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“No idea is so outlandish that it should not be considered with a searching but at the same time a steady eye.”




—Winston Churchill




























SEARCHING NO WHERE


Fall - 3 full years in, no end in sight - beginning of year 4

Day 1,130




The stabbing pain in my back made me twist and turn as I searched for the cause. Feeling something just around the right corner of my back, I pulled it out, gasping in pain as I removed the source of my pain. A knife covered with blood…my blood.

Behind me, I heard my assailant let out a loud cackle at my predicament. I turned and stared at her, the knife grasped tightly in my right hand.

“Problem, Bob?” she said, giggling as she spoke.

“You little bitch.” She took off as I lunged toward her. She and I both knew my next move.

“Oh come on,” she called out as she met me behind the cabin. “It’s just a little foreplay. I know how you like it rough. You get all banged up and I patch you up. Every. Single. Time.”

Catching up with her, I grabbed a handful of flowing, mid-back length auburn hair, except it was blonder now. That was it. I was done with her and her games.

Holding the knife in front of her face, I nodded several times. I was serious. She was still giggling, trying to lean in and kiss me on the lips.

“Today, it ends,” I growled. “Today, I finally get rid of you.”

But she shook her head, wiping some of the blood that had dripped from my hand onto my forearm. Licking the blood from her fingers, she smiled to show several crimson-colored teeth.

“You say that every time,” she joked, leaning her head to the left so I’d have a clear shot at her neck. “Go ahead. I know you want to. And I just want to make you happy.”

I thrust the knife with all of my strength. It should have buried to the hilt in the soft flesh, diving deep into a vital area. Instead, it came to an abrupt stop, not even making a mark on her pale skin. I’d failed…again.

“You know you can’t hurt me,” she said, taking the knife from me and tossing it aside. “You may want to, but you can’t. You want to blame your whole miserable time here on me, but you can’t, because I haven’t done this to you. And believe it or not, you haven’t even done it to yourself. It just happened.”

She leaned over and kissed my wound. When she rose, I expected to find her face covered in blood. Instead, it was as clean as ever. “There, all better,” she said, kissing me again. “You were hurt and I fixed you. Just like always.”

My breathing became shallow and I felt as if I might faint.

“You look pale,” she cooed. “Come sit down on the bench out front, out of the sun. You work too hard, Bob, do you know that?”

I sat and exhaled several long, forced breaths. I closed my eyes, but only for a second.

A hand dropped on my shoulder. “Bob,” a sweet voice called from somewhere far away. “Bob, are you okay?”

Forcing my eyes open, I looked for the kind feminine soul. She hovered above me, the sun directly behind her head, illuminating the outline of her hair and creating a beautiful golden-white halo that forced me to squint and cover my eyes. I expected someone else, someone I loved, someone I missed. Instead, I found her.

“Are you okay, Bob?” she repeated. “I heard you murmuring out here and came to check on you.” She moved out of the sun’s angelic rays and I saw her face plainly.

“Hey, Violet,” I replied, barely able to hide my disappointment.




No words were spoken as we sat together for a long time. Earlier, I yelled various epithets her way, after which she took my hand and then my arm. Not long after, she laid her head on my shoulder and began to sniffle.

The past few weeks had been like this. A fight every other day, harsh words at bedtime and meals, and me falling asleep midday, only to be awakened by Violet from a terrible nightmare…or premonition.

“I know you still blame me,” Violet whispered as we watched Libby push Hope around the yard in an old stroller Grandpa Wilson had found. “I would have done anything to have the Weston’s take me instead of Daisy,” she paused, just like she always did at that part.

“But they didn’t, Bob. I wish you’d quit hating me for something I tried to stop from happening,” Violet paused and sucked in air deeply. “I know it will still take a while to get over it. I understand. Just let me know when you’re ready to start anew.”

Yep. Same shit, different day.

“You mean go find Daisy,” I replied. “I’ll let you know when I’m ready to go find Daisy.”

I felt her head lift off of my shoulder and knew she was staring at me. Most likely looking hurt, again.

“If that’s what you want,” she said forcefully, “then that’s what we’ll do. You and me will go find Daisy.”

I turned to face her, not believing a word she said.

“You’ll do that?” I asked doubtfully.

Wiping away a stray tear, she smiled. “I’d do anything for you. You just haven’t figured that out yet.”

I nodded slightly. “Then we should start planning our trip.”

She sighed and her face went tense.

“You know we’re never going to find her, right?” Her sad, young eyes tightened on mine. “We don’t even know where to start.”

Yeah, that part. I always kept forgetting that minor detail.


Day 1,138




We didn’t speak about Daisy for more than a week. I’m not sure why Violet didn’t bring the subject up, but I had my suspicions. Maybe if we didn’t talk about it, she figured, it would go away. Or maybe the discussion about finding Daisy never happened in her mind. But it had.

My reason for not talking about it was simple: I didn’t want to jinx her generosity. She’d offered to help, and that was good enough for me. Traveling together, we could cover the camps faster.

It came up again one night at dinner. Violet and I had just sat down to a hearty plate of venison stew. The girls were sound asleep on the couch and I dug into my plate as she offered thanks to whatever God may have been left presiding over our helter-skelter world.

One advantage Violet held over Daisy was cooking. Lettie had worked hard, I mean real hard, trying to teach Daisy the basics of food preparation. And try as she might, Daisy failed miserably every single time. Everything she served was as tough as a bear’s hide and tasted like the inside of an old boot.

Violet seemed to come by cooking naturally. She threw things in a pot and decent, consistent meals appeared on the table. Piling whatever ingredients she could find, cookies magically sprang to life. I think I even put on a few pounds in the month after Daisy’s disappearance — abduction.

“Okay, here’s the way I see it,” Violet said, setting her fork on her half-eaten plate. “This is going to be a tough task. An impossible task, if we’re honest.”

After shoveling another spoonful of stew in my mouth, I focused my full attention on her. “But we have to try.”

She looked pissed, but only for a second. Nodding thoughtfully, she pulled her hair away from her face and into a ponytail. “I know you always felt bad about not trying harder to get back to Shelly. And now with Daisy, you have a chance at redemption. But remember, we don’t know where we’re going.”

“But we’ll try…”

“Yes, we will try,” she paused looking back at the sleeping angels on the couch. “They’ll have to go by Mr. Wilson and Grandma Lettie while we’re gone. That will be different for them, hard for them. And I know we need to leave soon, but we have to give Libby a chance to digest all of this. She’s only five.”

I held up two fingers. “We leave in two weeks, agreed?”

Several deep breaths came and went before she answered. “Two weeks. And we give it a month. Agreed?” She stuck her thin hand in my direction.

I shook her hand. “Deal.”

She tugged me a little closer. “And if we don’t find her in that time, we’re done with it. I know you want her back, Bob. But I can’t put my life on hold waiting for a ghost to reappear. Okay?”

I nodded my agreement and went back to my plate. Violet had plans and she wanted to move forward in life. And her plans included an “us”. That wasn’t at the top of my list of priorities.

She was a good girl, young woman. But she wasn’t Daisy. She wasn’t Shelly. And even though she was only 10 years my junior (now that I knew her actual age), she and I had no future.

The easiest way to break that news to Violet was to find Daisy. The rest she’d then figure out on her own. She knew how Daisy and I felt about each other and would graciously bow out upon Daisy’s return.

Daisy not returning was problematic. Not for Violet. No, she had a plan. But it was a problem for me.

I’d spent the better part of two weeks trying to figure out what to do with Violet if we couldn’t find Daisy. Most scenarios ended with a great deal of bodily harm to me. Even if I tried to sneak away, I knew Violet would do everything in her power to track me down.

I had to let her down easy…or I might just die in the process.


Day 1,141




“Well, you two are about the dumbest pair of people still alive here in the UP!” Wilson shouted at us a few days later. Apparently, he didn’t think our plan was all that good.

For a moment, I considered his reaction. Finding Daisy — bad idea. I glanced at Violet as she fetched Wilson a cup of water and some kind of raspberry cake. She thought finding Daisy was a good idea. Wilson no, Violet yes, me yes. Was I missing something?

We all ate cake and I watched Wilson lick his plate clean. “This one of Lettie’s recipes?” he asked, poking at a few crumbs that had fallen on the table.

