving edged things at me – so I walked over to the bike and pointed at it. The old geezer nodded furiously and his eyes bulged. I made a nervous glance over to the bottle of vodka lying a few feet from the tree. He followed my eyes and gasped when he saw it. I took that as a go-ahead, grabbed the bike and mounted it at a full sprint. So desperate was the mount that I didn’t look back until I was at the very least a half a mile away. The old buzzard hadn’t followed me. I bet he was drinking my vodka as I fled. Hope he choked on it.

I don’t know how the guy found me. Maybe he saw a glint off the bike as I came over a hill. Regardless, I didn’t stop pedaling until I was past Nebraska City. By that time it was dusk, and I’d covered more than a century, fully loaded, with a headwind. I stopped, wheezing and giddy, at another golf course west of NE City. (Didn’t want to stay in the city proper – god knows who’s lurking about in that place.) Then the rain started. I’d seen it coming in since just after leaving Sabetha. Well, it is March, I thought. I lucked out, in that I’d made it that far without getting wet, and also in that the clubhouse door was easy to unlock. There was a good covered patio there, but why stay outside when I can be inside, right? Anyway, I brought the bike inside with me, finished off the rest of my water, put the bottles outside to fill on their own, and crashed hard in one of those weird plastic lounge chairs. I only woke up once. I thought I heard growling and snuffling outside, but it was probably just the thunder.

I woke up the next morning hungry as a bear in spring. I rummaged around in the clubhouse kitchen for some non-perishable stuff, but it had long since been cleaned out – even the non-dairy creamer shit. I didn’t even bother opening the fridge, as someone was thoughtful enough to actually put up a sign saying “DO NOT OPEN!” I don’t know, maybe some Beefers aren’t so bad after all. Hard telling what was behind the door, but I don’t relish imagining what it would have smelled like. So, I had a little more parched corn and ham and took a good slug out of a water bottle. They don’t fill up as well as you’d think in the rain. Oh yeah, and it was still raining. So, I put on my trunks and poncho, wrapped up my other clothes and started out.

The wind had settled down a bit during the course of the night and never picked up too much after full light, and I made it into Lincoln proper by mid-day. Least, it felt like mid-day – couldn’t really see the sun. Took my time and tooled up that expressway west of the wilderness park. Looks like the Lincolners are putting together a real forestry operation. That spot was never full-on forest, of course – more like thickety stuff. But they’re actively chopping down whatever is there. I think they must be hard up for cooking fuel. Gotta give them credit, though – I saw kids planting seedlings as their folks worked the larger trees. Most of the folks working stopped what they were doing as I rode by. I waved – a few waved back. Friendly, I thought.

Anyway, I dropped off that heavy bastard parcel at the fairgrounds – what was in that thing, iron cogs? – left the letters at the non-syndicate delivery office and had a late lunch under a gazebo at Oak Lake park, then took the last couple parcels to the hospital on my way south out of town. Word must have got around that I was in town – I did not get the reception I expected at the hospital. Suffice it to say, Biggs, that several dozen stout, leathery Beefers – what passes for law enforcement now, I guess – the local docs and all their friends and neighbors want you to stop distributing opium, pot, magic mushrooms or anything even remotely resembling a narcotic, hallucinogen or psychedelic in Lincoln and, for that matter, everywhere else in Nebraska.

There was no debate. They took the parcels – opium, I’m guessing, and by the weight of them, quite a couple of prizes you let me pack north – and the twenty pound sack of cornmeal, and the gallon jar of honey I’d picked up at the non-syndicate location. They did give me a pretty decent beating, though. And a note, but I’m almost certain that it’s actually for you. They pinned it to me – yeah, not to the inside of my jacket, but to ME – so I wouldn’t drop it in my stupor, and sent me on my way.

Well, I was actually able to ride out of town. They kept their blows to my head and arms, fortunately. Ha. I got maybe halfway to Nebraska City that day. Just after dusk I fell off the bike and laid there, wherever it was, and fell asleep/passed out/blacked out. I woke up the next morning, dragged myself up onto the bike and started out again. I thought I could just slip back unnoticed, but immediately after I’d rounded Nebraska city to the southwest and was on my way towards Auburn, I saw two people in the distance. They were dressed up in camouflage, poorly, standing right next to each other, and were maybe a hundred yards off. One of them motioned at the other, who fidgeted a bit. I was about to call out, say hello, but a second later I heard a twong sound and then a stiff thunk to my right. I looked around, but there were no deer in the area.

I took this as a sign that the folks in Auburn had become aware of my presence in the vicinity and subsequently rallied themselves. Didn’t figure it’d do much good trying to explain myself to them, so I wheeled the bike around and headed back north. Ten seconds later, my right ear exploded. I fell off the bike and cupped my bleeding head. The arrow’s momentum was so great that it planted itself right into the blacktop, bits of cartilage stuck to it. I sat for a second, dazed, then whipped out my clothes from a couple days before and held my shirt to my head. I clambered atop the bike again and started off in a wobbly manner. A few seconds later, I heard another thunk about twenty meters to the right and front of me. One last thunk a minute later materialized just a couple meters to my left.

I didn’t really know which way to go at that point. I was pretty sure I’d staunched the bleeding, but kept my right hand affixed to my head. I was a little woozy, but finally decided to head east from Nebraska City. From there, I thought, I could catch the interstate southeast and make my way roundabout back to St. Joe. Well, I was a little more dazed than I’d originally thought, and wound up missing the exit. Before I’d realized what had happened, I saw a rusted sign saying “Now exiting Waubonsie State Park”. Well, I kept on another mile and hung a right, which I was pretty sure was south. A half hour later I fell off the bike in some teeny town. The sign was scoffing at me. Humbug.

Don’t know how long it was before I woke up. An old man that looked like death warmed over was looking down at me, sour as owlshit. I heard kind of a noise at the right and felt kind of a tugging at my head. Once I figured out what was going on I passed out again. Woke up again probably fifteen minutes later and got properly introduced. When I told him I didn’t have anything to give him for the stitches, he waved it off. You know, Biggs, I’ve been at this game for almost six years now. I’m 25, my knees and back and hips are shot from hauling loads all over this range. I’ve been cramming down cold handfuls of parched corn, poorly preserved pork and whatever I could rummage up in deserted kitchens daily for over half a decade. One of my ears is turning into cauliflower, and the other is missing. But nothing, nothing in this whole fucking world made me cry until that moment. What made it even worse – better? – is when he suggested we go to their town store to get something to eat.

Popcorn. They grow popcorn, and pop it. It’s almost all they eat. Big honkin’ bowls of it, hot, salted AND buttered. It was heaven, and I seriously don’t mind telling you I bawled like a baby as I ate it.

I spent a couple days there, doctor’s orders. The town’s in bad shape, took a bit of a hit when the dam in South Dakota failed. The doc showed me around town a bit. Podunk, to be certain, but it’s all green, got a ball field. I’ll be honest. They didn’t exactly ask me to stay. But it was clear that the wish for some new blood was there. I told the doc I had to make one more delivery, then I’d be back. And here it is, attached to this letter. I think you’ll find it unambiguous. I only wish you were here so I could deliver it to you the way they had intended.

I don’t want you to worry, though. I kept all this pretty tight to my chest. I only told Smitty, Thin Tim, Bob Banks, and Len Lindsay the story from start to finish. You never know which one of them might spill it to the rest of the gang, though. Heh.

I know you’d probably say that I should have talked my way out of it with them Beefers. Tried to play it all off as a big misunderstanding. But I’m not your spokesman, Biggs, and I’m sure as shit not your drug mule. I put out word to all the other legs, too. You’re out of business, Biggs, and it’s your own fault. You also owe me a bottle of vodka. I know I’ll never be able to overtake you on a bike and wring it out of you, but if you ever dare deliver it, I’m in Hamburg, Iowa. Growing popcorn.

-Weixelman







To: Ellen Biddle, North Kansas City, KS

From: Gary Hoegaarden and Nancy Biddle, Santa Fe, NM

July 20th, 20+5

Ellie-

Hello from Santa Fe. We hope things are going all right for you in KC, and wanted to let you know we’d be coming out your way pretty soon. And not to just visit. Thing have become so intolerable here that we can’t stay, and so we’re moving back east. We don’t mean to sound pushy – like we’re coming out and just be ready whether you like it or not – but we remembered the offer you made the other year, and are now hoping that it wasn’t just an off-the-cuff nicety.

The water out of the Cochila Reservoir is dangerously close to being tapped out and water from snowmelt is simply not going to cut it for those of us left. Which reminds me that what few people remain here seem completely set on reverting to some kind of semi-savage lifestyle. Not like Native Americans “noble savagery” (yes, I know the term is bull, but you get the idea – they had a civilization before white folk came over and hosed it all up for them. By the way, the indians on the rez west of town have apparently returned to their old, pre-Western ways and seem to be thriving), but seriously barbaric mob rule stuff. It’s disturbing to us and dangerous here now, so early last year we made the decision to get the hell out of this place and to somewhere just a touch more civilized. Honestly, we never considered Kansas City all that civilized, but we’re willing to bet it’s a far cry better than what Santa Fe has turned into. Just last week I scarcely escaped a beat down and probably far worse at the hands of roving thugs. I did take a good shot to my shoulder from a well slung rock, but came out of it none the worse for wear. A couple friends of ours, the Weirs – we had drinks with them in the Railyard district one night when you were out visiting – were not so lucky. They got caught making a run for water in early January and were killed. It’s been hard living enough without idiots being violent, but the way things are now, it’s time to leave.

Towards that end, we’ve been saving up food and other supplies for the extended road trip. Since last spring, we’ve been drying, pickling and otherwise preserving everything edible we can get our hands on. This has proven trickier than it sounds, as we never had much use for food preservation equipment and so never bought any.

But we’ve remedied that. I (Nance) have been picking through several old businesses and even some abandoned homes and homes where we know the previous tenants died for – among other things – serviceable jars, canning equipment, oven racks and door screens and other well-ventilated flat surfaces for drying food, etc. This may sound completely horribly ghoulish to you, maybe even like we’re engaging in the barbarity we’re trying to escape. I fundamentally agree, but we’re just that desperate to get ourselves ahead of the game and out of town, and they’re not using it.

If I may be so bold, Gary has turned into a damn fine shot with the bow he acquired the second summer after everything fell apart. So, we’ve eaten mucho jackrabbit and put up a bit of deer and some pronghorn jerky over the last year. It’s nasty work, and difficult, getting the game back to the house once he’s killed it, then dressing it and making jerky, but so much else has become a filthy toil since, you know. The deer jerky is pretty good, but the pronghorn is so tough it tastes almost like a rawhide chew. Good to keep your mouth busy, I suppose.

It won’t come as a surprise to you that most of our food preservation is done through drying. We’ve been putting most of it on the roof, where it’s impossible for thugs to see it and steal it. Had to learn the hard way, though. Fortunately, the only thing they got away with was a bunch of ancho chilies. Hard telling if they even knew what they were stealing.

We’d been having trouble deciding what kind of bikes to take. Not bikes, really, but the junk we ought to put on the bikes to make the ride easier on us, what tires would be best suited to the job, etc. We figured fenders were pretty much unnecessary for a ride right now, but since we’re still not ready to leave, that might change. We’ll ask the courier when we see him next. Racks are simply a necessity, so we’ve scored a couple rear racks and finally located one to put on the front of my bike. I’m bummed about not being able to take my carbon frame bike. Gary told me it might be handy for running errands around town, but that I was freaking nuts to think he’d let me ride it fully loaded on a cross country trek. The roads are such a mess right now, and they’re never going to get any better, I’m afraid. So, we finally decided to take a couple old school-style rigid steel frame mountain bikes. I’m fitting them out with drop bars and clips to increase our pedaling efficiency. Aluminum or even steel road bikes would have been both lighter and better for body positioning for long rides, but we think there’s a trade-off with the wheels. We’ve had a terrible time trying to find tubes and tires for 700c presta valve based rims. Of course, 26 inch wheels, tubes and tires aren’t growing on trees nowadays, but they’re still easier to find than road stuff. Also, we think there’s a distinct advantage in the durability and load capacity of 26 inch tires. (We really don’t want to get stuck out in eastern Colorado or western Kansas with flat tires and at least 70 miles before the nearest place to get them checked out.) And inch and a halfs seem to be the best compromise between load capacity and rolling resistance. So, we’ve put got 26 x 1.5 inch semislick tires on each bike, with matching tubes, and a backup set of tubes and tires for each bike. With any luck we won’t need any of the spares, but not having them is just an open invitation to trouble. We’ve maxed out the bottle cages on each bike, and Gary’ll be strapping a three gallon water cooler to the rear rack of his bike. I’ll have the tent packed into one of my pannier bags. We’re splitting the food equally between us just for practicality’s sake. Each of us will carry our own clothing, and so there won’t be much of that. We’ll bathe as much as possible and maybe find a way to do laundry once or twice during the trip, but chances are that we’ll still be so incredibly ripe by the time we make it to eastern Kansas that you’ll probably be able to smell us on the wind a day before we get into North KC. Oh, and we’ll be wearing helmets, so rest assured there. I finally brought Gary around to my way of thinking – that staying a bit cooler isn’t worth getting a brain injury over. Besides, I told him his head would sunburn. (I was half-joking, but he is quite a bit thinner on top since you last saw him.)

