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Friends show their love in times of trouble,

not in happiness.




- Euripides





Year 2 - late fall - WOP




I had to kill them, all of them. Though it caused me great pain, it had to be done. 

First off, the pair of boys started firing at dear old dad and me. I was surprised when the first bullet zinged past us, missing by a few feet at the most. That was when I let go of their old man, and pulled my gun out. That caused them both to open fire on me…wildly.

Neither of the boys aimed, they just pulled the trigger and racked another shell into the chamber. That wasn’t good — not for them.

During a long ago hunting season in these same woods, my dad had stopped by after I’d missed my third deer of the morning. Each one got a single well-placed shot in its direction. Well, I thought the shots were well placed.

“Gotta shoot more, Robert,” my father advised. He and my grandpa were the only people who ever called me Robert. Everyone else mostly called me Bob (because I hated Bobbie so badly).

“When there’s lead in the air,” Dad continued, “there’s danger. Never forget that. Shoot once and miss…Hell, you may as well not shoot at all. Keep pumping away until your target goes down.”

Apparently, these boys’ father had advised the same. Before I shot once, they’d peppered me with a dozen shots between the two. Snow kicked up all around as I drew on the first shooter, the taller, skinnier one. He went down with a single shot.

Another pull of the trigger dispensed the second shooter.

When dad came at me with the knife (how he found that in the foot deep snow has always bothered me, made me think he had a second) he too received death from my 9 millimeter Glock model 19.

The battle ended in seconds, but raged in my mind for months.

I killed them because they tried to kill me. They would have killed me. No doubt, no regrets…sort of.

If I had managed to chase them off — bad thinking — they would have been a threat to my friends three miles north, the direction I assumed they were headed.

I knew they hadn’t passed Lettie’s place. No, there was enough food and cut wood there to last them the winter. If they had managed to overpower my friends, they would have never had reason to be here.

Glancing behind, I knew I should finish cleaning the deer. I knew I needed to move these bodies deeper into the woods so the wolves could have them.

But what I really needed was to check on Lettie, Marge,  Violet, and Nate. Just to be sure they hadn’t had a similar battle. If people were hurt, they’d need my help.

Walking past the man’s sons, I stopped and stared at the pair. Neither had whiskers, nor any facial hair. The older one might have been 12, his brother a year younger. Maybe they weren’t even this fellow’s boys. Perhaps they were just another pair of lost souls, tagging up with a man who promised prosperity…or at least food and shelter.

But none of that mattered now. The dead would tell no tales.

On the road, I noticed my lower leg hurt. As if I’d pulled a muscle or something. Stopping I rubbed the spot. When my hands came away, I noticed the issue.

Dark crimson stains on each.

“Damn it!” I shouted. I needed a nurse, my nurse.


Year 2 - late fall - WOP




It all began as I peeked up from the bloodstained snow and noticed the eyes in the brush. Kneeling beside my kill, I had felt them on me. Just something you knew was there. Always waiting for that little opening to strike. Not today.

“You got the last one,” I complained, searching for my knife deep in my tan pack. “Took it right out from beneath my nose.”

I shoved my knife at the brush behind. “You ain’t getting this one, Chester. So you’ll just have to wait until I’m finished.”

Rolling the small buck onto his back, the blade plunged easily into the soft spot right below the sternum. I searched again for the nearly translucent eyes, still watching me.

“I’ve learned that if you stick them here first,” I pointed at the small slit my knife had created, “everything goes a whole lot smoother.”

My audience of one didn’t reply. Nor did I expect it to. I knew what he wanted…leftovers.

I’d hit this one right through the lungs, even nicked his heart a little. Yeah, I thought, give me enough chances at a standing deer and sooner or later I’d hit one in the right spot.

Truth was I’d been practicing, a lot. More than 100 rounds went into my target the previous month I recalled. At first, I could only hit the four by four sheet of plywood every other shot. And that was from 20 yards.

My pal Dizzy helped me out and into the second hundred rounds, I was more proficient at coming within six inches (then four inches, then two inches) of the bullseye. Sure, I’d scared off most the deer in my immediate area, but at least I was accurate.

Crunching though the brush and snow off to my left, I watched as the twins came out to greet me. Unlike Mom and Dad, this pair had little fear of humans. The smoke colored female moved timidly to the back of the deer while her brother, more cream colored, came right for my bloody hands.

I knew better than to reach and pet Joshua, not until I made eye contact with Sarah first. Studying the brush, I noticed her slinking forward, moving through the snow without a sound. She was actually a better hunter than her mate. Though either could kill me whenever they chose, thus far we had lived in harmony through the fall.

Little Sadie, the female pup, licked at the blood covered opening without fear of me. I tried to chase her away, but her mother’s growl stopped my hand mid-air. I peeked up to find Sarah no more than fifteen feet away, and I did the only thing that I knew would placate her.

“Here,” I whispered, grinning at the great gray wolf. Tossing a section of the warm heart to her, I noticed Chester stir in the brush. I tossed him his half as well. “Happy?”

Yeah, I talked with the wolves. They were my friends, much like Dizzy. But they never offered any unsolicited advice. Something I admired about the creatures.

No, I didn’t expect them to talk back; but they were good listeners. As long as they got what they wanted first — their piece of the kill.

Feeling Joshua lick at my blood-covered fingers, I finally dared to stroke the top of his head. It always amazed me how different their fur felt from what I had always expected. Instead of smooth and velvet like a rabbit, it was much courser, denser. That shouldn’t have surprised me, in retrospect. They were never cold, even in the harshest months of the winter.

Sadie stared up expectantly at me. She wanted her bounty, hand delivered. Only once had I touched this pup in the past four months. And that was mostly by accident. Tossing her a piece of the liver, I watched as she drug it back by her mother before beginning her feeding.

For the past 15 months, I had been stranded in No Where. Now, that name cannot be found anywhere on the map of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan (the UP as they call it up here). But that what I called this place — No Where.

Remote made it sound like I’d setup an outpost in the suburbs of Detroit. Except for this family of wolves, I had only five others I spoke with…humans at least. It had been a while since my voice opened for anyone other than the ghosts of my past.

For the first few months, I’d held out hope of leaving this quiet place (even if on foot) and getting back to my home in Joliet. But the first winter came, and now a second. I couldn’t even recall the last time I could see my wife’s face clearly in my memory. Now it had become a wiped away chalk-like image with another gust of wind each day removing the details.

Lost in a memory of some distant event I barely noticed, Joshua slithered back into the brush. When Sadie and her children began their hasty retreat, I searched for the eyes of Chester. I found them, but they no longer focused on me.

I watched him crouch, making slow head movements left and right. Someone was approaching from behind. And when the hair on Chester’s massive neck rose I knew it wasn’t Dizzy, Violet, or Nate.

It was a stranger. And that most likely meant trouble. 

I hoped I didn’t have to kill this one.


Year 2 - late fall - WOP




The wet snow crunched beneath my assailant’s feet as he drew nearer. Slipping my Glock from behind my back, I rose and spun, leveling the firearm at the single man’s chest. He froze, nearly mid-step, while his glove covered hands went up immediately.

“I only want food,” he shouted in a nervous tone. “I haven’t eaten in five days. It was a week before that. I just need food.”

Taking two large steps toward him, I kept the gun on my target. “And I need you to leave!”

His head shook in small movements as he eyed my kill. Removing a glove, he wiped away frozen saliva from his lips.

“Come on, mister,” he begged. “You got a whole deer there; you can’t possibly eat that by yourself.” His logic was sound…for him at least.

“I’ve got others to feed,” I countered, searching his body for weapons. Unlike most people found on the roads these days, he seemed to have none. “So just keep on moving down the road. Get your own game.”

I tried to make my tone as hard and unyielding as possible. That was the only way to deal with the few drifters we had coming through this remote area. Most relented, eventually. But there were always a few who needed more encouragement. Thus the gun still held on his body.

“I’ve got two kids,” he pleaded, throwing a hand back at the road. “I’ve got them hidden a couple hundred yards back in the brush. I heard you shoot. Thought I’d come see if you had anything to share.”

A likely story and one often repeated. Bring kids into the conversation and a fellow like me might eventually yield to the other’s needs.

Problem was, there were most likely no kids, no family, no friends. Usually these people were by themselves. Alone, much like me, in a world full of desperation.

He dared a half-step towards me. My eyes narrowed. “You can come with me,” he continued. “I’ll show you the kids. You’ll see.” A small smile, something else I’d seen before. “Everything will be just fine. Just like I said.”

“Show your weapon,” I barked. I wasn’t falling for that line, again. Once or twice in the recent past someone had tried to play me the same way. His hands went back up when I loudly snapped the safety off. “I know you got something to protect yourself, so show it to me.”

Large and broad, his fake grin took up most of his filthy face. Two or three teeth were missing from what I could see. The lack of hygiene alerted me further. He wasn’t a father, not a very good one at least.

I shoved the gun nearly into his chest. “Show me your damned weapon!” I shouted. “Show me now or I’ll kill you, right where you stand.”

Slowly, reluctantly, he opened the front of his army green parka. Strapped across his chest was the large hunting knife I knew he’d have.

“Man can’t be too careful now days,” he stated, tipping his head forward an inch or two.

Pulling the blade from its worn leather sheath, I noticed the crimson stains. His hands stayed in place as I lifted the steel between our eyes.

“You’ve killed before,” I said, trying to sound amused. But I wasn’t. No, my heart raced as I surveyed the still woods around us. An attack was likely coming, but from which direction I did not know.

“I really got kids,” he squealed as I spun him and stuck the knife against his throat.

“And they know how to kill too, I bet.” I felt him tremble at my cold-blooded words. “Tell them to come out with their hands held high so we can sort this out.”

I felt him sigh, held tight to my chest. Hell, I could almost feel his heart racing through our generous early winter coats.

“Brain, Patrick,” he called, “come on out. And don’t do anything stupid.”

Yeah, don’t do anything stupid boys. I don’t really want to slit your father’s throat, I thought. I just want all of you gone.

Creeping at us, from near the road, I watched as they made their way out of the light brush. They hadn’t been hidden all that well. I chastised myself for missing them.

Both carried small rifles that I assumed were 22 caliber. Each had their guns trained on us…me, more likely. And they were both so damn young. My heart sank as I wondered how this would end.

“Let my dad go,” one shouted in a high female falsetto voice. “Don’t make me kill you, pal; we’ve done it before.”

Great, a standoff featuring children. That was new. 

I ended up killing each one of them, and had to go searching for my nurse. Another wasted day in No Where.


Year 2 - late fall - WOP




“At least they didn’t shoot your other little finger off,” Lettie joked as Marge worked on the wound. “That was a worse mess than this.”

Her words jerked me back to the moment. She was right. Still, three more people were dead. Dead by my hands, no less.

“The boys were both younger than Violet,” I admitted, still feeling sick about it. “But they both kept shooting. I almost think they’ve done that before.”

Marge wrapped my two-inch wound in fresh white gauze. “They won’t anymore,” she added with a sheepish grin. “I’m sorry you had to do it, Bob. But you probably saved your life and ours.”

On a chair in the far corner of the kitchen, Violet glared at me as if I’d eaten the last piece of food on Earth. Now what? 

“Yes?” I finally relented, knowing I wouldn’t like her reply.

A single snort, followed by the rolling of eyes, and her diatribe was about to begin. “You killed a boy my age. How sweet. You keep doing that and who will I ever have in this shitty world?”

Lettie blew her off with the wave of an unsteady hand. Marge rose quickly, shocked by her daughter’s condemnation of my actions.

“Violet,” she scolded. “Bob didn’t have a choice. You know that. Apologize now.”

Two of the three of us older folks in the room waited for something I knew wasn’t coming. The words I assumed would come next did.

“He’s just trying to make my life impossible, Mother,” she answered without emotion. “If he keeps killing people, you’ll never be a grandmother you know.”

Marge’s jaw fell and I almost felt like pushing it back in place. She had better expectations of her daughter. Me? I knew better. The girl was still 13, though soon to be 14. Or was she 14 going on 15? Who knew; I certainly didn’t pay that close of attention to Violet’s life.

Violet pushed away from her spot and headed for the living room. Perhaps there she would torment her younger brother for a while. 

But I had news for her. “According to Dizzy, he saw you way out back in the swamp last week,” I said, watching as she stopped abruptly. “Claims he saw you with another person. Maybe one of the Wilson brothers. Care to share?”

She turned back towards us, grinning mostly for my benefit, “I hear the Wilson’s live five miles east of us,” she answered, shaking her head at me. I noticed her brown hair was another hand longer than I remembered it. “That would seem like a long way to walk just to talk with little ol’ me.”

“You don’t need to be that far out alone,” I chastised. I felt Marge pull my pants leg down so I stood. “Wolves are out. Saw them myself earlier. It’s not safe for you to be out there alone, Violet.”

Her arms snapped around her chest. “First of all, I had Lettie’s 30-30 with me. Second, John always carries a gun.”

Her slip caused me to grin. She scowled in return.

“And mostly…” she turned again to leave, “…it’s none of your beeswax.”

Lettie, Marge, and I shared a chuckle when her bedroom door slammed at the far end of the house. “Well, I guess you’ve been told,” Lettie added, laughing as she returned to whatever project she’d been working on before my arrival.

“We haven’t seen you lately, Bob,” Marge said from behind me. “What you been up to?”

Yeah, I knew she would wonder why I’d only shown up recently to get patched up. Maybe that was none of her beeswax either.




Cutting wood, I answered to myself. Pulling at my beard, I recalled the two-plus months since Violet and I had returned from Covington.

The first two weeks I spent exclusively at Lettie’s place, protecting my friends. After Stuart Callies and/or his men failed to show up, I headed back to my own cabin with a fresh plan in my head. I needed to get as much wood cut as I could before the second winter arrived here in No Where.

I’d managed to cut some the previous summer, but nowhere near enough to last the winter. When my left hand finally healed enough to get back to work, the going was slow. Then came my little adventure in Hell (also known as Covington) and the fall was upon me.

I’d always known chopping wood was a tough task. Cutting wood with a missing digit? Far more challenging than I first assumed. Who knew your little finger did anything. Much less make swinging and holding an ax easier.

“I’ve had a lot to do around the cabin lately,” I answered, my voice softer than intended. “With winter coming and all…well, you know.”

Marge got in front of me and took me by the forearms. “Have you considered staying here, for the winter at least?” she asked, her eyes filled with hope.

I shook off her dream of a large happy family. “Nah, not really. I mean Dizzy’s here with you now. You kind of got a house full.”

A slight film covered her eyes. “There’s always room for one more. Right, Lettie?”

“You preaching to the choir,” the old woman squawked. “But good luck with this one. He thinks he’s independent or something. Just plain stubborn if you ask me.”

Prying my arms away from my nurse, I gave her one shoulder a slight squeeze. “I need my space,” I answered. Immediately I could tell she wasn’t buying it.

“I know you’re tormented by what you’ve had to do here, Bob,” she pleaded. “I understand. But you don’t need to have any guilt. All you’re doing is surviving, and you’re helping us survive. You know that. I know you do.”

So that’s what you called murder in the apocalypse…Surviving.


Year 2 - mid winter - WOP




God I hated snow. I mean, I really hated snow.

When I was a kid, my big brother, Bud, and me used to have to shovel the driveway, by hand. Now…no fancy snowblower and all that at the Reiniger household. Not while my dad had two teenaged slaves living under his roof.

Even as a young adult, I avoided going outside in the winter. No ice fishing, no sledding, no winter sports…none of that for this guy. My wife, Shelly, had other ideas of course.

“My father always shoveled the minute the snow ended,” she lectured me during our first joint snowfall. I remember staring back at her blankly. Did she think…?

“That way you don’t get ruts in your driveway,” she continued in the most sincere tone I’d heard ever. “I’ll help if you want.”

I wondered now how she would feel about shoveling the stupid roof every time it snowed. And it snowed a lot, here in both frequency and volume.

Three weeks had passed since my last contact with another human being. I needed to talk to someone before I went nuts, but the last round of a foot plus of winter fun made that impossible. So I read.

My father’s cabin (originally Grandpa’s) was full of musty old books and magazines. The smell hadn’t bothered me yet, so none had made it to the burn barrel.

I began with War and Peace. Great starting point, if — and only if — you don’t trip all over the Russian names or all the French soldiers. But I did stumble my way through the book.

One day, during a nice clear cold spell (minus 35 on the old thermometer) it dawned on me I had mixed up several characters. Somehow, in the recesses of my diminishing mind, Count Bezukhov had traded places with Count Rostov.

This was a terrible mistake on my part, for two reasons. First, Count Bezukhoz was the main character of the story. Second, Count Rostov was nothing like Bezukov. The first was rich, the later had problems managing his money. In reality, they were nothing alike. Yet, I had their places switched.

When I finished the novel, I considered tossing it in the fire. I even had the door opened on the stove and was all set to fire the piece. But a better plan came to me at the last moment.

I’d read it again. And right away.

With nothing but time to kill, I poured through the pages. Keeping notes this time on an old “Seed Corn” pad I found in a cupboard, everything made more sense.

Reading the last words for a second time, I closed the book and smiled. I got it, I really did. I felt Napoleon’s pain, struggled as his armies did, imagined the hunger felt by all. Well, I didn’t have to imagine too much about the hunger part. I was down to one meal a day to make my own rations stretch into spring.

Raising my arms above my head, I screamed. I was victorious. I understood Tolstoy, the Russian farmers, the average French soldier. It all made sense.

I tossed that book into the stove anyway. Time to move on.


Year 2 - mid winter (still) - WOP




Drawing intricate patterns on my steam covered windows, I sighed. How had I survived the first winter alone? How did anyone survive a year alone — much less a month? Human beings needed other people. Being alone sucked, big time. 

As hard as it was to admit, I had taken to having discussions with animals. Long discussions; detailed, long discussions. Even though the squirrels didn’t seem overly interested, the nearby wolf family sure did.

Chester, Sofie, and the twins came to visit on a daily basis. Maybe they were lonely as well. Wanted to hear a long-haired, bearded man talk about life in early nineteenth century Russia.

Or maybe they came because I fed them…maybe.

Chester preferred to stay back, more towards the brush at the north end of my snow covered yard. The twins had no issues with human contact: petting, licking my fingers, having their bellies rubbed. The mother was never too far off during all the attention. If I became too friendly, she let me know.

Tossing hunks of dried venison towards the woods, they never failed to show. At first they kept their distance, even the twins. But as time crawled by, they accepted me.

I knew I had a problem when one day they wouldn’t show. Not even for food. Had I somehow insulted the beasts? Had they received a better offer from another family? Maybe that damned Dizzy was sneaking down here and feeding them actual fresh venison. Or several newly killed rabbits or smaller varmints.

When I started my complex plan of revenge on my former friend (Dizzy, not any of the wolves), I realized I needed to talk to another human being. Cabin fever, it seemed, was at a new high.




Walking to Lettie’s, some three miles north, meant bundling up. Though the temperature sat at a balmy minus three, the north wind howled like the wolves on a clear night. Layers, I told myself, layers. Bulky clothes just slowed you down and made you all sweaty in the end. Layers that I could open as I walked were much more sensible in No Where.

Staring at my boot options caused me to sigh. I could wear the pink ones that Lettie had given me two falls ago. I wore a 10, they were a nine. Small but useable.

My other option was a pair salvaged from Frank’s place after he died last spring. After he died and before I burned his place to the ground, at his request, to be more specific. But his old Sorel’s came with an issue as well.

Though Frank was shorter and thinner than I was, he wasn’t one for tight fitting clothes or shoes. That was great news for me. Many of his shirts and coats fit just fine. However, his boots were another issue.

Frank’s foot couldn’t have been any bigger than a nine. Now I can’t say I ever studied them, but if a fellow stands five five or five six, his feet aren’t all that big. So why he had two pairs of winter boots in size 13 was beyond my comprehension. Still is.

Grabbing the larger pair, I stuffed a crumpled sock into the toe of each. Weeks and months of testing led me to the correct socks to use, and the right ones to crumple as well. When you have nothing but free time in your life, it’s easy to work on such complicated projects.

With almost everything I owned either on or wrapped around my body, I began my trek. As predicted, by me, the wind had an awful bite to it. Snow, driven by the 20 to 30 mile an hour gusts, stung any of the little exposed flesh I dared to leave uncovered. But I had a trick for Mister Wind. I had snow goggles, thanks to Frank.

Bob Reiniger - 1, Winter - 0…so far for this trip.

Just before I made it to the road, some 30 or 40 yards from my own front door, I found myself struggling through the waist-deep snow. As much as I tried, winter had a few tricks of its own. Backing up and staying on the driveway, I finally found a better path covered by a mere two-foot snow fall. The score was even I told myself.

When the disintegrating road was clear, I could make it to Lettie’s in a little less than an hour. Snow covered? Try two, sometimes three hours. And it was all work. This was one of those days, and something told me I’d be spending the night with them.


Year 2 - mid winter (still) - WOP




The heat in Lettie’s place was much more moderated than back at mine own shack. Here it stayed a nice temperature where you didn’t have to take off clothes and then an hour later put them back on. Sometimes I thought about staying with them, as they begged me to. But I like my own place, my own surroundings, my own life.

“Wolves been thick lately,” Dizzy stated. “Seeing lots of them almost every day. How about you, Bob? Same down there?”

He knew I fed them; even warned me about doing that. The difference was that he had company—human company—while I didn’t have that luxury. 

“Oh, a few here and there I suppose.” I lied and he knew it. I could see it in his shit-eating grin.

“How’s your food holding up?” Lettie asked, fetching me a cup of coffee. The black gold was something I was lacking. Just another incentive to visit.

I scratched my beard, considering my dwindling food supply. “Twenty-six jars of venison, three jars of bear — not that I’ll eat it ever.” I had just counted the day before, so I knew my stock. “Couple dozen more of veggies, handful of potatoes.”

Lettie stopped her fussing and stared at me, a bewildered look covered her face. “Who’s gonna win? You or winter?”

That was the question, and a fair one at that. Purposely I’d cut back on my intake a few weeks back to save my shrinking supply. As far as we could tell, winter was past its peak, for this year at least. Soon major melting would happen and that would grant my freedom to roam the woods again.

When I arrived in this place, some 17 or 18 months prior, I was a terrible hunter. It took me a dozen tries to get my first deer. And I gave half of that away to Marge’s late husband, Warren. His story about his starving family rocked me at the time.

Nowadays I wouldn’t give anyone anything. Not without a decent trade. If I ate, I might survive. If I gave away my food to every man, woman, or child that begged for some, I would die. That’s just the way it was. No emotion, no tears, no remorse. If the other person was likely to die anyway, why should I share and run the risk of the same?

“I’ll be okay,” I answered Lettie, leaning back in the white-painted kitchen chair. “See anything from those folks in Covington this winter?”

Marge reentered the room right on cue. It was her pilfering of the much-needed drugs that caused our panic last fall.

“Nothing,” she answered in a huff. I detected underlying disappointment from her…almost as if she didn’t want the ruffians to leave us alone. “And they won’t be coming and we all know why.”

Peeking at Dizzy, I noticed him roll his eyes. “Now, sweetie,” he began, reaching for her but got a slap in return, “no one blames you for what you did, taking those drugs and all.”

“And I gave them all back,” Marge countered. “So there’s no reason to ever expect to see them again.”

I nodded but my mind disagreed. Hollow words, I said to myself.

Stuart Callies, his sister Susan, and her husband, Matt Weston, were at the forefront of everyone’s mind. We all knew we hadn’t seen the last of them or their murderous ways, Marge knew it too. Violet most likely still had nightmares of Susan dragging her from her bed and torturing her to death. The woman had left little to our imaginations.

“Probably be a lot more stragglers and bums on the road this spring,” Lettie added, chasing around her kitchen preparing some kind of meal for us. “And most likely more folks that will want to take away what’s ours, the way I figure.”

I noticed both Dizzy and Marge nodding without looking up. The battles we had fought were over, but more were perched on our horizon. With spring would come nice weather, tolerable at least. The nice weather brought people. And most of the people in northern Michigan had nothing compared to us.

Desperation was our plague. People without food, decent shelter, drinkable water, and any hope for a real life. How far of a leap was it to kill a man for his food, when you or your children were starving to death? If frostbite had claimed three fingers and four toes, even my decrepit shack looked damn fine.

We had to be ready. We had to be on-guard and ready for battle at any given moment. My own body count was five. I knew there’d be more. If I wanted to survive another year in No Where, there’d be more.


Year 3 - early spring - WOP




Chopping wood, surrounded by the last few drifts of snow, kept me warm. If I had to guess, it was late April. Maybe early May. But I didn’t know for sure and our calendar kid wasn’t very good at his job.

We assigned Nate, Marge’s nine-year-old son, this one task in all his time in No Where. Keep track of the days. Every day got a hash, but instead of crossing the hashes at five, he was to do it at seven. Simple enough for even someone his age to handle.

Or so we thought.

One afternoon last fall, Nate came to us as we dug the last of the potatoes from the sandy earth. Scrunching his face, staring at a piece of paper, he approached his mother.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Marge asked, as she ruffled his hair.

“What month do you think it is?” he asked, sounding more unsure than I would have thought our official calendar keeper should.

“Oh, late September,” his mother answered, getting back to her work. “Maybe a little before the first of October. What does your calendar say? Am I close?”

Instead of looking at his mother, he glanced at Lettie. “July nineteenth,” he said proudly.

I figured out why he watched the older woman. Her look of shock and disbelief caused even me to laugh.

She stormed his way and ripped the calendar from his hand. “Give me that damned thing,” the woman the kids referred to as Grandma Lettie groused.

She studied it carefully, nodding several times. Finally, she grasped the entire stack of papers and tore them in half. Handing them back to Nate, and the kid wasn’t even embarrassed by any of this, she spit next to him in the dirt.

“That’s what I think of your calendar keeping,” she huffed, and turned back to her harvest.

The month and day made no difference to me; it was early spring, and that’s all I needed to know. Time to get out and start chopping wood for next winter. Time to think about taking another deer. Time to keep a close eye on the road and all of the trouble it could bring.




I heard him before I saw him, but that wasn’t hard to do. This one didn’t try to sneak up on me. No. This one sang—loudly, and off key. 

“Glory glory alleluia, glory glory alleluia…”

Frank would have heard this one coming, and Frank couldn’t hear a damned thing.

Knowing he was about to clear the tree line and spy me, I paused my work and turned. His last chorus rang out, loud and clear, before he stopped. Smiling broadly, he gave me a great wave from the road. Dressed in black from head to toe, his long gray beard popped out in contrast. Removing his dirty, black hat, I noticed his baldhead.

This type I knew. While they were mostly harmless, though crazy, I still stuck my Glock into my pocket before heading him off.

Religion had arrived. And by God, he was a happy one.

“Hello, brother,” he called out, taking long strides to greet me. “Glory be to God on this beautiful day. We are truly blessed.”

Apparently, he was living in some parallel universe where duckies and bunnies woke you each morning, filling you with sweet rolls and expensive strong coffee. Or he had a bottle hidden somewhere below his dark loose clothing. I assumed the second option.

“How can I help you today?” I asked, keeping a strong ten yards between us. My eyes floated over his swaying clothing, searching for the telltale bulge of a weapon.

“How can you help me?” he laughed. “How can you help me? Well, God bless you, son. In reality, I’ve been sent here to help you.”