“Sort of,” Violet replied, wiping her mouth with her forearm. “It’s a combo of Lettie’s and Marge’s.” She became serious and tried to garner Wilson’s attention. “Why do think it’s a bad idea going to look for Daisy?”

Wilson licked his lips and stared longingly at the pan on the stove containing the last slices of cake. Finally, his eyes settled back on Violet. “Another piece of cake and I’ll tell you everything on my mind.” He gave Violet a wink; she grinned and rose. She knew how to get what she wanted from this man, perhaps any man.




Evening found Violet and I sitting on the front bench swatting mosquitos. The week had been hot and humid. It was simply too hot to sit inside the cabin. Ever since the breeze disappeared a month back, the air inside was stale and sticky.

The girls were sleeping. How they did that in the heat was beyond me. I had hardly slept an hour a night during this latest hot spell. But since they all slept nude — well, Hope wore some type of crude diaper — they had the advantage.

Though I would have preferred not to, I had to keep a long-sleeved shirt on when outside at night. You could keep those blood-sucking bastards off of your face and neck easily, but if I left that much open skin for them to drill into, they would’ve bled me dry. Violet wore a light long-sleeved sweater and an airy, flimsy skirt most evenings. And she had to wrap the skirt around her ankles to keep the bugs away. Ah, paradise.

Wilson’s main objection to our plan, Violet summarized, was that it was just plain stupid. It wasn’t much of an objection, fairly thin actually. But we needed to get past his outright refusal to listen, because his help was essential for our success.

Wilson held the key. Without his blessing, Violet and I couldn’t even leave. Hell, we couldn’t even consider leaving. He played the most important role in our highly unlikely-to-succeed scenario: he provided the child care.

“I wish he wouldn’t have kept telling us how stupid we were,” Violet said. The words came out staccato as she batted wildly at our tiny vampire visitors. “My God, don’t these things ever die?!”

I saw one plumping up on the back of her neck and carefully popped it between two fingers, showing her the bloody result. 

She sprang from the bench. “That’s it, inside.”

Once back in the cabin, I shed my thin shirt. The heat, coupled with the moisture sitting stagnant in the air, made it almost unbearable.

“Can you get that back window open any further?” Violet asked, disappearing into the bedroom. I noticed she was already peeling her shirt off. I guess she was as uncomfortable as I was.

I worked on the sticky window, managing to give us another three inches of potential air circulation. Now if only the breeze would cooperate.

She reappeared in a thin gauze nightie, one that was threadbare and came down only midway to her navel. She took a spot on the couch and I tried not to stare at her sweat soaked panties. They were, in my defense, on full display. Along with everything else the tiny coverlet failed to hide.

She stretched and pulled her hair behind her head.

“God, this stuff is so hot,” she complained, twirling her hair into braids.

“Maybe you should cut it.” I averted my eyes, afraid she would notice my staring. 

She looked up at me and watched me a moment. Surely my blush crept in before she looked down at her nightshirt. Busted, definitely busted. 

“First of all, I like it long.” I’m sure she only said that because she knew I liked long hair on a woman. “Secondly, you’ve seen me naked; I know you have. You don’t need to be embarrassed if I catch you looking. It’s not a big deal, Robert.”

That was something new — Robert. In the last few weeks, together and alone, she started calling me by my full given name whenever the discussion turned serious.

“You had short hair for a while back at the beginning,” I said, noticing her grin. Yeah, I liked to change the subject anytime it got close to anything about us.

“Mom cut it a couple times that first year. But after that, I wanted to grow it out. It was something I hadn’t done before,” she paused, pulling on her lower lip. Something serious was coming.

“We’re probably not going to find her, you know,” Violet continued. “It’s probably just going to be you and me from now on.”

She stared at me, waiting for my slow-to-come response. In my heart, I begged to differ with Violet. I wanted to find Daisy. I needed to find Daisy. But my head sang a different tune. Still, I was set on carrying out my plan.


Day 1,144




A few days later, Violet and I packed up the girls to make the trek to Wilson’s place. We left mid-morning, knowing that by the time we got there, unpacked, and got Libby and Hope settled, night would be upon us. Our trip would begin at sunrise the following day.

It wasn’t really a long trip, something we’d need to pack a lot of equipment and supplies for. This was more of an excursion. And the plan was simple. One day walk to Covington to find out where the Weston’s had taken Daisy, followed by a walk back the next day. Once we knew the “where”, then we’d plan our larger, more involved trip.

While I loaded the few supplies we’d need for our short jaunt, Violet worked at packing up the girls. Libby broke into immediate tears hearing that we’d be gone for a stint. Too much change, I figured.

“Please take me with you,” she begged. “I don’t want to stay there. I want to come and help find Momma.”

Violet stroked her hair, hugging her tightly. “It will only be a few days,” she soothed lovingly. “We’ll be back before you know it. And you like Grandma Lettie. You’ll have a good time there.”

“Mr. Wilson scares me,” Libby countered. “Please take me with you.”

I’d had enough. The whining had been going on for close to an hour. “Libby, you’re not coming,” I snapped. “You need to stay with the Wilson’s and take care of Hope. We’re counting on you.”

More tears, followed by a howling shriek, and Libby dashed off into her bedroom and slammed the door behind her. I stared at Violet; she pressed her palm against her forehead. Libby screamed some more and the baby woke.

This wasn’t going according to plan.




Walking to Wilson’s place should’ve been easy. Violet placed Hope in some sort of cloth contraption she strapped over one shoulder and around her mid-section. Carrying the child nice and tight, the little one slept most of the way.

Libby, of course, proved to be a little more difficult. She walked at first, even willingly. But within half a mile, she wanted to be carried. And that task fell on me.

None of us were what I would call hefty any longer, but within a quarter-mile, Libby felt like a bag of rocks on my hips. I had to set her down.

And then the kicking and screaming started. It got so bad, I couldn’t even drag her behind me by an arm. Finally, Violet agreed to carry the pack and Libby got her desired piggy-back ride. At least one of us was happy.

By the time we got to Wilson’s front gate, evening had closed in. Violet said hello to her brother, the man on guard duty at the time of our arrival, and we went inside to discover another mess awaiting us.

Lettie.




“Well, if it ain’t the two dumbest people left on the face of this Earth,” Lettie crowed as we made our entrance. She gave Libby a peek on the top of her head and a half-hearted hug.

“Let me see that baby,” she said, helping Violet remove the carrier.

“Good to see you, Lettie,” I said, taking a scoop of water from the bucket on the hardwood kitchen counter. “I see you’re as happy as ever.”

She sat and played with the baby after giving Violet a hug. “Here’s proof that you’re all not stupid over there. Hope and Libby got more sense in each of their brains than you two got combined. What the devil you thinking? Running off looking for someone you ain’t gonna find. You’ll get yourself killed and then child raising will be left to me and Thaddeus.”

Violet and I took a spot on either side of the old woman.

“We’re just going to check around Covington and see who knows what, Lettie,” Violet answered in a patient manner. “We’ll be back in two days.”

Lettie huffed at Violet’s unperturbed reply. “People claim road thieves are thick up that way. You two won’t make it there and back and have any more left than the clothes on your back, if that.”

“We’re going Lettie, and that’s all there is to it,” I said ready to be done with the topic. “Now, what’s for supper?”

She looked between Hope and Violet, and slowly back to me. “Want to know what your last meal is, aye?” Her grin was as coy as her words.


Day 1,145




The morning sun rose to our right. I stood motionless in the center of the dirt road that led from Wilson’s place nearly into Covington. Staring ahead, I could make out two figures. Violet took my hand.

“Trouble?” she asked, without a hint of trepidation.

“Most likely,” I replied solemnly. I glanced at the 30-30 in her other hand. “You got a shell in the chamber?” She nodded. Good, we might need it, I thought solemnly.

“Maybe they’re just travelers, like us,” Violet offered. “Maybe they won’t be trouble at all.”

Maybe. Maybe not. They were headed our way, but at least they maintained the same pace as when I’d first spotted them.

“Let’s just keep moving,” I said, pulling her hand forward with me. “Maybe they won’t be any trouble at all.”

Famous last words.