We both went round and round about this several times, but we’ve finally mapped out our trip. We estimate the the entire trip is 900 or so miles, maybe 1000 if we have to make serious detours or make sidetrips for more supplies. Our plan is to cover about fifty miles a day, sticking to riding in the early mornings and evenings to avoid as much as possible exerting ourselves in the heat. That’s ambitious of us, but I think we can manage it. Here’s our projected itinerary. We’ll start out from here heading east, then north up I-25. The few couriers we’ve seen and talked to say the road is still in pretty good shape, which is great news to us. We’ll ride I-25 north to Pueblo – figure it’ll take six days or maybe a week to get up there. We anticipate this first leg as being the most difficult part of the trip, because – while we’re in decent shape and will be fresh and ready to ride – our bikes will be most laden with food and water at this point, and we won’t have gotten into real road-seasoned shape yet. Also, the hills between here and Pueblo are all pretty freakin’ steep. You may think we should just take I-40 east through Texas and Oklahoma and then I-35 up north and northeast – the way we always used to drive – but there are a couple main reasons we’re not going that way. We’ve heard Amarillo is now a haven for banditos, there appear to be fewer water sources that way – at least on our maps – and Pueblo will be a good pit stop before the next leg. Got a couple of really good friends up there who’ll put us up for a night or two – especially if we bring food! We’ve heard from the couriers that I-70 is in great shape, but water sources all through eastern Colorado and into western Kansas along that route are pretty slim. So, we think taking highway 50 east out of Pueblo and following the Arkansas river as long as possible is the best bet. We’ll do that all the way past Dodge City, where the river turns northeast. We’ll keep on east southeast towards Pratt, then into Wichita. This second leg is the longest, but we’re hoping that since we’re following the river downstream and have the wind at our backs it won’t take much longer than the first, maybe eight days. Probably spend a night or two in Wichita, then take I-35 northeast into Kansas City. That’ll be a bit hillier, but we figure five or six days, tops. Then we’ll knock on your door and hope you have something for us to eat and maybe even a bottle of beer for us to share – we’re going to need it!

We’re sending this ahead so you know to expect us a month or two from the time this letter is delivered. We’re leaving in just over a month, and figure the letter might take a couple weeks to get to you, at the outside. These couriers are balls out fast, and they’re charging us quite a bit for delivery. (We gave them some pronghorn jerky and told them it was deer, so the cost doesn’t seem to hurt so bad.)

Sorry this was so long. Didn’t mean to bore you, just wanted to assure you that we’d really thought this thing through and had a decent, safe gameplan. We were just remembering the other day when heading over to visit you in Kansas City was a long day’s drive. It seemed like such a pain in the ass, then. Well, our asses are going to be about twenty times more sore after this trip! Wish us luck – pray for us, even, if you think it’ll help – and we’ll see you in October!

Gary and Nance







To: Allen Lindsay, Jr., Lawrence, KS

From: Virginia Lindsay, Wilsey, KS

January 15th, 20+5

Dear Allen,

Greetings from home. It’s been so long since we’ve – I’ve heard from you. But then, it’s been so long since I’ve written you, too.

We’ve been lucky this winter. Except for a very brief cold snap at the beginning of the year, it’s been so mild here. The wind still howls, and will only get worse in the coming months, of course. But the Halsey boys rode out early December and sealed up the leaks in the house’s windows and doors. They even brought me half a cord of wood – good hedge wood. Should see us – me through the end of winter, anyway. Mrs. Halsey herself died just a couple months ago, a day or two after Thanksgiving. Flu. I don’t know whether the Halsey boys were carrying it, or what it was particularly, but I came down with something nasty a few days after they worked on the house. Terrible sweats and chills. For three days I could scarcely find the strength to feed the fire and keep the stove going. Couldn’t even get the lids off any of my canned goods. Wouldn’t have done any good, anyway – couldn’t keep anything down but hamhock broth, and barely that. Oh, but I’ve been through worse. Sitting by the stove, listening to the wind (and being thankful that it was kept outside) and leafing through some old photo albums was not –

Anyway, Barb Halsey. You still remember her, don’t you? She lived right in the middle of town, at 4th and Lyndon. The nice limestone house with the wrought iron gate. Taught you and Anne piano lessons. I know you were always a good student, Allen, but I think Anne skipped more than she went. Barb charged all the same, though. Ah, I can’t hold that against her, such a minor thing now. She was a nice gal. I think a bit of her husband rubbed off on her, but she was still a basically good person. And her boys. Well, see above. They’re both living in the house, now. Karl has a wife and a son and daughter – chubby little towheads, so ornery – and I think Marty has a pretty steady girlfriend.

I’ve been toying with the idea of moving over to Council Grove this spring. Just a few miles. I’m getting to the point where it’s a little difficult to make it out to pump water several times a day. It’d just be so nice to have semi-running water again. They’ve set up or somehow re-fitted the windmills as pumps over there, and the reservoir and lake are still plenty full. Or so I’ve heard, anyway. Of course, a few of the more imaginative gossips in town (Meg Barnes, particularly) say that Kansas City has gaslights and trolleys now. But since Council Grove is pretty close I’m a bit more prone to believe about the windmills.

Woke up yesterday morning to the sound of the piano. It was the strangest thing. I bundled up and went downstairs and found one of the cats tramping all around the dining room. I’m not happy about them staying inside, but I guess it is winter and there’s been coyote and even some cougar sightings. Not surprising, I suppose, what with the huge deer population explosion a couple years ago. I wouldn’t want to be stuck outside, either. Of course, the tomcat disappears for days and even weeks on end. Haven’t seen him for almost half a month now. It was the mama cat on the piano.

I still remember working in the kitchen and listening to the plinking and plunking coming from the dining room as you practiced. You rarely seemed to get exasperated with it, even though you inherited such short fingers from us. Don’t think you ever went the entirety of your prescribed practice sessions, however. Either that, or the timer we used ran mighty fast.

Aside from the illness I had in December, I have been eating quite well. The summer harvest was fine – plenty of tomatoes, beans and zucchini. The fall harvest, though. Well, I’ve never really seen the like, even when we had sprays and fertilizers, irrigation, etc. The corn alone took the whole town two weeks of sunup to sundown days to harvest. It’s all drying, now – most of it will get ground up in the spring for meal. What’s left will go to hogs and the few cattle around here. Probably the cattle more than anything, as the hogs are pretty happy eating acorns. Vernon Mitchell broke a forearm falling out of one of the apple trees – a nearly-matured seedling – while harvesting in his orchard and had to get ridden into Council Grove to get patched up by Doc Saw. (I can’t say that the apples are all that tasty to eat out of hand, but there are a lot of them, and they make good juice and apple butter.) And, I’ve been eating on a half a hog since October! Nice as they are, I didn’t trust the Halsey boys to slaughter it right. They’re carpenters by trade. So, I had Art Muncy and his daughter Lill out to help slaughter, dress and cure it. They really did almost all the work. Art’s a... well, kind of a layabout now. Grows marijuana and some not-so-great squash and pumpkins, but he used to work in Emporia at a meatpacking plant and knows his way around a carcass. Never cared for him so much, but Lill’s nice. Still cute, too – sweetest smile – and unattached. Just saying.

I sent them home with almost half the pig. I know what you’d say to that, but look – just deal with it. Everyone – everyone in this town, at least – gets fed. Half a pig’s a lot for one old lady, anyway, especially when you add it to the abundance of everything else. Have you been eating half as well as us?

(And anyway, Art grows superb weed.)

I don’t know, maybe it’s just been so many years – how many? five or six now? – since we had such conveniences as pesticides and combines and the rail and satellite TV. I guess there was a lean year after everything went kaput, but we bounced back. We have so much here – decent food and plenty of it, a roof, a stove, water – that I can’t say that I miss very many things anymore. Maybe just pineapple for upside down cake from time to time, and your father.

Have you heard from Anne lately? Last I knew she was up in Junction City. I really don’t know what she’s been up to for the past couple years. Going on three now. I mail her from time to time, but I’m not sure the new delivery service really knows what they’re doing. They charge so much, too; it cost me two pounds of corn meal and a jar of crabapple jelly for just a 50 mile delivery, for one letter! Well, I guess the riders need it – they’re so skinny. (This is coming from Meg B of course, as the riders only hit the major junctions. But, after riding to and from town on that old Schwinn for these several years – it’s only a half a mile one-way – I really will take her word for it this time.)

If you hear from Anne, let me know please.

You know, I really do enjoy the quiet here, but it got to be a little too much last August and September, so I dug out the old RCA that belonged to your grandfather. Your father never listened to much music – the radio was always tuned to market and weather reports. But he always had a soft spot for the Beach Boys, so I put them on the player and wound it up good. Endless Summer. The record played back just a little bit slow – the spring or whatever makes it go is probably losing its shape, and it made Brian Wilson’s voice a little huskier than I remember – but it sounded fine to me.

All in all, though, I prefer piano.

With love, your mother Genny

P.S. - Depending on when this arrives – two weeks, three maybe? – happy 37th birthday!







To: Gerald and Regina Olliver, Fort Riley, KS

From: Donny and Fawn McCutcheon, Arkadelphia, AR

August 26th, 20+4

Gerald (and Gina)-

We received your letter a week ago today. Hope to hear better news from you soon. How is it possible that there was that big army post doesn’t have any docs on it? Why’d it take so damn long for the doc to get out to you from Junction City? Is Gina improved any? Is she conscious? Still delirious? Doesn’t seem at all fair to be sick like that in summertime.

Glad to hear your sundry supplies are still holding out. This year’s drought will be next year’s bounty, we’re praying for you. We looked at the map, and it shows that the base has a big old reservoir right north of it. Maybe you can make a trip to catch some fish out of it or a spillway when you fetch water, assuming you have someone to keep an eye on Gina while you’re out. Again, we’re hoping and praying for you that the water will be enough to last you and everyone out there the summer through.

It hasn’t been near what you been through, but life here has been up and down.

Firstly, we got ourselves a ghost train. Nobody’s sure how it started moving, but it came click-clacking right by our house into and out of town the week before last. Remember the sound that damn thing used to make on the way past? It was a hell of a shock to just see it rolling by without warning, almost completely quiet. Then, about a day later, it rolled right back through town and by our house. It made one last pass that evening and settled right in the middle of the bridge going over the Ouachita. Most folks think some kids must have found it and released the brakes on it as a prank, but Gina’s uncle Harold, who used to work for Amtrak before he got busted for moonshining oh so long ago, says that the brakes’ reservoirs depleted and then gravity took over and carried it downhill. A whole bunch of people clambered on top of it after it stopped and tried to scavenge food out of the dining car, but the folks who got stuck on the train must have raided it all before they ditched it. All the folks found the other day was wild yardbird nests.

You should see the flocks. Dozens, sometimes hundreds of them just covering hillsides. Scrawnier, more mean-spirited birds you have never laid eyes on. Course, it doesn’t prevent foxes and bobcats from culling them a bit. Some folks, Fawn included, swear they’ve seen mountain lions loping through the thickets after them, too. Guess it’s not outside the realm of possibility, but it seems a bit more work for a cougar to chase down a bony little feral chicken than a rangy but bigger, dumber, slower and meatier ranch cow back in the Texahoma or Kanorado areas.