Yeah, I’d heard this before. He was here to help me get rid of my stockpile of food most likely. “I could use some help chopping wood, I suppose,” I joked, trying to keep the conversation light.

He got serious, moving closer. “No son, I’m here to save your soul.”

“I’d rather you save my arms and hands,” I replied, patting at his sides. Behind him I found what I knew was there. He froze.

“And I think I’ll save myself some trouble,” I continued, pulling his long-barreled pistol from its back holder.

Staring at the shiny silver weapon, I whistled. The gun had to be almost a foot in length. Staring the barrel, I read the stamping aloud.

“Colt Model 44,” I said, grinning and giving the old fart a wink. “That’s some pretty serious firepower, old-timer.”

He nodded, wiping dried leaves from his scraggly beard. “Man has to protect himself,” he said in a light and easy tone. “Wolves up here, bears to the south, and road scum everywhere. An unarmed man is a dead soul I’m afraid.”

“You won’t mind if I hold onto this while we chat, will you?”

He smiled and patted my right shoulder. The strength of his grip impressed me. “Feed me and give me some water and you can play with that thing until I leave,” he answered forcefully. “And in the mean time, I’ll tell you what God has in store for you.”

Any other time I would have chased him off with not so much as a sip of water. However, this one intrigued me. Not only did he appear harmless, I could tell he believed whatever he was selling.

Most of the prophet types wanted you to lay down your work and follow them down the road. This guy was only interested in my soul…and a meal.

Given the fact that it had been weeks since my last human contact, it seemed like a darn good trade.
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Watching him slurp down three plates of venison stew told me a lot about this fellow. First, he had a decent appetite. Probably hadn’t eaten much in the past week. Also by the way he ate—he used the fork I offered instead of his bare hands like others I had fed. 

Mostly it was the fact that he ate and didn’t talk. I sensed whatever he had to say could wait. Eat first, give thanks to his host — and God, of course —, then talk. I could wait. I had the time.

“Not sure how you made that, son,” he said after licking his plate clean, “but your recipe has to be one of the best I’ve ever tasted.”

That was a lie, a flat out huge lie. My food was as bland as eating sand. Actually, sand probably had a little better taste, with the grit and all. But his sincere tone actually made me smile.

“Eaten a lot of venison in your travels, padre?”

He shook something I said off. “I’m not Catholic. I’m just referred to as Reverend Smith.”

“Since all of this?” I asked, waving a hand in the air. “Or have you always been a man of the cloth.”

Firmly, he nodded once almost as if it were a tic. “God came to me in the apocalypse, the Darkness as some people are calling it. Before…” he shook his head, “I was just a common sinner. Worst than most, I figure. But God showed me the light.”

I grinned. “In this darkness, God showed you the light? While He’s shitting on the rest of us, you got to see Providence? Please tell.”

He leaned back, folding his hands over his thin waist. “What is it that you desire that God hasn’t provided…even now?”

That was an easy one, even for me. “My wife,” I answered quietly. “She’s in Chicago; I’m stuck here without her.”

“How long have you been here?”

A small chuckle escaped. “Since two days before.”

“And yet you’re alive?” I nodded; he had me on that one. “And you have friends, other folks to depend upon?”

I thought about Violet and Marge’s kindness when the bastard shot my finger off. I thought of all the food Lettie handed me, expecting nothing in return. All the lessons Dizzy taught without ever being asked. And the hearty hugs Nate gave every time he saw me.

“Yes,” I replied, my voice barely above a whisper.

“You’ve been blessed,” he stated, staring through me. “Many have died. Every day people struggle to survive. You’re winning the battle; so many others are not. God has been good to you.”

“Where else you been?” I asked, steering the subject away from my many blessings.

He rubbed his baldhead, yawning before answering. “Been down almost to Green Bay, over as far as Stevens Point. Up through Wausau, Ashland as well. Ironwood, Marquette, even Escanaba.”

That was quite an impressive circle. My studies of a regional map last winter told me he’d traveled nearly 500 miles, maybe  further.

“What’s it like out there?” I asked, watching him watch me. “Where there are more people?”

“Not good,” he answered in a sincere tone. “A lot of killing has gone on; many have died from other causes as well. The old were the first, the ones who needed the most. Then the sick and the very young died soon after. Disease came with the first winter, killed more. Starvation came the following spring. Numbers of dead rose faster than burials. More disease last summer.”

That’s what I’d heard from the few others who dared the roads of No Where. We were actually safer and better off here than most other places.

“Any government left?”

He shook his head, letting his face fall. “It was gone so quick; we hardly ever knew we ever had it. Police, firemen, hospital workers… they all disappeared faster than I thought possible. Can’t blame them really. They were just trying to make it, like the rest of us.”

“Anyone have any idea what happened?” I asked. “You know, what caused all of this?”

A boney finger rose. “Nuclear attack.”

A second finger joined the first. “Solar flares.”

A third joined in. “God Himself.”

Finally a fourth and it made him smile. “Aliens.”

I laughed. “I think we have a mutual acquaintance in Covington.”

He nodded, taking a sip of the tea I had made him. “Stuart Callies,” he replied. “The late Stuart Callies now.”

I snapped my back straight, my eyes felt alert. “He’s dead?”

“Yep,” Reverend Smith replied. “Last winter, right as the first snows came, I’m told.”

“That’s going to make a group of people I know very happy. Makes me happy. I feel like celebrating.”

His face warned me of something more. “Better hold off on that, son. His sister and her husband have hung half the town. Some doctor they brought in said the man was poisoned. They’re bent on revenge.”

That didn’t make me feel any better. Susan Weston was every bit as crazy as her younger brother, and slightly more sadistic in my best estimation. I hoped she didn’t come looking for revenge here.

“Say, you never did tell me your whole name,” I said, noting his face flush.

“Can’t say I offered it,” he admitted. “Joe, Joe Smith.”

It took a moment for me to catch the meaning, but when it hit it brought a grin with it.

“The Reverend Joseph Smith,” I said, laughing at the end. “As I live and breathe, the true prophet has returned.”

He took another sip of tea and winked at me. “Now you know why I don’t go offering it all the time. Has a way of decreasing my credibility, you understand.”

Hey, this was the end of the world. Who was I to judge?
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Joe and I hung out together the rest of the day and into the evening. I fed him again near dark and asked him to spend the night. He didn’t try to dismiss my offer, much as I expected.

His Colt revolver sat on the kitchen counter by the sink all that time. Never once did his eyes glance towards the weapon. Something deep inside told me I could trust him. Even though I knew better, I left it there during the night. Of course, I had slipped the bullets from it when Joe went out to relieve himself before turning in for the night.

Resting on the couch, I listened to him toss and turn on the saggy boxspring in the lone bedroom. Dizzy and I had always said we were going to find a twin mattress somewhere within five miles to replace the original; the one that ended up covered in blood when my first victim came calling with a knife. More than a year later, the search was still not done; hell, we hadn’t even bothered to look.

When I rose to stoke the fire sometime in the middle of the darkness, I dared a peek into the dimly lit room behind the couch. It took my eyes a moment to adjust. By the time they did I found Joe sound asleep. Lying on his back, with his arms spread wide, I heard him mumbling. Maybe that’s what woke me up. It could have been the snoring as well. I wasn’t used to too many other sounds being alone so much.

By morning, I was finally comfortable on the couch and awoke to kitchen clatter sometime after sunup. Through crusty small slits, I peered towards the sound to discover Joe busy by the stove.

“Good morning, friend,” he nearly shouted. “God has blessed us with another beautiful day.” His sincere smile back on display, and so infectious. “Let us rejoice, and give thanks for what he has given us.”

Okay, that was enough talking to last the day. While I wasn’t a morning curmudgeon, I certainly wasn’t as bright and happy as this fellow.

“As long as I don’t have to pray,” I croaked, sitting up on my elbows, “you can give all the thanks you want.”

I saw his chest heave several times with suppressed laughter. “You don’t have to talk out loud to pray,” he countered. “You don’t even have to say anything to God, even in your conscious mind.” He tapped several times at his own bald skull.

“Every time you take a breath, you’re thanking God. Every time you pause in your day and admire nature, you’re thanking God.” Joe shoved a cup of something my way; a steaming cup of something. This steaming cup smelled suspiciously like coffee.

He had my attention and I sat up straight. “Where’d you find coffee? I thought I was out.”

Winking once, he went back to the stove. I noticed the bend in his back, leaning forward like it caused him less pain. “I had some in my pack,” he replied, gingerly picking something up from the stove. “And this.”

He held out what I knew to be hardtack — a cracker like food made with flour. Something like that lasted a long time, rarely spoiled, and traveled well. In other hand, he extended a smaller plastic container.

Popping the lid, the smell of fresh raspberries struck me. And what a wonderful smell it was. I glanced up at him, nodding and smiling.

“You keep this up, Joe, you may just have stay a little longer.”




Joe offered to help chop some wood in repayment for my sharing of food and shelter. Who was I to argue with a man insisting to help? If I were honest, I enjoyed his company plenty.

I let him head outside first. That gave me time to check the revolver. Though I had my doubts and queasy feelings, the Colt sat in its exact same position as the night before. This one, the Reverend Joseph Smith, had earned my trust. And that made me feel good deep inside my soul.

By the way Joe bent I could tell his back was bad. So we struck a deal. I’d split wood and he’d go and stack it in the back of the cabin. As with everything else, he accepted with a smile…and thanks to God.

We worked hard and steady for several hours before taking a break. For an old man, with a bad back, Joe kept up well with my cutting. Real well, to be precise. Most of that time he was waiting on me to split enough wood for him to transport.

Sipping on cool well-water, he produced a pipe from his pocket and lit it with an old flick lighter. As I watched the thick blue smoke rise, I noticed a smile come to his face.

“My only bad habit from before,” he admitted, taking another pull on the short pipe. “I gave up drinking, chasing women, pornography…all my sins.” His head tipped right as he grinned. “Except this one. But I’m almost out of tobacco, so that too shall pass.”

I pondered Joe’s life for a moment. He seemed so sincere, virtuous, and honest. His usual expression was that of happiness, nothing like most of the others I had met in the past year and some months. I wondered if he was onto something, or just on something. “Could a man get to Chicago?” I asked, rubbing my calloused hands together. “Would the journey be safe?” Instead of checking his expression, I watched the wind gently move the pines back and forth.

“You could, make it that is.” His tone was the same as always; full of hope and encouragement. “I believe a man can do anything he puts his mind to. I’m living proof of that.” Always back to God, but he was a minister.

He turned and faced me, more serious than before. “But why? Why would you want to face such dangers?”

Taking a deep breath, I exhaled loudly. “I’d like to find my wife.”

I saw him nod as if he understood. But his expression remained tight, not full of hope. “She’s not there, Bob. You will search, but you won’t find her.”

“Why not?” My question had an intended bite to it.

“She could be elsewhere, with family and friends. She could have relocated. Or she could be dead.”

The last option was the worst, and one I refused to believe. But he might have had a point.

“No power, no working vehicles, no communications,” he continued in a matter of fact way. “You’ve adapted, she will have to. It’s been more than a year, you know. I would think Chicago is worse than most places.”

I tilted my face his way. “Worse in what ways?”

“Disease mostly. But there’d be rioting, looting, bad people everywhere. And most of that happened before the first winter,” he paused to relight his pipe. “If she’s alive, and she very well could be, she’s not where you’d expect to find her. And even if you made it there, how would you ever figure out where to look?

“Chicago is a big city, I’ve been there.” I nodded, noticing his gray eyes on me. “Hundreds of square miles where she could, or could not, be holed up riding the storm out. If she’s smart, and I bet she is, she’s long gone from there by now. Somewhere safe.” He poked my leg with the end of his pipe. “Somewhere just like this.”
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Sometime around mid-afternoon, our pace slowed. A man can only cut so much wood in a day; especially a man missing a finger. And I noticed the more pronounced slouch in my partner’s back. Time to call it a day.

Watching a drizzle mixed with a few bursts of tiny snowflakes, we reclined inside. Joe made another batch of coffee and each sip brought back memories of a time I was beginning to realize would never come again.

He must have sensed my sadness, sitting next to me on the couch. Joe had picked up a piece of wood in the yard; a burl he called it. Pulling a small pocketknife from his pants, he began to mindlessly whittle.

“God has plans for you,” he announced. 

I had drifted away for a few moments, the day’s labor catching up with me. “What’s that?” I asked, deciding to play along with Joe and God.

The old man turned and tapped the bench between us. “God is going to bless you and then take it away.”

I grinned; I was already living that part. The life I lived prior to being here was a blessing. Though at times I doubted that, in the past, I knew it to be the honest truth now. The God’s honest truth.

“And in return for your torment,” he continued, striking at the stick he had been whittling, “God will bless you many times over, and never leave you again.”

The tale sounded vaguely familiar to me. “Sounds like Job,” I replied. “You know, from the Old Testament.”

He nodded and went back to carving. Now that I studied his hands closer, I could see he was crafting a wooden cross.

“The Lord works in mysterious ways, son.” He held the crude cross to his face. “I was lost, and He found me.”

I didn’t want to argue with him, but he was peddling a big string of horseshit.

“I’m not sure God’s around anymore, Joe,” I answered. 

He laughed and pushed off the bench. “But He is. And he has big plans for you.”

“I think I’ve gone through the whole biblical suffering crap already. To be honest, I’m pretty sick of it. Most days I can’t decide if living is any better than the alternative.” 

”And yet,” he started, “God will take care of you. You must know that already.”

I leaned back, my face screwing up. “Here?” I asked. “In No Where?”

Rubbing his hands together gently, he looked down on me. The dim afternoon sunlight framed his face giving him an angelic glow. “Yes,” he answered sincerely. “Here!”




Even though Joseph Smith snored like a lumberjack, the presence of another person lifted my spirits to a place they hadn’t been in quite some time. Add in the fact that he made coffee every morning… well didn’t hurt either.

Watching him leave, a tinge of remorse filled my half-empty soul. Maybe this one deserved an invitation to stay a little longer. Who knew, another two or three more meals and God’s plan would have been revealed to me.

Who was I kidding? His job was the road. Preaching whatever vision some deity had filled him with. Loneliness does a lot to a man. Even opens his heart to something he formerly didn’t believe in. It also caused people to take stupid chances with potentially mentally ill folks.

His words rang out as he waved his farewell. “Onward Christian soldiers, marching as to war…”

Maybe God had spoken to Joseph Smith, again if the Mormon’s were to be believed. Going back to work, I smiled and began to whistle the same church tune he sang. Those folks at Lettie’s place were going to be amused by this fellow.


Year 3 - late spring - WOP




God shuts one door and opens another. The slamming door resounded through my soul like a crashing tsunami from the wild sea.




In the six days since Joe and I parted, my mood had brightened considerably. It wasn’t so much the God part and whatever plan He might have for me. The mere companionship and upbeat disposition of the Reverend had rubbed off on me.

I found myself whistling or humming a tune throughout my days. Occasionally, I even sang aloud or recited some long forgotten poem or limerick. 

Amazing what one bright happy soul can do for another, I thought. While I wallowed through my days, he smiled and spread the word of whatever God had spoken to him. Though it seemed the world was ending for me, maybe — just maybe — things were getting better.

Another hour of chopping and all that happiness was gone. Just typical.




I saw the wanderer on the road but for some stupid reason I missed his weapon. I even waved at the poor ragged soul, considering him another potential friend.

I was just about to call out a happy greeting when I noticed the flash of sunlight off the side of his stainless steel 12-gauge. The first volley rang out in the morning air like a cannonade of wars long past.

He gave no warning of the imminent attack. Simply ignoring my friendly gesture, he fired at me. Missing with the first shot, he pumped the action, preparing for a second.

Sprinting for the bench where my gun laid resting, I heard the thud of the slug as it buried into the logs in the cabin just behind me. I didn’t see him pump the gun again, but I heard it split the otherwise still crisp morning air.

I spun, leveling the Glock at him. However, he beat me to the punch. It was all in slow motion. I swore I could almost see the slug tumbling at me through the air. I pulled my trigger just when it made impact, knocking me to the ground.

Flailing in the dirty sand like a wounded animal, my hand searched for the pistol I had dropped when struck. I was hit, and hit well. In my left side, not a shot to the hand like before. 

The pain was immediate and my side was on fire. How I had ever mistaken a shot to the hand for one to the side was beyond me. Finding the Glock, I raised it and fired again as my assailant attempted to clear a jammed shell from his shotgun. It took three shots, but he finally went down.

Touching my wound with my left hand, the pain shot through me. Though it wasn’t a dreaded shot to the stomach, one that would kill me with an infection eventually, it wasn’t a flesh wound either.

For a moment I considered standing up, but the searing in my side told me to stay put. I rolled my head and checked my attacker. What I noticed mostly was the bottom of his worn boots; worn so low that holes were more prevalent than leather. If he were alive, if he was planning another attack, he would have been moving. I watched for a long time and finally determined he was dead.

Trying to catch my breath, I rolled my head. My eyesight blurred as I tried to concentrate on the indigo blue sky above, dotted in places by clouds so white they almost hurt my eyes.

I needed to get up; I needed to assess my wound. But my strength faltered with each shallow breath my lungs squeezed in and out. I tried to focus on the pines, and then a bird that fluttered past. My vision swam with each passing moment.

I had a problem. I was in terrible trouble. Worse yet, I was all alone.

My attacker was dead; and I would soon be as well.

The pain consumed all and the dark sheet of unconsciousness lowered on my eyes.
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Days later, my eyes opened again. I hadn’t died. What a break.

I was home, finally. And my home; the actual place I’d left so long ago. Much to my surprise, nothing had changed. Shelly greeted me at the door and kissed me passionately.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” she said, her voice sweeter than I recalled. “I was so worried about you. But you’re home now. Come, sit and relax. The game is on.”

On my television was a football game. It was the Bears to boot!  If the mighty Chicago Bears were playing, that could only have meant it was fall. Had it really taken me six months to make my way home?  Last thing I remembered in No Where was budding trees and dwindling snow banks.

A familiar recliner replaced my old, worn in one, but I couldn’t place where I’d seen it before. Settling in, Shelly placed a cold beer in my hand, the sweat from the bottle moistening my calloused fingers. She kissed my forehead and I took a swig of the liquid only to discover it was warm, almost hot.

“Don’t you like it?” she asked, perched on the arm of the old plaid chair. “I’m sorry, I can get you another.”

“Don’t bother,” another voice answered. Across from me, on a  brown fabric couch that was foreign to our home, sat an old man. His eyes never moved from the television, his focus monumental; my gut told me his visit meant something else…something dreadful.

“He has more important things to do,” the bespectacled man continued. “Damn it! The Bears need a passing game.”

Shelly was gone and it was just him and I now. When he finally gave me his full attention, I recognized his face. He was the man who died many months before—Frank— one of my first friends in No Where. 

My voice failed and I could only moan. Somehow I didn’t think Frank recognized me. If he did, he didn’t seem to care. His face displayed vile contempt for my presence.

In his hand was a tall, dark glass. Each time he sipped from the glass he smacked his lips and sighed. Was there more for me to hear, or was he simply here drinking my brandy?

I tried to speak again; and again only moans came from my lips.

“You got yourself in a pickle, boy,” the old man said. “And if you think for a second old Frank can help you out, well you’re just plain stupid. I’m dead, remember? You got to depend on others, that’s all you got now.”

I watched as Shelly reentered the room and served Frank a plate of food, Venison stew with mushy potatoes and carrots. But that wasn’t his meal of choice. Where were the pork and beans he so dearly loved?

He tossed the plate aside in a fit of anger. Shelly spun and scowled at me.

“Why have you angered your friend so much, dear?” she asked. “What have you done to upset him so?”

I couldn’t move out of the chair. And the only sounds I could make were the blasted moans. When I raised my right arm to point at Frank, I gaped seeing my right hand was missing, with only a bloody stump in its place. 

“He’s gone and got himself shot again,” Frank spewed, throwing the dark glass at me. When the contents exploded against my chest, the acrid smell of rubbing alcohol overtook me.

“Now he’s going to die,” Frank continued in a hateful tone. “Now he’s going to really leave you, us. All because he was stupid. All because he never listened to any advice I gave him. All because he thought that dipshit Dizzy might save him. What a bunch of crap.”

Approaching me with a smile, Shelly stroked my bangs. “Oh Robert, why can’t you take care of yourself?” I didn’t notice any tears but pain choked her voice. “If you die, you can never come back.”

Now Frank was standing over me, jerking on my wounds. Pain took over and I tried to scream. But my mouth wouldn’t open. “If he wants to live,” he grumbled, “he has to stay. Coming back means dying. Staying means living.”

Shelly nodded at his words. “Then you need to stay, Robert. You need to live. I’ll be all right. But only if you’re all right.”




I returned to consciousness standing in the middle of the road right in front of my cabin. Beneath the large front window, I noticed a flurry of activity. Slowly, quietly I made my way over to the group.

My friends lifted a body and hustled inside with it. Following, more like I was floating, I went inside and sat on the kitchen counter, unnoticed by all.

They ripped the tattered shirt from the poor soul and flinched at the gaping wound on his left side. I peeked around the group, nodding at the wound. It was bad, I could give them that. But why they were trying to save someone else, in my cabin no less, was beyond what I could reason.

Dizzy ran for the door and headed for what I assumed was the pump. I guess the wound needed cleaning. Marge dabbed at the bloody hole with a fresh white towel. The crimson stain grew with each movement. This fellow was losing a lot of blood.

Violet held the man’s head still as he reacted with great shudders to each touch. Her shushing made me feel better, though it didn’t seem to have much effect on the poor soul below her.

I jumped from the counter to get a closer look at the action. Dizzy returned and brushed past, not noticing me as he did. Blood and gore does that to a person, I thought. I would probably be reacting the same way given the circumstances.

Standing behind the group, I peeked over Violet’s tied-back brown hair to get a better view of the man who had tried to kill me. Her head moved with mine, continuing to block my view.

I moved to the head of the couch, and the fellow, as she began to speak in whispers.

“Hang in there,” Violet begged, sniffing back tears. “You’ve got to make it. Please, Bob, don’t die.”

The sound of my own name struck my ears as I got my first clear look at the man on the couch — my face.

“Shit,” I said aloud, unheard by others, “I’m going to die.”
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I awoke in a dream-like haze. My eyes blurry from lack of use. The first thing I saw was my own right hand, my fingertips pressed against my forehead. I studied the palm for a few moments until my vision improved. It was clean, it moved when my brain called for movement. So far so good.

Gazing up at the low ceiling, I noticed the faded grout in the aging lumber. Behind me was the back of the faded brown couch. I noticed a smell, my own scent, coming from the fabric. The odor was…well, clean. That was new. 

I let out a long painful sigh. Twisting my head, I noticed the bandages on my left side, just below my ribcage. I was in No Where. Still here and presumably still alive. But wounded, as I last remembered I was.

In the kitchen I observed a blurred figure. Squinting, I tried to make out who it might be. My heart raced for a second — Shelly. She was here.

I heard a voice, a female voice; and that encouraged me further. Somehow, in the middle of all of the madness the world had thrown at us, we had been reunited.

I reached for the figure, her name croaking out through my dry throat and lips. “Shelly.”

The female turned and approached. Each step brought her a little more into focus. But the long brown hair, the youthful face, the slender figure wasn’t Shelly’s.

“Well, look who’s back amongst the living,” the voice replied. My heart fell with the realization my savior was actually my tormentor…Violet.

“What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to roll onto my back and hide my disappointment from the girl.

I felt her sit on the wide couch next to my stomach, and cool hand placed on my forehead.

“Well, Mom and I have this deal,” she continued, her fingers brushing my hair away from my face, “every time you get yourself shot and try to die, we come and patch you up. But since she can’t possibly spend 24 hours without Nate or Dizzy by her side, she leaves me here to watch you die.”

“But I’m not dead, am I?”

I felt her fingers slide down and adjust the bandages. “Nope,” she replied, almost sounding disappointed. “You are one tough bugger.”

“How bad was it this time?” I asked, focusing on her pale face hovering over mine.

“Well, your fever is gone. So that’s good.” She pulled the covers over my chest. “But it was pretty bad. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that much blood before.” She lifted a cup to my lips. “Here, Mom says you need fluids to replace the blood you’ve lost. But just little sips. I don’t want to clean up your puke anymore.”

The water should have slid down my parched throat easily, but it didn’t. Instead, I had to force it down, one small dribble at a time.

“How’d you find me?” I asked, shaking the question away as fast as it came out. “No, how long? How many days ago did it happen? And how’d you get here so fast? How did you and your mom save me?”

She rose and headed back toward the kitchen portion of the single room, shaking her head as she did.

“That’s a lot of questions, Bob. Why don’t I start at the beginning.”

I nodded my acceptance. She held the key; may as well let her tell the tale.




I listened for the better part of a half-hour; at least what I assumed was that amount of time. Violet either paced or sat next to me on the couch. Recounting the horrid story, as she called it.

When she finished I tried to summarize the tale. Even if just to get it clear in my own mind.

“So Dizzy and Nate were coming to see me,” I began. “Wanted to see if I wanted to go fishing with them?”

She nodded with no emotion. “Yep.”

They had heard the shots from the fight and came running, carefully albeit, and found me passed out in the yard somewhere near my front door. I remembered that part. I thought that was my dying moment at the time.

“They found me and ran back to get your mom,” I continued. “Why’d they leave me alone?” That part didn’t make much sense.

“Dizzy said he couldn’t leave Nate alone, and he couldn’t let him be on the road alone,” she offered, rubbing a towel through her wet hair. “So he had no choice. And you weren’t going anywhere.”

They got Marge. Marge grabbed her medical kit and took off on a run, dragging Violet and Dizzy behind. When they came, she decided I needed to be moved inside. So I either dreamt that part or remembered it somehow.

“What about the other guy?” I asked.

I noticed her lips twist. “He was deader than dead. You hit him four times. Once in the heart even, according to Dizzy. Dragged him off in the woods across the road. Your pets have been howling ever since.”

On the couch, safely inside, mother and daughter went about accessing the damage my body had received. Once Marge determined no major organs had been struck, as far as she could tell, she set about cleaning and dressing my wound. Apparently, that’s where the fun began, according to Violet’s story.

“I’ve never seen anyone in that much pain,” she stated. “You thrashed and tossed and screamed like you were on fire. Dizzy helped hold you down, I tried to hold your head still, and Mom worked on the bloody mess. You finally passed out and that made everything a whole lot easier. Except for all the bleeding and the other couple of things.”

I had peeked under the blanket covering me. Everything felt a little loose down there.

“And what exactly happened to my clothes?”

She got up and strolled away to tend the fire.

“That was disgusting,” she reported, a certain amount of disdain coloring her words.

It would seem they found me in a less than hygienic state. In all truth, I hadn’t been bathing much, just cleaning up now and then. The shower set up was too cumbersome for me to play with all the time. Add to that I had been alone for most of the winter. And in the end, I suppose I might have been covered in a fine layer of filth, maybe a little more if this teen was to be believed.

She knelt on the floor by my head. “We had to clean you,” she said, her body all in shivers as she recalled the process.


Year 3 - late spring - WOP




I could tell by the disgust on Violet’s face that what she had gone through wasn’t pretty. But if I were honest about it, I didn’t ask to be saved…or bathed.