“You gotta pay the toll,” the taller and uglier of the two called out a second time from 50 feet away. I’d heard him the first time. I just wanted to yank his chain a little to see if he rattled — and he hadn’t.

“I don’t think so,” I replied, not bothering to match his volume. “This is a public road last time I checked. Either let us pass, or we’ll just walk past you in the woods.”

That provoked laughter from the pair, revealing dirty brown-stained teeth, or lack thereof.

“That’s ours, too,” the shorter one replied. “All this land, you see, is ours. And if you want to head north, you gots to pay the toll. So open up your pack and hand all your crap over to us.”

That wasn’t going to happen. Not that they believed we weren’t an easy pair to prey on. 

I pulled my 45 from behind my back to give him a good look. The taller one carried a shotgun; not much of a weapon from that range. The other had a large machete. We had them dead to rights, they just didn’t know it yet. 

“She’s got a 30-30, fully loaded,” I stated in a calm voice. “I’ve got a 45, in case you were wondering. We’re going to fill you with holes if you don’t step aside. And if you don’t believe we will, just keep standing there looking stupid.”

They stood there, their heads turned from us to each other. And boy did they do stupid well.

I heard Violet cock the hammer on Lettie’s long gun. They heard it too, because the taller one inched his shotgun up.

I shook my head at the man; I had to give him bonus points for moxie. But it would have been stupid for him to even think about shooting. The gun lowered.

“Well, I can see there’s just no reasoning with people like you,” the tall one drawled. He motioned us past with a nod. “I suppose we can let this one slide. Next time, we’ll expect you to pay.”

I kept my gun on him as we walked around the pair. Once we were close enough, their lack of bathing habits burned my nostrils. Man, they stunk. This pair was ripe.

“Good God,” Violet spewed, covering her nose with her sleeve. “When was the last time either of you bathed?”

The pair looked at one another, seemingly offended. Leaning close, the tall one sniffed at the other.

“I don’t smell nothing,” he commented, grinning at Violet. “Maybe you come over and give us a sniff of that pretty hair of yours and we can compare odors.”

Thankfully, Violet kept pace with me. “Fat chance,” she said quietly. “I’d rather take my chances rolling around in raccoon scat. That would be better than getting any closer to either of you.”

We kept marching north, away from the pair. I didn’t take my gun off them until we were more than 50 yards in the clear.

“I’ll see if I can find some raccoon poop for you, sweetie,” the shorter one shouted with a laugh. “I’d pay good money to watch you scrub yourself clean.”

I noticed Violet roll her eyes as she shook her head. “I guess Lettie was right. All kinds out on the roads nowadays.”

I chuckled and focused on the road ahead, watching for any more trouble. How right they were, Violet and Lettie.


Day 1,145 - continued




We walked without saying much for a couple of hours. At least I assumed it was two hours. Without a watch, it was hard to tell. That, and time really didn’t matter anymore. You got up in the morning when you woke, you worked all day, stood guard until almost dawn, and slept until you woke again. Life was at the same time fairly simple and extremely difficult.

Jerking on my arm, Violet signaled for a stop. I stared ahead. Covington was no more than a mile or two away. And while I wanted to get there as soon as we could, I figured stopping to take a break for a few minutes wouldn’t hurt.

“I don’t know where all my stamina went,” Violet said, holding her sides. “I used to be able to run around town all day and night. Yesterday, that walk almost killed me. Left me with no energy.”

I handed her a cookie from that bundle Lettie had sent along. “We’re malnourished,” I replied, taking a bite of the sugarless treat. Funny how I’d lost my taste for anything extra sweet over the past four years.

Once upon a time, in my early twenties probably, I’d eat half a bag of some sort of chocolate cookies and wash it down with a half-gallon of milk. Those times were gone, long gone. I didn’t consume that many calories in an entire week now. As for milk, warm and fresh from the cow was the only way it came.

Another thought crossed my mind as I watched Violet catch her breath. “I wonder if we even have it in us to chase around the north shore. A year ago, no problem. But I felt it when I went after Barster. I just couldn’t keep going some days.”

She reached for my hand and squeezed it when I gave it to her. “It’s your call. But I want you to know that I’ll do whatever you want me to. Whatever it takes, I’ll be there for you.”

I gave her a soft smile and glanced at the deserted road behind us. Something had changed in Violet, something for the good. While I couldn’t quite figure out just what it was, I liked her new attitude. And I certainly appreciated her help.

Then again, who else did I have to turn to? The option of living alone was off the table. If that became my reality, I’d have to end my life somehow. The thought of being by myself, in the middle of nowhere, with no one to talk to or share a meal with or even just sit quietly together with drove me insane.

“I’m ready,” Violet said, rising from her spot. She brushed the little bits of earth off the back of her baggy jeans and caught me staring at her legs.

“Do I have something on my pants?” she asked. Spinning in circles, she checked her pants for something that wasn’t there.

“No,” I replied. “I was just wondering when those pants became so baggy, that’s all.”

She shrugged, walking forward with me. “I’ve had them since the beginning. They were actually a little tight that first year. I couldn’t fit in them at all when I was pregnant. I found them in a pile in the back closet last spring. I think they still have another year left in them.”

They were held up with a thin black belt, an old one of mine. I’d put four holes in that belt over the last few years for her; each one making it smaller and smaller. Now it looked like it needed a new hole.

Even having a baby, Violet had lost a lot of weight since the beginning of her life in No Where. Maybe as much as 20 or 25 pounds. The way I saw it, she didn’t have much more to give back.




The road worked its way west, then north, then west again. Covington should have been in sight, but we were on a route I’d never taken, so I was probably mistaken.

“Okay, here’s the plan.” I looked over to be sure Violet was still with me, body and mind. “I don’t expect either of the Weston’s or any of their groupies to be around, but someone should know where they were headed for. I mean, there isn’t more than 50 people left here I bet. So our task can’t be that hard.”

I heard Violet exhale; she was struggling again. “Maybe some of my friends or their parents will still be here. Since I was a local, they’ll trust me more than you. Probably.”

I took her hand. She really was beside me, and I was grateful. “Hopefully, we’ll know when they left and where they went within an hour. Maybe someone can give us a little food and water. Maybe even a place to rest. I’d like to be back on the way to Wilson’s by mid-afternoon.”

I saw her nod. “Yeah, I don’t want to run into that pair again in the dark.” She giggled for a moment. “Though they wouldn’t be hard to find, with that stench and all.”

Another dozen strides and I rose on my toes to spot the town. I stopped abruptly, checking the overhead sun. “Where the hell is that place?” I asked, becoming a little frustrated. “We should be there by now. Or at least, we should see the grain mill.”

Turning, I checked behind us. Nothing there either.

I looked up at the late morning sun. “That way is west,” I stated, pointing in front of Violet. “Covington should be right over there.” I jabbed my finger several times at the same spot.

Covering her eyes, Violet checked the sun as well. “Sounds about right,” she replied, sounding less sure than me. “Maybe we went past it. We’ve been walking a while.”

I felt my mouth and brow scrunch as I studied the road ahead. “Not possible. Wilson said we stay on the road in front of his place until we hit the blacktop. Then we turn left and Covington will be two miles dead ahead. We couldn’t have missed it.”

Violet strolled a few paces ahead and spun back. “Are you sure we turned left when we hit the blacktop? Maybe we turned right by accident. Or maybe we took a wrong road?”

I surveyed the area, feeling my anger rise. “How many roads are up here, Violet?” Maybe I spoke a little too tersely than the situation called for. It wasn’t her fault, though she was from the area. 

She shrugged, not insulted by my tone. “More than you think, Bob. You want to backtrack or keep going?”

Yeah, those were our choices. Walk a mile or more back to where the blacktop met Wilson’s road or keep going in the potentially wrong direction. What a great frickin’ day, I scolded myself.

“Shit!” I shouted. “Shit, shit, shit! How the hell does shit like this happen to me, all the time? I run off to kill Barster and they come and steal Daisy. If I would have stayed, maybe we could have fought off the Weston’s, but then Barster would have shown up.”

I paced back and forth in front of Violet. She maintained her calm and watched me with folded arms.