Mad Tyson hens, most people call them. Heard a rumor that it was originally a small-time farmer what set a few flocks loose to feed on their own since there was no grain to be purchased. Of course, that puts the onus on a local boy and doesn’t have nearly the same ring to it as does saying that Tyson cut the birds loose when it was obvious they were going out of business, just to spite everyone.

Speaking of the poultry operations around here, you can’t even get within a quarter mile of the old processing plants without gagging on the odor. Once the power shut down, all them dead birds just sat there. Well, we heard they tried to get them into those big warehouse-sized freezers, in the dark, and maybe they did that. But those freezers only stay cold for so long without air conditioners pushing frigid air into them. An easy way to spot where a processing plant is/was is to look around for buzzards. They’re thick as flies around those plants, just can’t find a way to get inside. It’d be better for someone to actually let them in and clean the damn places out, but you can’t find someone dumb or crazy enough to go near one, and nobody knows whether the buzzards would even touch that stuff at this point.

The few birds we started keeping the other year have been well, and we’ve been able to keep the predators off them. Fawn has almost mastered the art of pickling eggs. Almost. When we cracked open the last batch to eat them, the sulfur smell almost made me run to the nearest processing plant to relieve my nose. We slept out on the porch that night, for certain. That batch got pitched out pretty damn quick, but the rest have been good. Can’t say I particularly care for the texture of the things, kind of like eating rubber erasers soaked in vinegar. But mash them up and add some hot mustard powder – we get it from Greenville, MS – and some bacon grease or oil and some chopped up dill pickles and they make a mean egg salad for sandwiches (when Fawn makes wheat bread). We’ll eat the birds when they stop laying... and sometimes even if they haven’t stopped. Roast them in the oven and eat them with cornbread.

I bartered a young nanny off one of our neighbors earlier this year. Evan McGroot – when Gina comes to her senses, tell her that. Bet she’ll laugh – she know’s Ev’s history with goats. But I got this nan early spring for a half a jar of pickled eggs. Just half a jar! Well, I ought to have picked up on that as the first indication that something wasn’t quite all even up with that animal. I brought it home and let it roam around the back half-acre. We’re pretty well fenced in – anything that can get through that fence is probably small enough to have trouble with a spiteful, full-grown nanny goat. So I let it roam, eat what it wanted, which was everything I didn’t want it to eat. Rope, bark off the apple trees we planted from seedlings a couple years prior, and probably every other damn thing that wasn’t any good for it. Well, I’d originally got it to milk it and maybe make a little cheese (or have Fawn do it). That goat ate so damn well it should have been producing at least a pint a day. Never got even a cup of milk, not one ounce. Finally I got so fed up we just slaughtered the damn thing and roasted it on a spit, had a little party and invited everyone around. We invited Ev, but he never showed.

We’re going to get a pig next year.

Sorry. Probably not real nice of me to go on about food right now, especially to you.

Things elsewhere in the state are about the same as last year, so we’ve heard. Little Rock has probably seen better days, but we don’t know firsthand as we’ve never had need to go up there. Heard there was a bad fever outbreak up there in early February. Fawn and I have made a few trips up to Hot Springs, try to go at least once every couple months. We bathe regularly down at home, but Hot Springs is a special surprise I like to spring on Fawn. It’s never busy as it used to be, but still gets plenty of visitors. So much nicer to sit in a hot bath without having to make a fire for it first.

Take care of Gina best you can, Gerald. We’re happy she has a man like you around. Again, hope to hear better new from you soon. Write quick as you can.

All the best.

Don (and Fawn)

P.S. - I’m writing this on a separate sheet of paper for a reason, Gerald. I want you to know that Tess – Gina’s mom you know – died just a couple months ago. She caught the pox or fever or whatever it is that’s wrecking Little Rock. Fawn and I supposed that it’s better that, when Gina recovers and is well enough to read our letter to you both, it might be better to not include that information right away. If you feel differently, go ahead and give her this note, too. Otherwise, maybe it finds its way into a fire or a creek. Again, we’re praying for Gina and you. Stay well. -D.







To: Thom Whitesall, Broadview Hotel, Wichita, KS

From: Dick Wesley, Hotel Fort Des Moines, Des Moines, IA

May 4th, 20+4

Tommy-

Greetings from the Hotel Fort Des Moines.

I was thinking about you the other day. I really appreciated your support when I was working through my Hotel Management program and thought maybe I could return the favor with an idea. I can honestly say, though, that that program never really prepared me – or probably you, for that matter – for what happened the other year.

The year after the lights went off, we had a couple riots here in town: the big one at the capitol and a way smaller one a month or so prior. It wasn’t even remotely a surprise. No electricity, no gasoline. It was a wonder to me that thousands more didn’t die that winter. Well, of course, once the weather got hot in June, people started getting really pissed off and it wasn’t too long before they stormed the steps. I don’t know what they expected to accomplish. Frustration’s understandable. Nobody could plant corn or soybeans – en masse, anyway. Couldn’t water them even if you did plant them. You couldn’t get around without having to walk or ride a bike or, if you were really lucky, ride a horse. Couldn’t take a shit inside because the plumbing didn’t work. Couldn’t eat enough to make you have to shit, anyway. Not like the state folks hadn’t tried everything they could. What little news we got from DC, Minneapolis and elsewhere indicated that it wasn’t just a Des Moines or an Iowa problem, but that it was everywhere. Now how is the state government going to fix things that the eggheads the feds have at their disposal can’t even figure out?

Sorry, I just get irked about it. Frustrated at the frustration, even though I never was a real patient person. I guess I was more than a little peeved about life in general that summer, too. Since none of the guests could effectively leave town once everything stopped working, we turned into a kind of halfway house for them. I guess some did leave, and I hope they got where they were going. But most stayed at the hotel. Yeah, non-paying guests staying in your hotel while you can’t really pay your workers. It was stressful, although quite a few of the guests are now pretty much working tenants. (Also, I can say that I’m glad the previous management never removed the fireplace out of the lobby. It’s saved dozens of lives these last few years.)

Well, so a couple hundred people stormed the capitol mid-day. It was the third week of June. June 18th, a Tuesday. And there was no one there to stop them. A couple weeks prior a smaller mob had taken over a Wal-Mart, carted off basically everything they could get away with and beaten the lone security guard there to within an inch of his life. So, there was a feeling that worse things were on the way. But the Guard, the Highway Patrol, sherriffs and police had no way to communicate with each other, no way to get around other than the options everyone else had. They didn’t even have any bullets to fire had they known to be there AND been there when things got really out of hand at the capitol. And they did. A couple dozen congresspeople got pretty much hacked to pieces, ten raped beforehand, and then the idiots gutted the capitol building with fire. Twenty more died in the blaze.

Meanwhile, the mob just dissipated. Nobody tried to stop them. Nobody ever got called on it or brought to justice.

The Des Moines Disgrace.

The only fortunate thing about the whole mess was that the capitol building is pretty well isolated from other buildings nearby and so the fire didn’t spread. The entire city could have gone up, what with no functional fire department. What was left of the government scrambled to get a hold of themselves, and reconvened outside City Hall a week later. By that time most everybody else had gotten completely fed up and there were almost three thousand people there. State, city and county law enforcement finally got somewhat organized and showed up, too, even though half of them were out of uniform. I was there, and the whole scene was hair-raising to me. The Congress took roll call, and called out each missing member twice. Once the roll had been taken, they got down to business. They met for all of thirty minutes, then dissolved. Nobody really knew what was going on until the congresspeople started filtering into the crowd. Groups formed up around them, just pretty naturally. Everyone listened to what each member had to say. I wasn’t there, but it all filtered down to me quick enough. The gist was that folks were told that the lights weren’t coming back on, the sugar water wouldn’t turn itself back into gasoline or diesel, the Wal-Marts weren’t going to fill up again with cheap food and clothing, and that this sucked but, regardless, the outcome of the situation was ultimately up to them. Some folks thought they were being patronized and so they left, but the majority stuck around and started talking about how to improve things.

Shit, I’ve already rambled on too long about this. Here’s the upshot. Folks got organized and started working instead of bitching. All our park space downtown and all along the river, for that matter, is now a community farm and orchard. The first year it was corn and soybeans, because that’s all anyone really had seed for. But vegetable seeds made it around the next year, so the locals actually started raising something halfway tasty to eat.

We’ve gotten in on the act. There’s a huge pool here at the hotel, but after the power went out we drained it as best we could to keep the whole thing from stagnating. Well I’d like to say that this was my idea, but the Embassy Suites thought of it first and we copped it from them. Anyway, the fire department set us up with a couple manual pumps. We seined what seemed like a few thousand hatchlings out of the river, pumped some fresh water into the pool and dumped them in, and started feeding them surplus corn. So we raise catfish. Channel cat. They seem to do best given the size limitations of the pool. I’d ask if you’ve ever eaten it, but you grew up in Missouri, so you had to have, right? I was never really a big fan of it – muddy tasting – but now it’s on my dinner table at least twice a week. So, I’ve gotten pretty used to it. We use what we don’t eat to barter for firewood, filtered water, veggies, etc. Don’t know how things are down in Wichita, but I thought you might like to know that this is being done and maybe give it a shot.

It’s difficult work, and the whole place can get pretty damned smelly. Fortunately, the pool area doors seal well. The main thing, aside from feeding and harvesting the fish, is keeping the pumps active to get the waste out and fresh water in. It’s a pain, and it’s dirty. But it’s a job everyone does every now and then. Even me. I’m just thankful that the tenants are pitching in.

Life is still hard here. We had another bad winter two years ago. My daughter, Eileen, died of the flu that January. Things got so bad between my wife and I after that, so pointless everything seemed, that sometimes I wished the whole town... Sorry. There’s not much else to say except that I hope you and yours are well. Take care.

- Dick Wesley

P.S. - Almost forgot. Congress moved back into the capitol building later that year, but they’re still renovating the building even today. I don’t know if you ever made it up to Des Moines, but the capitol building was a beaut, with a shiny gold-hued dome atop it. Now the dome’s tarnished. It’s been left that way. For the best, I think.







To: The Maxwell Family, Warrensburg, MO

From: Roger and Megan Dickson, Wenatchee, WA

March 31, 20+4

Dear Jeff,

Hello from the big W.

The three sisters garden/farm idea didn’t take off last year as we’d hoped. The beans and peas did pretty well – you may never have liked them, but we ate a ton of edamame last summer and had a whole bunch of beans and split peas dried for using over the winter. They turned out to be our saving grace. The corn didn’t do so hot – maybe we hadn’t planted it in the right way, or too far away from the other two to benefit from the root nutrient interactions. Roger thinks that, whatever the other problems, we overplanted the corn, and he’s very probably right about that. The squash almost all crapped out on us. We think there was some kind of parasite, but without any real way to properly test things we’ll just have to wonder. We’re pretty sure it wasn’t fungal, as you can see and readily identify that. Anyway, we saved the seeds of those few squash that did live through the summer and torched the fields and brush last fall, hoping that fire would get rid of whatever the problem was. Dirty work.

So yeah, last winter was pretty lean. We had split pea soup pretty much every day from late November through mid-March. It’s good stuff, and we were able to mooch / trade beans for some beef and ham bones and bacon from various neighbors to give it a little more richness. But four months of one type of soup accompanied by some cornbread is more than a little monotonous. Guess I shouldn’t bitch – others elsewhere have been through so much worse. We did have a nice crop of apples from the trees surrounding the house, too – but don’t we always? – so there was a bit of sweetness to be had. The Jonathans turned out especially well, this year, and we ate them quick as we could – they don’t keep for anything, but we’d learned that long long ago. Cider, too! Our “neighborhood” had a big community pressing and we came away with almost ten gallons of the stuff. Fermented virtually all of it, because, man, it’s nice to have that keeping you warm through the cold months.

I guess, in light of the fact that we had cider, things weren’t too bad at all. We holed up in early December. Roger had laid up a good supply of wood, played banjo and tinkered with the bikes and I cooked the soup and baked and mended clothes and fumbled around on the piano. And we both slept a lot, and tripped out a bit (but I’ll get to that). The weather was cold, but not overly so. Less snow than usual, but other than that, a pretty typical winter.

We haven’t given up on the three sisters farm idea, though. We’re hoping the plants that grow from the seeds we saved will also have some resistance to whatever the problem was. Roger’s been hanging out with some of the older farmers at the co-op, drinking some horrible coffee mixed with dandelion roots and talking shop. He got some ideas about rejiggering the size of the crop clusters, so hopefully our yield will improve this year.