“You were disgusting,” she spewed, lightening up almost immediately. “See, we have a bathing schedule down at Lettie’s. And every third day I take a shower. You know, a shower with soap and shampoo. It may be chilly water sometimes, but we clean up. You…” She pointed a finger at me with several sharp jabs.

“I live alone, Violet. I’m sorry your Mom had to see me that way.”

She became bemused, grinning at me. “Oh no,” she continued, poking the right side of my bare chest. “Mom worked on the wound, I got the joy of cleaning you up.”

Describing in minute detail, Violet explained how her mother was worried about what diseases may be laying on my skin. Her solution? Strip and bathe me. Just what every fourteen-year-old-girl wanted to do.

“We burned your clothes,” she informed me. “When was the last time you’d changed?”

I couldn’t recall, so I didn’t bother answering.

“Then we found that lovely festering wound on your lower right leg. And I got to clean that. As well as bathe every inch of your disgusting body.”

I thought about laughing, or at least making light of it. But her display of abject horror made me think better of it.

“I saw things I can’t un-see,” she seethed, looking away and shaking her head. “Mom said we had to leave you that way so the wounds could heal in the open air. She was worried about covering you with anything more than that stupid blanket. Then, she left.”

By sunset the first day, it was just Violet and her patient. Not something she found all that enjoyable I surmised.

“To keep the fever down I had to give you some pills.” She began to move in laps around the small interior.  “I could just stick them in your throat and wash it down with a little water, Mom claimed.”

Her pause caused me to glance at her. “Did it work?”

She nodded, grinning again. “Except the part where you threw up. She’d left that out somehow. So I’m on my hands and knees, digging for a pill in a pile of your puke. I didn’t think it could get any worse than that.”

But it had.

After all had settled down, Violet decided to get ready for bed and chose the bedroom as her own. While there isn’t a whole lot to her, a boxspring is not a mattress she discovered.

She put her clothes back on, wrapped her robe tightly around her body, and even placed her stocking cap back on her head. Then she did what she considered to be the worst of all, she crawled on the couch next to a dying man.

“You were naked,” she stated, long nasal breathes trailing her words. “And the only place to sleep was next to you.”

“You could have put clothes on me,” I countered. “I mean, at least some kind of pants.”

She stopped her pacing and narrowed her eyes at me. “I had to look once, I wasn’t looking again. You can put those sweatpants on now that you’re awake. But wait until I leave the room, please.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. And I really was. “This all sounds just awful for you.”

Her head cocked right and a smirk rose. “Oh I haven’t gotten to the worst of it yet.”

Oh goody, what else happened?




I wasn’t sure how much worse things could have been for Violet. But her increased pacing and a slight lip tic warned me I wasn’t going to be proud of myself.

“Two nights ago,” she began, refusing to make eye contact now, “I woke up to you groping me, mumbling some name.”

Wait, groping? That didn’t seem possible. And the only dream I recalled was with…oops.

“Did I happen to say the name Shelly?” I asked, making sure my tone sounded sincere and contrite.

She nodded, glaring at me while she did.

“My wife,” I confessed.

“Do you grope Shelly in your sleep often?” she spewed, letting me know she was not thrilled at all with any of this.

“I doubt I groped you. I probably just wrapped my arm around you.”

Three quick steps and she was above me. “You wrapped your filthy perverted arm around my chest and didn’t let go.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, raising my good arm. “Forgive me; I was passed out.”

Her narrowed eyes studied my expression, hopefully what she found would acquit me of any harm.  I mean come on; there wasn’t much there to grope. Add to that she was wrapped in three layers of clothing.

“I slept with my jacket on as well last night,” she said, her eyes finally loosening. “Get your kicks somewhere else. I’m not interested.”

“Neither am I, Violet. It’s just unfortunate you keep getting stuck in these situations.”

She laughed, but it was maniacal instead of happy. “Maybe you can quit trying to get yourself killed. And maybe you can bathe more than once a year.”

Her tone told me the worst was over. She was a tough kid, raised by a tough —yet kind and caring — mother. She was all right; she just needed to get her rant out in the open and over with.

“It’s been five days,” she informed me. “I’ll make dinner tonight; make sure you take your pills. In the morning I’ll go get Mom and my hell will be over.”

I gave her my best smile. “You’ve done good, Violet — again.” Something in her eyes made me weary. “What?”

“Maybe tomorrow morning you can sit up and I’ll cut your hair and beard again. You’re looking a little shaggy.”

“Think I got lice again?” I joked, running my fingers through my hair.

“God no,” she said, stirring something on the stove. “I may not have relished the idea, but I checked you from head to toe before I ever laid down next to you. Thoroughly.”

Yeah, she’d been through enough, for a second time.
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Several months were needed before I was back on my feet after my gun battle. Luckily, my friends took turns checking in on me, feeding me, and helping me get around. Lettie made the three-mile walk several times, even if it was just to scold me for being careless. 

Dizzy helped me chopped wood. Well, he did the chopping and I slowly carried two pieces at a time to the back of the cabin. It was the best I could do with a side still aching from the healing wound.

“Thought you bought the farm that time, Bob,” Dizzy said, during one of his many breaks. Though he’d lost a good hundred pounds the past 20 months, his stamina was no better than before. “Glad you made it through, gives me someone to talk to.”

Wiping sweat from my face, I caught my breath. “I would think having a woman now you’d never need anyone else.” I knew better, but still liked picking on him.

“You know how that goes,” he admitted, taking a spot on a nearby stump. “Some days are good, even great. Others…”

Yeah, I‘d been married for a while before all of this. He didn’t need to tell me how it worked.

“I mean the boy’s fine,” he continued. “Me and Nate are thick as thieves. But sometimes Marge gets moody and I don’t know what to say. We can be going along just fine, then not a word for a day or two. When I ask her what’s wrong, she just always replies nothing.”

I stared at him for several quiet moments. We’d known each other since The Darkness, as Joe called it, had taken over, but I didn’t know anything about his experience with women. Other than his propensity for girlie magazines.

“How many women you dated in your life, Dizzy?”

He shrugged, twitching his lips back and forth. “Three, maybe four,” he answered, sounding unsure about the number. Or perhaps the definition of dating.

“Ever been serious before?”

His head shook several times and I noticed his well-trimmed hair. Violet had been after his scalp as well as mine.

“Just Marge,” he admitted. “I gotta tell you, the sex is pretty darned good sometimes.”

My hands shot up to stop him. “Please, if you value our friendship at all, you won’t go any further.”

“But that’s the problem,” he continued. “Every time we’re…well, you know… intimate, the girl is all pouty for the next few days. And that makes Marge all pissy.”

I needed to talk to Lettie. In my mind, Violet’s room had to be too close to Marge and Dizzy’s. The poor girl would be scarred for life if she weren’t rescued soon.

“Try being a little quieter,” I suggested. “It might help.”

His grin spoke volumes. “Well, it ain’t always me, you know.”

Again my hands shot up. “Just don’t be overly lovey-dovey around Violet. She might not be ready for her mother to move on yet. You understand.”

He laughed at something I said. “The girl hated her father. And I think you know all about that.”

I moved closer, hoping the subject would end soon. “Just be gentle and considerate around her. It’ll probably help Marge as well.”

Dizzy stared at me. There was more it seemed. “The girl’s got her own issues with guys.”

Shit. That meant Violet was still seeing her mystery man from miles away. “Which Wilson brother is she sweet on?” I asked.

“That’s the problem, they’re twins. Almost impossible to tell them apart.” Dizzy chased away a fly. “I think she’s seeing both of them.”

Great, not one budding young love, but a pair. “You tell her mom?”

“Marge already told her about the birds and the bees,” he stated, grabbing a drink of water from the pail. “But Lettie says she’s too young for all this stuff. Nothing good goes on in the woods when two young people are alone. Maybe you could—”

“Not a chance.” I cut off his thought faster than I’d lost my left pinkie. “We survive together, but that’s it. I want nothing more to do with her besides getting patched up.”

Dizzy gave me a funny look; one that told me I was wrong about something. “I heard her tell Nate you were her best friend out here. Said you were the only man she trusts now.”

It was my turn to laugh. “I’m not giving a teenage girl love advice, Dizzy. No how, no way.”

And that was the end of that subject. So I thought.
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She stared at me harshly, waiting on an answer I wasn’t giving…ever.

“Well?” she picked up. “Is it true?”

Why she was here at my place, no less than two weeks after I made it clear to her mother’s boyfriend I wanted nothing to do with this, was beside me. But, there she sat; looking at me like I was Doctor Ruth.

“I’ve forgotten the question?” I replied, trying to sound distracted.

She sighed and then took a deep breath. “I wanted to know—”

“Never mind,” I interrupted hastily, “I remember.” I wished I didn’t. Further, I wished I were stuck somewhere else in the middle of all of this. Somewhere miles away from uncomfortable visitors and questions.

I tried several times to give my reply, but the words kept getting stuck somewhere between my brain and lips. After more than a few starts, I glanced away unsure of how this would be received.

“Yes. Sometimes people kiss and use their tongues.” There, I said it; my answer was simple enough—straightforward and plain. No further questions needed.

“And it’s gross, right?” she asked, trying to draw my attention back.

“Hardly,” I vented. “It’s just…the way it happens sometimes.” Please quit asking questions, dear girl. I promised to give her a million dollars if she stopped. Mind you, money was worthless, as was I.

“And you should wait until you’re 20 to do it, right?”

Where in the hell were these questions coming from? I spun and poised myself for a great response.

“Grow up, Violet,” I stated in a plain tone, “it’s how it works.” Okay, perhaps that wouldn’t ever be classified as a ‘great response.’ “You really need to talk to someone else about this,” I hinted. “Like your mom or Lettie.”

She huffed showing her displeasure with that answer. “Mom gets all scientific about it and wants to talk about safe sex. Ew, gross. Lettie says nature takes it course and there’s no need to ask how or why. So that’s two in the no column. I’d rather talk to Nate than Mom’s bed partner about it. So you win.”

Oh Yay, I won.

“Are you seeing someone in particular?” I asked. I peeked at her, trying to gauge her reaction. “Or are you just asking for future reference?”

She considered my question with a yawn. “Several someones.”

Great. Just as Dizzy had thought. “Do you happen to like one more than the other?”

“It’s hard to tell them apart,” she answered. “They’re identical twins. The only way I can tell them which is which is by the way they kiss.”

I gawked at her slack jawed. “Really?”

“Yeah, the one rams his nose into mine when he leans in and the other tips his head to the right a little.”

My gawk continued. “Really? You don’t know their names?”

She shrugged. “One is Jim and one is John.” Her tone was so matter of fact. “Once they lean in, I know who I’m dealing with.”

I was amazed, simply amazed…and slightly stunned. While I hadn’t considered it before, one thing still rang true. Even in the apocalypse, in the middle of No Where, men and women, boys and girls were still interested in one another.

Dizzy and Marge were proof of that. As were Violet and Jim, or John, depending on the approach.

“Oh yeah,” she stuttered. I hoped this wasn’t more on the current subject. “One of them told me their dad does some trading with people up in Covington. And according to their dad, Covington didn’t come through the winter very well.”

Though I had barely survived the past months myself, I already knew of Stuart Callies death, thanks to Joe. However, her nodding held more. And this subject I wanted to hear more about.
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Several nights later, we sat as a group at Lettie’s enjoying the warm summer evening. The bugs had abated for a bit, and we were able relax in the evening breeze out back.

“About a hundred people,” Lettie stated, her eyes twitching as she spoke. She looked older to me, perhaps a little slower than the previous fall. “That’s all that’s left in Covington. If Thaddeus Wilson is to be believed.”

Whistling at the number, I checked the faces in our group. Lettie’s jaw was set; this was the way things were and that’s all there was to it. Dizzy and Marge simply stared at their hands, not bothering to offer much in return. Violet nodded; she was the one who had heard it first.

Young Nate played in the dirt at the back end of the large garden, digging worms. He and Dizzy had a big fishing trip planned for the next few days. It even included a tent and the pair spending a night together in the woods.

As much as I never thought I’d admit it, Dizzy was a pretty good father figure; actually a damn fine one. This was just another example of the apocalypse bringing out the best in people.

“According to Jim,” Violet added quietly, “they’re low on food up there.”

“The fish camps have hit a drought,” Dizzy stated, finally joining the conversation. I noticed his hands were entwined with Marge’s. “Water’s too warm or something they claim. At least that was what Wilson heard from people in town.”

“They had the fever last fall and winter,” Marge said. Gazing at me, she smiled a half-smile that showed some life. I felt her eyes hid something she wasn’t telling…not just yet. “Killed most the people up there. That’s why their population fell so quickly.”

That was expected if the Reverend Joseph Smith was to be believed. He reported to me that any urban area was susceptible to such a plague. The fever, as most called it, was either the flu or some type of airborne illness laying ruin to what mankind had worked so hard to build.

“Why haven’t we had this fever yet?” I asked, glancing at Marge for her input.

At first she shrugged, followed by a sigh. “Well, there’s very few of us for starters. Add to that, we’re reasonably well fed. The same can’t be said for any nearby cities.”

“Food and medicine are all but gone out there,” Lettie added, waving her thin frail arms at the trees. “What doctors are left can’t help much without modern medicine. It’s taken a year, a little more actually, but now we see just how vulnerable mankind was to something like this. No one knows how to do anything anymore. All that people did was use, not create.”

Lettie’s words were the honest truth. I was the prime example. At first, hunting was foreign to me. If Marge’s husband hadn’t gutted my first deer I might have still been there trying to figure the process out. And it seemed as if very few knew much about gardening. In addition, almost no one knew about heirloom seeds. At least not with the type of knowledge Lettie had.

“Stuart Callies is dead,” I told my group. Yet no one looked shocked.

 “So we heard,” Dizzy answered. “That Prophet guy stopped by here for a meal on his way through and told us all about it.”

We sat quietly as a pair of cardinals chased back and forth between the pines on one side of the yard and then the other. They still had food, they managed to survive. In all honesty, they were fine. But were we?

“What happens if that Weston man and his wife come looking for food here?” Though I would have thought Lettie would have asked that particular question, if was actually Violet’s concern. 

“We need to know what kind of force they have left,” I answered, making sure I sounded confident. Whether I actually did was a different story.

“You want to go see?” Marge asked, her tone as skeptical as I felt.

Shaking my head, I chuckled. “No way. If I never see that Weston woman again, I’ll be just fine.”

“Susan Weston wanted to kill us,” Violet added, though I didn’t need reminding. Her not so veiled threats to us last summer still burned in my memory.

“Maybe she’s dead too,” I added, letting hope take over, even though I knew better.

“According to old man Wilson,” Dizzy interjected, “Susan and her husband made it through the winter and spring just fine. Only her brother, that Callies fellow, died. Well, that and most of their army.”

“We’re going to have to watch the road,” Lettie warned, pushing off the lawn chair and heading for the house. She sounded depressed, not as hopeful as she always had in the past.

“What’s up with her?” I asked Marge and Dizzy.

Marge rose to chase after the woman while Dizzy took the chair next to mine, away from Violet.

“Lettie ran out of smokes this spring,” he informed. “About the same time you got shot. Claims life isn’t the same without cigarettes.”

I grinned at my friend. “You gave them up just fine.”

Scratching at his hair, Dizzy leaned back in his chair. “Well, that’s because Marge made me. Said she wouldn’t kiss a man that smoked. So I gave them up.” He sounded confident and pleased with himself.

I heard Violet huff and then get up from her spot. “That’s because he’s gross,” she said, jabbing a finger Dizzy’s direction. “And he’s a coward.” With her harsh words spent, she followed her mother into the house.

I peeked at Dizzy sheepishly. “Yeah,” he admitted. “She still ain’t taken much of a liking to me.” He smiled and slapped his legs. “At least she talks to me now, sometimes. All last winter she hardly said a word to me. So I think I’m making progress.”

Dizzy rose from his chair and meandered back in Nate’s direction. My eyes moved to the highway, some 40 feet away.

Trouble was coming, I felt. And the road would bring it. We needed to watch the road, closely.
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I toyed with an idea for a while. It wasn’t a plan, more of a plan for a plan. While it wasn’t good, or very clear, I still considered it daily.

Violet had once asked me what I was going to do for female companionship here in No Where. I told her I didn’t need any. However, that as a lie, a huge lie.

Maybe at first I didn’t see the need. That was because I was leaving, or planning to leave. Why would I put the time and effort into getting to know someone when I’d be back with Shelly soon? I had a wife, and a family. I just needed to get back to them.

Lettie,  Marge, Dizzy, Violet, and Nate helped fill the void of my missing family. And to be quite honest, they kept me alive. And in more ways than just Marge and Violet constantly patching up my gun wounds.

But with Dizzy and Marge now connected at the hip, I had no one. 

Dizzy and I had spent countless hours together. We were, in all but blood, brothers. Marge’s relationship with him put all but an end to our carefree days of hunting, fishing, and general goofing around.

At one point, before the couple was a couple, I had considered Marge a possible mate. Though she was 15 years my elder, she offered a lot of what I missed. A loving touch, occasional sweet words, and the companionship I had previously with my own wife.

Dizzy and Marge together made sense. They were the same age and Dizzy had no expectations of a female companion. Add to that he followed her around like a puppy and answered most requests with “yes, dear” and some sort of kiss on the cheek. Hell, I would have practically dated the man.

Violet was off-limits completely in my mind. Even if we waited another five years, she would still be immature, moody, spiteful, and a much younger lady to me. She was the little sister I never had. She was like a younger cousin who spoke her mind freely with me, and allowed me to do the same in return.

There were no other known eligible women in our area. The few neighbors Dizzy spoke of weren’t appealing. Most of these local gals were tougher than me. Not to mention that most had husbands. And none needed what I had to offer, which was very little.

The one time I dared to examine my wound closely, on the mirror behind the bedroom door, I gasped at what I found. Not so much the wound as the man staring back.

I might have been about 210  pounds when I first arrived in No Where. I remembered I was fit; hell, one hundred and twenty dollars a month for a gym membership wasn’t wasted on me. However, the man I found, some three weeks back, was nothing like the man I remembered.

Most, if not all of my muscle mass, had atrophied. My pants were held up with a belt that had to have another hole punched in it on a monthly basis. What I could see of my face, through my hair and beard, was thin and gaunt. I wasn’t ugly, but I certainly wasn’t handsome. I doubted even my own mother, much less Shelly, would recognize the body that stole my soul.

I was never getting back to Chicago and home. Certainly not before this coming winter. Once I believed I needed to put on a good 20 pounds before I could risk it. Nowadays that number was closer to 50, or even 60 pounds. That wasn’t something I could do before the first white days crept back in.

Another winter alone and I’d have no mind left. It was brutal logic, but the truth. There was no way I’d move in down at Lettie’s. That I had decided was just stubbornness. But it was my choice and my stubbornness. And the only possible person from there that would winter at my place was unimaginable to me. I’d kill her if she didn’t kill me first.

I was doomed, and I was okay with that. That too would pass. As would I.
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“The road will bring trouble.” — Lettie Hamshire




“If you’re not going to leave, can you at least try and not die yet?” — Violet Luke




“I will watch the road… and still fail somehow.” My admission to myself.




I held the Glock to my head, unloaded of course. Though I tried again to pull the stubborn trigger, I couldn’t. Even though I knew the gun as empty, my finger wouldn’t close the deal.

Setting the weapon on the counter, I considered my cowardice. I wasn’t ready to do the deed, not yet. That would come in the middle of winter. When the snows piled up and I knew no one would find me for weeks, maybe months. I had also decided I’d leave the front door open. That way my forest friends, “pets” as Violet called them, would clean up whatever mess was left.

I wasn’t leaving anyone; I was relieving myself of the never-ending loneliness and torture the winter would bring, and the next one after that would bring, and the next decade even.

But even on the trial run, several runs, I was still unable to pull the trigger of an empty gun.

I was going to die here, one way or another. I wanted my death, the time and events, to be my choice.

All I lacked was courage, but that’s something I’d never have. I just didn’t know it at the time…or her.




My helper worked and talked at different paces. In my past life, it would have upset me. Here in No Where, I enjoyed the entertainment.

“Mom says she’s gonna feed Violet to the wolves if she don’t quit sneaking off,” Nate said. His high-pitched voice made it sound as if he were reporting something exciting, which this sort of was in a place where nothing ever happened.

“One day,” he continued as he stacked split wood in criss-cross piles, “she says she’s gonna lock her in her room until she’s 30. The next day, she wants to boot her out. Lettie won’t let her, of course.”

Nate’s usual jovial mood, and finding delight in his sister’s tormented life, made me smile. Leave it to a nine-year-old to brighten my day.

“Is she still seeing those Wilson twins?” I asked, unafraid of him judging me for being too interested in the subject. The fight at Lettie’s had been brewing for a while.

“Yep,” he answered, cutting a piece of wood towards the small pile off to the side. “Violet’s supposed to be weeding the garden, and instead, she sneaks off. Violet’s supposed to be watering the garden, she sneaks off. She’s supposed to be kicking the soccer ball with me, she sneaks off.” He gazed up at me, perhaps for wisdom. “Maybe if Mom tied her to a stake she wouldn’t sneak off. Ever thought of that?”

I all out laughed, checking the road from the north. I loved his stories, but I needed to keep an eye open for any impending danger.

With Covington low on food, most likely all out by now, trouble could show up at any time. Lettie told me she had her 30-30 loaded and within arms reach at all times since my excursion late last summer. If they came, they’d receive a wall of bullets from that tough old bird.

I didn’t think I’d be able to hear shooting from three miles away. I wasn’t worried so much about Lettie losing the war; I just wanted fair warning when the remnants of their gang showed up. Between her, Dizzy, and Marge they had enough firepower to move a dozen or so down the road. Unfortunately, the road fed directly to my place.

Glancing at the bench, I noted my Glock well within reaching range if I needed it. The resting spot was necessary because I couldn’t have it on me while cutting wood. If it were winter, I’d have a free pocket. But not in summer when all I wore most days was a pair of socks and shoes, and some old green NMU gym shorts Lettie had given me.

I grabbed an armload of the split wood and headed for the back end of my place. Nate did his usual, stacking more in neat piles so it made my job of hauling easier. He was still young, after all; a fact he reminded me of many times each day, usually when heavy lifting was involved.

Returning from the growing pile, I circled the south end of the cabin. I did it that way on purpose. Trouble would come from the north. By making a wide loop on the south, I could peer up the road to the north by a good 60 or 70 yards, albeit through the brush. But the brush was thinned on that side of the road, thanks to days of hard work on my part.

Trouble may come from the north, but I’d have a warning.

I noticed my helper missing again. Not unusual. A young boy became bored easily, and awfully fast. Thus, I was used to him wandering off between loads. Once he heard the ax strike the oak, he’d make his way back. He always did.

As I bent to grab the tool I heard his voice, south and nearby. I didn’t know what imaginary tale he was on, but it involved plenty of chatter. The conversation caused me to smile and think back on my youth. Different time, I reminded myself, a very different time.

I pulled the head of the ax from the stump and lined up my next piece of wood. Another hour or so and my work would be done, at least for one day. There was always plenty for the future around here.

“I can show you where the well is,” Nate said, sounding like he was straight behind me somewhere. What was that boy doing now?

I peeked over my shoulder to check on him before thrusting the ax. I spotted him on the road, to the south. What I saw with him had me freeze mid-swing.

Shit; people. People from the south. Shit.
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I didn’t get a good look at them before I charged the road. If I had, I might have used a different approach.

“Get out of here,” I shouted, breaking into a jog. “Get the hell away from that boy!”

A single figure rose beside Nate. If it was a man, the sleeveless yellow sundress was out of place. The long blond hair, hanging past her shoulders, was a potential second clue. And I hadn’t noticed many men up this way wearing wide-brimmed straw sunbonnets.

It was a woman, a slight woman.

Her eyes narrowed as I approached, draping a thin bare arm over Nate’s shoulder. Only when I came to a stop did I notice the second intruder, a miniature version of the first. Same dress, same hair, same hat; just not as tall. The little girl squeezed in behind her caregiver’s right hip.

“Stop right there!” I shouted, though I was mere yards from them, so a raised voice may have not been necessary. “Let the boy go. He doesn’t need to be involved in any of this.”

When her chapped lips parted, she licked them before speaking.

“Any of what?” she asked, gazing at me skeptically.

“This.” I twirled my hand between us. “This high-jinx you’re up to.”

Her face tightened further. “Are you suffering from heat stroke, sir?”

Ha, she thought she could play me. Well I had news for her. I reached behind my back.

“Shit,” I muttered.

She placed a second arm around Nate’s shoulders. “Is it common for you to use such fowl language around children, Mister…?”

“Bob,” Nate answered, beaming as if he’d won the State spelling bee.

I peeked back at the cabin. Where the hell did I leave my gun? The kitchen counter? No, I never went outside without it. The outhouse? Probably not. Finally, I thought I saw it on the bench.

“Shit,” I vented again. My eyes scanned the brush on either side of the south road. Where was the rest of her gang?

“Can I help you find something, Bob?” she asked.

“Where’s the rest of your people? Your man or men?” My eyes floated back to hers. 

With a slightly opened mouth, she made small shakes with her head.

“Don’t give me that crap,” I continued, resuming my scan. I had every inch of the area memorized. The minute I figured out where they were, I would sprint and grab my weapon.

“I’m alone,” she answered softly. “Just me, my daughter, and my son.”

Right… what son? “Where’s the boy? Lining me up with a 22?”

Her dirty face went lifeless. “He’s in the cart.” She pointed at the small hand-pulled carrier behind her, and her daughter…and Nate. “But he’s dead, I’m afraid. Died late last night. I just need to find a cemetery to bury him in.”

That was it, I decided. The boy was hiding under the tarp with a pistol pointed skyward. The minute I pulled the covering away, he’d blast me.

“Prove it,” I demanded, pointing to the cart.

Her mouth opened slightly, shoulders falling as well. “Have you no decency? We haven’t eaten hardly anything at all in the past three days, haven’t had but a sip of water so far today. And my son is dead. Why are you tormenting me?”

I pushed close to her. When she looked up her sunbonnet fell away, caught on only her neck by a slim string. “I’ve heard all of this before, lady. So you’ll forgive me if I don’t want to die today because I made a mistake on a pretty face. Pull that tarp back and show me who’s hiding there.”

A scowl was her first reply — not that I cared. As she stepped back to the cart, I noticed her well-worn boots. One sole flapped freely and looked like it was about to let loose. A quick check of the daughter’s footwear showed her formerly white, now dirt stained, sneakers were in no better shape.

“Here,” she snapped, throwing away the covering. “Are you happy?”

I peeked inside quickly. Yep, there was a boy. Younger than Nate but older than the little girl, I thought. He certainly looked dead—sallow skin, purple lips, chest not moving.

“Okay, so you found some straggler dead on the side of the road and your group convinced you to drag him up to the next house,” I surmised aloud. “That way you can catch me off-guard, kill me, and take all my stuff.”

Her act continued, featuring tears. “Why are you so cruel?” she cried. “Won’t you even offer to help bury my son?”

Biting my lower lip, I shook away her faux mourning. “Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

I placed a hand on her shoulder, which she swatted away. “Just tell me how long before your man, or men, get here so I can get a plan together. I don’t want to hurt you, but I ain’t going to let them kill me.”