“When I don’t think someone’s a threat, they shoot me. Every time I go after someone I don’t know, it turns out they’re decent folks.” I stopped in front of her, staring into her eyes. “How can one guy be so screwed up? Can you answer that for me? Can you, Violet?”

I was perhaps a little too close to her. I probably deserved a slap on the face or a shove back. Instead, she opened her arms and wrapped them around me, hugging tightly.

“You’re doing the best you can, and that’s all that matters,” she said in a calm voice. “Nothing is easy anymore. You know that. Just do the best you can. I don’t expect any more than that from you. And just for the record…” her eyes came to mine, “…I don’t think you’re screwed up at all. Not one bit.

“A coward wouldn’t be thinking of other people like you do. He wouldn’t even consider going after Daisy the way you have. He’d just sit back at the cabin and stew about it all. But you’re better than that, Bob. You’re trying. And that’s all anyone can ask.”

I felt my chest loosen, breaths came easier. She smiled at me.

“Now let’s go back to where Wilson’s road joined this one and make sure we’re headed the right way, okay?” She turned me around. She forced me to walk with her, even though I was already ready to give up. Violet was becoming my rock, my strength.

“Thanks,” I said with a slight amount of embarrassment. “I just got a little frustrated back there, that’s all. I wasn’t mad at you.”

Still holding my hand, she peeked at me. “I know. Everything’s okay. It’ll be fine.”

And for a fleeting moment, I too thought it would turn out alright.
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We retraced our steps, and within an hour stood at approximately the same spot I’d previously lost my cool. And we had the same results. I felt my cool slipping.

“Let’s just keep going,” Violet urged, pulling me along. “We don’t know this route. Maybe we’re a little off on our distance.”

Another corner and I began to smell something in the air, almost a sooty smell. I checked the ditches for a campfire or spot where something had been burned.

Another 50 yards and the smell became strong enough that we had to cover our noses with our arms. Whatever we were walking through, it was strong.

But we weren’t walking through it; we were walking towards it. Covington. At least what remained of the town.




Neither of us said a word as we stared at the remnants of the burned out, once thriving town. Not so much as a bird made a sound. It was as if we had discovered hell on Earth and it had been abandoned.

I struggled forward, taking in the sights of burned down and charred buildings. The feed mill, or what remained, stood silently in the bright noonday light; the top half crumbled into the shell of what remained of the insides.

“No wonder I didn’t see it,” I dared to eek aloud. “It wasn’t there, at least not the part we could have seen from a mile away.”

Violet and I continued our somber crawl down the main street. On our right were the buildings Stuart Callies, and later his sister and her husband, used as a headquarters. Adjacent and across the street was the building that had been their armory. Now they were destroyed, crumbled into themselves.

“Accident?” Violet asked as we surveyed the surreal place where once as many as 500 people called home.

I gazed into the neighborhood that surrounded the main drag. “I don’t think so. All the houses are burned down, too. This must have taken them a while. But why?”

Violet continued ahead as if she sought out something important. “Disease, maybe?” Five paces and she halted, bringing her shaking hands to her face. She was looking down the side street that led to her former house.




I could only recognize Violet’s home by the last standing wall. It was on the south side; the one she’d thrown rocks at on our previous visit. And that was all that remained, if you didn’t include a pile of charred rubble.

Standing next to her, I checked for tears. None. Not that I expected any, but I didn’t know for sure. From what I knew, there weren’t many happy memories attached to the home.

“I’m sorry,” I muttered, walking through the blackened remains. There wasn’t much left to pick through. Anything she had cherished should have been grabbed our last time here.

She gazed past me at the neighbor’s place. “I wonder where all the people went? I haven’t seen a soul here.”

I hadn’t either, and I too found that odd. But I didn’t want to say anything that might upset Violet.

“Without people, witnesses, we may never know what took place,” I said, joining Violet in the neighbor’s brown front yard. “And there sure as hell ain’t anything here pointing us towards Daisy.”

Violet looked up at me. “We should go back downtown and check through things. Just in case there’s something there. Right?”

All I could manage was a shrug. “I suppose it can’t hurt, but their headquarters looked pretty burnt out.”

She took my hand, pulling me away from her house. “Come on, let’s find out.”




Amongst the little that remained unburned in the former office of Stuart Callies, I found a melted, plastic, gas can. I held it up for Violet’s inspection.

“It was intentional,” I said, tossing the still-warm, melted item aside.

“How long ago do you suppose?”

I’d noticed a small amount of smoldering here and there in our stroll through town. “A week, maybe ten days ago. Doesn’t seem like they did this before they took her. It’s rained since then, several times. I can’t believe anything would still be warm or giving off smoke if this were three weeks old.”

Plopping down in the middle of the street, Violet took off her sneaker and shook out some sand. I could see it on her face; she was ready to give up. Funny, she’d lasted an hour longer than me.

“You ready to go?” I asked, kicking through a pile of charred papers.

“Whenever you are,” she replied, standing near me again. Scared the crap out of me. I swear that girl could levitate. “We’re here to find information. If you think there’s some here still, we’ll keep looking.”

“Thanks,” I replied, smiling at her.

That was the problem, though, there wasn’t much here. And though it made it easier to search, the results were predictably meager. In what I assumed had been an hour, I had found nothing that helped. Hell, nothing at all really.

I noticed Violet in what I thought was the former anteroom Daisy and I had been held in the previous winter. She bent and rummaged through a pile, standing almost as quickly, dusting her hands off.

“Do you ever wonder what their problem was?” Violet asked, coming closer to me. “I mean, they were always causing some kind of trouble. So what exactly went wrong here in Covington for them?”

She covered her eyes and surveyed what was left of the once small, quaint Northwoods town. I watched her as her facial expressions alternated between sadness and anger. Anger won in the end.

“Are you upset because of the apocalypse?” I asked, looking through the last pile of ashen crap I wanted to. “Or are you upset of what people became because of it?”

“Who the hell burns an entire town to the ground?” she said, shaking her head. “And don’t bother answering; the question was rhetorical.”

That, dear Violet, was a good question — rhetorical and all.
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We found exactly nothing of use in Covington. After a short walk past the local library, also now a pile of blackened, smoldering rubbish, we agreed to head back to Wilson’s.

It was probably going to be dark by the time we wandered back into our friend’s compound. But we both decided that was better than the alternative. With no standing unburned structures left in town, our only other choice was to sleep in the woods. And since the last few nights had been cool, that option was quickly vetoed — by both of us.

Late afternoon found us stopped along the side of the road taking a water and dried fruit break. I watched as Violet pulled back on her hair, wrapping it in some kind of bun behind her head. Several questions floated through my head, and she caught me mid-stare.

“What?” she asked, grinning like she knew something I didn’t, which she did.

“Can I ask you a couple questions that you promise to answer honestly?”

She nodded slightly, still grinning. “You already know my heart belongs to you, so why not throw in my mind.”

“How old are you…really?” I watched to see if she diverted her eyes, which she didn’t.

“Eighteen,” she answered as if the question was too easy. “And I look young still, so that’s why the lie at first. Immature little girls don’t draw a lot of attention from most people; especially bad people.”

She looked away, her grin fading. “I hated it when people called me a little girl. I was 15; I knew what was going on. But those stupid Callies people would just pat my head and send me away. Morons.”

“Do you think Susan Weston knew?” I asked, unsure why it mattered.

“I don’t think she cared,” she answered, looking back at me. “I don’t think someone that evil gives a damn about anyone but herself.” Her eyes narrowed. “My turn.”

I shrugged. “Fire away, little girl. You know most everything there is to know about me.” I chuckled when she glowered about the “little girl” comment.

She became serious, more so than I had seen before. “Why Daisy?”

I shrugged again. Damn it, I thought. That felt like a betrayal to Daisy to me.

“She was easy to love,” I answered, taking my turn to look off down the road. “She loved without constraint, so it was easy to feel the same.”

“Was?” Violet asked, making a funny, confused face. “Or is?”

Ah, past or present. Was she gone or was she coming back? Very good catch on her part.

My head hung forward. I was unwilling to look at her. “I’m not sure,” I whispered.




Walking in the late day sun, the chill of early autumn closed in around us in the shaded stretches. I gave Violet my coat when I saw her wrap her thin arms around her chest.