Here’s some of the best news, one of the things I really wanted to write to you about. We’ve got morels! YEE HAW! I’d really like to say we planned it, but you know the deal with morels. There’s just no telling when or where they’re going to show up. Well, so we were out surveying things just a couple weeks ago, trying to plot where each crop cluster would go. I was sketching the layout of the field, spacing and such, when I heard Roger start cackling. Well, you know Roger’s quick to laugh, so I didn’t make much of it. But he walked around behind me, held my head between his hands and shifted my gaze up. I’d never seen so many morels in one place. It was the mother lode.

We knew we’d never be able to gather them all, so we biked all around to the different farms quick as we could and rounded people up. We had seven families come out to help with the picking. All told, we brought in over 250 pounds of morels! (We left quite a few in the field, in the hopes that they’ll come back next year.) We took the lion’s share, of course, but everyone else left more than satisfied with a couple dozen pounds of mushrooms to each family. We probably could have kept more and still had people go away happy, but those other folks had been so decent to us over the winter it felt like we should return the favor.

So now we’re up to our eyeballs in morels. Roger has set up a few old, salvaged screen windows and is trying to dry most of them that way. I’ve been breading them in corn meal and a little salt and pepper and frying them in leftover bacon fat. Good god, they’re just amazing. Roger almost ate himself sick on them the other day. We’ve even been adding them to our soup – they make it a lot better, but I feel like the mushrooms should be on their own.

We’re reasonably certain it was last fall’s burn off that sprung them. I’ve been reading up a bit on them lately and a good scorching seems to be a fairly common precursor to a big fruiting. I don’t think we ought to burn again this fall – I’m afraid we might damage the mycelia. But, we’re encouraging all our other neighbors to burn, staggering them year to year. It’s doubtful we’ll get mother lode type fruitings, but hopefully we can get decent ones regularly, as heading out to pick wild morels is such a pain in the ass. (Not nearly as dangerous as it used to be, though.)

We’ve also been gathering and using some psychedelics. As the squash failed last year, I took to helping out at Rob and Heather Montgomery’s farm. There’s not a whole lot one can do when a crop just sputters like that, so I figured I’d make myself productive. By mid-November, after all our harvest tasks had been accomplished, I was working almost full time out there. Feeding and watering the cattle, general maintenance, stuff like that. (Built up some goodwill for us, which made mooching bones and a little bit of meat from them over the winter that much easier.) Anyway, I was out in their pasture to load up the cow patties. Most of them that I saw had clusters of little brown mushrooms poking up out of them. I picked them out and kept them separate from the dung, and asked Rob whether I could keep them. He eyed me for a few seconds, then laughed and said to just be careful, as he knew for a fact that they were pretty potent. Ended up with almost two pounds of them, dry weight! I took a few ounces back to Rob; he was happy to have them. And he was right, they’re phenomenal. It made me want to tie dye things again, but without a good source of dye we’re probably out of luck. They’re psilocybe cubensis, according to the couple guides we consulted (and we did consult them before consuming the shrooms).

We tripped on them once in early January, and Roger went off on how civilization had fundamentally changed in the last four years. That we’d become like mushrooms themselves – growing out of the old, dead civilization. Of course, it was stoned rambling, but he was sincere about it afterwards like he’d glimpsed something really basic about the world.

I have to say that I disagree with him. You and I both know that most mushrooms are saprophytes – years and years of hunting morels with grandma was a pretty good education fungus-wise – but that is emphatically not what this culture of ours is now. In fact, I’d argue that, as a cultural organism, we’ve shifted from being saprophytic to being somehow mycorrhizal or almost truly photosynthetic. For example, think about all the ways in which pop culture and fashion used to simply regenerate itself out of stuff that had fallen out of favor a decade or so prior – I have bell bottoms from both the 70s, early 90s and early 00s as evidence. Things now are so totally punk, not as in shitty music, but as in forging your own way and the do-it-yourself ethic. I guess there were always streaks of that originality in culture prior to everything going dark, but it was all so overshadowed by catty, horrible people trying to sell others on the repackaged, rehashed, rewarmed versions of that original stuff. The irony is almost all gone now, and to be honest, we really like it that way. I guess I just muddled everything here, but of course, neither Roger and me are real biologists – naturalists, yes, but not trained scientists – or cultural critics, so please don’t hold us too accountable for the real appropriateness of the metaphor.

Finally, and this is the other main reason I’m writing you – other than the fact that I love you and want to keep you informed of the general state of affairs around here – we’re pregnant. Well, I am. Hee hee. The long winter, coupled with the fairly meager harvest and relatively plentiful intoxicants meant lots of cuddling was virtually a necessity. Probably too much information for you, but there it is. So yeah, it’s underway. We’re excited, eager, gut-bustingly nervous and all sorts of other emotions all at once right now. Doc says I’m about two months along, so you can expect to be an uncle in late November or early December.

I know you’re worried about the risks we’re taking with this. We know, and we know they’re even greater than the last time we tried. But we’re at a point now where we feel that we can chance this again. Hope springs eternal, right? If not, well, at least we’ve got mushrooms to put in the soup.

Hope you, Pat and little Jeff and Joan weathered the winter well. Best wishes to all of you for a happy, peaceful and productive year.

Love,

Roger and Megan

P.S. - The spore print here is taken from one of the cubies I gathered last fall. Chances are very good that the spores are viable. Just tear off the print, slip it in a well-watered compost or shit pile and I bet you’ll get a decent crop this fall. (Wash them off before you eat them, of course.) Have fun.







To: Jill Bielefeld, Emporia, KS

From: Kyle Oort, Neenah, WI

Jill-

I had my hopes for the opposite, but all the same I anticipated you would respond the way you did. And it’s true that sometimes I leap head first into things that probably could use a bit more thinking through. As you said, it just comes naturally because “we are who we are.” (Not just quoting you here but including the originals to show I really am reading what you wrote!)

“Getting stoned and/or drunk off our collective asses after work and dinner, almost every night it seemed, only to get up at the buttcrack of dawn and work another ten hours the next day.” You can do that here. There’s been such upheaval with regards to the drug culture that nobody even cares whether you grow it, smoke it, whatever. I’ve got a couple plants in back with my little garden, but buy most of it from a dude I knew from high school. Hell of a nice guy. Oh sure, we’d have Stella to take care of, but she’d have friends to play with around here. There are quite a few children in the neighborhood, including that aforementioned dude’s. He’s got a daughter and a son – rambunctious, too, just like Stella sounds. And I’ve got plenty of room now that dad has passed on, God rest him. It’s been confusing to me lately, what to do, what to do with all this space, but it really would be perfect for you and your daughter. Even got a new solar heater installed last year, so it gets plenty warm during the day even if there is no firewood. But there is!

Speaking of which, “What could you do to support not just yourself, but Stella and me as well?” Point well taken, but after some thinking I know that yes I ABSOLUTELY CAN support you both. I’ve figured it out, how to fit into the Double-Star-and-Bar operation. So, it’s a ranch, right? Bunch of cows. Well, “Remember the number of majors you had as an undergrad? I do: four.” Now, remember what one of those majors was? Dairy science. I’ll readily admit that it only lasted a semester, but I picked up sooo much I know that I can make a big impact in the variety of the products the ranch can offer to its customers! There’s really not all that much to it, if I remember correctly. Feed the cattle, milk them and add rennet and salt – which, hey, plenty of cows means you’ll have plenty of rennet available. Put it into molds, then, a few weeks later you’ve got cheese!

Again, the option is yours. If you decide you want to come up this-a-way, just let me know soonest. I know a trip up this fall would be virtually out of the question, but if you wait just a season or so, I can save up a bit and send it down to you to fund your exodus. After all, “It’s really intolerable here.” Alternatively, if it’s still “such an unconscionably large risk” that you can’t take, I think I’ve adequately stated my ability to help you make ends meet down on the ranch.

With high hopes!

Kyle

P.S. - Yes, I re-used the letter you sent, but only because we’re still working on steam operation for the mills. Progress has been slow, and they may have to cut our staff further if there are further cock-ups (pardon) and/or delays, but I think things will work out.




Previous letter

Dear Kyle,

So good to hear from you the other week. I must say that I was a bit surprised by what you proposed. Let me start by telling you that I’m remarkably flattered you feel this way, and that you are a wonderful man and will be a wonderful husband to someone. But, difficult as it is for me to do this, I must decline your offer. I hope to make clear why in this letter.



First and foremost, I was so sorry to hear your father passed away. I remember meeting him that first summer after we met.



Now, to the heart of the matter, and I’m sorry if this is hard for you to read – and it’s harder for me to write than you can imagine – I feel that you are prone to snap judgment and sometimes really rash decision-making.                                                                                                 Granted, you kept yourself to the biological sciences – more or less – but still, you did a lot of jumping around. I remember being so glad you settled on forestry. Summers on the Superior NF’s trail crew. Man, what times. Out for days, maybe weeks on end at spike camps.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   Not showering for days and days – remember when that used to be fun. Now not bathing, much less showering, is just a way of life (around here, anyway – no doubt you have better access to water up there).



More to the point, I’m not sure you’ve thought this whole thing through. How would you get down here?                                                                                                                              I know Neenah might be a bit lonely – especially in the winter – but you still work for Georgia-Pacific, or whatever it is now, right? However you’ve managed to hold on to that job, you’d better keep on doing it. Cling to it, because there isn’t anything better down this way. (And, needless to say, there are no forests down this way, no good work for you despite your experience and education.)



I’ve mentioned this before, but Emporia still smells like Satan’s asshole... pardon my language. After six plus years, you’d think all that stuff would have finally been converted to whatever it turns into, you know... found some kind of state where it can’t decompose any further. Maybe that’s the case, in fact, but the odor still permeates the entire city.                                                Have to get a few miles out of town – to the west – to catch a whiff of any real fresh air. The whole area around the railyard and packing plants are simply deserted, you can’t even get close to them without retching. Paper mills might have smelled a touch worse than the slaughterhouses before, but I’ll bet they’re like a spring bouquet in comparison these days. Especially now, at the height of summer. And we’re accustomed to it out here – as habituated as you can get to the smell of tons of rotting meat, anyway. I don’t mean this to be discouraging to you, but it’s just a statement of fact that the whole town smells real bad.



They’ve reconstituted a bit of the ranching out here, from some of the cows that weren’t killed before the lights went out. I was really lucky to get on as one of the tutors at the Double-Star-and-Bar ranch, which has been doing about as good as any of the others. I kind of had an in with them, as Stella’s father is the son of the owner of the ranch. Hadn’t filled you in on that previously. Never meant to mislead you at all about anything. I’d known him forever, it seems, from before college. We’re not together in any real sense of the word. The desperation I felt after the lights went out and I couldn’t get out of town again... it was a mistake I’d not repeat given a second chance... I don’t want to revisit it in my mind more than necessary.



Regardless, the upshot is that they can’t really fire me without there being a big stink – haha! – and I can raise Stella and tutor her along with the other kids at the ranch, so she’ll get a modicum of an education. At the same time, I’m pretty much tied to the ranch. They put me and Stella up, feed us and make sure we’ve at least got clothes and a couple creature comforts. Their fortunes are my fortune, now, for better or worse. And, there’s been real serious talk of the ranch moving to an entirely different city. Moving the whole damn operation so it’ll be closer to a reliable source of water. Martin and his father have had scouts out looking for good routes on which to move a herd, but no one’s told me where to, of course. Might be up to Council Grove, might be to Burlington, or even further afield. Just can’t say where we’ll be MOVING ON to.



As for the suggestion of Stella and I moving up to Neenah, well I just can’t entertain the thought of it. I have a fair idea of where you’re located, but no reliable transportation, much less any money or goods with which to barter our way up north. And even if we were able to and did get there, what if you and she – hell, you and me, for that matter – don’t get along? She’s a... lively and strong-willed child. Not her fault, really, just the situation she’s in and the fact that her father and I... well, that                            . And the winters up there. I know you’re connected with a good source of firewood, but the climate would be such a change from what we’re used to...

It’s just                                                . It’s one I can’t take. I just can’t.



I really and truly don’t mean to sound hostile towards you. We’ve always been close, and I’m fond of you – all the fun we had at Carleton, reading your letters and writing back. It’s just that... I feel like I need to reiterate these things, as you sometimes seem to not listen (or read) as closely as you ought. Regardless, do write back please, and soon. Again, I enjoy corresponding with you, reminiscing about the “good old days” and learning of your latest adventures up in Wisconsin.