“I have no one!” she shrieked, pounding on my chest. “No man, no men, no one!”

I pushed her away and studied the brush again. They were out there. I needed to go get my gun. Maybe I needed to drag the whole group with me.

“Everyone’s got someone, lady,” I laughed. “I’ve been alone too long to let some skinny little gal sneak up on me, crying her story, and then letting down my guard. There’s no way you’re alone on this road. Not no more.”

I spun and she shoved something up against my lower jaw, right under my chin. I felt the metal poke through my trimmed beard. When she cocked the hammer, I knew I had a problem.

“Do I look like a person who needs someone else’s help?” she seethed in a whisper.
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“I asked you a question,” she said in an almost sweet tone. “Do I look to you like I need any help, Bob?”

I raised my hands slowly, shaking my head. “Nope. You seem to be doing just fine.” I’d stepped into this one all on my own. Never saw it coming. “So, you gonna call for whoever’s with you now?”

She sighed, jabbing the gun tighter to my chin. “Why won’t you believe me?” Disappointment clouded her voice.

“Just not the way it works out here,” I answered, daring to look down at her. “How about you lower the gun and we discuss things in a civilized manner?”

A grin crept to her lips. “Oh, suddenly you want to be civilized? That’s interesting.” The gun lowered and she stepped back.

Grabbing her right arm, I twisted her wrist towards the woods and away from the children. “Give me that damned thing,” I hissed, pulling on the weapon with my left hand. She fought a little, but I was twice her size and easily wrestled it away.

Shaking my head, I stared at the dainty pistol. “You threatened me with a pink-handled 22? Is it even loaded?”

I raised the gun over my head and pointed behind us. “No!” she screamed as I pulled the trigger.

The miniature bang caused the children and myself to flinch. The woman set her hands on her hips, glaring at me.

“That’s just great,” she seethed. “I only had a dozen shots left. Now you’ve wasted one.” Her tiny hand shot forward. “May I have my gun back, please?”

I didn’t believe she was actually going to shoot me, before or then. Still I wondered if that was a good idea. My answer came when she tore it from my hand.

“You got a name?” I asked, watching her tuck the pistol into her dress pocket.

“We all have names,” she answered, reaching to pick up her small child. “I’m Daisy, Daisy Vaughn if you must know. Not that last names matter anymore.” She ran her fingers through her daughter’s golden tresses. “This is Libby.”

“Bob,” I replied, sticking my hand out to shake hers. “Bob Reiniger. And my friend’s son, Nate Luke.”

For a moment, we stared at one another in the middle of the blacktop. For some reason I was at a loss for words. Something about Daisy made my tongue swell and my throat tighten.

“Might you have some water to share?” she asked, her tired blue eyes focusing on mine. “And maybe a shovel?”

I gestured towards the cabin with my left hand. Awkwardly I reached for the handle of the cart. Her hand beat me to it.

“I can take care of that myself,” she said, her words tighter than a moment ago.

I begged with my eyes for forgiveness. “Please,” I insisted, “let me.”

She acquiesced with a curt nod, turning back towards Nate.

“Will you show me where the well is, Nate?” Her tone shifted to sweet and light. 

I watched the trio make their way off the road, through the ditch and across my yard. Daisy set her daughter down midway and took both Libby and Nate by the hand.

I reached for the cart handle but my hand slipped off. Lifting my palm, I found sweat — something I hadn’t expected. I dried my hand on my shorts and pulled the wagon after them.




I watched the woman and her child take sips of water from red plastic cups. Nate took great joy in showing off his strength to the pair, pushing the long handle of the pump. The squeaks of the ups and downs were punctuated by giggles from the girl and thanks from her mother.

Moving in close behind the pair, I noticed an odd smell by the pump. Something had died nearby, and the smell became stronger the closer I came to the pump.

Nate grinned making a few more pumps, the water splashing against the worn cement pad. Libby held her cup out another time and I heard the water gurgle inside. I inched closer, trying to figure out what the smell was and where it was coming from.

Creeping behind Daisy, I halted suddenly. Several more sniffs and I causally leaned towards the top of her head — her hair more specifically. Another sniff — smell found.

She spun quickly and caught me mid-inhale. I backed away bit, and she chased after me.

“Do you make a habit of sneaking up behind women and sniffing their hair?” she asked in a harsh tone. “Women you’ve just met?”

Shooting her a quick smile, cheesy I’m sure, I raised my hands. “I was just trying to locate a smell I couldn’t put my mind around,” I admitted, hoping she didn’t pull the pistol again.

“Fish camp,” she answered, nodding and taking another sip of water. “It takes a while to get rid of.”

I cocked my head. “Pardon? I don’t think I follow.”

Placing a hand on her hip she looked at me as if I were half-crazy. “I’ve been at a fish camp for the past year,” she answered, her tone lightening. “Needed to be able to eat and feed two kids. Fish camps always need help.”

I nodded, smiling as I did. “I get it. Did you just leave? Just wondering; the smell is still fairly strong.”

Her eyes rolled left, then right, as her lips twisted opposite directions. “Probably been a month, maybe six weeks I suppose.” She leaned closer to me and took a large whiff. “You don’t smell like no spring daisy yourself, Bob. When was the last time you cleaned up?”

Nate laughed at the pump. “My sister tells him that all the time. You’re just like Violet, Daisy.”

Daisy grinned and steered Libby back towards the front yard. “I think I’d like this sister of yours, Nate. She sounds like a straight shooter. Where’s your shovel, Bob?” she called over her shoulder.

“I can dig that for you,” I offered, chasing after her like a stupid little puppy.

She stopped and turned, serious again. “I didn’t ask you for any help. I can take care of it myself. Brendon was my child.”

“Really, I don’t mind. I want to help.”

Stroking her dirty face, she stared me down harshly. Tiny nods finally followed. “That would be very nice of you. I appreciate your kindness. Maybe there are decent men left in this wretched world.”

I ran to the pit, where I stored my tools, for the shovel. Standing still for a second, I caught my breath. My heart was racing a little. Not enough to startle me; just enough to give me pause. I snuck a peek back at the woman, Daisy. Her blond hair, delicate features, soft whimsical voice. Yeah, that made it increase again, just like I thought.
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Daisy and I buried her son in a shallow grave on the south side of my property. I wanted to keep the boy away from my pump and fresh drinking water supply. I really had no idea how that all worked, groundwater and all.

Lit by the afternoon sun the spot was idyllic, except for the flies. Once in the ground, most of the black bastards attacked the decomposing body and left me alone to fill in the hole.

I looked up, midway, at Daisy. Her expression was that of relief more than sadness. Not a single tear streaked her dirt stained face, not a sniffle from her small delicate nose.  

“He would have been six in early fall,” she stated, sounding shallow. Almost as if she didn’t want to care anymore. “He was always sick, ever since birth. When the fever got him last winter, I thought he was dead then.” She looked at me and shrugged. “The last months haven’t been good, but I still see them as a blessing.”

Watching her approach the covered grave, I leaned on the hickory shovel handle. How would I have handled this, I wondered. She was strong, stronger than I was. Emotion nipped at her voice, but her face and stance was that of a survivor.

She laid a small bouquet of daisies on the dirt. They were plentiful along the road, and about the only blooming flower to be had. Kissing her fingers, she placed them near the flowers.

“Sleep well, my little prince,” she whispered, “your battle is over.”

When she rose, I wiped away the tears I shed. Perhaps her toughness, grown by being alone with two children, made her stronger. Apparently, I wasn’t strong enough. 

“I’m sorry.” It was probably the lamest set of words I could offer the young mother, but nothing else came to mind.

Nodding, she sighed. “Thank you. I appreciate your kindness.”

I don’t know what happened. I’m not sure if it was me or her. Something I did, some small motion, tip of the head, tightening of lips. Or maybe she just wanted it, needed it. Whatever the cause, I opened my arms as she approached and wrapped them around her.

Yes, she stunk of fish. Yes, I stunk of months without bathing. But in that moment, it didn’t matter. Not one bit.

She squeezed tight, as if she were holding to an anchor and dared not let go. I wasn’t letting go either.

My arms wrapped around the diminutive adult with ease. I knew when I first saw her on the road that Daisy was petite. But this was different.

The top of her head didn’t make it to my chin. I should have known that, she was inches taller than a nine-year-old. Her body had nothing to it. It seemed so cliché to me, but Daisy Vaughn was not mere skin and bones…she was skin and bones.

Her hair felt like ripened straw, had the same color as well. I figured the texture was either natural or the result of months — maybe years — at a fish camp. It didn’t matter though; she was perfect.

When our embrace ended, she took my hand and we walked in silence back to the front of the cabin. Inside I could hear Nate playing a game with Libby. I could tell from the little girl’s squeals that she was having fun. I knew Nate was dying to do anything with anyone. As long as it was fun, he’d have a good time as well.

We took our spots on the bench. I noticed Daisy’s grin as she handed something to me. My God, she had the face of an angel. No — she was angel.

“Thought you might want this,” she laughed, handing me my Glock.

I’m sure I blushed, for more than one reason. But did I ever feel alive.

“Would you mind terribly if I asked a favor of you?” Daisy’s eyes looked into my soul with her question.

I softened my expression to somewhere between a smile and a grin. I’m sure I looked tremendously stupid in her beautiful eyes.

“Sure, what do you need?” I replied.

“Could Libby and I spend the night here?” she requested in the sweet tone. “I’m not sure I can walk any further today.”

I nodded, probably like a bobblehead of some sort. “Yes, that would be fine. Stay as long as you need.”

She replied with a smile that made me feel even more alive. Leaning closer, she caught me off-guard.

I expected a hug, or maybe her head would come to rest on my shoulder, even a peck on the cheek was a possibility. 

Instead, she kissed my lips with hers, softly. “Thank you, Bob. You may have saved my life.”

I fought back tears and smiled. Maybe I’d saved her life. But Daisy brought mine back from the grave in that moment.
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The children finished their plates of fresh fish (thanks to Nate and Dizzy), new potatoes, and old green beans on the couch. Daisy and I sat at the small kitchen table, exchanging smiles and small talk.

“The fish camps are a busy place,” she explained, nearly licking her plate clean. Even her appetite made me smile. “I was a cleaner. That’s such a nasty job. They bring you bushel baskets full of fish, and from sunup to sundown all you do is gut and scale. 

“Some of the catch went to the fillet stations. But I never caught on with filleting. So I spent my time mostly gutting and scaling.”

She made it all sound so boring and dull. As if no thought went into her work. Though her hands were dirty and chapped when she arrived, I hadn’t noticed any missing fingers or gaping wounds.

“Who took care of the children while you worked?” I refilled her water glass and received another of her pretty smiles. The kind that encompasses an entire face, lighting up the eyes as well.

“Mostly young girls,” she replied, sipping daintily at her water. Daisy and Libby arrived with what seemed to be an unquotable thirst. Hours later, I think their rehydration was complete. “Young woman not ready to be put to work mostly. Eight, nine, maybe as old as ten. By twelve, they stood all day on the fish lines. Or they helped haul away the processed fish for salting.”

“How long were you there?”

Her eyes shut as her pixy nose scrunched up, considering the question. “Let’s see. I arrived when the last of the snow left, the previous spring. And I left maybe a month or five weeks ago.” She gazed at me. “How long is that you suppose?”

I thought it was July. But it could have been early August. “Probably sixteen months, give or take.”

Leaning back, she ran her fingers through her hair. “It was terrible work,” she went on, “but it kept me and my children fed.”

Something that had bothered me since I first saw Daisy bubbled to the top of my mind. Though I should have waited, I decided openness was the rule of the day.

“And the kids’ father?”

I expected a harsh glare. Or maybe a spiteful shake of her head. Instead, Daisy shrugged.

“Not in the picture,” she answered, plainly. “There was a man I took up with at the camp. And while he was nice at first, a drop of liquor turned him meaner than a grizzly bear.”

Jeez, how was I supposed to reply to that news? Sorry you found a bastard in the apocalypse. Like I hadn’t seen my fair share. 

“That’s too bad,” I replied.

“That’s why I left,” she countered. “I didn’t feel safe there any longer. I worried he might serve his wrath on my children.” Leaning forward on her elbows, she stared at me. “Do you think it was wrong of me, to leave like that?”

I shook away her concern. “No. I don’t blame anyone for anything anymore. You have to do what keeps you safe, what keeps you alive. If you had fears, they were most likely well founded.”

She glanced past me to the far corner of the room. Watching her eyes narrow, a question formed on her delicate lips.

“Do you have that shower working somehow?”

I grinned. She was going to enjoy this.




After the water heated, Nate and I kicked a ball out front, away from the structure. I left Daisy and Libby with three buckets of warm water, each perched on the side of the upper lips of the shower, a trick I had finally learned to make the process easier. All the woman had to do was to tip the bucket and warm water would fill the shower basin, slowly covering you with streams of cleansing fluid.

I heard laughing and singing from inside. I listened to their sounds of normalcy as Nate chased the ball towards the road. Life had returned to No Where in two tiny packages. I tried to suppress my joy, but it insisted on sneaking out through my grin and my fluttering heart.
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Nate read the girl a story from one of the two children’s books I had. Well, it wasn’t so much mine as something my grandmother had purchased maybe 30 years ago for my grandpa to bring here. As far as I knew, the woman had never stepped foot in the cabin. Not in the last twenty plus years at least.

Still, my grandmother’s touch surrounded us. The painting above the couch, the colored melmac dishes in the cupboard. Even the couch itself had been selected by her, and shipped northward with Grandpa.

Libby’s tiny eyes fluttered shut as Nate read. Clutched in her arms was the dirtiest stuffed rabbit I’d even seen. Mister Bunny, as he was called, had survived the apocalypse in slightly worse shape than myself.

Seeing the girl fast asleep, Nate curled up on the opposite end of the couch and picked up a manlier book, in his eyes I’m sure. Something on the subject of hunting whitetail or trapping beaver, if I remembered correctly.

Behind me, I listened as Daisy’s steps came closer. When they stopped, I thought about turning, but decided against it. She wore a large red tee shirt I had given her. Of course, it hung down almost to her knees and the oversized body, one even too large for me now, hid any of her form. Still I wanted to give her some sense of decency.

I felt a finger touch the scar on my left side; it next floated down to where my missing left pinkie should have been.

“How long ago?” she murmured.

I finally decided to face her. When I turned, her eyes took in the front of my wound. I saw her grimace slightly.

“The finger two winters ago,” I answered as if it were no big deal. “I got nailed in the side by a slug this past spring, maybe four or five months ago.”

She inspected the wounds closer. Even going as far as to lift my hand for thorough look. “Whoever patched you up did a good job. I’ve seen wounds no worse than this kill people.”

That was my patron saint’s handy work. And the healing power of wanting to get rid of her teenage daughter.

“Nate’s mom is a nurse,” I answered, letting her rotate my hand at various angles. Perhaps she was being nosy, but I didn’t mind the feminine touch. “His sister keeps getting stuck with clean up detail. You know, watching me to make sure I don’t die or something stupid like that.”

Lowering my hand, she let go. She patted my bare chest as she passed in front of me and towards Nate. Whispering something in his ear, I saw him nod and she kissed his forehead. Even he smiled.

I followed her into the bedroom where a single candle burned. Pausing at the door, I grimaced: time to be a gentleman.

“You go ahead and take the bed.” I said, “I’ll sleep in the extra chair in the living room.”

She glared at me. Was that a look of disappointment?

“Why?” she asked plainly.

Staring at my feet seemed like the proper eye location. “I figured you’d want some space, and not some strange man snoring in your ear. And,” I paused. Something else needed to be said. “And I’ve got a wife back in Chicago. Just wouldn’t be right the way I see it.”

I looked up to find her nodding thoughtfully on the far side of the bed. “How long have you been alone?”

Yeah, that. “The whole time.”

The seriousness of her face made me wonder what was coming next. “What’s her name?”

“Shelly.” God, the name almost hurt to say out loud.

She came closer, reaching for my hand. “I don’t want you to do anything you’re not comfortable with, Bob. But you’ve been alone a very long time. So has your wife. I think she’d understand.”

Tears formed and dripped from my cheeks. Her now clean soft fingers wiped each one away.

“I just need you to hold me,” she said. She wasn’t begging, she was asking. “I just need someone next to me. I need to know that it’s all right to still be alive. I’ve been strong way too long. I need someone to be my strength, even if it’s just for tonight.”

I nodded softly. “Yeah,” I answered. “I know how you feel.”

She took my chin and focused her eyes on mine. At that moment, we were the only two people left in the world. “Don’t ever forget about your wife, ever. But for tonight, can I take her place? Please?”

I never realized how hard it was going to be. All this time I’d held out the smallest amount of hope in getting home. No woman had so much as tempted me before. But I knew this was coming. And now it was upon me.

“Yes,” I answered, hugging Daisy gently. “I think that’s okay.”

And for the first time all day, I felt her cry, softly against my chest.
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I didn’t have kids. And I’d never spent much time with Bud’s two hellions. I hoped Daisy would forgive my morning gruffness, given that Libby had crawled in between us somewhere in the middle of night’s dark wrappings.

Daisy smiled at me from her pillow, her lips just visible above Libby’s blond head.

“I didn’t feel her climb in,” she confessed. “I’m sorry. Was she a bother?”

The woman wore no makeup, which was long gone. Her blond hair had become quite tussled somewhere in her sleep. And the corners of her mouth displayed dried bits of drool. However, she was a goddess in my eyes.

“It wasn’t fun,” I admitted, then grinned. “I’ve never actually slept with a child before.”

She tilted her head. “Really? Where does Nate sleep when it’s just you and him?”

Oops, she had me there. “Well, Nate’s nine. He always just sleeps in one spot. This one,” I rubbed Libby’s head gently, “ rolled and tossed most of the night. Covers on, covers off. She’s quite a little squirmer.”

I noticed her blush and become flustered. “I’m so sorry,” she offered. “I should have just slept out there with—”

I raised a hand to stop her. When she gave me a puzzled look, I stroked her thin face. “It’s not a problem, Daisy. I don’t mind. It was nice to be reminded that I’m still alive.”

She let out a captured breath and continued with a small smile. “Well, I should get her up and we should be on our way. I’m afraid we’ve overstayed our welcome.”

My heart broke a little. “Where are you headed? Home?”

Her eyes glanced away. “No,” she answered as if lost in a dream. “I don’t really have a home. Not one I can go back to per-se.”

“Well, the next town to the north is Covington.” Something flashed in her otherwise quiet eyes making me wonder.

“I’m definitely not going there,” she answered, a little more forcefully. “I know all about that place. It’s a death trap, and full of disease.”

Her answer made me wonder how much she knew about the area. “What fish camp were you at? You never said last night.”

“Marquette.”

That made more sense. “So you traded with the folks from Covington. That’s how you know about that place.”

She nodded, but it wasn’t very convincing.

“I’m originally from the east of here. Some little village no one ever heard of.” Daisy perched her head on a bent elbow and whispered over the sleeping child. “Because I had a baby out of wedlock, my mother kicked me out of the house. Said I couldn’t come back. When I made the same mistake again, she was done with me forever.

“I did okay on my own. Worked two or three jobs while one of my girlfriends watched the kids. Course I had to watch hers when she was working. It was tough, didn’t get much sleep, but we got by.”

I nodded and paid close attention to learn the details of her life I had not yet dared to ask about.

“Ever married?” I asked.

Her lips smushed as her head shook. “No, I was too stubborn, too proud, too stupid. A man had done this to me— gave me Brendon,  ran off, and married another woman. He was older, and I was kinda young. When it happened with Libby, and I mean the exact same way, I gave up on your kind. Do you know what Libby’s father told me when he found out I was pregnant?”

Of course, I shook my head.

“He said there was no way to know who the daddy was.” Daisy looked down. “I didn’t sleep around, so that made me mad. I asked him for a DNA test, but he just laughed at me. Called me a stupid piece of gutter trash and married some rich bitch. Guess I got what I deserved.”

“So what happened when the lights went out?” I asked, gauging her reaction, which seemed neutral at best. “Your mom would have forgiven you at that point, right? You could have gone back there.”

“She not the forgiving type. Neither am I. So me and Shawndra, that friend of mine, took a ride in a wagon to Marquette when they showed up looking for workers. Both of her kids died of the fever the first winter. By spring she wandered away, probably killed herself.”

I reached out and stroked Daisy’s head. “I’m sorry.”

She shrugged, something she was good at.

“We were never promised anything in this world, even before The Darkness,” she continued, a defeated tone invading her otherwise happy words. “Now with this hell we have to try to navigate through…I’m surprised anyone’s alive.”

Another question I wanted to ask the previous night, but it hadn’t rolled off my lips. “How old are you, Daisy?”

She grinned at me in a childlike way. “How old are you, Mr. Reiniger?”

It was impolite to ask a lady her age, at least without offering mine first. “Twenty-six, maybe 27 depending what day it might be,” I answered as honestly as I could. Days, much less birthdays, meant little now.

“I’m 25,” she proudly exclaimed. “So we’re darn near the same age.”

But something wasn’t right in her answer. She hardly looked 18. Her face, though slightly drawn out by the time alone still possessed a youthful appearance. I took one of her hands and inspected it carefully. Though chaffed and boney, the skin on her fingers, and even in her palm, looked nothing like mine. And while I had been chopping wood, she had cleaned a thousand fish or more.

I gazed back at her skeptically. “I’ve got a hemorrhoid older than you,” I replied, watching her lips twist.

“I had Brendon at 15,” she admitted. “Libby at 17.”

“So you’re 21.”

She nodded in defeat. “But I’m not a slut. I was just stupid.”

“I never said you were anything,” I countered quickly, “one way or the other. You’re just another person who deserves better.”

She was quiet for a moment before reaching to stroke my beard. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For not judging me,” she replied, reaching back to wipe away one of her own tears.

“I think you need to stay a while longer,” I said. I’m not sure what caused my bravery, but the words came tumbling out. My feelings were in the open, ready to be crushed.

She considered my request, rubbing Libby’s head. “I’d like that,” she whispered without looking at me. “But only if you mean it, and not saying it out of pity.”

Reaching over, I steered her chin so she had to look at me.

“I’m doing it for my own selfish reasons, if you must know. I want you to stay.”

“Then I accept,” she answered, smiling as she did. Her broad smile made my heart leap in celebration. 

Daisy and Libby were staying. And I hoped, against all odds, they never left.


Year 3 - late summer - WOP




Watching Daisy and Violet locked in an intimate discussion, I felt Dizzy nudged my arm.

“Amazing what a woman can do for you, ain’t it?” he asked. “Two months ago I figured you were about done with all of this. Now, you’re happy. Well, you seem happy. I saw you smile the other day.”

Two months, is that all it had been? I couldn’t recall a morning where I hadn’t woken up next to this woman. Many times with her daughter wedged between us in a bed meant for two medium-sized children. Now each morning was a dream, beginning with a light kiss from someone that meant so much to me.

Violet pushed Libby on Lettie’s old tire swing, bringing screams of childish delight with each renewed shove. Every third or fourth back and forth, the teen happily kissed the girl’s head and gave another push.

“What do you suppose they’re talking about back there?” I asked, more to myself than Dizzy.

“Oh, women shit I suppose,” he answered without pause, or thought. “Marge has been so damned happy these last weeks, with another woman around. Someone closer to Violet’s age.” He poked me again and I noticed a grin. “Our love life’s never been better, let me tell you.”

Leaning forward, I laughed. “You can keep that to yourself,” I replied, spotting Nate behind the shed with a BB-gun in hand. Some pocket gopher didn’t know it yet, but he was on their trail.

Everyone was happy. Lettie smiled more, had kinder words, and hugged Libby every time we ventured up this way. She even called the girl her “little ray of sunshine” when not giving her grandmotherly pecks on the cheeks.

In return, Libby called her Great Grandma Lettie. And for the first time ever I witnessed the old gal wipe a tear from her normally desert dry eyes.

Daisy got along with everyone, absolutely everyone. But why wouldn’t she? Full of life and love, she made everyone feel special…most of all me. Here at Lettie’s she helped with cooking, chores, mediating fights between mother and daughter, even processing wild game. And everything she did, she did with a smile.

Marge seemed jealous at first with a new woman in her territory. And Dizzy didn’t help – or should I say his giggling and drawing in his stomach to appear fitter didn’t help. But given a few days together and the woman grew on Marge just as she had grown on me. More than once, I found them alone in the living room, sipping tea, discussing someone in a hushed tone. And by someone, that meant Violet.

The girl was sneaking off more brazenly as of late. No longer did she play the game of I’m not doing anything. Now she simply screamed at her mother, and Lettie if close by, to mind their own business. Lettie brushed it away as a passing phase. Marge; well, not so much.

Marge simply wanted her daughter to remain innocent for as long as possible, just like any good mother would. But the moodiness and frequency of trips that she was sure were not very innocent drove her mad.

Enter Daisy Vaughn.

Sure, Marge didn’t like the idea that Daisy had had her first child at nearly the same age her daughter was now. But Daisy listened like no one I had ever met. She spoke with wisdom well beyond her years, and never once did she raise her voice. Either words came out in a happy way, or they were hushed, forcing the other party to lean in and listen closely.

She was, in a word, amazing. And everyone felt the same about her, including me.




“I think we have an issue,” Daisy whispered one evening as we lay in bed together. We were spending another night at Lettie’s. Somehow, it always got too dark before we considered taking off for our own home. Violet gladly gave up her room just to spend another day with her new best friend.

I despised conflict, what Daisy sweetly referred to as issues. “What now?” I asked in a tone perhaps a little snarlier than she deserved.

“I think things are heating up between Vi and the boys.” She preferred to call her Vi, but was wise enough to know that Marge detested that nickname. She reserved using it only around me…and Vi. “Do you know what I mean?”

Yeah, that meant I wasn’t talking about it any further. That’s what “heating up” meant to me.

“I don’t think that’s any of my concern,” I answered, rubbing my eyes. “That’s between you and her, and her mother, if you see fit.”

“Oh Bob,” she pleaded. “I don’t want her to make the same mistakes I made. She trusts you so much. If you could just talk to her—”

“No!”

I felt her arm snake across my chest, hugging me close. She wasn’t wearing anything and she’d locked the door. So I was in extreme danger, and I knew it.

“She doesn’t have a father and there’s no other man for her to confide in,” she continued, her words sounding on my bare chest. “And she’s not that fond of Tom I’m afraid. But if you could just listen to what she has to say and answer any questions she doesn’t want to ask me, it would be a big help.”

What could I possibly answer that Daisy wasn’t experienced with? Come on, who was she bluffing.

“I have an idea,” I offered. “How about you tell her to keep her pants on and nothing bad will happen. That should take care of it.”

“Bob, be serious. She’s a 15-year-old-girl with too much free time on her hands and two young men after her heart.” She kissed my cheek. “You can’t tell me at 15 you weren’t interested in these kinds of things.”

“We are not discussing her love life, or my former. If she can’t figure it out from her mother’s wrath, or your advice, then I guess she deserves whatever she gets.”

I felt her press closer, as if that were possible. Soon she’d be on the other side of me, or…

“Oh sweetheart,” she moaned. “She knows where babies come from and how they’re made. She’s seen the real deal, in case you’ve forgotten.”