“Why me?” I asked, though we hadn’t said a word in the past hour or so.

She looked ahead, avoiding my gaze.

“That’s a really stupid question,” she answered, barely above a whisper. “You should know the answer by now.”

I stopped abruptly as she continued forward. “What?” I was really, really confused.

She turned and rolled her eyes at me. “Don’t be stupid,” she sputtered. “You know what I mean. It was Daisy’s doing.”

I walked up to her, opening my arms as I got closer. “What in the hell does Daisy have to do with any of this?” Okay, I shouted that part. But who cared? We were in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by trees and wild animals.

For some reason, Violet’s reaction was more subdued than I expected. “I didn’t like you for the first year I knew you. You were older, all buddy-buddy with my dad, my mom thought you were sweet. All that crap.”

Okay, somehow I was more confused. I shook my head at her. “Yeah, that sounds real terrible. Kind of like I am.”

Looking away, her face became pained. “I spent a lot of time alone with you when you were hurt. That kind of changed my mind, a little, maybe. Then Daisy showed up and I started to see you in a different light.”

She peeked at me. “I started to see you through her eyes. She started telling me how sweet you were, how you did little things for her and for Libby. When she told me you cried when you buried her son, well, the ice melted in my heart.”

“In my defense,” I countered with a slight grin, “I only teared up. But I did all of that for her, not you. I know there aren’t many men around, but why would you want one who was already taken?”

She patted my arm and dragged me along as we continued back to Wilson’s place. “Yeah, let’s think about that,” she replied in a slightly sarcastic tone. “Jim and John Wilson are morons; in case you didn’t know that already.”

That I did know. Even their old man referred to them as dimwits…and that was being gracious, I discovered. They once decided to play war and went after one another with sickles. It took their father two days to stop the bleeding. The worst part was that the “play” war had happened just last summer.

“Dizzy was gross,” Violet continued, “and Mr. Wilson was too old. So yes, I had choices; just not any good ones.”

“We need to find Daisy,” I recanted, walking next to her. Swatting away the last of the season’s mosquitos, I dared a peek at her.

She stared straight ahead, her eyes never moving from the road.

“I couldn’t agree more,” she replied, sounding as if she was pissed…again.

I wasn’t sure what that was all about, but at least she knew where my heart was. I hoped.
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We made it back to Wilson’s place in the dark. Nate watched us approach the gate and swung open the fence meant to keep others out.

I watched as he locked the device and then went immediately to his sister.

“Glad you’re back,” he said, giving her a stiff hug. She was the passionate one of the pair, and yet the return hug was only a little less formal.

“How are the girls?” Violet asked, sounding more tired than I thought she actually was. She glanced at me and signaled with her head that I should follow. 

“They’re sleeping,” Nate called out, going back to his guard duty. “Have been for a while now. Grandma wore Libby out playing with her all day. I think she’s sleeping, too.”

In the dim light just outside the back door, Violet grabbed my arm. Halting my reach for the knob, I gazed at her.

“Can you do me a favor tonight, please?” Her tone was civil again but had an icy edge to it.

I wondered what she wanted. Because this girl, young woman, always wanted something.

“Whatever the sleeping arrangements are, can you please just accept them? Can you just this once not make a big scene about things?”

She knew something I didn’t, and she knew I wasn’t going to like it.

“We don’t need to share a bed, Violet. If that’s what this is all about.”

She looked away for a moment and then back at my chest. “For the love of dear God, Bob, can you just not be an asshole tonight. Can you just accept things the way they are? Please?”

I knew she was completely worn out. I also knew what she ultimately wanted. However, it wasn’t what I wanted. 

“You’ll have to put Hope between us,” I replied, checking to see if Nate was trying to listen in, which he wasn’t. He was too busy with some old sci-fi novel to care about his sister and I.

She shook her head, pulling on one of the buttons on my jacket. “Hope has a crib here, just like back home. I’ll throw Libby between us.” She looked up at me finally. “Happy?”

I shrugged. Not really, but it would have to do.




When I awoke in the morning, the first thing I noticed were Libby’s legs draped across my stomach. The girl wasn’t large — tiny actually — but she sure used her fair share of the bed. And part of mine.

Once I readjusted her, I rolled over to find Violet staring at me. She was on her side, with her head propped up on her elbow. She was already scheming something, I just knew it.

“I’m gonna make you a deal,” she whispered, apparently not wanting to wake the sleeping child. “We’re gonna go look for Daisy. Now. We’ll start over in northern Wisconsin and hit as many camps as we can in three weeks.”

I nodded to let her know I was paying attention, and agreeing somewhat.

“If by the first snow we don’t find her,” she continued softly, “we come home. And we stay home. No more running around all next summer looking for a needle in a haystack.”

I let the words settle in my mind and between us.

“And?” I asked, knowing there was more.

“While we’re out there looking for her, I promise to not say a word about anything but finding her. I’m not going to whine to you anymore about my feelings. I’m going to put that all aside for these three weeks and just concentrate on helping you.”

That sounded good…perhaps a little too good to be true. “And in return?”

She bit her lower lip for a moment, choosing her next words carefully. “If we don’t find her, when we come back, I want you to consider me and you.”

And there was her plan. That’s what was in it for Violet. If we found Daisy, she made it sound like she would step aside. If we didn’t, I was hers and hers alone.

“Violet, I have to be honest with you about something,” I replied, stroking the top of Libby’s blonde head, thinking of Daisy. “I’m not certain I could ever forget Daisy. I’m not sure I could ever love you like I loved her. Can you live with that?”

Something in her eyes told me she had been awake for hours thinking about this. Something in the way she crinkled her nose said she was way ahead of me.

“What was Shelly like?” she asked, laying her head back on the pillow. “You never talk about her much. Did you love her?”

I laughed out loud and saw Libby’s eyes flutter. “Of course I loved Shelly. She’s my soulmate.”

Violet inched closer in the bed. “Even more than Daisy?”

I saw where she was headed. “The world fell to hell, Violet. I’m never seeing Shelly again. We both know that.”

Nodding several times, she pushed up from the bed and slipped a shirt over her thin nightgown.

“And if you never see Daisy again?” she asked over her shoulder.

Damn it, I hadn’t seen that one coming.
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Lettie stared at me over some type of steaming beverage. If it was coffee, it was mighty week. Perhaps some kind of tea, I decided.

“Thaddeus,” she barked from her spot at the table, “remind me again how many fish camps there are within 200 miles of here.”

Her logic was simple, and the same as Violet’s. But I didn’t care about any needles or haystacks. All I cared about was finding Daisy.

At the stove, Wilson paused his stirring and raised a boney hand to scratch his chin. “Well, Ashland is just over 100 miles to the west…” he paused, looking back at the group. “And Munising is about 100 miles to the east. If you go along the shore from Ashland to Munising I think there’s probably 100 camps, maybe a few more.”

I shook my head at Lettie. Nice try, old woman. “We’re just going to hit the bigger ones. And I don’t think we’ll go all the way to Ashland. That seems out of the Weston’s’ trading zone. I’m thinking Ironwood to Marquette. That has to cut the number down.”

Wilson turned at a sloth’s pace and nodded. “Probably 60 or 70 that way. Not even a day’s walk between most camps. So you could hit most of them in the next two months, I suppose.”

Not exactly the news I was looking for, but it was a start. And still, Lettie shook her head at me.

“It’s not gonna work, Bob,” she said in a slightly contrite tone. “I’m sorry, but I just don’t see you finding her.”

I tapped the table several times, watching Libby eat a pile of scrambled eggs.

“I’m still gonna try,” I muttered, even if only to myself.




Through a side window, I watched Violet and Jimmy Wilson, Hope’s daddy, talking in the late afternoon sunshine. It would have been a good day to leave for our trip, but old man Wilson put a stopper in that plan.

Wilson claimed he knew a man a couple miles further back in the swamp who had the in on everything that went on in these parts. Funny, I thought that position was already occupied by my host.

But the news of Covington being burned to the ground was not something Wilson had heard about. So off he went to find this friend and get me all the reconnaissance I needed. He promised to return by sunset, but then backtracked and came back when it was dark.