Best wishes, Kyle. Take care of yourself.



Your friend,

Jill Bielefeld







To: Martha Klundt, Lindsborg, KS

From: Rod Doornan, Eau Claire, WI

February 4th, 20+4

Dear Martha and Kids,

Hello from Wisconsin!

I’m writing this right now so I have it ready to go first thing when the courier shows up, which will probably be mid-March. There hasn’t been all that much to do for the better part of four months except sleep, cook, eat, sit by the fire and nap or read, and occasionally venture outside to scrape off the solar heater windows, snag more wood for the stove and scoop up some snow for making water. Well, OK, all that does take up quite a bit of time, but I made a damn big batch of stew earlier this week and have been eating it straight out of the pot for the past three days, and not cooking has freed things up. Haven’t made such good stew in a long time. I’m proud of it, actually, and have attached the recipe for you. See, when it comes right down to it we men can take good care of ourselves.

And damn, yeah, those forays outside have been more and more occasional as the winter has progressed. It has just been so cold lately. It’s been a slightly above-average year, snow-wise, and there hasn’t been even one warmish streak since mid-November. So everything’s just piled up outside. So quiet now that you wouldn’t believe it. It’s to the point that I don’t even look at the thermometer on the kitchen window when I get up in the morning. I know that little red knob will still be stuck at the bottom.

I know I haven’t written you for a while, but I’ve had reason. The Chippewa flooded last May, took almost half the town with it. Most fortunate was the fact that only a handful of people around Eau Claire drowned – maybe half a dozen. But it almost ruined the mill we’d just finished building the summer prior. It had been in operation for all of nine months. Sure saw some use in that time, especially the other fall. One of the milliners swore he saw smoke coming off of it after a few really intense days in early September. The good thing is that the millstone didn’t get washed downstream, and the basic structure was still more or less intact. Just needed to clean it all up really good, replace the few lost parts – the water wheel, mainly – and wooden parts and get the mechanisms pieced back together and put into in running condition again. Easier said than done, of course – it took about a half-dozen of us all summer and then a bit into fall to get it all back into working order. What with all the rain that spring there was a hell of a good crop to process, and most of it got put through in good order (before the mice got all of it). Bad part of it was that we weren’t able to get any beer down for the Octoberfest this year. Yeah, we still celebrate it – how else are we going to get our rocks off before everything freezes shut up here? Well, we did have plenty of cranberry/maple brandy, so it wasn’t a total loss. I didn’t feel much like drinking last fall, anyway. I sure hope we have a decent crop this coming year to feed into the mill. (And that it doesn’t flood here again!)

Haven’t heard back from Vernie, have you? I still, for the life of me, can’t imagine why he’d just up and leave like that. Not that I don’t take you at your word. And, for the record, he’s not my brother any longer. I have had no indication that he would do so, but if he shows up here, he’ll get turned away. Forget how cold it is, he’ll not be allowed in this house. If he comes back to you, then and only then will I welcome him back as a brother. Until that point, he is persona non grata up in my neck of the woods. (Yes, persona non grata. All this winter reading is paying off in the vocabulary department.)

Along the same lines, Barb left. In hindsight, it had been a long time coming. She was none too happy when we moved out here from St. Paul, but eventually got used to it. Then, you know, everything stopped working and she couldn’t get her medications and just got really unstable. I told you all about that before, I don’t want to talk about it again. But last spring, when the rain was so bad and the river was rising, things got real bad again. I tried to calm her down, told her more times than I can remember that we personally were safe – living so far uphill and to the east of the river – but she wouldn’t listen. Once we got word that the Chippewa crested its banks she lost it and took some cabbages some beef jerky and cheese and a bottle of brandy and climbed into the attic. She slammed the door behind her and slid something heavy on top of it – I think that old day bed. I didn’t want to get things to get violent again, so I just went out and tried to find Dr. Carter. Well, he was busy with other hard cases, but he said he thought that some St. John’s Wort might help her out. That was all he could recommend, and I didn’t want to take up his time any further. So, I picked up a tincture of the stuff from the local “alternative apothecary”.

When I got home late afternoon, Barb was outside, sitting in that little rowboat we own and holding an umbrella. She said she was going to wait there for forty days and nights, just to be certain, and that I had to bring her food and brandy every day. Well, so again, I didn’t want to cross her because I knew that if I tried to coax her inside or argue that one of us would have gotten hurt for certain, so I went inside and slept by myself. The next day she was chanting “39 days, 39 nights” over and over when I went out to talk to her. I went back inside and fixed a little bit of breakfast for her: an egg on toast and a little pinky glassful of apple brandy. (Brandy is/was all Barb would drink when in an episode, and so I mixed a few drops of the St. John’s Wort tincture in with her aperitif.) She ate her whole breakfast in maybe four bites, and drank her brandy in one fell swoop. I took everything back inside and waited. This all repeated itself every meal for a couple days. Then, she came into the house mid-afternoon and said she wanted a bath. So, I heated up some water on the stove and gave her a decent pan bath and she let me put her to bed afterwards.

I had hoped that I could keep dosing her with brandy and St. John’s Wort. But a couple days after I thought I got her stabilized, I had to go help survey the damage to the mill. When I got back to the house, I found the front door open. Half the cheeses and all the beef jerky in the pantry were gone, and Barb’s bicycle wasn’t in the garage. There was a little note in the kitchen that read, “36 days left, going to Pike’s Peak so I won’t drown. You can come, too. Bring rest of cheese and another bottle of brandy.”

I looked at a map and guessed which road she’d be most likely to take, and bolted down it to try and catch up with her. Violence or no, I’d catch up and bring her back. But I hadn’t caught her by the time I reached Menomonie, and it was so late by the time I got there, I had to spend the night in a barn. I asked the exceedingly friendly farmer whose barn I crashed in to keep his eye open for a woman meeting Barb’s description and to spread the word then took off back towards Eau Claire at first light the next day, stopped at home just in case she’d found her way back, then zipped southeast towards Fairchild. I didn’t see her at all by the time I’d reached Fairchild so I had a quick lunch and asked the local authorities to please remain on the lookout for Barb, then I rode through Osseo on the way home and did the same thing. And I didn’t sleep that night or at all, I guess, for a week or so. It was the worst... it was bad. I still can’t think of where she might have gone, what might have happened to her. The local sheriff had his deputies on the lookout all summer for any indication of where she’d been, but they never found any sign. He suggested a couple things that might have happened to her, but I can’t bring myself to mention them now. I kept riding all over Eau Claire and Chippewa counties trying to locate her, but found nothing, either.

The worst was I rode over to Cadott one day and didn’t find her or get any news of her from anyone there. On the way back I saw a little trail heading off the road. I was pretty much out of my head at that point, so I thought there was a chance Barb had gone off in there and so I followed the trail into a thick tract of woods. After about 15 minutes of slow riding along this track the trail ended abruptly and there, right there was a huge airplane wreck, an honest to God 747 or whatever strewn all through the woods. I’d never heard anything through the grapevine about there being a plane crash out here, it was a saddening sight. Most of it had broken up, just disintegrated, but there were still a few sections intact. It must have crashed when everything went dark, it seems like forever ago. I stood looking at it for probably five or ten minutes. Remember wondering if things this big skip, like a flat rock on a pond. I suppose so, because the tail section had flipped over and into what looked like the center of the wreck. It smelled really disgusting, like melted plastic fused with metal and bodies. I was walking a little more around the perimeter of the whole carcass when I heard something shuffling around. All of a sudden a black bear waddled out from behind a bunch of bushes. It looked at me in surprise for a few seconds then lowered its head and started charging. I’m pretty certain now that it was a sow, and it probably just had cubs in the area and was protecting them. Something to be said for that, but at the time I was scared. And, shit, you know I don’t move all that well, but like I said I was out of sorts and just forgot all the things you’re supposed to do in that situation so I started running in the opposite direction, toward the tail section. I ran past the few seats, occupied by buckled-in and decayed bodies, to the restrooms. The door to one of them was open and I darted inside it, slammed it shut and locked the door. The bear hit the door about five seconds later, growling and pawing. It was pitch black in the restroom, cramped and hot. The body and plastic smell was even worse, but I didn’t dare open the door back up. I don’t even remember how long it was before the bear went away, but by the time I was sure it was gone and opened the door it was pitch black outside. I was disoriented from the shock of seeing the wreck and bear and from the chase, so I decided to sleep there in the restroom for the night. But I could hardly fall sleep, knowing there were bodies right outside the door. Who were they? Their families can’t possibly know what happened to them, like I may never know what... I opened the door the next morning and sunlight flooded in. This helped me get my bearings, as the open end of the tail section was clearly facing east. I peeked out the opening and listened for about five minutes before deciding the coast was clear. Before I left, and I know this is horrible and I still feel bad about it, I rooted through the little kitchen area and took all the bags of pretzels and chips and cans of soda that I could load onto my bike.

So, I – Obviously, fall and winter have been difficult for me. But in addition to the reading and keeping up shop, I’ve tried to keep busy planning new solar heater set ups. So busy I was last spring and summer with fixing up the mill and trying to both keep my mind off what might have happened to Barb and find her that I wasn’t able to continue on with the solar heater business. But I had to prioritize, and the fact that most folks around here are able to put up plenty of wood for winter made the solar heater thing less a pressing issue than having good flour and cracked brewing grain for everyone. I fully expect to get back into the swing of things this April or May, once it warms up a bit. Year before last they were in demand, and I don’t think that will have lessened any, what with the bitterness of the weather right now.

I’ve included some design sketches for you. They’re not blueprints, as such, but they should be enough information to get you underway if you wanted to make one for yourself. The damn things are so simple that chances are you could put together a pretty decent one with just the information here. But, I know there was a good article about these in Mother Earth News several years ago. If you can dig one up at the library, it’d probably help immensely.

So, regardless of what happened last year, I wish you a Happy (and hopefully not belated) Easter! I hope you all had a great passion play, if you’re still doing that. Tell Marty, Yasmin and Betty their uncle says hello, and that they don’t have to share this cheese with their friends if they don’t want to. (It’s too a-Gouda for that!) Also, I’ve packed in a few of those sodas and chips for them – they’re too young to remember what Pepsi tastes like, and I wanted them to have a chance to try it. Just don’t tell them where it’s from.

ROD

Rod’s stew

 
	Four cups pearled barley
	Two pounds fatty beef (or pork or whatever, just make sure it has a bone in it)
	Three turnips
	Three carrots
	Two onions
	Three or four cloves of garlic
	2 tablespoons of salt if you have it
	Plenty of black pepper if you can find some
	One gallon or so of water

Bring the water to boil on top of stove and add barley, meat (cubed up best you can) and bone (if it’s whole, crack it open to expose the marrow) and boil for a few minutes. Move the pot to the edge of the stove and simmer it for an hour or two, then add the rest of the ingredients, all sliced up thin as you can do it, and bring it back to a boil for another few minutes. Then let it simmer for another hour or as long as you can stand smelling it before breaking down. You can remove the bone at this point. The stew will look oily on top – soak up the fat off the top with good barley bread and eat that first with a little bit of salt. Keep the pot on the edge of the stove so it will stay warm but not boil off. You can add more water afterwards to stretch it into a soup, if you need to.







To: Berringer Axehead, Kansas City, Kansas

From: Teddy Alstott, Golden, CO

Day 1056, Day 1057, Day of the Yellow River

Berringer Berringer A.,

Before I begin, I want you to put these glasses on. OK.

Now put the glasses on. Did you do that? OK. Now you can read the rest. I tested it before sending the letter to you.

Here’s the situation. The cans are almost all empty now. Almost all of them! And I can’t use just the cans as sustenance. But I could really use some down home Kansas sustenance. You’re in Kansas City so you have some, I know. I’d like some more, please.

I told you told you that those would come in handy some day. Some day has some how been happening for some thing like more than two years. The notches on the wall tell me as much. I counted them all three times before writing to you. Wanted to be certain that today was the write day to right. Right, right.