I felt her squirm against me. “This discussion is over,” I announced, closing my eyes trying to ignore the nymph sliding on top of me.

“Isn’t there anything I can do to persuade you?” she whispered into my right ear before nibbling on it. “Anything?”

What I meant to say was “No!” What I wanted to say was “Absolutely not!” Instead, all I could do was return the kisses I received. “Maybe,” I mumbled before succumbing to Daisy.

Shit, I was so easy.


Year 3 - late summer - WOP




“Well,” Daisy said, her eyes floating between mine and our teary guest. “Technically she won’t be 15 until next spring. And that’s still a few months away.”

I glared at Daisy, shaking away her soft tone. Her definition of a few and mine varied greatly.

“That doesn’t help in case you thought it might.” I turned my wrath to our guest.

“Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”

“I’m sorry,” she cried between sobs. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know this could happen.”

I knelt before her, leaning as close to her face as I dared. “Bull shit!” I answered in a forceful tone.

That reply brought more tears, and even some from Daisy.

“This is just great,” I added, stepping away from the pair, now sharing a hug. “Just stinking great.”




I should have known when I spotted the teen on the road headed our way that trouble was coming with her. I brushed it off as trouble with mother and daughter; something Daisy could easily take care of.

When they shoved Libby outside to keep me company, I felt my stomach twist. That was my second clue. However, Libby distracted me by chasing the last of the summer’s cottonwood fluffs around the yard.

It was only when Daisy came outside and told Libby to sit on the bench and stay there that I really began to worry. Was someone dead? Had Matt Weston and his evil bride shown up and burned Lettie’s place to the ground?

Daisy’s finger signaled me closer.

“You need to come inside,” she said, playing with the zipper on my light jacket. “We  sort of have an issue.”

Great. I should have known. “Define issue,” I replied slowly, not holding back a small snarl.

Daisy gave me one of her “oh, it will be okay” smiles.

“A problem,” she confessed. “Kind of a large one.” She bit her lower lip and averted her eyes.

Wonderful. “Who’d she kill now?” I asked, seeing the shock in Daisy’s eyes when I did.

“Oh heavens, it’s not that bad. Just come inside.”

Once again, I stepped into the unknown. Mostly due to my own ignorance.




“Perhaps if you had spoken with her when I asked you to six weeks ago,” Daisy stated in an even way, “something like this could have been avoided.”

She couldn’t fool me. This was brewing well before that.

“Please explain to me,” I began, spinning to face my mate. I paused to compose myself, and a little of my anger. “Please explain what good a talk would have been six weeks ago when she says she thinks she’s two months pregnant.”

Violet wept, hearing her condition aloud. Daisy gazed at me apologetically.

“Well, that seems to be water under the bridge now,” she admitted, taking the spot next to Violet on the couch. She signaled with me to take the opposite spot with the toss of her head. I rolled my eyes and leaned against the wall.

“Which one?” I asked still not being nice about it.

Violet looked up at me through cloudy eyes. “Which one what?”

“Who’s the daddy, Violet?” I ground out.

More tears, wasted on me though. “I don’t know,” she sniffed, peeking at Daisy.

“Great,” I huffed. “You had sex with both of them. And you’re 14. Just perfect.”

“I did not,” she cried. “It was only the one and only once. I told him I didn’t like it and never did it again. I just don’t know which one it was. We were on the ground and kinda smashed together and when he—”

I held up a hand to stop her steamy story.

“Does your mom know?”

Her eyes shot open wide. “No!” she shrieked. “No one knows. I just came to tell Daisy.”

“So why do you even think you’re pregnant? I mean,” I glanced at Daisy. “Is that even possible now?”

Daisy nodded. “Well, she had been menstruating every month.” She noticed my scowl but continued to tick off her reasons on each finger. “She was mostly regular. Now she’s not,” she paused and let it hang in the air a heartbeat longer than necessary.  “She’s been sick, but only first thing in the morning when she eats. And her breasts,” she pointed at Violet’s lack of chest, “are sore she says.”

I gawked at my woman. “Do you understand what TMI means?” She rolled her eyes at me. “A simple yes would have been sufficient.”

Pacing the kitchen, I noticed Libby still on the bench. God, what a perfect child she was, I thought as she played with the first colored leaves of fall. Don’t ever grow up, little girl.

“So,” Daisy said from right behind, causing me to startle, “we need to break the news to Marge. Gently, of course.”

I placed a hand on each thin shoulder. “There is no we in this matter, sweetheart.” I shoved a finger Violet’s direction. “There’s only  her, and soon to be them. She played with fire; she can deal with the burn.”

I gave her my best “this conversation is over look,” but her sigh told me it was far from over.

“She’s going to stay with us for a couple nights. Just until we can figure this out.”

Daisy’s words weren’t a question, or phrase to ask permission. They were God’s law.

Great.


Year 3 - late summer - WOP




A clear blue sky issued in the cool morning air as Daisy, Libby, Violet, and I strolled towards Lettie’s. Violet kept calling it Hell-Day. I referred to it as her date with destiny. Daisy told us both to be quiet.

I watched the trio before me holding hands. Daisy had the center position with Violet on her right and a skipping Libby on her left. Pulling the cart holding some supplies Lettie needed from my place, I noticed the two older ones whispering. Though I knew Daisy would tell me what is was all about later, I somehow felt the need to needle the teen directly.

“Come next hour,” I called out, fighting back a laugh, “there’s not going to be a lot of secrets.”

Daisy spun and shook her head at me, tight lipped.

“Oh come on,” I moaned. “That was funny.”

The women went back to their chatting as I searched behind for Nate. He was fine on his own, most of the time. As long as someone kept an eye on him, he typically didn’t get in too much trouble.

Hearing the brush snap to my left, I spotted him. He was probably chasing a red squirrel; somehow he insisted that he could catch one. Once he did, he was going to kill it and clean it himself. As a treat, he’d have his mother fry it up for his dinner. As of today, he had captured exactly zero, and Marge couldn’t be happier.

 “Don’t get too deep in there, Nate,” I called out, looking ahead again on the still barren road. What did I expect, some 18-wheeler to come blasting at us? “You’re coming up on the creek that cuts through there. And if you come back with wet shoes your mother is gonna—”

A pile of something on the side of the road caught my attention. Something foreign, something not there a week ago.

The pile was horse crap, no doubt about it. Too big of a pile for deer or bear, and it certainly was not wolf droppings. My God, if one of those animals squeezed this out their cries would have been heard for 20 miles around.

“Tighten up everyone,” I said, in a tense tone. “Stay close together.”

I received questioning looks, but ignored them. We had visitors. And hardly any visitors in all of my days here were friendly.




“Yep, that’s definitely horse shit,” Dizzy confirmed, kicking at the pile with the toe of his boot. “And there’s more?”

I nodded stoically. “Yeah, this is the closest pile, but there’s four or five more down towards my place. Beginning at about the halfway mark.”

Dizzy flashed his eyes at me. “So, what you thinking?”

What was I thinking? I hadn’t seen anyone in weeks, much less someone on horseback. The last I knew the Covington gang was on foot. I couldn’t recall seeing any animals of that sort in my one visit there.

“Someone was here,” I said, searching the road to the south. Placing my hand on my brow, I squinted into the bright sunshine. As expected, nothing was there. Nothing except endless forest and crumbling blacktop.

“I didn’t see no one,” Dizzy stated, wandering to the side of the road to empty his bladder. “So they must have come at night, right?”

Maybe. No, the answer had to be yes. I spent most of the daylight hours in the front yard. When I wasn’t there, I usually stared out the front window. Perhaps they hadn’t made it down as far as me.

“You would have heard horse hoofs if they passed by,” I stated, glancing back at Dizzy pulling up his zipper. “Even at night you would think someone would have heard that sound. I mean it’s so quiet, you’d have to.”

We stared together a half-mile or so to the north, at Lettie’s.

“They could have passed in the woods,” he added, waving me forward back home, Lettie’s home. “But if they did that for every empty home on this road it would take forever.”

Pulling at Dizzy’s arm, we both stopped. “Someone is checking us out, Dizzy. They have transportation we don’t have. Does old man Wilson have horses?”

He thought for a moment and then answered no.

“Okay, here’s the way I see it,” I continued. “We need to keep a super close eye on the road until we know what’s going on. Agreed?”

He nodded and we began walking again.

“So, Violet’s really pregnant?” he asked, grinning like some schoolboy. “Who’d a thought?”

Yeah, we couldn’t change the teen’s condition. But we could be more on guard against whatever nefarious unseen forces closing in on our territory. We had to be.


Year 3 - late summer - WOP




We ate dinner in complete silence. Even the silverware on the plates made very little sound. Only Nate bothered to speak, and that was little. Lettie’s eyes scanned the table, pausing on mine, winking. Thank God for Lettie.

Since coffee, tea, lemonade, and all other forms of beverages were depleted, Lettie walked around the table refilling glasses with fresh water. When she was done, she took her place and crossed her frail arms.

“Well, this is a happy group,” she spouted. “From the looks on everyone’s face you would think we were all going to die tomorrow. Come on,” she signaled with the wave of a hand, “let’s get our problems out in the open.”

Marge leapt from her chair, causing it to fall back and crash on the dirty linoleum floor.

“I can’t believe my own daughter took her issues to another woman,” she cried. “She completely ignored my feelings and went behind my back. Her own mother!”

Tears came immediately to Violet and I noticed Dizzy and Nate stared wishfully at the back door. Take me with you, boys.

Daisy rose and immediately went to attempt to comfort Marge.

“She was scared,” Daisy said softly. “She loves you so much, but she was so scared to admit it to you.”

Turning away from the smaller woman, Marge glared at her daughter. “I’m a nurse, for God’s sake. I knew darn well you were up to something, young lady. What do you have to say for yourself?”

I gave Violet credit for not sprinting from her spot and taking refuge in her room. “I’m sorry, Mother,” she wept. “I’m so sorry.”

“Well that doesn’t change anything,” Marge retorted, turning back to Daisy. “And what advice did you have for my daughter that I couldn’t give.”

Daisy folded her hands and nodded. “All I could tell her was that she has to be honest with you. Something I didn’t do with my own family. I thought I could hide it from them, but that was wrong.” Gently, she placed a hand on Marge’s still folded arms. “It’s important we stay together. We can’t let this destroy your family, Marge. That’s the most important thing.”

Wiping away a stray tear, I noticed Marge’s expression soften. “Well, that’s fairly sound advice, I’d say.”

Lettie cleared her throat. “What’s done is done. Can’t corral the cows once they’re out of the gate. We need to move forward.” She looked at me. “You think the baby will be all right?”

Me? She wanted my opinion? “I’m not sure what you mean, Lettie?”

Her old eyes narrowed. “Some sort of radiation caused all this hell. Is it going to affect the baby?”

“I don’t think so, Lettie,” Marge replied, moving to stand behind her daughter. “I still have a stethoscope. We should be able to hear the baby’s heartbeat in a month or two. By five months, Violet will feel the baby move. Maybe sooner.”

“We’ve got a bigger issue, folks,” I said, leaning on my elbows. “Someone is watching us.”

Lettie huffed and tossed at hand my direction. “Based on horse apples.”

“That weren’t there before,” I countered sharply. “I’m not saying I think someone was out front on our road. Someone was out there. And I bet if I go north a ways, I’ll find more.”

Nate finally broke for the rear door and found release from all the adult talk he so dreadfully hated. Dizzy rocked on his chair, but stayed in place with a harsh glare from his love interest.

“So what do you suggest, Bob?” Daisy asked. I felt her hand move to my lap, where mine stayed planted.

Libby nestled in closer to Violet. I noticed Marge move closer to Dizzy. Lettie stared at me, nodding. Though she usually played devil’s advocate, she agreed there was a heightened sense of danger now.

“We all need to stay together until we know what’s out there,” I said, searching everyone’s eyes for agreement. “And we need someone standing post twenty-four-seven. Someone with a gun needs to be watching the road at all times.”

Lettie slapped the table and everyone flinched. “Agreed!” she said in a hoarse voice. “I’ll take first watch.”

“Does that include me?” Violet asked in a quiet voice.

“Of course not,” Daisy replied, smiling at the girl. I noticed her peek at me for confirmation.

“Yes it does, Violet,” I affirmed. “Whether that means from inside the house at the front window, or outside as allowed, we’ll have to see. Everyone but Nate and Libby needs to be part of this. And even they can be on alert so if they see something coming they warn the group.”

When I looked at the others, their sober expressions stared mostly at their empty plates.

“So this is what life has come to?” Marge asked morosely. “Surviving like this, gun in hand.”

Yes, this is what was left of surviving. And that was still better than the other option.


Year 3 - early fall - WOP




Fifteen days and nothing. That was good, in one sense. While we watched the road with steely eyes, no one had attacked us and tried to take what was ours. It also meant, not as good in my mind, that someone was still coming. And that as bad.

Only one time, late one evening after everyone was in bed did Dizzy call out for me. Something was in the brush, just the other side of the road. At first, I thought he had simply spooked and came for me for no good reason. As I was about to dismiss his anxiety, I too heard the sound.

With guns in hand, we inched from Lettie’s driveway careful not to shuffle the gravel beneath our feet. Once on the road, the sound became louder.

Cupping an ear, I pinpointed the crackles of twigs and leaves, pointing at the spot to Dizzy. He nodded in the moonlight darkness, and we moved closer, finger on the triggers of our handguns.

When the opossum wandered out of the brush and between us on the road, I almost filled my pants. Later Dizzy admitted the same to me. How one small animal could make enough noise to alert two grown men so badly was beyond me. Maybe that was the attentiveness we needed to survive.




I carried a cardboard box full of red ripened tomatoes to the garage. Their fresh aroma filled the air in the small enclosure with a renewed sense of purpose. Tomatoes now, next month potatoes. That along with what we had already harvested would last our group of eight through the coming winter and into spring. 

By late spring, we’d be nine. However, Daisy reminded me babies didn’t eat solid food for more than a year. Good; more for me…for the time being.

Against my wishes, Nate was on guard duty. I argued that his youthful attention was better suited for fishing, harvesting, laying out back in the grass, and playing dolls with Libby. However, his mother, and grandmother, insisted. Damn that Lettie for taking these people in and making them her own…in every way.

Inside the garage the women — Lettie, Marge, and Daisy — boiled the red fruit in batches. Once they were at the right consistency, Lettie’s call, they placed them in jars and boiled the jars in another cauldron of water for preserving. I wasn’t sure how many jars were already done, but the number on the workbench couldn’t be counted quickly.

My helper for the harvest, Violet, wandered over to the pump and fetched us each a cup of water. I flashed her a smile as she handed it to me.

“Another hour or so, and we should be done,” I reported, wiping some dirt from my hands onto my pants.

She craned her neck skyward. “Another hour and I bet it’ll be raining,” she replied, turning to join me in the far end of the garden to continue.

“Dizzy say when he’d be back?” I asked, tossing another tomato in the box.

She shook her head. How was she to know, I supposed. He was hunting again. Deer were on the move and, according to Dizzy, the best time to catch them wandering about was right before the weather changed. So right after breakfast he left with Lettie’s old 30-30 in hand. Hopefully he’d take one, maybe even two, before dark.

“You feeling okay?” I asked Violet, peeking up at her.

She nodded again and opened her mouth to speak, but stopped suddenly. Her eyes weren’t on me, I noticed. They were glued towards the front of the house.

“Bob,” she whispered, pointing a single trembling finger at the driveway, “we got a problem.”


Year 3 - early fall - WOP




How a man, on a horse, with a large caliber rifle appeared in our driveway was beyond me. But there he was, some 20 yards away. Reaching for my gun, I saw his face tense.

He shook his head as if he were disappointed with me. “I wouldn’t do that,” he said, pointing his rifle at me. “Why don’t you have that girl there run that over and lay it by my horse?”

Carefully I handed my gun to Violet. “Nice and easy,” I cautioned to her, giving her shaking hands a small squeeze. “Let’s not get these people excited.”

She did as asked and backed away while he watched her. “Good,” he stated. “Now everyone come out of that garage and line up on the driveway.” He waved the gun at me. “You do the same, mister. Nice and slow like.”

As we stood before him, he whistled and two more riders on horseback appeared. Where Nate had wondered off to, I was at a loss to say.

“What do you want?” I demanded. I noticed he took no offense. Instead, he grinned at us.

“I’m told we can find a decent stockpile of food here,” he said in an easy way. “So why don’t we have that sweet girl there help my people load up whatever you got?” He pointed the rifle at Violet.

“No!” I barked. “Let me do it. Leave her out of this.”

His head waggled back and forth. “Nah, I want you here so I can keep a close eye on you. I was told there were two men here; where’s the other?” 

The gun settled on Marge. “He’s out hunting. Please leave my daughter out of this. I’ll lead them to whatever they want.”

On the road two horsemen, horsewomen actually, appeared. All five carried long rifles and the two other men in the driveway had knives. We need to be careful with this bunch.

I noticed a small wagon attached to the rear of one of the horses on the road. These people came prepared. While it wasn’t the biggest wagon I’d ever seen, it had plenty of room to wipe us out.

After the two men dismounted, Violet led them around to the rear door of Lettie’s place. If she were convincing enough, they’d only raid the pantry and make off with a smaller bounty. If they became suspicious of the smallish size of our stores, she’d have no choice but to show them to the underground storm cellar.

A whoop carried out the back door as one of the men stepped out with an armload of clear glass jars…our food. The second man led Violet back into the yard. In each of their arms was more.

“Looks like four or five trips and we’ll have them cleaned out,” the first man said, passing his boss on the way to the wagon.

The boss nodded at the food. “Seems like a decent amount, probably not done with the harvest yet I suppose.” His dark eyes drifted back to me. “Why don’t you have those three ladies go dig us up a couple boxes of fresh potatoes?”

I shrugged at him. “Potatoes?”

He sighed, shaking his head. “Don’t play dumb with me, pal. I can see potato plants back there in the rear. Either they dig them up or my gang and I spend ten minutes trampling what’s ever left back there. Your choice, partner.”

I glanced at Lettie and we shared a tight stare. Finally, we both nodded at the same time. A couple boxes of spuds would hurt, but it wouldn’t be our last.

I watched Violet and the two ruffians make another lap and they continued their robbing. What they were taking represented half of our stock. Preserving the other half was essential. It was the difference between life and a slow death this winter.

On the road, one of the women dismounted and moved out of sight. I tried to watch through the brush to discover what had caught her attention. A sick feeling overcame me as she walked Nate back into view, dragging him by an arm.

“Got a straggler, Clyde,” the woman called out in a baritone voice. Her long brown hair and thin face gave her an attractive appearance. But noticing her sore covered hands took away whatever beauty she might have had.

“Good,” Clyde replied, motioning for the gal to bring Nate to my side. Instinctively, I wrapped an arm around his shoulder; protectively he wrapped both around Libby who clung to my leg.

Two more trips and the men seemed satisfied they’d cleaned us out. Both helped lug the heavy boxes full of dirty brown potatoes to the wagon. After they remounted their horses, Clyde studied our group one last time.

“Here’s what I’m going to do,” he said. “I’m taking the boy a couple miles up the road with us. Just so you don’t get any funny ideas about following. If see anyone behind us, I kill the boy. If we catch you sneaking around looking for us anytime soon, we’ll come back here and kill you all.”

“Haven’t you already done that?” Lettie snapped. “Taking all our food and such?”

Clyde smirked and shared a laugh with his posse. “Way I see it, you still got some harvesting to do. And maybe you’ll get a deer or two in the next few days. You won’t starve anytime soon.”

“Not ’til winter comes,” Lettie replied, trying to sound despondent. I was so glad her and I were on the same page.

Clyde dismounted and retrieve my Glock — damn it. “Way I see it lady, none of us are promised to survive the winter.” Throwing his leg over the brown horse, he smiled at her. “But thanks to your generosity, we’re gonna make it through the fall.”

Against my better judgment, I stepped forward. “Who told you about us?” I demanded.

Clyde and his friends had already turned when he swooped back at us and stuck his large paw out to pull Nate aboard. “Some people up in Covington,” he answered, making sure Nate held on tight. “A woman there told us all about this place. Told us we needed to be careful though. One of you lived down the road. We needed to make sure you were here already so you wouldn’t sneak up on us.”

Just as I suspected — Susan Weston, that bitch.

“Y’all have a nice day now,” Clyde called out. “And expect the boy back in an hour or so. Don’t you dare set foot on that road any time before that.”

We watched as they, and half our food, rose out of sight. Marge’s soft cries were the only sounds filling our ears. 

“He’ll be fine,” I heard Daisy say to Marge. “I know they won’t hurt him. I’m sure of it.”

Lettie paced around the back of the group, stopping by my side.

“They come back, we’re going to have to kill them,” she murmured. “Either that or we die trying.”

The only response I could give was a single nod. This couldn’t happen again…ever.


Year 3 - early fall - WOP




By candlelight Lettie, Marge, and I inspected the root cellar. Counting the jars in my head, I knew we had a problem. There simply wasn’t as much left down here as I had thought. Damn.

“We’re good through fall and into early winter,” Lettie surmised, lifting a jar of venison that I believed she planned on making for dinner. Hold that thought, old woman. I’m not sure anyone will have much of an appetite anytime soon.

Dizzy had shown up within minutes of our gang of thieves’ departure. Giving it another half-hour, he took off on foot to retrieve Nate. Knowing the way those two dawdled, the dinner plates would be cleared and washed before they got back.

To keep Marge’s mind occupied Lettie had suggested she join us in the root cellar. Given her nervous expression, I’m not sure it was helping.

“What will we do after this runs out?” she wondered in a shaky tone.

“We still have the rest of our harvest,” I replied, pointing my thumb back towards the cellar opening. “And we’ll get some more deer before then, maybe even a bear.”

“But those bastards got at least 40 of my glass jars,” Lettie vented. “And why we ever put some of our freshest stuff up there I’ll never know.”

Yeah, we had issues.

Rubbing my forehead tightly, I squeezed my eyes shut. “The problem will be next spring,” I continued. “We’ll be long on protein and out of everything else. And we’ll have a baby in the house by then. So one of us is going to need decent nourishment. Otherwise we’ll have mother’s milk issues.”

Marge wept into her hands and Lettie gave her a soft hug. I knew I should have kept that last part out of the conversation, but frustration got the best of me.

“We’ll be fine.” It was a lie, but Marge needed to hear it from me. “We’ll just have to be prudent about our meals for a while. But it’ll work out.”

Of course, I didn’t believe any of my own sales pitch. Even if I brought all of my rations to Lettie’s, that would only provide us with a month’s worth of food, maybe less. And what I saw here wasn’t lasting more than two months. And that was if we all went on a diet.

We had problems. Even more than we realized.




By dinnertime Nate and Dizzy returned, once again completing our not quite as happy as before family. As I predicted, dinner was a solemn affair. If you counted fits of weeping, the conversation dragged. 

Except for Lettie and Libby, most of us only picked at our plates. Lettie hadn’t taken more than three mouthfuls. Libby ate as if she hadn’t been fed in months. Daisy only had a glass of water but encouraged Violet to eat as much as she could. Two forkfuls later and the girl proclaimed she was done.

“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” Violet moaned, her tears beginning anew.

Daisy and Marge rushed to her side, jointly reassuring the teen everything would be all right. But would it?

If another attack happened tonight, we had two guns for protection. Dizzy had a sawed off 20-gauge with limited ammunition, and Lettie’s 30-30. And even her ammo had dwindled. The bandits had taken my Glock; my 45, Frank’s old weapon, sat in a drawer back at my cabin — three miles away. Problem one.

Food was now in short supply. If the people who held us up at gunpoint had had any common sense, they would have seen that the food they took wasn’t everything we had. Thankfully, they hadn’t. Since Dizzy had returned without a deer, and even went as far to say he hadn’t seen much sign, the pressure built in my mind.

The harvest was down to squash, potatoes — what was left —, and the tomatoes we had already canned. Frankly, we all realized that wasn’t enough for the coming three seasons. Problem two.

Violet was pregnant and would give birth in the early spring, according to Marge’s calculation. If she didn’t put on more weight, the baby would have no supply of mother’s milk. We had no other source of milk. Perhaps there was a stash of baby formula in one of the nearby towns. But that was problematic as well.

Amasa lie 13 miles south of us. And from all accounts, there wasn’t much left of the town; not according to all friendlies that passed my cabin from the south. To the north, some seven miles, was Covington. I could only assume there were enough strong-armed men and women left up there to chase the marauders our way. Either that or these people had turned the place upside down and found nothing. In the end, Matt and Susan Weston sent them to us. And I’m sure they shared a good laugh about it.

Pregnant teen, no milk, and no prospects for another source of nourishment for a baby. Problem 3.

Once we became malnourished, every last one of us, disease leapt to the top of our issue list. Aside from several half-full bottles of pain relievers, we had no medicine. Almost two years of nothingness had left us empty, in oh so many ways. 

For the first time since Daisy had entered my life, I felt depressed. Watching her comfort Violet, now on the living room couch, my normal smile wouldn’t come. That alone spoke volumes.

I leaned close to Dizzy. “If we don’t get some stuff figured out, what that girl said is dead on truth.”

In a small way, checking Marge first to be sure she wasn’t watching, he nodded.

“And we need to figure it out soon. Before we know it, winter will be here. And if we don’t have some solutions in place, at least one of us won’t see spring.”


Year 3 - early fall - WOP




Several hours later, Marge came back from checking on the children.

“They’re all asleep,” she reported.

“Even Violet?” Lettie squawked. “I thought she was so bent on being part of this discussion.”

Shrugging away Lettie’s straightforward approach, Marge glanced at me. “She fell asleep reading to Libby and Nate. They’re all nestled together in her bed.”

I rose and began to circle the white-painted kitchen table.

“Here’s the way I see things,” I began. “And everything is available for comment and making better. I don’t want anyone to hold back.”

One by one, they nodded their acceptance, Daisy last.

“First thing I got to do is get down to my place and grab the 45.” Several nodded but Daisy gazed at me startled. 

“I don’t think that’s safe,” Daisy replied. “Let me or Tom go with you.”

I knelt beside her taking her trembling hands.

“I need to go alone,” I said. “Dizzy, Tom as you so lovingly call him, needs to stand guard, just in case they make a second attack.” I could see the disagreement rising in her face, but I cut it off. “And you need to stay here with the kids. I don’t want to take the chance of us both getting hurt.”

“Well I don’t want either of you hurt,” Marge added, reaching for our hands. “But if someone has to go, it needs to be Bob and Bob alone. He’s better prepared.”

Slowly Daisy acquiesced with a slight nod and I rose.

“Dizzy,” I continued, turning to him. “Do we have a 12-gauge anywhere nearby?”

He took a deep breath, pondering the question. “Aside from my 20, I don’t think we have a workable shotgun at any of our places. I got an old one, half torn apart that was my grandpa’s. But it won’t fire; something about the pin I think.”

I stroked my bearded chin, an idea hatching in my mind. “I’ve got two cases of 12-gauge shells in the closet in my bedroom. I think I need to grab them and haul them down here. If we can’t fix your grandpa’s gun, we could find somewhere to use them as trade.”

“There are probably a few people around with a 12,” he added. “Old man Wilson has one I think.”

I nodded, staring at a calendar on the wall. One that showed December of a year and a half ago. The last time anyone bothered to worry about the date.