That was fine with me. I was working on a plan of my own. A plan that might remove the leech who planned to be attached to my hip for the rest of my life. Luckily, Jimmy Wilson was just the young man to do the deed.

“Well, there’s a pair of idiots,” Lettie announced, sneaking up beside me. I flinched, not expecting her.

I grinned. Stupid or not, I needed the pair at least communicating.

“I see young love rekindling, Lettie,” I said, suppressing a snicker.

“I wasn’t talking about him and her,” she crowed, inching up to peek out the window closer. “I was talking about him and you.”

Funny, real funny. “They have Hope in common. Just give them time and pretty soon they’ll be sneaking off, making baby number two.”

Coughing first, Lettie began to laugh. She slapped my shoulder and pulled me away from the window. “First off, she’s only got eyes for you. Second, and more important, he’s only got eyes for Darcy Kimber.”

“Who?” I hadn’t heard the name before.

Lettie’s smile was almost infectious. “She lives with her folks about six miles east of here. She’s some 16 year old with big boobs that catch all the boys’ attention.” She nodded for a moment. “Sure caught Jimmy’s eye.”

“But this is here and now,” I countered. “Violet isn’t six miles away. She’s standing right next to him.”

We went back to the window and watched. Why wasn’t Violet smiling? Jimmy certainly was. He moved closer, reaching to stroke Violet’s arm. I prayed he had the guts to stroke more than that.

“Wait for it,” Lettie whispered next to me. “Wait for it…”

Wait for what, I wondered? The hug, the kiss, maybe even some groping?

Violet exploded in a fit of anger and spun away from the young man. When he reached to take her arm, she turned and drilled him in the balls with her knee.

Jimmy rolled in the barnyard dirt, moaning and grabbing his crotch. Violet strode towards the house, her face reflecting the same anger her knee delivered to her baby daddy. 

“Well, I guess he told her,” Lettie finished, turning to return to wherever she’d appeared from.

“Told her what?” I called out.

Pausing in the doorway, Lettie slowly turned. Her grin was ear-to-ear, and a little beyond.

“Darcy’s nine months pregnant,” she replied, laughing at me. “Jimmy’s next baby is due anytime now.”

I turned just as Violet stormed inside and slammed the door. “What a pig!” she screamed as she stormed past me.

I peeked back at my injured pawn. Shit, he was a bad choice. A bad choice for anything, except perhaps to repopulate the world.
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I had wanted to leave at sunrise. I had also wanted to leave the week before. But Wilson, the weather and the tiniest member of the household had other plans.

Wilson returned from his visit with news that was both satisfying and puzzling. Covington had burned about two weeks earlier. That was 10 days or so after the Weston’s had taken Daisy. 

According to Wilson’s friend, he thought the Weston’s had done the burning. But that’s where it became confusing. One man spoke of the Weston’s and all of their help (and perhaps Daisy, too) loaded in wagons headed due north before the fire began. Another person, gender unknown, claimed they were there and watched Matt Weston lead his team in starting the blaze.

All we could draw from the information was that in all likelihood, Daisy was alive. And that was good enough for me.




The next morning brought rain, just as Lettie had predicted. And of course, it began as snow. By the time the rain finally arrived, late in the afternoon, the world around us was covered in a pure white sheath. Libby loved it; I seethed watching the child play in the first slush of the season.

It rained for the next four days after the snow. Sometimes it was just a drizzle, the kind of moisture that coats the world and its inhabitants in what looks like a thin layer of sweat. Although this sweat chilled to the bone.

All out downpours ensued, and by the time they stopped, even I was ready to pack up and head back to the cabin. But to my surprise, Violet insisted we not give up hope. I almost laughed at her comment. Hope faded from my soul with each sunset.




The rain was gone. The road dried with the help of a strong southern breeze. All signs pointed towards an early morning departure. And then Hope lost it.

Refusing to take the bottle of goat’s milk from Lettie, she instead chose to scream her head off. And it was some of her best lung clearings to date.

Standing beside Violet, I cringed every time Hope spit the nipple out of her lips. “What does she want?” I asked, glancing briefly at Violet.

“What she always wants,” she answered with a certain amount of disdain.

I shook my head and shrugged. No clue.

“The boob, you idiot,” she answered, not holding back her disdain.

I couldn’t help grinning; too many clever things sprang to mind. “It’s probably not safe to take her with us,” I joked. That got a nasty look. “And you probably can’t leave those things behind.” I pointed at her chest, snickering as I did.

Violet turned on me, both literally and figuratively. “Oh, you are so funny,” she snarked, grabbing Hope from Lettie’s arms. She wandered towards the living room, pausing before disappearing from sight. “Get in here. We need to talk about this.”

Oh great, that meant she was going to talk and I was going to get a lecture. What was it this time, I wondered?

Violet had a habit of making her issues mine. Like all the time, every issue. Daisy hadn’t been much help with that, for me at least.

“She needs a man to listen to her,” Daisy would say whenever Violet and I butted heads. “She needs your understanding, Bob, not your criticism.”

And if only for Daisy’s sake, I followed my demander into her lair. What I noticed when I entered the room was more than I bargained for though.

“How about a shirt, Violet,” I seethed, covering my eyes.

“It’s just opened, Robert. It’s hard to feed her through the fabric. And it’s not like you didn’t gawk at them the other day.”

“I never—” The words caught in my throat as I thought back. Shit, I had come inside the cabin after I assumed she and Libby were out of the shower and dressed. All I needed was to grab the pliers I’d left inside. Instead, I was treated to an eyeful of Violet, in all her glory.

“That was an accident,” I refuted, looking away, knowing she was grinning gleefully. She hadn’t hurried to cover up that fateful day, even after I spun away and raced out the door. I was sure her shirt was still wide open.

“I know we need to leave today,” Violet resumed, “and I don’t have a problem with it. But maybe if we stay another day, I can feed Hope from the bottle a couple times and that will make things easier on Grandma Lettie when we leave.”

Oh, how wonderful. Our departure was being held ransom by a child no more than six months old.

“One day,” I replied, probably sounding a little more pissed than needed. I held up a single finger. “One day, Violet. We leave tomorrow morning. Whether it is both of us, or just me. Got it?”

“I got it, Bob. I want to find her, too. You’re not the only one who misses her.”

I left the room, not sure where I was headed. But I really wondered if that new girl of mine was on my side…or on her own.
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One day turned into two, but finally we were off. I was barely to the end of the driveway when I thought I heard Hope screaming, refusing to take the bottle from Lettie. Violet assured me she was sound asleep, but I swear I could still hear that infant raising holy hell.

The sun was well above the tops of the trees. Our late start pissed me off enough that I gave my companion the silent treatment, not that she cared.

“What crawled up your butt and died?” Violet asked in a spiteful tone. Okay, maybe she had noticed. I was kind of growly when we said goodbye to Johnny Wilson at the gate.

I took the high road and gave her the silent treatment. It was either that or a knock-down drag-out shouting match all the way to our first stop, which was several days away.

“That’s fine if you don’t want to talk,” Violet chirped from behind. “I don’t want to listen to you bitch about whatever it is that has you all pissy this morning. Just fine with me.”

Refusing to take the bait, I led her down the road and the nearly four-hour walk to Covington, the first leg of our journey. Just north of town, we would jump on a set of abandoned railroad tracks that would offer a shortcut to our first destination. Wilson claimed it would save us at least a day.

Now, if Violet would just keep her mouth shut, I thought I could loosen some of the anger knotted in my soul. But that would have been like expecting a mama grizzly bear to leave me alone as I skinned one of her cubs, still alive and kicking.

“You know,” she began anew some minutes later, “none of this is really my fault. It’s not like I told the Weston’s to take Daisy. And I didn’t make it rain neither. And Hope being a little pill, well that’s just the way it goes with babies sometimes.”

Still, I pushed forward without a response. I wanted to focus on getting to the Ironwood fish camp without having to stop and fight with a smart-mouthed woman every mile or so. But of course, Violet had ideas of her own.

“Sometimes I wonder what Daisy saw in you.” Violet had waited at least another hour before starting in on me again. I had to give her credit for having that much patience.

“For a man, you can sure be moody at times.” The quips were coming quicker now. Barely 100 yards between loud sighs followed by her aggravating whiny voice.