Nobody wanted to believe me. When they brought the pallet to my cabin they laughed and laughed. I told them that the pallet would serve my palate just fine, and that they should be so lucky to have such a backup when “some day” happened. They laughed again and waddled off. Jumpsuit crab people. I wish somethymes that I had different flavors to eat, different and maybe some pepper or powdered parmesan cheese. An egg or a steak or both even would be nice, too. But you can eat the cans all cold, so that’s a clear advantage. Just need a can opener and a fork. Don’t even need a fork, but I do have one and do use it. And I think they would notice the difference in my waste if I ate something different. The meatballs would show up on their scanners too easily. They found Almond Charlie that way. When I ran out of dog food I had to start feeding him what I eat and he liked it but it changed his waste signature. One night I heard him barking outside and there was growling that didn’t come from him. The next morning he was gone and never came back. I’m pretty sure they got him.

Doc Smythe didn’t believe me when I told him what was going to happen. He said that I should have known better than to buy so much of one thing at one time. He said he understood why I did it – that I had done this thing, but was not responsible for doing it. I tried to convince him that what I was doing was important – oh how I tried I tried, but he would not listen. He was not a bad man... and he was a man. A human. I’m certain of it – I have ways. He just would not listen to me. I don’t think he understood anything at all. I pleaded with him. His jacket got ripped and he said he had to go and that he’d get me a new and better script. Not sure what he meant by that – this is real. I saw him talking to Amy on his way out. I saw but I could not hear it. Doc Smythe mumbled mumbo jumbo boyardee. Amy didn’t look at me at all when they were talking, she just kept her eyes closed.

Then, two days seven hours and ten minutes later, some day came. It was dark in the cabin. Not even the night light came on that night. Even then I could tell. I could not see any lights coming from the city. No noise coming from the highway. They always sounded like I thought the ocean would sound like, the cars coming down from the mountains. Sounded like waves, like my head being pushed by waves of sound being pushed by waves of water being pushed by God.

The water didn’t work when I went to use the bathroom. It didn’t work in the kitchen, either. So I went outside to go and get a drink from the creek. I used a cup so I didn’t have to drink straight out of the creek. It was cold, the water. I sat there a minute and a half I remember with my teeth hurting. Then it got so quiet outside I was afraid to move. I knew that some one was watching, nearby. So I ran back inside and locked the door and shut the windows and bolted the door to the bedroom and hid beneath the covers and still I was cold and my teeth hurt.

I resisted breaking the pallet up for a long time. Afraid that the cubic symmetry had to be kept – any asymmetry in something that large increases the risk of detection. This is a fact. But I thought I had found a way around it, found a win win. I take off one can from each corner of the pallet at a time. Four! North south east and west and the order matters. It seemed to have done the trick for quite some time. I can’t eat four at a time, of course, but I was certain the single cans by themselves presented no issue. The empties presented a different challenge, but I was able to find some symmetry in stacking them in the corner of the room. The loss of mass in the cans compensates somewhat for the asymmetry, I’m sure of it. I had a proof somewhere around here but it eludes me now. Regardless, I believe I’ve been found out, or at least they’re getting much closer to determining my location. Fortunately, I was recently tipped off to more surveillance activity.

Just last Tuesday morning I was eating and had almost finished off can number one thousand and fifty three. I heard a coughing sound and ran around the cabin three times trying to find out who made it. I hadn’t made it. I waited a while, then sat back down to eat the last ravioli and I saw something moving on the can. The man on the can was moving. He was motioning to me... me of all people. And then, once we got really face to face, he pointed at his name and then stroked his chin. He just stroked his chin twice and smiled and winked and then stopped moving and I knew he had given me an important clue.

Boyardee ] BoyRD ] BoERD ] BERD ] BEARD!

Thanks to the tip off I started grooming myself a bit more regularly. The day after I got the tip I took a good bath in the creek. It was so cold that I couldn’t sleep for two nights straight I just shivered the whole time.

I thought I had caught one of them in my facial hair this morning. Chitinous exoskeleton. Red exoskelton. Bug. I dropped it in a glass of water, but didn’t hear it squelch the way it’s supposed to do. It has to make a staticky sound like shhh. So I think it was a decoy. The real bugs real surveillance bugs they’re machines are harder to get rid of. Scatter in the light when I open the blinds or door. I hold my breath when I see them and then try to sneak up but they always seem to escape between the cracks in the floorboards. They seem to cluster around the corner with the empty cans, trying to sniff out asymmetries. They’re either self-assembling or the entities behind them know they’re getting closer, because there are more and more of them patrolling the corner every day. It’s clear to me why they’ve got my place staked out. I’ve got the high ground, overlooking all of the town and even further down to Denver. It’s a unique spot and that’s why they want it and that’s why they have to get rid of me.

Denver, can’t trust anyone in Denver. Denver’s trying to contact them. Sent a huge message this summer, not even trying to be discrete. I saw it – it lasted for several days. Several days it did last. If someone comes to you from Denver turn him turn IT away. Contaminated or converted or worse much worse I don’t even have to imagine hard how much worse.

They got Denver, they did. Might be why they’re getting more aggressive with me. Trying all different methods. Calling my name out at night, even in the middle of the day. I don’t hear it hear it, but they can talk directly to my brain. It’s some kind of wave form they send out that can go through logs and bone. I don’t know how they learned my name. I didn’t tell them. Sometimes they communicate to me using Amy’s voice and have manage to even project her image into my brain. But I know it can’t be Amy because she’s in the underground now and I’m pretty sure is in Kansas now and besides we obviously can’t be seen with one another so I just ignore the projected image until it stops yelling at me and goes away. It’s possible that they subverted one of my compatriots in town and learned my name that way. People in town should be used to dealing with aliens, though. You know, there used to be a show about an alien and it took place here. I don’t remember much about it because I was too young then but Amy watched it a lot. The woman in it – she wasn’t the alien – looked kind of like Amy, but with brown hair and she was a bit skinnier. The alien looked like a man and he wore a vest. That was fiction, I know. But this is real I know this is real.

It’s starting to stay cool during the day and getting cold at night again. The stream out back is running yellow now. I have had to stop drinking it because it’s obviously been poisoned. You can see the poisons floating on the surface so obvious. They keep trying this. Trying to flush me out. It’s natural, it’s where you live, it’s fine. That’s what they’re trying to say to me. I never fell for it yet and I’m not about to now. Not now. I can manage just like before I’ll just eat snow.

I’ve actually got a counterattack planned. Going to knock out their surveillance. The smart way. I’m leaving the windows all open all the time now. I think the morning frosts will attach to them and melt on them and short out their nanocircuitry.

I’m going to take this to Doc Smythe to relay forward to you via the underground. I’ll be in this guise but without the glasses. I know for A FACT that Doc Smythe has surgically and neuronically altered his own face and so it’ll be a difficult task trying to locate him but I’m up to the challenge. And like I said he doesn’t understand anything but he does know people. There are almost no people in town. They have mostly escaped east I think through the underground or maybe they’re in Colorado Springs now. All the water in Colorado Springs tastes like metal. There’s metal in it and the aliens can’t locate the people there because their waste streams are masked by the iron metal in the water.

I’ll find Doc Smythe OK. Everyone who rides a bike can be trusted everyone. Send some more food as soon as you can in cans. And tell Amy I said hello and not to worry.

I’m committed to winning here.

Theodore A. Alstott, Ph. D.

PS - Take the glasses off now, or they’ll get suspicious. OK?

PPS - You have to destroy them not, too, in case you get caught.

PPPS - You shouldn’t have been able to read that PPS without the glasses on. I’m not sure who you’re working for, but you’d better get rid of those glasses. Wait, put them back on so you can read this. OK?

PPPPS - Now destroy this letter, then take the glasses off. Have you done this, yet? OK.







To: Barry Booker, St. Joseph, MO

From: Ned Roundtree, Amarillo, TX

July 7th, 20+3

Barry,

Hey, pal. Ned from Amarillo here. Another year, another letter. Things have been getting steadily worse since the blackout happened, but we’re stuck here for the long haul.

We still don’t have the irrigation problem fixed. Some go-getter windmill experts – those guys who used to work on the wind turbine generators, you know. They’ve been trying to convert one or two of those big turbines to pump water from Lake Meredith down to town. Don’t see quite how they’re going to do that. I figure it’d be a tall order, and even taller with no electrical equipment to work with. All the same, having a stable source of water down here would be a hell of a good thing, particularly for the ranchers and farmers (not surprising). I got an idea to help, but more later on that. And it’s just an idea, so until we get some way to pump water, we just have to cross our fingers, wait for rain and keep the gutters funneling into barrels. It’s precious little when I think about how much we used to use around here, but it gets us by. The garden in the back yard isn’t too much, and it seems like it took us forever to get any real produce out of it, but it keeps the kids halfway busy. Jenny and I have enough trouble keeping them in line, so anything that’ll keep them occupied is a Goddam blessing. Teddy’s been running with a bad crowd lately, and it’s like moving heaven and earth to get him to help out with anything at all. Just lazes about, smoking dope. Goddam shame, he used to be a bright kid. Shouldn’t write him off so quick, I suppose, but it’s been hard. I used to bash ‘em blue at PTA and district meetings, but I guess the public schools were useful for something after all.

Bandits have been getting worse lately. The first year or so it was just street gang stuff, vandalism and looting. Bad enough, you know. But the last couple years they’ve been organizing, and a couple of the larger groups apparently have horses now. Rustling cattle, hijacking shipments of grain and other staples. Even killed a few folks earlier this spring, just west of town. Some indians coming in from New Mexico, killed for some dried chilies and parched corn. Bad business. Can’t even seem to get any good whiskey in here without trouble, and there hasn’t been any beer to be had for the last two years, at least. Most of the hold-ups and attacks have been between here and Lubbock, and a handful west of town, one as far out as Tucumari. The sheriffs haven’t been much help, and even the rangers can’t seem to pin down the more organized packs.

I told the folks in Washington, those chickenshits in Austin, everybody who’d listen, that building a stupid little fence in the middle of the desert wouldn’t stop anyone determined enough to make it over here. Now I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong. For the most part, the Mexicans that come over are hard-working folk trying to make a living. Can’t very well begrudge them that. Putting up a fence just makes it harder on them. I hate regulations and big government as much as the next guy, but we could have put into place some kind of system to weed out the good folk from the drug runners and other scum criminals. And that’s the majority of the banditos now. Well, there are of course a large number of no-good white and black knuckleheads mixed up in that business, but the plain fact of the matter is that most of these banditos are Mexican-American, and those that aren’t speak good Spanish or, at the very least, Spanglish. And this is up in the Goddam panhandle, not down in the belly of the beast.

So, our pumps still ain’t pumping. Not a huge surprise to you, I’m sure. They’ve been sitting still for almost three years, now. I had to cut loose pretty much everybody on staff, and it hurt to do that. But, you know, when you try running them manual and all they do is pull up that Goddam nasty sugar water stuff, there’s no profit and no way we can keep folks on. Again, I’m sure I’m not telling you anything you don’t know already, but small-time oil was always hard enough when what was being pumped was oil. Well, without the oil... Doesn’t make any sense to them, either, when they can be off gardening best they can or fixing up bikes and running mail or just heading out of town for good. And a lot of them have.

Lately, though, I’ve been thinking a lot about those pumps. I’m so damn dense that it hadn’t occurred to me until I heard someone else talking about something really similar. But, you know how those wind wranglers are trying to convert their turbines to run water to Amarillo and elsewhere? Well, I been imagining that we could convert them pumps of mine to move water instead of petroleum. Just gotta get the oil residue out of them – flush them out good, and that sugar water seems to have done a pretty good job of that – and move them to good locations from which to move the water. The wind turbine boys seem to be pretty well-organized, so I don’t believe I’ll be able to compete with them directly. I’ve been thinking more along the lines of a partnership with them. Been trying to draft up a proposal for them to look at. Connecting the turbines to readily available pumps seems to me to make a lot more sense than getting new pumps made and moved all the way cross country. Risky business there. Simpler and safer to move my pumps out to their turbine(s), hook them right up and get the water pumped that way. I have a hunch it’ll be a little more involved, of course, but it could make life a lot better around here, and keep us aright financially, too.

What have you been doing with your pumps? Reckon you’ve got plenty of water up in your neck of the woods, with the Missouri right in town, but it’s probably still hard for you to get it moved around to the right places. I think this wind turbine-pump operation has a lot of promise. As a matter of principle, I never used to give free advice. Much less to a seasoned competitor such as yourself. But, I think that the situation over the last three years has changed most folks, me included. So I say you ought to seriously consider doing this. You’ve got windmills and turbines up there, right? You got enough wind, I know that, with all those loess hills. All that good earth, just piled up all around you. Heh.