“What does Wilson do for a living?” I asked, wondering what he might have for trade.

“He’s got some sheep and goats. Chickens, pigs, even a couple of cows last time I was past there,” Dizzy replied. “I was just out back by his place maybe a month ago. It all seems to still be hanging together for him and his boys.”

He had milk. Wilson had the potential of providing two kinds of milk. That was good news, great news.

“Is there a Mrs. Wilson?” I asked.

Lettie snorted in him spot. “She ran off with the insurance fellow, ten years ago now.” She grinned at me. “So it’s just him, his twins, and Grandpa — his old man. Three generations of Wilson men under one roof. And they’re a surly bunch, let me tell you.”

“Yeah, but he has a heart I bet,” I stated, resting my hands on Daisy’s slight shoulders.

“Not much of one,” Lettie countered.

I winked at the crabby old woman. “I bet enough that when he finds out his grandbaby needs milk, he’ll offer help. Especially if we sweeten the pot with some additional shotgun shells.”

Dizzy and Lettie shrugged at one another, but that didn’t slow me down.

“We need medicine, Marge,” I said, moving forward. “We can’t afford for anyone to get sick. Especially if a simple aspirin or something could nip it in the bud.”

She agreed; I could see it in her eyes. “Dizzy and I have been talking about rummaging through a few of these houses on the north side of the lake Warren and I were on,” she said as Dizzy slid his arm over her shoulders. “Now would be a good time.”

“I agree.” I peeked down at Daisy. “Maybe you can take this one with you. That way Dizzy can keep an eye out for trouble while the two of you make quick work of it. We cannot get caught with our pants down ever again.”

“Covington or Amasa may still have people with aspirin,” Lettie added. “Maybe a box of shells is worth a container of pills.”

That made sense, a little at least. Everyone, I decided, had needs nowadays. All it took was the right person and a trade for our needs could become a reality.

“I’d like to stay away from other people right now,” I said, circling the group again, “aside from trading with Wilson. And even that I’d like to put off as long as possible.”

Lettie and Dizzy nodded, again. They sure weren’t anxious to have old man Wilson in their lives. So I followed their lead.

“Dizzy, for the next little bit,” I said drawing his attention away from Marge. “For the next few weeks we need to try and kill every deer we see. Nothing is too small or too old. We need the meat, the protein. We can’t afford to be picky heading into winter.”

He looked like he understood. Still, I knew he didn’t agree. “Like I told you before, Bob, we start shooting everything is sight, they’ll become mighty hard to find. At least my grandpa always told me that, and I never knew the man to be wrong.”

Grandpa’s wisdom: hunter’s tale or reality? Yes, Grandpa survived the depression, but that was high living compared to now. 

“We don’t have a choice, Dizzy,” I said quietly. “We got to have the meat. It’s the only way we see spring.”

And with that happy news faces fell to their lowest. Even Daisy no longer looked hopeful. But that was our new reality. We just needed to survive winter.


Year 3 - mid winter - WOP




All fall we watched the road. We watched all the way through the time where the wind chill became thoroughly brutal in early winter. Then we watched from the living room window. At no time did we not watch. At all times, there was someone awake and their eyes glued to the road. We were ready for anything. But anything never came.

I shouldn’t say nothing ever passed our place. However, three people hardly count as a threat.

A few weeks after our encounter with Clyde and his gang, a woman and a small child passed, heading north towards Covington. Daisy and Marge ran after them, imploring the pair to stay with us, at least for  a few days. I told them later their plan, while admirable, was plain stupid. We couldn’t afford the luxury of two non-producing strangers. Thankfully, the woman said she had relation they were heading to, north of Covington.

About a month after that first snow, a single man passed our driveway. He paused, studying the house; no doubt noticing the smoke rising from the chimney. When he saw me stand in the living room and cock the 30-30, he left without even so much as a wave. 

Another few months later and winter took hold in full force. It was similar to my first winter alone. Either snow fell, or the wind howled, or there were clear blue skies and the temperature never bothered to push the zero degree mark on Lettie’s outdoor thermometer.

As best as we could tell a good three feet of snow covered most of the scene. In places where the wind collected it, snow stacked up as high as ten feet. The road was impassable. Even on foot, no one could make their way through.

Still we remained vigilant.




Violet began to show by midwinter. Her mother and Daisy noticed the first bump back with the early snows. Within a month, Lettie stopped each time the pair passed one another, smiling and patting the new life growing inside the 15-year-old…or was still 14, Daisy seemed to be mixed up and refer to her as both. By the time another month passed, she became uncomfortable — as did we all.

“I’ve never been so fat,” Violet bemoaned one afternoon, checking her progress sideways in a mirror. “Did you always get fat, Daisy?”

It wasn’t a new question, so Daisy was ready…again.

“You’re not fat,” she sighed, letting a smile warm where her words no longer could. “You’re healthy. Completely healthy and normal for someone your size that’s having a baby.”

 Violet glanced at her skeptically. “You always say that,” the teen replied, going back to staring at her growing mid-section. “You’re just trying to make me feel better.”

“Holy crap,” Lettie shouted, entering the warm living room. “Who let the hippo in?”

Daisy’s eyes and mouth shot opened as Violet spun towards Lettie. Before she could counter, the old woman began to laugh.

“Well, that’s what you want to hear, ain’t it?” Lettie questioned. “You want someone to tell you how big you are. Just so you can feel sorry for yourself.”

Violet shook away the words empathetically. “No, that’s not what I want to hear at all. I was just asking—”

Lettie took her hand and rubbed it tenderly. “You look fine, darling. Even your thin face has filled out a little.” She let go of the teen and grinned at Daisy and me. 

“You should have seen my sister when she was pregnant with her third child. Or maybe it was her fourth.” Lettie raised a hand to her chin and stroked absentmindedly. “Doesn’t matter. The point is Virginia was the size of a water buffalo by the time Ralphine arrived. And she never lost an ounce of that weight before she died.”

I didn’t know what was more shocking in the old bird’s story: That her sister had died, or that she had a niece named Ralphine.. I mean, who would ever do that to a baby?

“I think I like Daisy’s answer better,” Violet replied, coming by us to sit on the couch.

Lettie laughed once and tossed a hand at her. “Have it your way then. You’re still the same skinny little shit that walked up my driveway more than a year ago. And with your genetics, you probably always will be.”

Watching Daisy stroke Violet’s stomach, I heard her speak. “Has she been active today?”

Violet nodded, stretching her back. “The past couple days actually. I think the vitamins are helping, if that makes any sense. But I still feel bad about the food.”

She had good reason for her remorse; Violet was the only one of us eating three meals a day. And the only one still on full rations.


Year 4 - late winter - WOP




Our food supply ended up horrid. Dizzy and I killed six deer before the cold forced us to give up hunting for the season. The six deer were yearlings, which were terribly small with so little meat to offer. 

Two of them were actually fawns. Those were the worst. Not because of the quality of their meat. No, they were the best eating. The cold truth was that a fawn lasted two, maybe three meals for the eight of us.

We cleaned our plates well, each and every meal. I used my fingers, or a small hunk of flatbread Lettie crafted. The women used forks and spoons to be sure they got every speck. Libby and Nate simply lifted their plates and used their tongues, as did Dizzy. Marge wasn’t pleased at first, but with each passing meal, she seemed to understand more and more.

Violet wept openly at most meals, seeing her plate heaping with as much food as she could squeeze in, noticing ours were sparse of the same. Words of encouragement from everyone but her little brother did little to slow the tears. Usually it was a hug or a kiss from Libby that helped her. Some nights even those acts of kindness failed.

We ate two meals, a late breakfast and an early supper. Every third or fourth day, as often as we could stand it, all but Violet ate one. Lettie placated the little ones with dry sugarless cookies she made every week. As Violet grew, and remained healthy, we shrank. My stomach growled most days, even after a meal, albeit small. Marge estimated we were taking in an average of 600 to 800 calories a day. Violet, she said, was getting close to 1,500. And even though she was well fed, the only thing that grew on the girl was her midsection.

We became lethargic, our sense dulled from starvation. Sure, we were eating, but only about half the amount we needed to stay alive. We had to do something, even if it meant an act of desperation.




“I can’t eat,” Violet stated one chilly evening. This had become commonplace.

“Can’t?” I asked, tipping an eye her way. “Or won’t?”

She set down her fork demurely. “I won’t. If you won’t eat, all of you, then I won’t.”

Daisy chased to her side. “Come now, dear.” She lifted a forkful of food to her lips. “It won’t do you or that little girl inside of you any good if you don’t eat.”

How the women of the house had decided Violet’s baby was a girl was beyond my comprehension. It actually gave Dizzy and I a good talking point some days. The crazy antics of the female persuasion.

“Eat your food, Violet,” I groused, picking at a plate only a quarter full. “This is the way it is. And we all agree on that.”

“Well I sure don’t,” Nate argued. “I can’t figure out why she gets all the food and we get to starve. That just don’t make no sense.”

Marge’s chair scraped on the floor as she turned to her son. “Now, Nathan. We’ve been over this many times.”

“And it sucks,” he protested, stealing a bean from his mother’s plate.

“It’s the way it is for now,” Marge insisted, rubbing his mop of growing hair. “Things will get better this spring.”

“By spring you’ll all be dead,” Violet gasped, covering her face with her hands, sobbing harder. “And if none of you are alive I don’t want to be either.”

As was the usual ending for most meals, the girl pushed away from the table and dashed for the stairs and the refuge of her room. And as always, Daisy grabbed the teen’s plate and chased after her. Marge broke into tears and left the room. Dizzy pushed away from the table and went after her with a sorrow filled face.

Later that night, the wind blew so hard that it drifted over the only door leading outside.

All we needed now was for someone to get sick. Then the end would come for all of us…mercifully.


Year 4 - early spring - WOP




The first trouble came with a slight sniffle. Within a day a cough developed, followed by sneezing and an all-out runny nose. Lettie had a cold.

Alone I worried that this was the beginning of the end. That was how it would happen, I surmised. We’d all die in bed sometime. Defeated by something that didn’t slow down most healthy people. Unfortunately, we were anything but healthy.

Daisy followed with the same symptoms, with Nate bringing up the rear. We quarantined more than a third of our group due to the common cold. Worry for me became panic. Something had to be done.

We needed fever reducers: aspirin, acetaminophen, or ibuprofen. Canned fruit wouldn’t hurt, Marge added one afternoon. “I think I can make it to Covington,” I said to what remained of my group, minus Libby. No one reacted. “I can take as many 12-gauge shells as I can carry and see if they have anything left to trade for.”

Violet shook her head wildly. “Covington’s too dangerous,” she insisted. “You need to try Amasa. It’ll be safer.”

However, Amasa had two strikes against it already. First, it was twice as far as Covington. In three feet of snow that could mean the difference between making it or not. Second, travelers had warned us by the dozens that Amasa was a ghost town, with nothing but empty homes and corpses. “It has to be Covington,” I insisted. Even Violet’s tear-filled eyes couldn’t change my mind on that.

“And what if they don’t want to trade for shotgun shells?” Marge asked. “What if they just laugh at you and send you back? What good will that trip accomplish? I say you stay, Bob. We’ll get through this somehow.”

All she needed to add were the words, ‘By God’s Grace,’ and I would have lost it on her. But she didn’t and neither did I.

“I’ve still got some extra 45 shells,” I added. “I could take those. We know they have that caliber of weapon up there.”

Dizzy displayed his reluctance with the plan with a scowl. “You’re talking about carrying a lot of weight there. You’re not as healthy as you were last fall, you know.”

He was right, but also wrong. “We need this trade,” I continued, irritation filling my words. “We got to have this trade, but it can’t be a wasted trip. You’re all right on that.”

“I know what Matt Weston wants.” The extra voice startled us all. I looked up to see Daisy standing in the stairway, wiping her nose with a Kleenex. Her expression, tight-lipped and sad-eyed, told me she really knew. But I didn’t think I was going to like what it was. Not one bit.

She took a spot next to me and reached for my hand. Squeezing it tighter than usual, she inhaled deeply.

“Brendan was about one,” she began in a quiet tone, just over a whisper. “A man 10 years older than me took an interest in me. Made me feel special, not so alone.

“He was quite a talker, had a way of making everything sound so sweet and nice. Never pushed himself on me, nor made me feel cheap or used up. I loved the attention.”

She lifted her head and allowed her tired eyes to float amongst the group. “I gave in one night. Just one night. No big deal, right? We’d been seeing one another for three or four months by that point. He even told me he loved me; he said he loved Brendan too. I thought I loved him as well.”

Pausing, I noticed the pain on her face. “Just me being stupid me. Like some well-to-do young guy really felt that way. Well, I turned up pregnant and he told me it’s over. I pushed back; told him I was going to go to the County people, force him to own up to what he’d done.

“A few nights later a woman pays me a visit. Big diamond on her finger, she tells me Matt Weston is her fiancé. I’d better leave him alone, she claimed. Otherwise she was gonna tear me apart, do things to me I’d never dreamt were possible.”

I shuddered at the familiar words. Susan Weston hadn’t changed a bit in five years.

“Matt came and visited me and Libby once, when we were living in some dump with a girlfriend. Played with her a little, said he was sorry how things turned out, and gave me a couple hundred dollars. I was so desperate for the cash that I kept it. But that money made me feel so cheap, so trashy. Just like the whore his woman said I was.”

We sat silent for a few moments, each digesting Daisy’s tale. For all appearances, she was a confident, head held high young mother. Yet her demons still nipped at that outward shell.

“You are anything but,” Lettie announced from the doorway, her isolation also ended. “You are a decent human being and you need to always remember that.”

I saw Marge reach for Daisy’s shaking hands. “And you’re a good friend, Daisy. To all of us.”

Trying to smile through tears, Daisy looked at me. “Matt Weston would trade anything for five minutes with his daughter. Can’t say Susan will be too thrilled. But I really believe it will soften him up if everything else fails.”

My eyes glanced around our group. “So that means me, and Daisy, and Libby need to make the trek to Covington. Does that bother anyone else here?”

Dizzy and Marge nodded, Lettie remained stone-faced.

“Desperate times,” Lettie crowed. “Desperate times.”

Yes they were. The old gal was certainly dead on about that.


Year 4 - early spring - WOP




We needed two days of planning for our seven-mile excursion. Nothing about this trip was taken lightly. Everyone had a say; and all said their piece.

“No, please, no.” For the fourth time in less than an hour, Violet stood before me. Each time she begged me not to take what she deemed to be an unnecessary risk. Each time I turned away, ignoring her pleas.

“If something happens to Daisy, or God forbid Libby, I don’t know what I’d do,” she continued on her last effort. Funny how she left me out, I thought.

“Please, Bob, please. There has to be another way.”

I’d had enough whining for one day. “We need simple medicine, Violet,” I scolded. “We don’t have the luxury of sitting back on our hands right now. We can’t.”

“Maybe I should go,” she added, rushing her words, “since everyone seems so worried about me. I should be the one going.”

Turning briskly, I grabbed her by the shoulders. “Absolutely not. Never!”

Somehow she thought tears would help, fat chance, young lady.

Watching her stomp away, I knew I hadn’t heard the last from the teen. But my mind was already set.




Dizzy and Marge approached me mid-afternoon on the second day. I could tell just by the posture and faces they had a wrinkle for the plan. Little did they know I wasn’t in a debating mood.

“Dizzy will go with you,” Marge insisted in her polite way. “That way you’ll be safer. More people means less potential trouble.”

“I can even tail you by a little bit,” Dizzy added. “Bring up the rear; watch your six, so to say.”

I stared angrily at the pair. “And who’s watching home then? Who’s protecting Lettie, the kids, and you, Marge? Violet? I don’t think so. You, Marge? You’ve never even fired a weapon.”

I leaned closer to them, lowering my voice. “The whole point of this is to help us, and protect ourselves. If we put too many people on the road, we open ourselves up to danger at home.”

Not overly convinced, the pair wandered away, holding hands. They weren’t done, I knew, but they weren’t coming either.




Lettie stared out the back window of her home, craning her neck.

“Ten degrees warmer than yesterday,” she crowed, glancing back at me briefly. “Course that only makes it all of five above today.”

With a great amount of pain, she made her way to a hard kitchen chair. “It’s a bitch being old,” she continued. “Being old in all this crap is even harder.”

Sipping on a half-glass of water, I took an open spot across from her. “Finally warm enough to head out. Hopefully the clear skies will hold tomorrow. I figure three hours up and three hours back. That gives us two hours of daylight to spare in Covington, which  should be enough.”

“Way I see it…” A single finger rose on her thin hand. “…You’ll freeze to death.” 

A second finger rose. “Or you’ll get yourself killed in Covington.”

A third joined the first two. “Or you get killed by a gang no-goods somewhere between here and there.”

I snickered at her depressing wisdom. “Any outcome where we make it back alive?”

She nodded, her face showing some tenderness…some. “One in four chance, sonny. Don’t seem like very good odds to me. But I suppose that ain’t gonna stop you.”

I leaned on the table on my arms. “We need these supplies, Lettie. We’re vulnerable. We all know it.”

A small finger lifted her frail lips. “Truth is, if you don’t make it, we’re probably all dead come spring.”

And that was the reason I had to go. Plain and simple.


Year 4 - early spring - WOP




Eight degrees; eight stinking degrees. Add the slight northwest wind, moving the snow from limb to limb on the pines, made it feel a lot colder.

But the weather didn’t matter. It was go time.

Warm coats found, Libby and Daisy each dressed in layers. This would allow whatever sweat they created to be wicked away from their bodies. Thus, extinguishing their chances of freezing to death, for the most part.

I gave Daisy my pink boots because Dizzy lent me his winter footwear. And yes, they were many sizes too large on someone as petite as my girl. But that allowed for an extra sock layer or two.

Hats, mittens, and scarves were added just before we stepped into the crisp northwoods air. Dizzy had even managed to come up with half a dozen paper hand-warmers we would use as needed.

The set up was far from perfect. A sensible person would have waited until spring; waited until some of the snow disappeared. A sensible person, me, knew the odds we faced. It was time to go.

There was no way Libby, much less Daisy, could walk the entire 14 mile round trip. Hell, I even had doubts that I could. So we improvised.

Dizzy came out of Lettie’s garage with the long wooden toboggan held over his head. He’d found it, right where Lettie said it would be. Good, it was the only way we’d make it.

Marge arranged several wool blankets as a base before my girls crawled on. Over the top of the two, we added several more layers. Bundled as they were it was hard to imagine them feeling cold. But I was.

I stuffed ten boxes of 12-gauge shotgun shells into a paper sack before placing them at the very front of the sled. Ten additional boxes of 45-caliber ammo received the same treatment.

I carried Dizzy’s 20-gauge and stuffed another box of shells loosely in my pockets. As a final precaution, Dizzy set my 45 at Daisy’s side, wrapped loosely in some colored fabric. We wanted her to feel safe, yet have the weapon noticeably available if needed.

Hopefully, both the guns would be dead weight, never once drawn or used. Hopefully.




Pulling forward with the toboggan rope wrapped over my waist, I ascended the first of three slight hills between home and Covington. None were large inclines, this was actually the worst of the three.

We were only an hour into our trip and several times Daisy had had to dismount her ride and walk behind the sled. Any thoughts I’d had about freezing to death were gone. My inner clothes were so soaked with sweat, I worried they might have to go. But I knew winter had other plans.

I heard the snow crunch as Daisy dashed ahead to be by my side.

“How we doing?” she asked, moving the scarf away from her lips.

“I’d say two miles down, four or five to go,” I replied, not panting with the extra weight relieved from behind. “As long as we stay on the west side of the road, we don’t have to fight the snow too bad.”

With God smiling down on us, we discovered that the worst of the snow piled up on the center and east side of the road. On the west shoulder, we had less than a foot to deal with. Some places only had six inches.

Daisy tired easily. I wasn’t sure if it was her cold or our general malaise from lack of nutrition. A few hundred yards by my side and I tucked her in behind her daughter once more.

“How much further?” Libby whined as I retouched the blankets around her.

“Are you tired, sweetie?” I asked, kissing her hood covered head.

“No, I’m bored. I want to get somewhere so I don’t have to wear all these clothes.”

I resumed my pulling. “Almost there, sweetheart.” Like she knew how far we are going. “Almost there.”
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Pausing in the early afternoon sun, I tried to catch my breath. That had been the struggle the past mile or so. Three steps forward, the snow almost knee deep, and stop. Three more steps, stop, and pant. Three more, repeat.

At the far reaches of my blurry vision, I could see the outline of Covington. At least it was still there, hadn’t burned down. That was a good thing. The only thing worse than the trip would have been getting here to discover it was all in vain.

Looking back, I watched Daisy struggle through the snow some distance behind my resting spot. She couldn’t stand to watch me struggle, she claimed. Once again, she dismounted the sled and walked beside me for a while. But with each small step she fell further behind. Now with our goal in sight I waited for her to catch up.

Boredom finally overtook Libby and she fell asleep. Tucked in amongst a dozen blankets, her rosy check and small nose were the only things visible. I knew she hadn’t frozen to death. I checked, like any concerned adult would have. And she was plenty warm in her woolen cocoon.

When Daisy reached my side, she fell against my chest. She didn’t even bother to wrap her arms around my waist; she simply leaned in with what little weight she had left.

“Remind me next time to keep my ideas to myself,” she looked, panting as she did. The steam from her breath condensed on the front of my jacket. Every fifth or sixth exhale she reached to wipe it away.

“Almost there; get back on the sled,” I urged, leading by a shaky arm. The way I saw it, she was done for the day. We may have to spend the night, I told myself. If they gave us what we wanted, and not the noose.

Strangely, no guards stood in the spots they had on my last visit. Peering into town, I noticed no activity. No people, no animals, no vehicles. Nothing but more snow. Apparently, that snow plow they had was out of gas…or out of drivers.

I paused to check our load. That was something I had meant to do earlier, but lacked the energy. I worried that if we arrived and had lost some of our trade we’d go home with little, or perhaps nothing. Seeing the bags still tightly closed gave me a sense of relief. This was going to work; it had to.

Another ten minutes of slogging through drifts that rose to my waist and we had made it to the first homes. Another ten minutes and we’d be downtown. Still, no one had approached us to question our presence. Perhaps Covington had died, or more plainly stated, its residents had all died.

That option was fine with me. It allowed us to rummage through what would be left of their stores, hopefully finding what we sought. At least we wouldn’t have to fight anyone for them.

Fifteen more steps and a bundled figure appeared at a crossroad. The gun slung over his shoulder warned me the Westons’ still ran this place. Or someone equally evil. Or desperate.

I pulled further, my strength gone. My legs screamed for me to stop, to lie down in the snow, and give myself back to nature. But I refused, pulling forward to meet the armed person head on.




“State your business,” the man called out when I was within earshot. The gun was still on his shoulder. I wasn’t in trouble yet.

“I’m here to meet with Matt Weston,” I replied between pants. “I got a trade to offer him. A good trade. He’ll be interested.”

The winter air made the man’s exposed skin red. His dry lips twisted as he considered my offer.

“What you got?”

I shook my head, my hands now on my knees as I sucked for air. “I want to meet with Matt. No one else. He still run the place?”

I noticed his expression soften, but only a little. “Yeah, he does.” He waved us forward. “This had better be good. Been a lot of losers offering a whole bunch of horseshit trades this winter. The boss lost his sense of humor months ago.”

Oh great, a pissed off Matt Weston would certainly be less open to meeting his daughter, I worried. If we lived that long.

“His wife still around?” I called ahead to our guide.

“Yeah,” he laughed. “And she’s as friendly as the last time you saw her.”

Okay, he remembered me; even though I couldn’t recall his face or voice. That had to be a good sign.

Daisy sat silent, clutching Libby before her. This was the plan; she was to say nothing until needed. If somehow Weston traded me what we needed for just the shells, she never needed to show her face. Only if he hemmed and hawed were she and Libby to make their way in front of him.

Another five minutes and I felt as if I could walk no more. There was no way to make the trip back in the late afternoon. We’d surely end up dead somewhere between here and home. Either I’d have to ask Matt and Susan to extend us their hospitality, or we’d have to sneak into an open home and hope to remain undetected for the night.

The first option was possible, the second a mere pipe dream.

The warmth we found inside the building wasn’t what I expected. It hadn’t rushed us at the door, licking at our chilly faces, warming our half-frozen fingers. I could still see my breath.

Our host wandered away, pointing at a smaller room off to the left. “Wait in there. I’ll go get the boss, and come and get you when he’s ready. Might take a few minutes though.”

We pounded the snow from our boots and white frozen hunks skidded across the floor. After we removed our layers, I inched the door almost closed.

“Okay,” I began, helping Daisy remove her second coat worn beneath the first. “I’ll take the stuff in. You and Libby sit on the bench outside that doorway I pointed out. I’ll call you if I need you. Hopefully, I won’t.”

She grabbed my shirt collar and pulled me close. Kissing my lips, she stared into my eyes. “I’m not afraid. I’ll do whatever it takes.” She wiped away her runny nose on her sleeve. “We’re going to get this done, Bob. I feel it. I really do.”

I wished I could have shared her optimism. But the pit of my stomach warned me of trouble. Violet and I had come within inches of peril months ago. What made me think this would go any better.
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The wait was longer than expected. Several times, I rose from the green-plaid couch and checked the door. Outside the room, there was no activity. Weston knew I was here and more than likely relished the idea of keeping me on literal, and figurative, ice.

Libby sat on her mother’s lap, twirling Daisy’s hair. Her mother coughed and sneezed several times, each making me cringe, reminding me of the direness of the visit.

I paced for a while longer, watching the sun come round to the front of the buildings. That told me it was mid-afternoon, or at least that was the best I could presume. A four-hour walk back was out of the question for this day.

The last time I was here, with Violet, they fed us well. I wondered if their hospitality was still at its best. Or was that just Stuart’s idea? Maybe his sister enjoyed watching people starve.

A different man came and fetched us. I sat my girls on the bench outside the office door. Leaning over, I shared a quick kiss with Daisy.

“Be careful,” she begged. “Just be careful.”

A peck on Libby’s head and I entered the belly of the beast.




“Mr. Reiniger,” Matt shouted in a jovial tine. “How nice to see you again.”

Seated behind the same desk his brother-in-law occupied formally, he waved me over. Beside him stood his wife, thinner than I remembered but still quite attractive. As attractive as any of us could have been in the middle of all of this.

“You remember my wife Susan, don’t you?” I shared a glance with the devil and took the seat offered.

“What brings you to Covington?” he asked, motioning for his wife to sit next to me.

“I think you know why I’m here, Mr. Weston.” I tried to keep my tone civil, but I was already failing badly.

He pulled a pistol from his left drawer and laid it on the desk with a thud. It wasn’t one of mine, though I thought it looked like a 40-caliber Smith and Wesson model.

“I have no idea why you’ve come back, Bob,” he answered. “To be precise, I’m shocked to see you alive.”

Yeah, I bet he was. “Can’t thank you enough for sending a gang of assholes our way,” I sputtered. So much for civil. “Thanks to them we’re barely hanging on by a thread.”

He seemed unfazed. “I had firepower superiority to them. They were five; we were more than a dozen back then. I sent them your way as interest on that Luke woman’s debt. Anyone get killed?”

Not yet, Matt. But I’m thinking about it. I shook my head, signaling no.