“Are you gonna act like a little bitch all day long?” she added a few pace later. “Don’t tell me this is going to last the whole trip. I hate it when you act like this.”

I could tell she was saving something, storing up a good one that would have me exploding mid-stride.

“This is all your fault, you know.” That was it — go time!

I spun on my right heel and charged her with three quick strides. She waited patiently, arms crossed, unafraid of any wrath I might have for her.

“Oh,” she snarked. “I guess you were paying attention. For the last hour, I had thought you’d gone deaf.”

I jabbed a finger into her left collarbone.

“Listen to me, little girl…” I knew that would get her attention. “I’m mad because we’re at least a week late in heading out. You purposely diddled around with Hope just to stall. And you know damn well I wanted to leave at sunup, not noon.”

She shoved me away with both hands. “We lost one extra day because of Hope, don’t be so dramatic. It’s a three-day hike to Ironwood, so it didn’t matter if we were a couple hours late getting out the door.”

Separated by three feet, we stared at one another. I knew she would break first; silence killed her.

“And it’s not all your fault,” she finally said, her tone not as bitter as before. “But you weren’t there when they took Daisy. So it sort of is.”

Shit, she sure knew where to strike. “I wasn’t there because I was off chasing Barster. You know that.”

She stared at me, her lips twisted as she considered her next torture.

“Well, the Weston’s thank you for that.” Ugh, a shot to the gut.

I stepped a little closer to her. “You claim you love me, yet you act like you hate me most of the time. It’s a little confusing, Violet. Don’t you agree?”

A small shake of her head was all I got for a response. Pulling her pack higher on her back, she pushed past me.

“Come on,” she said. “We don’t have all day to stand around and chat. We need to keep moving.”

As I watched her march down the road ahead of me, I considered pulling my gun and shooting her. Or myself.
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Mid-afternoon of day two, we hid in some brush a number of miles northwest of Covington. Staring at the multi-colored leaves, I used my ears to relocate the danger.

Beside me Violet knelt, clutching my arm. I watched as her eyes moved from side to side, tipping her head to the same sound I heard. She nodded once and pointed the direction the men were approaching from.

We scampered in a low crouch and hid behind a massive black pine. With our backs against the base, we waited for our predators to give up their search.

The day had begun nicely. When Violet awoke, she was in a good mood - great mood actually. And why shouldn’t she be so happy? She had finally had a night alone with me.

I awoke with my arm wrapped around her thin form, under the same blanket we had used to keep out the night chill. When I tried to remove my arm and rise, Violet grabbed it and pulled it tighter to her. In that moment, I realized she had everything she wanted, even if I wanted something different.

About two hours later trekking down the road, we spotted the first danger of our trip. Ahead, maybe a quarter-mile or so, two figures rounded the corner. We stopped, so did they. I searched the forest for a hiding spot and found many.

When they began trotting in our direction, both Violet and I decided not to wait for their arrival. Perhaps they were friendly folks, just wanting to chat. But I didn’t think I wanted any unnecessary contact with strangers on the road. Especially two who seemed in a hurry to make our acquaintance.

“You can come out,” someone called through the woods. One of the two, I figured. “Me and Pudding just want to see if you have any extra food to share. That’s all.”

I glanced at Violet. She gave me a puzzled look. “Pudding?” she mouthed before shaking her head.

What the heck. There were all types in the UP. One of Weston’s’ thieves went by Ringo. Clyde Barster’s second had the name of Jimmy Darling. So sure, Pudding was different, but not anything that would have caused me to leap up and shout, “Who the hell goes by the name Pudding?” 

Though the brush patch we chose to hide in was large, we couldn’t expect to avoid detection all day. I needed a plan. I peeked over the top of the vegetation and spotted the two a little ahead to our right. Searching for an alternate route, I found plenty of brush to cover my body. If I moved when they moved, I figured they’d never hear me. And maybe I could get behind them and end the threat.

“If you make this too hard, I might be upset by the time we find you,” the same voice called out again. “You don’t want to see me when I’m mad.”

Hell, I didn’t want to see him ever.

I leaned close to Violet’s face. “You stay put. I’m going to sneak out of the woods and get in behind them. I can probably chase them off that way.”

Her face tensed as she considered my plan. “Shoot them if you have to. Don’t take any chances.”

I wasn’t planning on shooting anybody, not today at least. But I kept that to myself.

I turned and began my crawl to the opening some 50 yards to the south. Violet grabbed me from behind and I came back.

“What?” I whispered.

“Be careful,” she replied, leaning in and kissing me. I let her. I figured, if this was my Waterloo, then I might as well have one last earthly smooch.




Every few steps, I rose a little to make sure they weren’t on to me. I’d gotten almost to the edge of the woods unnoticed.

I worried that they might find Violet’s hiding spot before I sprang my attack on them. But even if they did, I could still get to them before they could do any harm. Besides, Violet knew how to take care of herself; she’d proven that many times before.

At the southern edge of the dense forest, I rose and took cover behind a tree. They were closer than I’d expected, but not really all that close to where I’d left Violet. One of the two snapped his fingers and pointed at a spot 20 yards away from Violet.

“They’re behind there,” he said loudly enough for me to hear from my vantage point. 

They tiptoed as stealthily as they could. I wondered if Violet had moved. Searching where she should have been, I noticed the red bandana around her neck. Those guys weren’t anywhere near her, I thought, relieved.

They sprang around their tree of choice and I watched as both faces fell.

“They ain’t here, you idiot,” the one said, slapping at the other. “You never were much of a tracker, were you?”

I crouched and began my hunt. Given the amount of talking and walking through the brush they were doing, sneaking up on them wouldn’t be a hard task.

“Where the hell are you two?” one shouted. “We just want you to share some food with us. Me and Phillip here ain’t had nothing to eat in two days.”

Close enough to hit them with my 45, I knelt and waited for them to turn their backs to me. After a moment of swearing and moaning, they turned away and began another sneaky approach in the opposite direction of both Violet and myself. I rose slowly, training my weapon on them.

“Hands up,” I shouted, seeing them both jump. “And keep them up, otherwise I start shooting.”

Their hands shot up instantly as they shared a scared gaze with each other.

“No sense in getting all haughty on us there, mister,” one said. “We’re just looking for food.”

Violet rose from her hiding spot and pulled the hammer back on Lettie’s old 30-30.

“What you two pieces of shit are doing is called stealing,” she spewed at the pair. “You’re nothing more than common road scum thieves. And I know lots of people who think scum like you should be shot on sight.”

Once again, Violet Luke and her nasty temper made me nervous.

“We don’t have to kill them, Violet,” I stated. She pointed her weapon at one, then the other. “We’ll just make our get away and they’ll leave us alone. Right, fellows?”

One man nodded, while the other turned to face Violet.

“You got a girl?” he asked in a high-pitched tone. “Hell, I thought it was a guy with a kid. We should have looked harder, Pudding. Maybe we could have got you that first kiss you been after so long for.”

I rubbed my eyes, roughly. These two were going to get shot if they didn’t shut up.

“And who the hell goes by Pudding?” Violet demanded. “What kind of messed up name is that?”

The taller one turned slightly to face Violet. “Well, it started when he was a little boy. His mama always called him Pudding because he was—”

“Shut up!” Violet shouted. “I don’t care. No one cares. Just shut up.”

I stuffed my pistol behind my back as Violet inched closer with her rifle still trained on them.

“I’m going to check you two for weapons,” I said, beginning my pat down of Pudding.

“We ain’t got no weapons,” the tall one replied, shrugging at Violet. “We only got knives.”

“Knives are weapons,” Violet seethed. “What kind of stupid are you?”

I searched the other man and backed away, confused. “Why would you chase down two armed people without having a gun yourself?”

The man shrugged again, looking at me in an almost apologetic way. “We saw she had a gun; we weren’t sure about you. But who knew if you had bullets or not.”

Signaling Violet to join me, we began our walk back to the road.

“I want you two to lie down here,” I said, trying to sound more vicious than I felt. Truth was, I felt sorry for this pair. They weren’t very good highway robbers…or whatever they considered themselves to be.

“I want you two to count to 500 before you get up,” I continued. “Got it?”