I’ve still been wondering how in the hell all of this came about. I know there’s been tons of talk about the Chinese, and how they had some weapon that worked on us but backfired on them, too. Now I think that’s just a bunch of bull, and let me tell you why. Here we have one of the Goddam biggest economies on earth that’s growing by leaps and bounds a year – China’s economy, that is. And they’re doing it by selling everything they make to the United States AND bankrolling the debt that we’re accruing in purchasing that stuff. They had us over a Goddammed barrel and not even given us a reacharound, and took our cake and were eating it too. Preposterous situation for us to be in, and all to China’s advantage. They knew it, we knew it, Europe knew it. Hell, I bet even half of Africa knew it. And then they make a weapon that can molecularly alter all our domestic energy mineral deposits and our bullets, and hose up magnetic interactions to mess up the grid... all of these things that even American weapons manufacturers couldn’t do... well, that we know of. But they make it, don’t tell anyone about it, don’t test it (that we know of), then just up and decide to use it on the biggest cash cow of a nation that ever existed? Doesn’t make a lick of sense.

Heard some crackpot up north is saying that mushrooms are to blame for the whole thing. Well, that doesn’t even rank debunking. Just hogwash. I look around this range and don’t ever see hardly a single mushroom blooming up out of the red earth. There’s just no way it could have happened.

No, I have to tell you. It’s aliens. Couldn’t tell you how they did it, but sure as my name is Nedrick Roundtree, they did. The few real astronomy eggheads will tell you it might have been something else. Moving into an unmapped and magnetically unstable area in space, weird chemical reactions from comets or whatnot. Simply doesn’t add up. Couldn’t tell you why they did it, either. All’s I can say is, I sure hope it was an accident of some kind. Some intergalactic bureaucrat’s clusterfuck. Because I can’t imagine all this that’s happened being on purpose, and a friendly one at that. They still haven’t showed their faces – if they got them – around here that we’ve been aware of. Hope they never do.

Used to be, Jenny and I would get the kids all piled into the Suburban with picnic blankets and telescopes and drive up near Lake Meredith, just to the southwest of it. There was, still is for that matter, nice wildlife refuge up there, and we’d camp and take turns looking at the stars and planets. Had to head out of town to see them well, because you couldn’t see them very well from Amarillo – too many lights in town. Now we can see them almost every evening from in town – huge islands of diamonds on an ocean of oil – but I don’t want to look up, much less through a Goddam telescope. I’m scared to death I might see something looking back.

All the best from out west.

Ned and family







To: Andrew Mactarnahan, Olathe, KS

From: Sylvia Mactarnahan, San Diego, CA

April 20, 20+2

Andrew

John didn’t try to stop me from writing you, but merely asked that I not try to reason with you again. I conceded. This is no longer about us writing every other week, repeatedly asking for some acknowledgment of what we’ve been through these last 18 months or more. Knowing you’re there and waiting for some sign that you understand what’s happened here. You have moved on, apparently. So shall we.

We’re departing tomorrow. The Scottish Lass is rigged up and decked out. We’ve got water to last us months, half a year at least, and a solar oven to cook the fish John catches.

Don’t write. We’re sailing.

Sylvia







To: Natalie Vried, Lincoln, NE

From: Bert Gunderson, Philadelphia, PA

January 18, 20+2

Nat-

This will be the last time I write you, from Philly at the very least. I’m not sure where I’m going to be a month or even a week from now. Things have become simply intolerable here, and I need to find someplace different.

It’s been a while since we last talked. Lack of e-mail, phone and an even remotely reliable postal service is partly to blame, I think. Maybe I should have tried carrier pigeon, but I’ve heard they hunt those things out where you live. Or maybe it was doves. Regardless, it’s probably not a good bet.

Just remembered you the other day. Not that I would really forget, it’s just that recent events have brought thoughts of you to the fore. You were preternaturally cute at SFSU, checking out your Weldon Kees books when I worked in circulation. I had no real idea who he was then, no clue why you’d be interested in such a depressed but clever person. I’m glad you came back to check out more, so I could ask you about him. Once I finished my thesis, the chance to work near the APS library – and maybe there, eventually – was too good to pass up. We’ve been over this, and I hate to rehash it, so I will not. You had your priorities straight. Going back home to care for a loved one may be one of the few things I understand anymore. Wish I could put it into practice, but I don’t even have a goldfish. Ha.

I don’t know why you would have had this urging, but if you ever thought making a trip anywhere out here was a good idea, please reconsider that. I haven’t got good, reliable news from anywhere on the east coast, but I’ve heard enough conflicting rumors to last me two lifetimes. Boston’s gone up in flames, and then Boston’s fine and they’re still playing intrasquad Sox games. New York has had a month straight of rioting and anarchy, and two weeks later New York has had six months straight of rioting and anarchy. (OK, to be honest I don’t hear much about that place that conflicts – I’m willing to believe it’s become a veritable hellhole and far, far worse than the mere cesspool it used to be.) Hundreds, thousands of murders in DC this year alone, and the Pentagon has become a giant hotel for bigwigs and the lights are still on there and they’ve got a regular plantation farm going inside the building grounds, and there are still helicopters choppering to it and out to destinations unknown. Of course, I have no reason to believe things are horribly bad in most other cities, but the converse is also true.

It used to be that, when I worked at the Free Library, patrons would rarely ever come to me to find out about really current events or news, other than questions like, “Hey, where do you guys keep the New York Times?” I can count them on one hand. One was a little old Volga German lady who wanted to know what was happening in Berlin – this was just after the Wall fell. Well, she sat down with me and by the time we’d found out the relevant newspaper articles and gone through them – she was not a native speaker/reader, nor had the best eyesight, so it was plodding work – she was in tears. It was the oddest thing – I couldn’t tell if she was happy that the Soviet Union was falling or saddened by the violence and turmoil, and you can’t really ask that sort of thing or even offer any solace. “Professionalism” guidelines, best practices and all that rot. Of course, I can name this instance where those guidelines were an abomination, but the hundreds of times where they were the right way to go remain anonymous.

Now – well, after everything went to shit and then up until a couple weeks ago – at the Am. Phil., patrons would come in all the time saying, “I heard alien mushroom people were spotted in Yonkers. Are they just in Yonkers, or have they infiltrated the entire metropolitan area?” And I could say, “I have heard no reliable reports of alien mushroom people sightings in Yonkers or anywhere else, you fucking loon. Get out.” But a lot of other folks would come in and ask, “My family lives in Yonkers, and I heard there’s been almost a full year of rioting and anarchy in New York and I wonder if it’s spread somehow to spread out there. Do you have a paper or any word from there?” And then all I could do is look at them and tear up because I just couldn’t say, didn’t know, and that we weren’t really the kind of library that could help with questions like that. But I guess at least I could tell them that much and show them some empathy.

The entire seaboard – hell, the entire world – outside this meagerly gray city has become completely unknowable to me and pretty much everyone else in every city, and I can’t speak for others, but that fact makes me feel smaller than I can even fully relate. May as well be a hydrogen atom in the sun for all I can see going around me.

And now even Philly has fully masked itself, putting on its own death shroud. Or maybe the blinders have been ripped off my eyes. In any case, the clincher came two weeks and one day ago. I left the apartment a little early to get to work on time, as there’s been a bit of snow lately. We haven’t had much at all this year, but it has been bitter cold, one of the worst I can remember since moving here. Well, I was halfway over the Benjamin Franklin bridge when I started hearing a commotion. It’s phenomenal how the sound carries without the noise of cars and other machinery, even inside the library. So I kept on and when I took a left on 5th street I could see that something really rotten was happening. By the time I got within a block of the library, the first few of the looters were walking off with their bounty. Cartloads, baskets full of books, papers, old loose leaf stuff. There was no point in even trying to stop them.

I just fail to comprehend what got into all of them, and why they targeted our library of all places. Was it just easier to break into? Does older paper burn better or something?... actually, I don’t even want to think about that. Now, that stuff wasn’t Proust, or Bulwer-Lytton (HA!) – nah. Just Franklin’s, Darwin’s, Boas’s personal papers, among thousands of other absolutely unique things that some of the best minds ever found special and wanted to keep safe. And now it’s a couple cold nights’ worth of hibachi fodder for a bunch of Philly chuckleheads. After watching the objects of my work – oh, they didn’t take all of it, but you can bet they’ll be back as soon as the Charles Peirce is in ashes – get trucked out the doors, I meandered around a bit. No reason to go inside that place, no real reason to go home. Took a walk through Independence park, right across the street. Sat on a bench and watched a drunk pissing on another, who was passed out in the overturned Liberty Bell. Yeah. I haven’t been sleeping much since then.

So now that there’s nowhere that I know, understand or have a real feel for, I find it’s time to leave and maybe search out some place where that’s possible. I’ve got a light tent, a warm sleeping bag, a sharp knife, a decent enough bike, a better bike lock and a will to leave this deathly place.

It might be nice to ride out to San Francisco. See the country on the way, pretend for a while that I can still grasp it. But be at peace; I won’t trouble you on the way out west.

Yes, San Francisco sounds like a good bet to me. Ride up that hill overlooking the Golden Gate bridge from the north, leave the keys in the bike lock, take in the view, taste that clean rock salt air and leave this unknowable world behind.

-Bert G.







To: Gary Eldridge, Lawrence, KS

From: Dave Thibodeaux, Camdenton, MO (Bagnell Dam)

September 23, 20+1

Gary,

Hey, it’s Dave Thibodeaux. Hope you remember me: Pi Tau Sigma, yeah? Donut Dave? I’ve attached a photo to help jog your memory. Hah, well, it might be a bit different from my picture in the Rollamo – if you still have a copy handy – but twenty years or so of barbecuing at Lakeside, the attendant beer consumption, a fried pastry habit and a slow metabolism are gonna do that. Although, in the last year, I’ve come to resemble that Rollamo picture a bit more.

The other year someone mentioned that you were in Lawrence, Kansas. They didn’t know exactly what you were up to, just that you’d moved over to Lawrence from KC and were maybe working on something related to a Lawrence hydroplant...? Just thought about you the other day, figured I’d shoot you a note, see how you’re doing, what you’ve been up to, catch you up on happenings down here, etc.

How is Lawrence? I only remember heading there once, to catch a Tigers - Jayhawks game. We won, big. Seemed like a nice enough town. Maybe a little low, most of it, nestled right up against the Kansas. Have you found some lady lovin’ there? They used to run screaming from us... well, me anyway. I bet now women are just throwing themselves at a guy who can make stuff work. (If you’re not using this to your advantage, man, you better start.)

I’ve been well, as has my family. My wife Ellen just turned 40 two months ago. Don’t know if you ever met her. She wasn’t in a Greek house at all. I met her just before graduating – she was still a sophomore at the time. It’s pretty hard to believe we’ve been married almost fifteen years. (The last has been a bit of a bear, but that’s the norm here and, I’m guessing, everywhere else.) Most of her family is in the area. This has turned out to be a real blessing the past year or so. Hard to believe I used to loath them being around (then again, they did used to mooch my beer). Our eldest, Jake, is twelve and a half. John, the second and youngest, is ten. Life was busy enough with two boys running around being boys and asking silly questions. It’s even harder now that they ask questions I can’t really answer. Like, why does dad have to ride my bike to work every day? When are the lights coming back on? Why do I have to chop wood again? Fish, again? Damn, man, it’s impossible to respond.

Other things down here in Camdenton are so-so. I’m still working at the dam. We’re maintaining our staff best we can, but money is tight and it doesn’t seem to buy much, anyway, with all the damned price gouging going on. The Lake was really quiet this summer. Hard to believe, I mean just a year or so ago thousands upon thousands of people came down here. Just to drink and make asses of themselves and record other people making asses of themselves. (It was almost a part-time job for some of our staff, too, to tell the truth.) Anyway, slow times, but that’s not all bad. We’re still actively trying to figure out what knocked out the turbines here last year, and how. We had a couple engineering profs come up from UMR to take a look at it. Took them a full week to travel up here, and that was after the week or so it took to get our message to them. I think they were happy to have something to do. Anyway, they checked everything out from top to bottom. One of the professors even strapped on some SCUBA gear and checked out the intake – not that it had been off, because we don’t have any power with which to shut the damned thing off. They gave it a clean bill of health, but no reason why it’s not pumping out juice. It’s just as we found before. The entire mechanism is completely sound, the turbines turn smoothly, everything runs as it ought to – it just doesn’t put out any electricity. It’s my understanding things are this way all over the country. Hell, all over the world, for that matter.