“Then no harm,” the bastard said with a smile. I thought for a moment that he was going to offer me a handshake.

“So why exactly are you here today?” Susan asked from beside me. Her tone was as icy as the most brutal winter day.

“We need some supplies,” I answered, staring more at my hands than anywhere else. “Some medicine.”

“Prescription?” he asked.

“No, over the counter stuff.”

“And you have trade? Decent trade?”

I nodded.

“Advil, Motrin, Tylenol, Bayer aspirin…that we have,” Matt answered, rocking in his leather chair. Each rock made a squeak. Each squeak became slower and more drawn out.

“I need pre-natal vitamins as well,” I added, “if you got them.”

Reaching to his right, his picked up a clipboard. Flipping pages two or three at a time, he finally slowed and ran a finger down the lined paper. “I might be able to spare some. You better have mighty good shit for me.”

I sat taller in my chair, readying for my final plea. “I need some food too. Any canned or jarred fruits or vegetables you might have.”

He laughed in a small fashion, glancing at his wife. “You’re not getting food from me, Bob. Quite honestly,” he leaned closer to me, “we don’t have enough to share. Hell, we may need to kick out a dozen people or so before the snow melts just to be sure we’re fed.”

It was disappointing news, but not unexpected. “How many people you got left now?” I figured we were friendly enough by that point for a simple question.

“Forty-two,” he answered quickly.

“Thirty-eight,” his wife countered. “Four more dead this week. Three by starvation and exposure, one by suicide.”

A village that was once home to 500 folks had been reduced to 38 poor souls. That meant the attrition rate was more than 90 percent. That was just one small village; a well-stocked village just three years ago.

“So let’s see what you got for me,” Weston stated in a dry voice. “I ain’t got all day.”

I plopped the 12-gauge shells on his desk, opening the bag.

“Ten full boxes,” I said confidently. “Two hundred rounds of the most popular gauge in North America.”

He seemed impressed, nodding at the ammunition.

“Excellent,” he replied. His eyes drifted first to his wife, and then back me. “That’ll get you about five pills, your choice. I am nothing if not a reasonable man.”

Well that didn’t go as planned. I hoisted the other bag, letting it slam on the desk. “Two hundred rounds of 45 caliber. Same as I gave you before.”

His lips tightened, reaching for the bullets. Shaking the box by his head, he glanced back at me. “I’ll have one of my men check these to be sure they’re all real. I’d say you got 20 pills coming now. How does that sound?”

I grimaced, unhappy with my trading skills. “I need something closer to five full containers. Matter of life and death, kind of.”

Giving the offered deal a shrill whistle, he sat back in his chair. “You want that much, I recommend you fetch me one of those thousand pounds steers that Wilson fellow grows. He lives down by you, about five miles east.”

“I don’t have anything to trade him for that,” I admitted, hoping he might take mercy on my plight. Though it didn’t look good.

“Not my problem,” he said with a shrug. “I’ll have Susan fetch you 20 pills. Tylenol okay?”

I heard her rise as I gripped the arms of the chair tightly. “Wait,” I whispered. My eyes rose to his. “I have more. Something that’s worth everything I’ve asked for.”

His grin grew. I could sense he believed he had the upper hand. I hoped his pride, and a touch of arrogance, worked in my favor.

“I doubt it very much, Bob,” he replied, breaking into a laugh. “But hell, I’m in a good mood today. So try me.”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly through pursed lips. This had better work. It was our last chance.
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When I came back into the room, Daisy followed behind, in her arms Libby laid her head on her mother’s shoulder. The Westons were locked in a quiet conversation and failed to look when we entered. They had a surprise coming.

She noticed first. I watched as Susan Weston gave us a glance, turned back to her husband, and then stopped, mid-sentence. Slowly her head came back to us, and even slower, it moved from side to side.

Matt himself gave my guest a polite smile and glanced away. His eyes fluttered several times as I assumed he tried to recall the face, maybe even the child. Narrowed, they came back to the pair, Libby hiding her face in her mother’s nape.

Susan rose, scowling first at me, then at my guests. “Oh, you’re a clever one, aren’t you, Bob?”

I’m sure she didn’t expect an answer; it was fate after all that arranged this reunion.

She thrust a finger at Daisy. “And you,” she spewed, “I ought to have you skinned right now. I can’t believe you and that mangy bastard of yours are still alive.”

Rising abruptly, Matt moved beside his wife. “Now, darling,” he said in a soft tone, “let’s not be angry with our guests.” He took her hand and kissed it. “It is what it is.”

“Hello, Matt,” Daisy answered with confidence. “Susan.” She nodded at the fire-eyed woman. “This is Libby.”

We stood in silence. I stared at Matt, he stared at his wife. Susan maintained eye contact with Daisy. And no one had a clever response.

Libby broke the hush. “Who are these people, Momma?”

I glanced back and noticed Daisy’s uneasy look. She didn’t feel any better about this than I did.

“Libby, say hello to your father,” Daisy answered.

“Hello, Father,” the girl replied in a bored way. “Nice to meet you.”

Matt’s feelings weren’t immediately apparent. Either he was focused on his wife, or he didn’t dare make eye contact with Libby. Perhaps it was because he might explode with emotion. Or maybe he didn’t dare betray his wife. I was sure it was the later, not the former.

When he finally looked at her, his eyes seemed almost angry. “Hello Libby,” he answered barely above a whisper. “It nice to see you again. You’ve grown a lot since I last saw you.”

“Isn’t this sweet,” Susan mocked. “Father and daughter together again — with Father’s whore.”

Matt raised a hand to his wife. “Don’t…just don’t, Susan,” he said. I thought he might beg, but what he said sounded more like an order. “You’re my wife, not Daisy. It’s you I love, not her. She’s not the competition, she’s…”

He couldn’t find the right word.

“The mistake,” Susan added sharply. “And we agreed, a very long time ago, that she was never to be part of your life again.” Susan glared at Daisy. “We don’t even know if this is Matt’s child. I mean you never were able to prove it was his.”

I saw Daisy lick her lips before replying. Was that a small grin? “You mean I never got the chance,” she rebutted. “I couldn’t afford any help to prove it. And Matt sure didn’t offer any on his part.”

“What exactly do you want?” Susan demanded, reaching for and taking her husband’s hand. “There’s nothing here for you.”

“We need medicine,” Daisy instructed. “But you were already told that.”

Lowering Libby to the ground, she took the child’s hand. “Matt wanted to help, wanted to stay in touch. But his wife wouldn’t have that. Not with her rich family and all. Just wouldn’t look right, would it?”

Susan’s eyes locked on Daisy, Matt’s on the little girl — his daughter.

Daisy moved several small paces towards the two. “But money don’t mean anything anymore. People like you,” she motioned to Susan with her head, “need food and shelter every bit as much as people like me. We’ve become equals in all of this.

“If you don’t want to give us a fair trade for what we brought, I have a deal for you.” Her eyes snapped between the two. “You can spend an hour with your daughter, for the last time ever, Matt. We’ll all sit down together, and you and Libby can become acquainted.”

Susan’s lips snarled at the edges before she laugh let loose. “You’re joking,” she raged. “You think an hour with a little girl, who may not even be his child, gets you anything. Aside from what you deserve, that is.” She turned to her husband, his face still showing no emotion. “You agree with me darling, don’t you?”

Something in the way the woman made her request caught my attention. She wasn’t asking, or demanding; she was begging. I saw it on their faces; the desperation the scene held — for both.

“Three hours,” he replied.

 I noticed the shudder roll through Susan’s being. She was losing, and she wasn’t used to it. But it wasn’t just this moment. No, it was years in the making. Something she prayed she’d never have to face, especially in the apocalypse — the other woman.

“Two,” Daisy replied, leading Libby to the couple. “Libby, why don’t you, Matt, and Susan go over on that nice comfy couch over there and you can tell them the story of the lion and the bear you made up? That would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

The small child extended her hands and took the reluctant pair into her heart. Susan looked horrified. I thought I noticed Matt chase away a tear or two. Leading them to the couch, Libby popped up between them.

“Once upon a time…” Libby began, giving each of them a sweet smile.

Susan wasn’t happy, her stiff posture and sour expression showed it well. But her husband was, and that’s all that mattered, for the moment.
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Daisy and I paced in the anteroom as Father and Daughter sang nursery rhymes together. Even Step-mom had hugged and kissed the little girl before we excused ourselves from view.

Halting my steps, I reached for Daisy’s hand. “You were amazing in there. You saw the situation for what it was, and acted with magnificence. How did you know it would work?”

She glanced up at me with a tense expression. “I had talked with Matt just a few weeks before all this happened. He said he’d do anything to spend a little more time with Libby. It was just his wife wouldn’t allow it; her family wouldn’t allow it. And he was well-off only because of her family’s money.”

I nodded. “So the apocalypse comes and levels the playing field.”

“Like I said,” she continued, squeezing my hands. “Money don’t matter no more, people do though.”

“How do you know Susan won’t hurt Libby? Or maybe they’ll try and steal her?”

She shook away my concerns. “First off, she can’t hurt Libby. She’s a part of Matt just like his wife. She knows that. And she’d never want Libby around full-time. That’d be too great of a reminder of me. And she hates me with a passion.”

“Never have truer words been spoken,” a voice from behind us announced. Susan. Somehow she had snuck into the room unnoticed.

I noticed her wry smile as she stepped forward and squeezed between us. Facing Daisy, her hands took the place of mine.

“I’m sending a woman right now to retrieve five bottles of pain relievers from our stock. And two bottles of prenatal vitamins.” She reached and stroked a wild strand of hair away from Daisy’s face.

“I’d love to have her bring me a big knife as well,” Susan continued in a softy tone. “I’d like to take that knife and slice you open with it. When the pain became too great, I’d cut your head off and stick it on the mantle over the fireplace. I’d have your body thrown into the woods for the wolves, bears, and coyotes to feast upon.” She patted Daisy’s face softly. “But that wouldn’t be very nice of me, would it now? Treating Matt’s slut so poorly.”

“I don’t want your husband, Mrs. Weston,” Daisy answered forcefully. “I just want to help my people.”

“And you’ve done such a wonderful job, my dear.” Susan snuck a quick peek at me. “Look at you, you’re skin and bones. There’s nothing feminine left of you. You have the appearance of a ten-year-old boy. Matt would never be interested in you again; I have no worries about that.”

“What’s your problem then, lady?” I asked, feeling the insults thrust at Daisy.

“You’ve turned another girl into a whore,” Susan stated, her tone still soft, yet condescending. “Just like you, you trained her to spread her legs and give up the only thing she had left. And now you come to us, begging for help.” She nodded. “There is a God, and today has proven that.”

Rather than argue with a lunatic, I remained quiet. Daisy chose the same.

“I hope you all die painful deaths in the near future,” Susan resumed, in her quiet wrath. “I hope you’re still alive at the end, Daisy. Just so you can watch them all die first. And I hope you have the strength to linger and suffer as long as you can.”

Daisy and the evil one exchanged a tight stare. And it felt like it lasted for hours.

“Thank you for the medicine and the vitamins,” Daisy finally replied in a tight but civil tone. “We all appreciate that.”

Susan released her and strolled to the door. “You’ll all be dead soon. It’s an empty gesture on Matt’s part. I’m just trying to be sure his happiness continues. He’s having a good time with your little girl…his little girl.”

She opened the door and paused. “We’ll be having dinner soon,” she said politely. “I’ll send someone for you when it’s ready. And afterwards,” she glared directly at me, “please take your woman and her bastard and go back to where you came from. And don’t ever think of coming here again, ever.”

She smiled, nodded, and thankfully, left us alone.

Daisy wrapped her arms around my waist, resting her head on my chest.

“Well, she’s as pleasant as I remember,” I said in jest.

I felt her head nod. “Yep. Pretty much the same as I remembered her. But we’re getting our stuff. That’s really all that matters, right?”

Nodding mostly to myself, I wondered about our end game. We traded for medicine we desperately needed. But why did Susan Weston sound so sure we’d all be dead soon? She stated it like a fact, not a demented wish. Why?
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Entertaining the table at dinner, Libby twirled the limp green beans around her fork tines. I checked everyone’s faces to be sure all was still good. Matt seemed genially happy to have his daughter in his presence. Daisy put on her bravest face and smiled graciously as often as possible. Even Susan acted as if she were entertained. But I think we all knew better.

“Food seems a little less plentiful since my last visit, Matt?” I said, wiping the watery gravy away from my mouth. “I take it we’re all in the same boat?”

Clearing his throat first, he reached for his water cup. “Though there are so few of us left here in Covington, the same can be said of our supplies as well. The winter has been difficult. I hear they have fish for us in Marquette, but they can’t get them through.”

Bummer, I thought casting a quick glance at Susan. Maybe she’d be dead before me.

“I’m told a fever went through late last fall,” Matt continued, “and wiped out half the camp up there. Numbers are down everywhere. People have wandered off or died. That should leave more food, but supplies are depleted everywhere. I heard of a warehouse, hundreds of thousands of square feet, that doesn’t have so much as a crumb left in it. Three years ago, when all the madness started, it was bulging full.”

His honesty both shocked and impressed me. I’m not sure I should have felt either.

“They say Amasa is all but gone,” I added, enjoying the last bits of beef from my plate. “If you don’t mind me asking, where’d you get the beef? I don’t recall seeing many cattle the last time I was here.”

Matt stared at me, chewing something. “There’s a man, lives down your way. Goes by Wilson. I mentioned him before; I’m sure you’ve met him or know of him.”

I nodded, noticing Daisy’s eyes light up.

“He’s got a decent operation down there. Cows, pigs, goats, chickens. We were down there several years ago, testing his willingness to trade.”

What Matt was really saying was that they had tried to attack but failed.

“According to a friend of mine, he’s pretty fortified back where he is.” I waited to see his reaction before deciding to say any more. But he didn’t react, one way or another.

“Best to trade with a man like him,” Matt continued, not looking up as he spoke. More focused on his nearly empty plate. “It’s always best to keep a man like that as a friend. At least that’s what I said.”

“What’d you trade, if you don’t mind me asking?”

Finally looking my way, his poker face refused to budge. “Fish mostly. Seems like old man Wilson likes his whitefish. A few other ancillary supplies as well. Nothing big, nothing too important to us.”

He passed, focusing on me closely. “He’d give a king’s ransom for another son. Or so he claims. I had a boy lined up for him last fall. Before he went and died on me that is.”

“You got any food to spare? Just asking.” And I had to, just in case the presence of his daughter made him a generous soul.

“Food, my friend, is the new currency of our time.” He plucked a toothpick from a small jar in front of him. Leaning back, he went to work on the beef still stuck in his teeth. “Once upon a time we had a lot of food here. Stuart claimed it would last ten years if consumed properly.” He frowned.

“But it didn’t last that long,” I inserted.

“Nope. Three years and we’re down to scraping by like the rest of the world.” Smacking his lips, he enjoyed the last of his meal. “We ain’t long for here, I’m afraid. And whether that means Covington, or life itself, I haven’t quite decided yet.”

“Hunt it or raise it, kill it, grow it, harvest it,” Susan added, glancing at her husband with a soft expression. “We took too much, not ever thinking this day would come. The problem is there’s no going back. When you eat the last chicken, you can’t go searching for eggs anymore.”

“Seven men and women left in our employ; nine of us in total,” Matt stated. “Twenty-nine others that come to us each day and beg for help we can’t offer. Stuart came here with a heavy hand at first. But that’s what was needed to develop his dream.”

Given he was all out psychotic, I would have used the word delusion in place of dream. But what the heck? Potato, garden tractor. Or something like that.

“He thought he could develop Utopia, right here in the middle of the Upper Peninsula,” Susan said, shaking her head. “It was an unlikely place, but he thought he could.”

“So he died and his dream died with him,” I added, noticing the husband and wife sharing gloomy looks. “It was the fever, wasn’t it?”

Susan sat her napkin on the table. “Stuart’s dream was a nightmare. Any fool could see that.” Her voice rose and her words became angry. “We’d all be dead if he was allowed to continue. It was madness, and that’s what did him in, madness.”

I didn’t understand, and I could tell from Daisy’s expression she didn’t either. We didn’t have to wait long though for a better explanation.

“I smothered him in his sleep, late one night,” she admitted. “We’d all be dead if it wasn’t for that. This wasn’t Utopia, it was Hell.”

“We’re all gonna die soon, Bob,” Matt added plainly. “Sooner than we want, that’s for certain. Starvation, disease, gunshot. Hell, even the common cold can kill us now. And there ain’t a damned thing we can do about it. Not one damned thing.”

My hosts depressed the hell out of me, and I was sure Daisy felt the same. I peeked over and noticed Libby’s head on her lap. The cold ride here had sapped the child’s energy it seemed.

“We may need to stay the night,” I said, looking again at my hosts, gauging their feelings on the subject.

“You can if you want,” Matt replied, pointing at his wife, who shrugged politely at the request. “But you may want to head back post-haste once I tell you something you need to know.”

I sat forward on my elbows, giving him my full attention. What the hell was he holding back from me?
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We dressed with great haste. Our clothes dried pretty well in our hours spent negotiating. The only dampness that remained was on my scarf. But it didn’t matter, we needed to leave — immediately.

“You could have told me this hours ago,” I groused at Matt, pulling on my coat.

Stepping forward, he grabbed my arm. “I just found out about it before dinner. I wanted you to eat first; otherwise, you’d never make it.”.”

I stopped my dressing and glared at him. “Can you spare any bodies?”

He shook his head, his expression almost pained. “This is your struggle for survival. Not mine and certainly not ours. That’s coming soon enough. For now, I couldn’t force a man into helping you even if I held his child at gunpoint.”

Daisy and Libby rose from the bench, stomping their boots in place. “We’re ready,” she reported, her voice more confident than I’d heard before. “We need to go.”

Almost to the main door, Susan cut us off, extending her arm, offering a bag of something. “Some food for your trip. In your current condition, I don’t think you’d make it back there before you’d collapse from exhaustion. With a little something extra, you might stand a chance.”

Daisy slapped the bag away, knocking it to the floor. “Poisoned, no doubt,” she spewed with pent up wrath.

Retrieving the bag, Susan gave us a gracious smile. Stuffing it under my arm, she leaned nearer to Daisy and I.

“You’re going to die tonight,” she whispered, “either by exhaustion or gunshot. Why would I waste my time trying to kill you when you’re dead already? Don’t be silly; take the food. It will be the last you ever eat.”

I stared at her, unsure of what was more accurate: That the food was safe, or that we’d be dead before morning. Neither comforted me, even though the food was most likely fine.

We took our leave and stepped into the winter evening. If we hustled, we could make it back in three hours. And by hustling I knew that meant Daisy would need to walk most of the way. We had trouble, big trouble. And we were seven miles removed from safety.

Seven miles — on a winter’s night. Seven miles — through drifts of waist-deep snow. Seven miles — with very little energy in our bodies. Seven miles — with nothing but hours to increase our fear.

It may as well been seven thousand miles.




The first sign of trouble came several hours later, just as Matt had warned. Hoof marks dotted the snow. Damn it, I seethed. I had hoped he was just bluffing to get rid of us, for his wife’s sake if nothing else. But that hope was gone.

“The hoofmarks are on top of our sled marks from this morning,” I reported to Daisy. Holding the rope along with me, she tried to keep up. Though she was failing, a small break every couple hundred yards helped her tremendously.

“We’re never going to beat them back there,” she cried, checking to see if Libby was still asleep. “What are we going to do if they come at us on the road?”

With a jerk of my head, I urged her forward. “Let’s just hope they don’t. I’m not sure either of us have the strength to raise our guns.”

Of all the bad timing in my life, and there was plenty, that day was the worst — ever.

What Matt Weston suppressed during dinner was the knowledge of the Barster Gang’s impending rampage. As in Clyde Barster and his followers. All five of them, on horseback and well armed.

According to what Matt had just heard, Barster felt someone had held out on him. He and I both knew what that meant. They were coming for us, for our remaining stock.

Someone had arrived in town shortly after us, shouting his news to whoever would listen. The man and his son had bumped into Barster in the woods, somewhere between their camp and the road. Clyde told the man of his intentions and warned him not to aid anyone.

Another hour and another mile — at best. Daisy was back on the sled, her energy all but gone. Mine was not where it should be, even after eating the snack Susan had graciously packed for us. Dried fruit, apples I think, had given me shorts burst where I thought I could pull faster, stronger. But the cold truth was I spent everything getting to Covington, and in the first mile out of the place.

At best, we were halfway back. Except for the snow giving us some extra vision, night has fully enveloped the three of us.

Libby woke several times, mostly to reposition herself in the warmth beneath the blankets. As on our trip northward, she was just as warm going home.

Another two hundred yards and I paused, trying to find some strength. With hands on knees, my head hanging low, I began to wonder about it all. Was this it? Would we ever make it back? Or would we find ourselves stranded in the woods? Vulnerable to the cold and potential prey for the wolves?

If we did make it back, what would we find? By the time we got there, at our current creep, it would be morning. Any battle fought would be well over. Would anyone have survived the war? Or would everyone been gone? Perhaps they were all already dead.

I stood, stretched my aching back, and pulled again. The sled wouldn’t budge. Or more plainly, my strength was depleted. We were screwed. Forget about the others — we were dead.

“Bob,” Daisy called out from behind me. Maybe she was about to offer words of encouragement, or a plea for strength. 

I looked back to see her hand extended at me, past me. Good God, if we were attacked now let death come quickly.

I spun, straining to find what she pointed at. But the road was quiet, with nothing but white before us. “Up,” she said. “Up by the treetops.”

My eyes rose. There was nothing there, nothing that I could see at least. Just as I opened my mouth to reply, I saw it. Light… orange light. The surge of adrenaline made my heart race.

Fire.
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It was two miles; I knew it well. I had passed this spot many times in the previous years. There was a corner, and an old sign for a gas station on the corner. Lettie always said that spot was exactly two miles from her driveway. I pushed on, dragging my precious cargo behind.

The sky became brighter with each turn of the road. At first it was hardly noticeable, the fire. Now, as we closed in on the remaining two miles, it was clear that something was burning ahead. I knew in my heart that it was Lettie’s place, our home.

My breathing became ragged as I pushed forward. My muscles no longer called out for oxygen, the adrenaline pumping through my heart took care of everything.

From behind, I heard Daisy urging me on. “Please hurry,” she cried in a muted voice. Whether it was  intended to reach my ears wasn’t important. Since I was hurrying, I took no offense to her cheering me forward. I wanted to get there as badly as she did; though once we were there we would not be pleased with what we found.

I’m sure if someone had taken a movie of our precession at the time it would have been laughable. A man trudging through snow at a pace that a child could keep. Behind him, a sled, sometimes pushed by a waif of a woman. On the sled, the sleeping child actually had the proper attitude: We’d make it when we made it, and nothing before that mattered. And the speed at which we approached wouldn’t have saved our friends. Nothing would have saved them.

Another hundred yards and I collapsed into a pile of stiff, crusted drifted snow. This was it, this was the place I would die — we would died. There was not one bit of energy left in my body; I already expended it all. I knew Daisy was beyond exhausted; she had stopped walking and even pushing several hours back.

If we were lucky, we’d simply fall asleep and let the cold do its work. Once upon a time someone had told me that before you froze to death a person went through three stages.

First, your body fought back with violent shivering, trying to warm itself as the system cooled past the point of normal comfort. Next, you were overtaken by a warmth that spread throughout your entire being. Lastly, euphoria. You were at peace; close your eyes and relax — it was almost done.

I felt none of these. The simple fact of the matter was exhaustion. I’d just close my eyes and go to sleep — forever.

Feeling a gentle touch on my back, I lifted my head slightly. Before me stood Shelly, dressed in summer attire. My favorite orange sundress clung to her body, with a crisp white, thin sweater hanging on her shoulders. Even in the frigid night, she was bare legged and wore a pair of those damned flip-flops I hated so much.

“Bob,” she urged sweetly. “You need to get up. Daisy and Libby are depending on you. If you don’t keep moving, they’ll die. You have to get them back to Lettie’s.”

She helped me to my feet, causally brushing snow from my coat and pants.

“I can’t,” I replied, trying to make eye contact with my wife. “This is too much. It needs to end.”

She wiped snow from my back, patting it several times. “Nonsense. You have to. So many people are depending on you. You’ve never let anyone down in your life. Don’t start now. Think of poor Nathan. He looks up to you. You’re the man that he wants to become. And Violet; she’ll be having that little girl soon. She needs you back there, Bob. They all need you.”

She turned me to face Daisy and Libby, huddled together and motionless on the toboggan. “They are in your hands now. Their safety depends on you. They have no one else; it has to be you.”

I took her by the shoulders. Her smile greeted me. “What about you, Shelly? I abandoned you. I never came back for you.”

Kissing my cheek softly, she hugged me. “If you could have, you would have been there. But this is your life now. Now until the end of time. Live it, relish it. Don’t worry about me, I’m fine. I just need to know that you’re fine.”

“It’s so hard,” I whined, feeling her hair against my face. Her smell so refreshing, so familiar, that I began to cry. “At every turn, every possible thing that can go wrong does. I can’t take it anymore.”

“Do it for them,” she whispered, kissing the side of my face one more time. “Do it for me. You’re almost there. You can do this, Bob. I know it in my heart.”

With a deep breath, I nodded once. “Okay, I will.” But she was already gone, perhaps forever.


Year 4 - early spring - WOP




I pushed forward, each step more torturous than the last. From time to time, I went back and made sure my girls were all right. Daisy felt cold; I feared she was fading. Libby was still comfortable under the blankets, swiping away my cold hand every time I touched her warm face.

Pausing one last time, I stared ahead at the orange fireball lighting the star-filled night sky. The blaze had to be in full roar, I thought. I worried more about what I would find. Would they all be dead? But what would the survivors, including myself and my precious cargo, do after this? How would we live? How would we survive?

Ahead the sound of a crackling fire could be heard. Each step made it louder, clearer. Aglow with a warm orange hue, the forest no longer hid things. It was as if daylight had broken. But unlike the welcomed first rays of morning, this glow held uncertainty and an ominous feeling of remorse.

Daisy came out of her slumber as we came closer. “Are we almost there?” she shouted. Her voice held the same fear that filled my soul. We wanted to be there, but dreaded actually getting there.

“Another quarter mile,” I called back, pulling with my renewed strength. “One more corner, and a gradual downhill and we’re home.”

I felt the load lighten and heard Daisy crunched through the snow next to me. “Maybe it was just a silly grease fire. Perhaps Dizzy forgot to close the stove door. He’s done it before.”

She tried to be optimistic, at least her tone showed that. I knew better though, and so did she.

“They were attacked,” I replied in a monotone voice. “They were attacked and someone burned the place down to boot. Let’s just hope someone is still alive there.”

The last turn brought the blaze into full view. No longer were we just looking at the orange sky and woods with a few flames licking above the tree line. Now we could see everything, and it was worse than I expected.

Daisy began to push ahead, forcing her short legs through the drifted snow. The roar of the inferno began to drown out the sound of the crackling fire. As she pushed on, I paused, shaking my head at the most awful sight I had ever seen.

The home was barely recognizable. While most of it still stood, it wouldn’t for long. Every board, every window, every shingle was ablaze. My heart sank as I came to the realization that there would be no survivors. It simply wasn’t possible.