Heard what happened up in South Dakota. Don’t know if you’ve gotten word or not. A buddy of mine who works at – well, who used to be employed by the MO dept of transportation in Lee’s Summit sent me the news just a couple days ago. Oahe Dam flooded, and the the whole thing failed. Washed out completely. No warning – really, how could there be, nowadays? I guess they got a ton of rain, but you’d really expect a dam like that to hold. Then Gavins Point failed, too. Upshot was that Pierre and Sioux City got taken out, as did a whole lot of Omaha. I don’t know who did the estimating, or how, but almost 12,000 Pierrans, 80,000 Omahans and 50,000 Sioux City folks got killed. With the food and medicine shortages after last year’s tragedies, Sioux City’s virtually wiped out. Omaha’s now got to be way less than half its population as it was this time two years ago. I don’t even think the people in the podunk towns all along the Missouri before Sioux City and between it and Omaha were even counted in the death toll, and to be honest, I don’t even want an estimate regarding those. Apparently, things were a little hairy down towards St. Joe and Kansas City, too, but the river never crested over the banks.

I haven’t heard about any other dams failing. Of course, my view, like everyone else’s, is pretty limited right now. Maybe they weren’t maintaining the dam as they should have, maybe it was just a poor design. Still, it’s just not right for a dam to fail so completely and rapidly as that. I just... I’m terrified that the dam here is going to just up and blow. It keeps a hell of a lot of the Lake of the Ozarks penned up. My family’s place is up on a hill – we’ll be able to weather a failure. The towns downstream from the lake, though. Well, I’ve sent word as far as Freeburg to watch for a sign that the dam has failed. I’ve got in a heap of trouble for it, making people more antsy that they are already, but I’m not going to have thousands of peoples’ deaths on my head. And we’re halfway organized now – far better off than before. Just for your information, we’ve got a couple big torches set up on top of one of the local mountains, right near Lakeland. Actually, they’re on a ridge with a bald face to the east. The torches are big, and both covered from the weather, they’re always loaded up with a mix of old phone books, pine and oak (it’ll light fast and keep burning bright) and we’ve got mirrors set up behind them to beam what light they put off as far as possible. Everybody on staff – hell everybody in town, now – knows that if the dam fails they’re to high tail it up to the ridge and light both fires. We figured that folks downstream might see one – or one nearby – and think it was a mistake. But two should get the message across. I don’t know, it’s really the best we could come up with. I hope it’ll save some folks, if it ever comes to that.

Also, I’m also nervous for everyone else I knew who works near a river. I wanted to mail you and let you know that I considered you a really good friend in Rolla, and that I’m sorry we, rather I never kept in regular contact with you and that I think you should move the hell out of that floodplain. At least get up near the campus at the top of the hill there, whatever it’s called. Or, barring that, at least figure out some kind of warning system. I’m sorry if I’m being a bit of a prick about this – I just want to maybe help save some lives.

Hope all is well for you and yours in Lawrence. If you ever get some mobility and want a vacation or something more permanent, look us up. We’ve got plenty of room in the guest house. Plenty of room. Plenty of food to go around. Another set of eyes on the dam would be more than welcome. You were always a hell of a good student, if I remember correctly – maybe you can pinpoint the problem. And hey, without the jackasses on the lake, the fishing’s been great here – best year ever for it. Hard to believe.

Dave T.

P.S. - This is really the first time I’ve used one of these couriers. Hopefully it’ll get up to you within a month or so...?







To: Richard Osgood, East Omaha, NE

From: Regina Osgood, Elgin, TX

August 3rd, 20+1

Hello from Austin. Haven’t heard from you since your last e-mail last year. Praying you’re still at this address and are well.

I’ve got bad news, and there’s no use putting it off anymore. It’s difficult for me to write this, but Carl and Billy are dead.

It happened about a month and a half ago. Carl went on a foray to pick up some water. All the local ponds and water holes dried up by mid-May and there’s now no way to pump water over from the reservoir, and no wells to speak of. We were hoping they’d somehow get that fixed earlier this year, but... there’s a small lake just south of Camp Swift, that old training grounds. There’s also Long Lake over on the eastern outskirts of Austin, but we head that that was getting a bit low, and we figured the one to the south (Bistrop) would be less used. So, Carl went down that way one morning to see if he could retrieve us some water. We never saw him alive again.

After a week, Billy up and decided to go down and find him and also, we think, to also try to get some water. We’d all been nervous wrecks after Carl never came back, wondering what had happened to him. It was only 15 miles or so one-way to the lake, and Carl was never ever good on two wheels, but we still expected him back by dark that evening. Whether he’d gotten lost, had a crash or a heart attack – he always took after your dad, you know – or something worse, we had no idea. Anyway, Billy left in the wee hours of the morning, is all I can figure. Went off half-cocked, damned hothead like all you Osgoods. Took that stupid little little bike, the dirt bike he always used to do tricks with, and his backpack, the shotgun and a plastic one-gallon water jug. So then Billy disappeared, and Carlene and Sera and myself were all alone in the house. And then we waited. I didn’t let the girls out of my sight for the better part of a week.

Five days later we had the local sheriff show up on a sad-looking Appaloose. Fat lot of good he was. They found Billy by the side of the road about halfway between here and the lake, half covered in dust and gravel. It appeared he was making his way back, because the jug was full. There were signs of a scuffle, some ripped clothing strewn about. Shotgun was still there at the scene. Apparently Billy either tried to scare them away with it or was fool enough to think it’d go off, as there were pin marks in the priming caps of the shotgun shells. That’s what the sheriff said, anyhow. Said he thought there were most likely half a dozen or more of them. They took Billy’s bike after murdering him, but nothing else. Used to be that getting killed over a bike was something you heard about in the city, not out here. How can a bike be so damned important to anyone that they’re willing to just up and kill a fellow man for it?

I don’t know what we’re going to do. I can’t imagine staying here after what happened to my husband and son. Can’t even think about going out too far from the house yet, it’s terrifying. My mother and father are still in Houston, but we haven’t heard from her in almost half a year. Don’t think we’d be able to swing a move down there regardless whether I get over my fear of venturing outside. Still haven’t sent them a letter, will do that after this one. Thinking about asking your mama to move in with us. I could use another hand around here – just can’t seem to get much done, lately – and she’s always been lonely in that big house since your papa died. She and all her friends have been so kind to us. Always have been, it’s true, but even moreso since word about Billy and Carl got around. At least a couple times a week they’re over to our house, bringing casseroles and firewood and cans of food and even a taste of water for the girls and me.

The girls have both taken things very differently. Sera just shuts herself in her room all day long, only comes out once a day to eat – if there is much of anything to eat. I listen from downstairs to hear whether she’s crying or pacing or anything else, but I think she just sits or lays in bed. Don’t know how she can stand it day after day up there with how hot it’s been. Might be reading, but what and why?

Bad as Sera seems to be, though, Carlene is worse. She’ll help out with the chores, help make food when we have it and clean up after herself and me. But... she disappears for hours on end. Talked with one of the gals down the block the other day. Jeanna Gilmore, you remember her? She asks about you. Said she was out foraging for firewood a week or so ago and saw Carlene saunter out of a thicket. Now this was halfway up to Taylor Rock, almost five miles out of town. I asked Carlene about it and she didn’t say much, just that she was visiting with friends there. I asked her who and she clamped her mouth shut and I sent her to her room without dinner. Course, I took dinner up a couple hours later – it’s just too cruel to do that to a child. And child she is, but all the same, I think she’s not mine anymore. She’s only fourteen and I think I might have lost her already.

I’m not sure this is the case, but if there is any upside, it’s that the sheriff’s deputies are patrolling out here a bit more. There’s even been talk about Austin sending a few rangers out. Rumor has it that some folks in high places are getting nervous about violence like this so close to the capital city, and that’s why the new patrols. I don’t know how much law enforcing they’ll actually be able to do without firearms, though. Most of them, the sherriffs anyway, are still so damned fat – despite the crop failures this year – that they look like they’d have trouble walking more than a quarter mile at a stretch, much less subduing an angry mob or fending off or getting rid of a determined pack of bandits. People have been saying that there’s a bunch of them hiding in some foothills just to the east southeast, and that there are some military deserters in the mix. Really hoping for some rangers, so that no one else around here has happen to them what happened to Carl and Billy. In any event, I’m still sleeping, but hardly, with all the doors – inside and out – locked, and a knife under my pillow.

Why did they have to die? What point was there in it? Why in God’s name don’t the guns work? Bad enough around here with no cars or lights or telephone or running water, but to have all the bullets turn into duds so law abiding folks can’t protect themselves?

We’ve been hearing rumors down here that all this bad business is the fault of the Chinese. That they were working on some device or weapon and it went off accidentally, or even on purpose, maybe. I can’t say how that could possibly be the case without it backfiring on them, too, but maybe they’re cleverer than we expected. Haven’t heard that they’ve invaded anywhere, though, so that’s probably a good sign that they’re in as bad a jam as we all are here. Not that I’d wish this on them, not on anybody.

The drought has been so horrible this year. Haven’t had a lick of rain since late February. No cotton, no wheat or corn in the fields, just cracked earth. The farmers may not have even bothered planting anything this year, it was so obvious it was going to be just terrible. Hardly even any weeds growing to hold the dirt together. So hot and windy, some days it’s just been an orange blur, just flames whipping by from dawn to dusk. I passed out in the kitchen two days ago while making supper. Dreamed I was in a furnace down in hell with a whole bunch of Chinamen, but they were all talking Spanish at me but I still couldn’t understand it. Woke up with Sera staring down at me and screaming, sweating and with tears in her eyes. Probably afraid she’d lost another...

Had fifty people turn out for Billy’s funeral, despite the heat and dust storms. So I heard, I couldn’t even make it out the front door. The sheriff and deputies still haven’t found Carl, but we can only assume the worst at this point.

I’m not sure it’ll help – hasn’t for the past year, anyhow – but please please pray for us down here, Richie. Pray to God for rain for us. And please pray for your departed brother and Godson.

With love,

Regina, Carlene and Sera










To: Dr. Martin Braun, Leavenworth, KS

From: Baird Showalter, Washington, DC

March 21, 20+1

Martin-

Hello from DC. It seems like I was e-mailing you just yesterday. A year passes so quickly in this town. Hope you’re not feeling frozen out by my lack of correspondence with you, but you understand. There have been some technical difficulties, as you likely well know. And, it was never my intent to exile you to such a bleak place as Kansas, and to teach officers at that, but I was overruled by higher. There are simply so many unforeseen exigencies, so many fires – metaphorical and unfortunately, literal, now – to be extinguished day to day with such precious little water (and less by the day), that personal communications with anyone are few and far between. “Baird, what’s the latest on New York?” “Baird, who threw that brick through the window?” Ad infinitum. I’ve really lost focus on the big picture here, and am taking a day or two off to collect myself. This comes at no small price here, as I’m sure you well remember.

So, the big picture – what I really should be seeing to appropriately and effectively advise those in the administration. Those still left, I should say. I’m writing to you today about that, but in a rather semi-professional capacity. All the same, quite a bit of this information could be considered... well, unsuitable for viewing by the general populace. So, I would prefer you to treat the content of this letter with your pre-exile discretion. I am hoping to clear the cobwebs with you so I can draft up something official for a meeting later this week. So, consider yourself my literate guinea pig. There will be no way to get a return from you in such a time frame as to be useful for this meeting, but please please do send a reply. Ultimately, you don’t have a need to know – especially considering the fallout from the scandal the other year – but your clearance is high enough and your analysis and recommendations will be much appreciated by me and many others and almost certainly used in future meetings. (It may also get you out of the sticks.)

Here is the executive summary, with input from the entire staff.
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Have to run this over to the infosec boys. They’ll check it and get it to one of those messengers directly. I know, I know, but they need to feel useful, too (hi boys).

Best wishes.

Baird Showalter

Assistant Director, REDACTED REDACTED

P.S. - Oh, and I almost forgot the biggest part of the big picture. The cherry blossoms are in bloom again. I guess that’s something.
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