We struggled through waist-deep snow side by side. No longer was my exhaustion noticeable. It was gone, replaced by sheer determination to discover the fate of my friends. I assumed that same feeling pushed Daisy as well.

As we descended the slight incline, Daisy raced ahead. Several times she was overtaken by the snow, falling but struggling back to her feet to resume her chase. When we came close enough to feel the heat, she fell to her knees, overtaken by emotion.

“No!” she shrieked. I checked to be sure that Libby wasn’t bearing witness to any of this. Fortunately, I could see her eyes still closed, lost in a slumber that didn’t include any of the horror confronting her mother and myself.

“Please dear God,” Daisy cried. “Please.”

I pulled her to her feet. “Come on,” I urged. “We need to find any survivors. We have to.”

She rose and nodded. But one step was all she could manage. Pointing ahead, her shaky arm showed me what I feared most: A body in the road.

I ran, praying it wasn’t one of ours, fearing it was. As I stood over the form, face down in the snow, I didn’t recognize the clothing. Turning him over, I saw the first blood of the battle, staining the otherwise perfect white snow a deep crimson.

“Not one of ours,” I called back to Daisy. Thank God.

Staring at the fire, I lost all hope. Anyone inside was already dead. If the flames didn’t kill them, then the smoke that preceded the fire did. With Daisy by my side, I wrapped an arm around her shivering body, not knowing what to do next.

For a moment, I was surprised that I hadn’t heard fire engines coming. Surely something of this magnitude would be seen for miles around. Then I remembered where I was — No Where.

Even if there were working vehicles, would there be gas for them? And if there was gas, would there be enough people alive to man them? I turned back, glancing down the snow-covered road. How would they ever get through that much snow? 

Fiery boards began to fall from the upper floor of Lettie’s home, our home. Crashing to the ground below, both Daisy and I jumped at the evil sound. The warmth caused me to open my jacket as I wondered what to do next. The only sound filling the night air was the fire, nothing more.

Letting out a sigh, I squeezed Daisy tighter. Were we really left alone in all of this? Had all of our friends fought for their survival only to die such a gruesome death? Would we survive much longer or would we always wish we had been here to die like the rest?

“Over here,” a voice cried from the darkness. “Over here, in the garage.”

Survivors.
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We dashed towards the garage. Raising a hand to ward off the heat from the flames, I pulled the toboggan along, making sure the ride was smooth for my sleeping passenger. Once at the door, I lifted the sleeping child and moved inside. Hoping for more than one survivor, I was thankful there was at least Lettie.

Inside the garage, the first thing I noticed was the overall darkness. As my eyes adjusted, I noticed several blanket-covered people rise from chairs. More, that was good.

“That God you’re back,” Lettie said, giving Daisy a hug. I hustled Libby inside to another person. Due to the lack of light, I didn’t realize it was Marge, until I heard her shushing the waking child.

Daisy scrambled to find Violet in the black cold interior. I heard the two crying, sharing their joint relief and pain.

I turned back to Lettie. “What happened?”

She took a seat, rubbing her forehead. I wrapped a blanket from Libby around the old woman.

“I don’t know,” she began, sounding tired and more worn out than I’d even heard. “Three hours ago, maybe more, they showed up. I heard Dizzy call out from the front room. Then I heard a bunch of gunshots and an explosion of glass. The rest of us were in bed. 

“By the time I got up and got something decent on, the fire was already going in the living room. They had long sticks with rags soaked in something, burning on the end. Someone had thrown one in through the broken window.”

My head spun, searching the garage, counting people. Seven, including me, Daisy, and Libby.

“Where’s Dizzy now?” I asked, peering at the fire through one of the small garage windows. “I hope he didn’t do anything stupid, like chase these people on foot.”

The silence was my answer. Each passing second my stomach grew tighter. I heard a whimper, then a chair move. Daisy’s voice was next.

“I’m so sorry, Marge,” she whispered. I turned and saw Daisy hugging Marge and Libby.

“Took one to the head early in the war,” Lettie continued, her voice forced and full of sadness. “He was dead by the time I got to the living room. I grabbed the gun and shot at someone going by the front window on a horse. Shot the person, then the horse.”

I stared at the road. “That the fellow lying out there?” I pointed out the window.

“Nope, that’s the one Dizzy got,” she answered. “My rider never fell. The horse neither. But they didn’t make it far.”

Against enormous odds, we hadn’t encountered them on the road. “Where’d they go?”

“It all lasted about two minutes,” Lettie stated, pushing way from her chair. “I saw the four remaining people dash off to the west, straight through the brush. You go look there when it’s light. You find tracks. Probably within a couple hundred yards you’ll find that rider and his horse, dead as well.”

Closing my eyes, I tried to imagine the battle. I supposed that the gang believed they’d find everyone asleep when they arrived. Probably the last thing they expected was a hail of bullets. Once in the battle, they decided to burn the place to the ground and come back for whatever spoils they could find later.

I felt Lettie’s shoulder against my arm. Revenge could wait, I decided. We had real issues before I ran off seeking vengeance for my friend’s death.

“I’m so cold,” Violet cried from behind me.

Reaching down, I lifted the garage door. Immediately warmth struck my face. Most times it would have been a good feeling. Now it reminded me of too much bad.

“We can’t stay in the garage,” I said, trusting only Lettie was listening. “We don’t have a heat source.”

“I’m sure you have an idea of what we need to do,” she replied, stretching her wrinkled hands towards the fire.

I turned to face her directly. Our eyes, worn out as they might be, met. “My cabin,” I whispered. “Put three more miles between us and them. Maybe end this.”

I saw her nodded slightly.

“But we need to get out of here, and soon,” I continued. “We can’t take a chance of them coming back or us freezing to death.”

“Nothing here for us anymore,” Lettie added, turning her eyes back to her blazing, crumbling home. “We start new down at your place.”

Yeah, but there were a lot of issues before us. Neither Lettie nor myself seemed game to discuss them, not yet at least.
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I had thought getting past the still burning home would be the worst part of our three-mile journey to my cabin. I was afraid people wouldn’t be able to tear themselves away from home. One by one, I would have to drag them from the garage, past the blaze, and to the road. I was wrong.

Perhaps leaving the place behind would be the worst. Or the cold we’d find 100 yards beyond the fire.

But all of that was nothing compared to the walk itself.

A cold wind had picked up, unnoticed by Daisy or myself on our return trip from Covington. The breeze blew from the south, directly into our faces. Not enough to struggle against; just enough to toss snow at us, stinging our faces. Insults after injury, my grandfather had always said, were the worst.

Hoping we could make the trek in an hour was a joke. But that was my original plan. However, we were grossly under-prepared.

Marge and Violet wore rain boots, something far more appropriate for the summer than now. Marge had given her winter coat to her daughter, choosing instead to wrap herself in a blanket for the journey.

Nate seemed to be somewhat prepared, though his sneakers wouldn’t provide much insulation from the dampness and cold. Lettie had on her usual winter jacket, and no gloves. She detested anything covering her hands she told me once. Now was no different.

We all wore proper hats and scarves, thanks to a bag of extras Lettie stashed in her garage. That was about the only thing we had going in our favor.

Once we were several hundred yards down the road I stopped and organized our group. Libby, still sound asleep, laid on the sled between Violet’s shaking legs. I noticed the small knapsack of food Marge had grabbed somehow. I thought of five loaves and two fish. I sure hoped there was a miracle when I opened that bag later.

Nate stood on one side of his mother, with Daisy on the other, helping Marge along. Next to me, Lettie wrapped a frail arm around mine.

Seven I counted, nodding at Daisy. Though I couldn’t see much of her face underneath her blue woolen scarf, I did notice her nod back. We were ready.

“If anyone needs a break,” I said confidently, “we all stop together. If you’re feet get cold, we’ll wrap them in a blanket for a bit. Everyone can take turns riding; I have plenty of energy left.” It was an all out lie, but it was my lie.

The group stared at me, lit to an orange glow by the fire a quarter mile back. No one looked ready, but we had to leave.

“Okay, let’s go,” I called out. Turning, I adjusted Lettie’s arm in mine and felt the rope dig into my waist with the first step. “Only three miles, we can do this.”




I could still see the flames burning high into the night sky when Lettie begged me to stop. Maybe a quarter mile, I figured, but not a half. This was awful.

For some unknown reason the snow was deeper to the south. And while going northward the western side of the road was almost bare, the same was not true in the opposite direction.

Marge and Daisy were already a dozen yards or more behind. Nate had abandoned them and stood next to the sled. Lettie climbed on next to Violet and shoved her body under a blanket.

We were going to die on this stretch of road. It was so clear to me. And I didn’t think anyone in our group cared if we did or not.

Yet, I insisted we push onward.

Lettie wasn’t any heavier than Violet. And since the teen insisted on walking beside me, the sled pulled the same. Not easily, that is.

Beside me, Violet cried, sniffling and sucking snot back into her frozen nostrils. Several times I squeezed her tight, both times feeling the trembling. Perhaps cold, perhaps sadness, perhaps both.

Another stop came quicker than the first. Daisy this time. She didn’t think she could go on. Her legs, she claimed; she had spent the last of her energy.

Onto the sled she piled, against her strongest desires. We had no time for discussions I told her. It had to be this way.

Marge and Violet walked beside me, their arms wrapped around the other’s waist. Nate slid under the rope and helped me pull. Though it didn’t help much, it was just enough to lighten the load a little.

His breathing quickly became as labored as mine. His mother and sister marched a few steps in front of us, plowing the through drifts in order to make it tolerable.

Above us, a clear night sky lit by billions of stars guided our way. If we were lucky, we’d beat daylight to my place. But with each step I’d doubt that would happen.

A fourth break, followed by a fifth and then a sixth, slowed our progress. Lettie and Daisy switched boots with Marge and Violet. Each removed and replaced one boot at a time, sharing it with the other. The teen only screamed once during the hasty ordeal, and that was because of a bare foot dropping into the deep snow.

Back at it again, I pulled with the last of my waning energy. Beside me, Nate moaned, “I can’t feel my feet!”  though he continued to trudge through the snow. 

I rubbed the top of his head, glancing ahead. “Up there,” I said, pointing to a spot some 200 yards ahead. “That broken black pine that hugs down in the road. That’s five minutes from my cabin. We’re almost there.”

But five minutes at a near jog is longer when you’re traveling less than one mile an hour. Almost five times longer.

Just before the last bend leading down the homes stretch, we encountered a monstrous drift of snow, blocking our path. I left the sled behind, forging ahead to create a small path through the drift. Going off road at that point would have been dangerous, perhaps deadly. I knew the ditch was a lot deeper on that stretch. Thus, I couldn’t determine just how deep the snow might be. So I battled and eventually won.

Walking back to my group, I noticed Daisy on her feet again.

“I can make it,” she claimed, taking the lead. My energy was gone, so arguing at that point was out of the question.

Daisy led well, guiding us safely through the drift and another 300 yards to my driveway.

I offered a sigh and a short prayer of thanks. It was a mighty short thanks before I noticed the drift covering my front door, our only entry.

It took three of us another quarter hour at least to remove the snow so I could pry open the door. Hustling everyone inside, the cold slapped our faces, reminding us the ordeal was not yet over. I dug through the box next to the door, searching for paper and kindling.

Daisy scurried about, lighting several candles. Bringing me a match to light the fire, she rested her mitten-covered hand on my arm.

“We made it,” she whispered, her breath noticeable in the cabin air. “We made it.”

I opened the damper and flu, allowing the fire as much oxygen as it needed. Throwing a few larger hunks of kindling, I watched Daisy wrap Libby up in several blankets. Somehow, mercifully, the child had slept through the entire ordeal. 

Daisy pulled Nate’s shoes from his feet and leaned him next to Libby. Wrapping his stocking covered feet in several layers of towels, she pulled one of her daughter’s blankets around the boy. I noticed his eyes flittering. Hopefully he was warm enough.

“I think the pulling on the sled may have saved him,” Daisy emitted to the group. It may have saved me as well.

Scanning my family, I observed what the ravages of war looked like. Marge was dead in all but body. Her drawn face stared at the fire, her eyes now lifeless. Beside her, Violet clung to an arm, gazing at her lap.

Lettie sat cross-legged on a hard wooden chair, stroking her cheeks, probably trying to get the feeling back in them. Daisy took a spot next to Violet, laying her head on the teen’s shoulder and wrapping an arm around her shoulder.

“It’ll take a good three hours before that fire is warm enough for us to even open our coats,” Lettie cawed in her usual matter of fact fashion. “Until then, we need to check on the little ones from time to time. Make sure they’re warm enough. Can’t let them freeze to death now.”

I nodded and noticed I was the only one responding.

“We got a little food with us,” she continued, holding her hands towards the flames. “You run out and get us some snow to melt, Bob. That way we’ll have water. When the sun is high enough to warm the place in a little while, we can rest. After that, we can figure out what to do next.”

Staring out the east window, I noticed the black turning gray. Soon it would be orange. Except this time, it would be sunlight, instead of flames. I turned back to the fire, adding several more sticks. Lettie was right; we sure as hell needed a plan. Otherwise, all of this was for naught.
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Through tiny slits, I watched the sun rise above the eastern tree-line. A cloudless day greeted me, us. Maybe some additional warmth would follow.

Rising from my chair by the window, I leaned the 30-30 against the wall. My eyes roamed the others while I stretched my tired back.

Lettie slept next to Marge on the couch. Sitting upright, the old woman’s chin rested on her chest. Marge was awake, but barely. Her eyes fluttered open as I moved. I couldn’t tell if she was looking at me, or just staring blankly.

Beside her, Daisy and Violet slept, leaning against one another. I noticed their hands, still intertwined. Next to the pair, Libby and Nate slept, curled into tiny balls. Wrapped in two blankets, I noticed Nate’s arms hanging over the girl’s body as if he were still protecting her.

The stove radiated enough heat to be felt throughout the small room. With the bedroom door shut, its job was much easier. I wondered how long it would take for that room to warm?

Sipping a cup of water at least three hours old, I heard someone move. Lettie. Slowly she pushed away from the couch and dipped her own cup into the pail of melted snow.

“Haven’t been down here in a while,” she commented, scratching at the side of her face. “It’ll do, for now.”

We had issues, serious issues. And if we didn’t address them soon, they’d become even more serious problems.

Resting a hand on Lettie’s shoulder, I stared into her equally tired eyes. “I hate to do this but we need to wake the other adults, sooner rather than later. We’ve got a lot to discuss.”

Lettie nodded her agreement. “Give them a few more minutes of sleep and then I’ll wake them.”

I wandered back to my post, watching for any trouble that I knew probably wasn’t coming. At least not soon.

“Give them another hour,” I replied, yawning. “Then we need to talk.”




We sat in a circle, each on our own chair. Beside me was Marge, next to her was Lettie, followed by Daisy, and finally Violet. No one looked refreshed or happy. Everyone still wore their jackets, some a little more opened than others.

If the eyes were the gateway to the soul, we were all dead. Perhaps our bodies didn’t know that yet, but our faces displayed death.

“First off,” I began, sounding exhausted, “is water. A person can only live a few days without water. Fortunately, we have a plentiful supply of it lying outside.”

I’d hoped that would lighten a few of the dreary faces around me but it didn’t. I pushed forward.

“We have enough guns and ammo to last us for a while,” I continued, rubbing my hands and blowing into them. “I checked the 30-30 this morning and there are still 12 shots in it.” The next news required a more delicate approach.

“My 45 has ten shots, the 20-gauge four,” I paused, looking up. I had almost called it ‘Dizzy’s 20-gauge’ in error. It was mine now. I wondered if Marge noticed my hesitation.

“I can wander back to Lettie’s and see if any 45 caliber ammo made it through the fire,” I added. “Not for a while, but soon enough. If we need more for the 20-gauge…” I peeked at Marge again. “I’ll have to wander back to Dizzy’s to look for that.”

Though I expected tears, Marge simply nodded. Two people to my left, I heard Daisy sniffle. Bless her soft heart.

“This place is too small for all of us, but it’s the best we got right now.” I glanced at Lettie for confirmation.

“It’s the only place we got,” she stated forcefully. “And it’s safe. Limited access, good source of water. We’ll be fine here.”

Fine; I might not have used that word. Perhaps cramped or packed would have been a better description.

“I don’t think we can dare to go looking for a new place anywhere north of here,” I continued. “Next decent sized place to the south was Frank’s. But I burned that down a while back.”

God, how much more impossible could things have been, I wondered.

“Kind of short sighted on your part,” Lettie squawked, sounding more like her old self. “But that was his wish. No crying over spilt milk now.”

“This place will be fine, Bob,” Daisy interjected, her tone as optimistic as the situation allowed. “We’ll make a nice home here, for all of us.”

Several nodded, Lettie and Marge. “What are we gonna do when the baby comes?” Violet asked, chewing on a hangnail. “We aren’t going to make it.”

I sighed and allowed my head to drop, knowing Daisy would make it right. At least I hoped she would.

“It’s going to be all right, Violet,” Daisy said, sounding as happy as she could at a bad time.

“Where will she sleep?” the teen demanded. “Where will I give birth? What happens if I need some sort of help?”

I looked up to find Marge staring at her daughter. “It’s going to be all right, Violet,” she said, sounding far more positive than I expected her to. “Everything will be fine. I’ll be right here.”

Violet wiped away tears and glanced back at me. “What are we going to do for food?” she cried.

Yeah, food. I was just getting to that.

“Quite honestly, that’s going to be our biggest hurdle,” I admitted. “It’s in real short supply now. I’ll see if I can get a deer later today or tomorrow. The rest—” I waved my hand in the air.

“Well, we still got some at my place,” Lettie stated. Perhaps the old bird forgot that her place burned to the ground last night? Or maybe her mind had finally picked a good time to take a permanent vacation.

“The root cellar?” I asked.

She nodded like she knew something I didn’t.

“That’s buried under a ton of smoldering debris, Lettie,” I paused to let it sink in, but she never changed expressions. “Probably all burned up with the rest of the house.”

She shook her head at the group. “Not my root cellar.”

I blinked rapidly several times. “Lettie,” I said, sliding forward in my chair, “the beams were made of wood. All wood burns. You know that.”

Grinning as if she’d won a huge prize, I saw her eyes lighten. “What wood beams?”

I pointed a finger upward. “The ones on the ceiling.” I tried to recall the spacing, wondering if that made a difference.

“It’s all cement,” she whispered loud enough for the group to hear. “The walls and the ceiling… just 12 inches of perfect cement.”

My eyes floated around the group as we all began to understand her words. We had food.


Year 4 - early spring - WOP




“There’s not a lot there,” Lettie continued a short time later. The news of a potential food cache had brought most of us to tears. All except for Lettie. She knew it was there, so why should she get all “wet-eyed” about the fact, she figured.

“But there’s enough until we get this figured out, right?” My question came because I couldn’t recall how much was left in the old dark root cellar. It was better to ask than wonder I decided.

She nodded. “Yep. The way I figure it, no one knows it’s there. Not with all the junk that most likely fell on top of the doors. It’s a cool, dry place. The food will be fine whenever we get to it. And my seeds.”

Daisy cocked an eye at her. “Your seeds?”

Lettie smiled. “My heirloom seeds, so we can plant a garden in the next six to eight weeks or so. I don’t know about you, but I have no plans on surviving all of this just to starve next fall.”

Even Violet had a smile on her face. Things were looking up; once we got past this initial shock.

“I think we need to bury Dizzy’s remains,” Marge said, wiping a tear away. “Maybe place them back by his home. I think he said his father was buried back there.” She nodded at her daughter, for confirmation I assumed.

“Once the ground thaws, I’ll take care of that,” I answered. I hoped no one had settled into his old ramshackle trailer in all this time. It had been a while since even he had been back there, being in love and all.

“And this place will do us just fine,” Lettie continued. “Now and in the future.” She turned to face me. “You need to get back to the Wilson place as soon as the snow allows. He’s a fair, but dour, man. He’ll understand our situation and help us out. You can always play the baby card if you have to.”

The easiest route was down Dizzy Lane, then follow the game trail around the swamp. Four or five miles, I figured. Talk about an all day adventure. But if he helped out, it would all be worth the effort.

We passed the bag of food around and everyone took a little. There wasn’t much to start, so a little was all anyone received. 

Nate and Libby joined us when they heard our lips smacking. The look on Libby’s face was priceless.

“Why are we back here, Momma?” Libby asked. Daisy rubbed the top of her head, giving her a quick kiss.

“We thought it’d be a nice change of pace, pumpkin. You like it?” Everyone laughed as Libby nodded her acceptance to her mother. But we all dreaded the Dizzy question, which we knew would come eventually.

Standing by the front window, back on guard duty, Lettie stopped next to me.

“I hate to mention this, Bob,” she began quietly, “but you’re going to need to make at least one trip back to old smoky today for food. Two if possible. You can grab some 45 ammo too. But we’re going to be mighty hungry by breakfast tomorrow if you don’t get down there today.”

I nodded my agreement, still focused on the snow-covered road. “I’ll get on that right away. Should I take someone with me, you think?”

I heard her sigh. “You’ll travel faster by yourself. Trip back is gonna suck, weighted down by food. And you can’t use a cart in this snow.”

I checked our cabin mates. Daisy, Libby, and Marge were busy inspecting the cold storage bedroom. From the looks of things, it was still mighty chilly. Nate and Violet had dug out a deck of cards and were embattled in a noisy game of ‘Go Fish.’ None hung their heads any longer. All seemed to be ready to give their best effort to make this work.

I reached for my coat. I was going to make this work.


Year 4 - Spring - WOP




By the time I made a single trip back and forth to our old place, the trees hid the sun. Soon another night would be upon us. My insides rolled, worrying of another attack.

It was almost dark when I made my final trip to the woodpile. Deciding it was easier to stack what I thought we’d need for the evening inside, meant I wouldn’t have to venture into the cold night air at all.

Not so far away, a wolf howled at the moonless sky. I studied the stars, wondering where Dizzy had found a new home amongst them. Sadness filled my soul.

My first real friend in No Where was gone; taken from the others and me by a group of cold-blooded murderers. Not a day had gone by since I made the man’s acquaintance had I not thought of him, or at least seen him. He was one of a kind. A friend you could always count on, even at the end of the world.

Dizzy wouldn’t be one for tears and carrying on. Still, I couldn’t help but shed a few of my own, surveying the Milky Way Galaxy, so prominent in this place. Even when the power was still on, so many years back, the lack of ambient light made it a nightly feature in our sky.

Now my friend was amongst the stars. Gone from his earthly bonds forever. Lucky bastard.

Turning for the door, I notice movement in the woods. Instinctively, I raised the rifle and pointed at the brush. For a number of tense moments I stared and listened as whatever was out there moved through the woods.

When it stepped into the open, some thirty yards from me, I lowered the rifle.

“Nice to see you again, Chester,” I called to the wolf. “Sorry I haven’t been around much lately. Been kind of busy.”

He seemed to take no offense to my prior absence. I watched as he stopped and twisted his massive head my way. If it hadn’t have been so dark, I’m sure we would have made eye contact.

Slowly, he lumbered back in the brush, his ‘hi, how are you’ completed. Rubbing my chin, I sighed, tears filling my eyes.

“Maybe I’ll change your name,” I whispered mostly to myself. “I think I’m going to call you Dizzy from now on. If that’s all right with you?”

Any sign of him had vanished in the brush. I decided Chester didn’t care what I called him, not so long as I shared the occasional kill with his family.




Inside, after dinner, Marge tucked Violet, Libby, and Nate into the bed in the back room. Though it was chilly, they complained, the extra wool blankets seemed to calm their gripes.

Marge and Daisy would share the couch. Lettie insisted on sleeping in a chair. She was old, she claimed; didn’t really need a bed to sleep any more.

I took my spot by the window, settling into a hard chair. Staying awake would be easier that way, though my body begged for rest.

Marge would take my place sometime in the middle of the night. Either when she woke up, or Lettie caught me sleeping on the job. I would take her resting spot and snuggle in next to Daisy for some much needed sleep.

My thoughts returned to the prior day, mostly the night. Attackers sprang when we were most vulnerable. I was gone, along with Daisy and Libby. If I had been there, perhaps it would have turned out differently. Maybe we would have stood a fighting chance.

Dizzy was dead because of me. I couldn’t shake the feeling.

A plan began to form in my weary mind. Something I could do; something I had to do. If for no other reason, for Dizzy.

Later, still lost in my thoughts, I heard sounds behind me. Blankets rustled, a creak from a piece of furniture, and an exhausted yawn. My relief was coming to the rescue.

When I turned, I noticed it was Lettie.

“Wanna talked about it?” she asked, pulling a chair beside me.

“Nothing to talk about,” I replied, knowing she wouldn’t agree with any of my ideas.

“You know why a bear is a bear?”

I gazed at her, too tired to understand. I shrugged.

“Because he knows he’s a bear,” she added. “Human nature is really easy once you see the seedy side of things. And I’ve seen plenty of that in my life.” 

Shaking my head, I stared back at the empty wilderness. “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about, Lettie.”

I heard her chuckle softly. “I see it in your face. I know what you’re thinking,” she paused, laying a cold hand on mine. “Revenge ain’t gonna bring Dizzy back. Nothing will. So if you’re set on something, and it’s all because of him, don’t do it. You’ll just get yourself killed.”

Maybe she was a mind reader, or perhaps someone who’d seen enough, as she had said.

“It’s not just Dizzy,” I admitted, my eyes still fixed outward. “It’s us. We’re not safe. Not as long as they’re out there.”

I noticed her head nodding in her reflection.

“Now is not a good time,” she added. “Not good at all.”

I turned, angry with her. “Now is the only time, Lettie. Strike while the iron is hot.”

She grinned. “Revenge is a dish best served cold. Put that cliché in your pipe and smoke it.”

“What would you have me do?” I demanded. “Just sit around and wait for the next attack? One where they kill every last one of us?”

“Patience, Bob, patience. In the winter, with all this snow, they’ll see you coming from two miles away. Wait until spring, when the leaves are out…” She nodded several times. “…At least you’ll have that advantage.”

I tossed a hand at her idea. “I’m not waiting. Not another six to eight weeks.”

“And that’s exactly what they’re expecting,” she countered. “You go now, and they’ll be ready.”

“I can follow their tracks in the snow,” I countered. “It’ll lead me right to them. By spring, I won’t have any idea where they are.”

Raising a hand to her face, she rubbed away the remainder of her sleep. “But old man Wilson will. He knows everything that goes on up here. He knows everyone…even this Clyde fellow. He’ll point you right to him.”

I wanted to strike now, tomorrow if possible. But deep inside I knew Lettie was right.

“So you don’t have a problem with me going after them?” I asked, watching her eyes for any sign of disagreement.

“It’s a fool’s errand,” she whispered. “But one that must be done. And you’re probably the best person for it.”

“Then its set,” I said, returning my focus to the winter scene outside my front window. “Come spring, I’m going after them. And I’m going to stay on them until I kill every last one of them.”

Lettie squeezed my hands one last time. “May God have mercy on their souls,” she added quietly, “every last one of them.”

I peeked at her again. “I hope God has mercy on my soul as well, Lettie.”

She nodded and I mirrored her gesture. And we sat quietly, watching as the snow began to fall.
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The Unjust must pay the price; after all, they have caused the darkness.
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