They knelt and nodded their heads. That would have to do, as they seemed out of words.

“What a pair,” Violet said as we may our way out of the brush. “How have they managed to stay alive this long?”

I wondered that as well. I also wondering about the next pair we’d inevitably run into, and how well armed they would be.
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We slept that night deeper in the woods than we previously had. Trouble could find us closer to the road. More than 200 yards off the centerline, hidden behind piles of thick undergrowth, I felt safer.

We ate what we had: Dried beef, dried green beans and pieces of flatbread. It wasn’t a five-course meal served up by some snotty chef, but it beat the hell out of the venison we had most nights.

Violet took a long swig from the canteen and held it out for me. Taking it, I noticed her tired face and knew something was on her mind.

“What’s up?” I asked, not caring if she talked continuously until I fell asleep. She’d been mighty quiet since our earlier encounter.

“Do you think we’re going to find more trouble on the road ahead?” she asked, leaning forward and resting her chin on her knees.

I smiled and leaned back on a log. “Lettie and Wilson both warned us there’d be trouble.”

That didn’t seem to make her any more relieved. “It just wastes so much time,” she moaned.

A long silence followed and I noticed her staring at me. “Do you ever think about dying?” she whispered.

So that’s what this was all about. “All the time,” I admitted.

She looked back at the fire. Her dirty face barely reflected the warm orange glow.

“I didn’t at first,” she said, rubbing the end of her nose with her palm. “But after that attack on Lettie’s, I think about it all the time.” She gave me a serious look. “I don’t want to die. And I don’t want anything bad to happen to Hope. I don’t want you to die, either.”

“Are you scared?”

She shook her head slightly, just enough to sway her hair. “No. Maybe. I don’t know.” She kept staring at me. “Do you think Daisy was scared?”

That was something I had never pondered. I knew I feared for her safety, as did Violet, and Lettie, and everyone else. But Daisy? She didn’t seem like the type that was easily frightened.

“You know her, Violet. She faced everything head on with a positive attitude.” I paused seeing Violet’s expression soften. “She probably sees it as another adventure.”

“She was scared for you when you were gone,” Violet whispered.

I nodded, not answering the obvious.

“I was never so scared in my life when you didn’t come back after four days,” Violet added. “All I kept thinking about was you being shot up somewhere, dying alone.”

I continued to nod, watching the flame lick the ends of a large log.

“But Daisy came out of her funk by then. She told me you’d be okay. That everything would be okay.”

“That sounds like her,” I said, keeping my voice low.

“But it’s not okay, is it, Bob? Here we are, out on the road, sleeping hidden back in some strange woods searching for her,” she paused and I glanced at her. “This isn’t okay. We both know it.”

I sighed before I could respond. “But it’s what we have to do, isn’t it?”

Violet rose and grabbed the two blankets from the bottom of my pack. The first she laid on the ground for our bottom sheet. She signaled me to join her. When I laid next to her, she spread the second blanket over us, tucking the end around our feet and the sides under our bodies.

She kissed my forehead and laid with her back to me. Her hands rose and met her lips, no doubt to tug away her problems.

“I’m scared, Bob,” she admitted. “I’m scared we’re both going to die out here and Daisy will never know we even tried to find her.”

I wrapped my arm around the shaking young woman and kissed the back of her head.

“Try to get some sleep,” I offered. “We may make it to Ironwood tomorrow. We’ll need our strength.”
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Late the following day, the temperature dropped significantly even though the afternoon sun still baked the road. We had to be getting close to the lake, I figured. And if Wilson’s directions were anywhere near correct, we had to be even closer to the Ironwood Fish Camp.

Violet had kept mostly quiet, her mood and expression somber. I wondered what was bothering her: the prospect of death or something else?

Most of the time she walked next to me, looking up now and then. Otherwise, she watched her feet shuffle forward, one step followed by another followed by thousands more. Except for occasionally reaching to take my hand, I hardly even noticed she was there.

A while back, more than a week but less than a month, Wilson had given me some advice about finding a fish camp. Mostly what he said was I’d know when I was close. There was no way to miss it.

He never said much more than that. I always wondered if he knew something I didn’t. Well, he knew a lot more than me. But about fish camps? I didn’t know if he’d ever set foot in one.

Another half a mile and the temperature dropped another few degrees. Although the north wind wasn’t very strong, it seemed to have no difficulty moving the cool air covering Lake Superior inland.

Something else happened then, something that made me smile. Something that made me think of old man Wilson.

Violet stopped, covering her nose with the crook of her arm. “What is that?” she moaned, her eyes rapidly searching for the source.

I pulled her bandana over her nose and did the same with mine. Whatever the odor was, wherever it was coming from, it was strong…and desperately rancid.

“Fish camp,” I replied, taking her hand and tugging her forward. “Come on, we’re almost there.”

She continued to use her arm and bandana to filter the stench, and she followed me slowly. “My God, now I’m not so sure I want to go there.”

I laughed to myself. Yeah, it was a pretty strong odor, but it meant that Daisy might be nearby.




It took a long time before we actually arrived at the camp. The sun sat as a large orange ball on the western horizon before I spoke with another living soul.

A pair of men blocked the road leading into the tent city facility. As far as I could tell, there wasn’t a permanent structure anywhere inside the compound that was surrounded by a snow fence. I was more than slightly impressed by the sheer size of the community. It almost made me forget about the smell.

The two men carrying shotguns noticed as Violet and I approached and rose from their stools. Sauntering towards us, their smiles put me at ease.

“Welcome to Ironwood Fish Camp,” the apparent man in charge said in a casual way. It was only then I noticed the other man was actually a woman. “State your business, please.”

“We’re here looking for someone,” I replied, lowering my pack to the ground and helping Violet with hers. “Who would we talk to about your roster?”

The man pointed a stub of a thumb behind him. Must have been a cleaning accident, I assumed. “Man’s name is Potter. He’s in charge of all personnel. You’ll find him in the small tent on the west end of the camp; downwind mostly.”

Good, no messing around like I had assumed we might run into.

“We could use a meal, too,” Violet announced, summoning her most pathetic look. “Haven’t had much all day.”

The man in charge studied her, then me. Removing his hat, he checked out Violet again.

“Any experience filleting lake trout?” he asked. I noticed his eyes narrow, as if he already knew we had no experience.

“Nah,” I admitted, rubbing my chin. “I mostly clean and scale the sunfish I catch. Violet here cooks them up real nice, though.”

The two guards shared a good chuckle as if they’d heard that tale before. “Well, we got a certain amount of gutting that gets done as well. Gutting and scaling.” 

“You,” he pointed at me, “can do some gutting. A half-day of work will get you two full meals. And your missus there can join the scaling line. That’s mostly women there, and a few fellows that ain’t so manly.”

“When can we talk to this Potter man?” I asked. While eating and eventually sleeping were on my list of things to get done in the next 24 hours, Daisy was foremost in my mind.

The man, grubby as he was, offered a kind smile. “Sweetie here,” he pointed at his equally grungy female companion, “can take you over there right now. Then she'll store your gear and you can get to work. Unless you need sleep first. Then you can grab a cot in the couples’ quarters and someone will wake you at first light.”

I stared at the camp beyond the pair. That’s what was different about this place. It was illuminated. Not like daylight, but enough to see the swarm of humanity working away at their chores.

“Kerosene lamps?” I asked, pointing at the newest opened tent.

“That and some old fuel oil,” the man replied, nodding as he spoke. “We got some in stock and we get fresh supplies almost every other shipment or so. We send fish, they send supplies. Works pretty well.”

“I think I can work for a while yet,” I answered, peeking back at Violet. “You too?” She nodded after a few seconds. Good. We’d finally have food and a bed and information.

“Let’s go see this Potter fellow,” I said, following the woman.
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He checked his list carefully, page after page after page. It was the second time through. If nothing else, this short, bald man named Potter was thorough.

“No one here going by the name of Daisy Vaughn,” he sighed, smiling apologetically. “I know we got plenty of slight blonde gals. A couple have come in the past few weeks. But no one in chains.”

The chains part bothered me. And it was the third or fourth reference he’d made to it.

“What makes you think she’d be bound?” I asked from the most uncomfortable folding chair I’d ever sat on. Violet had already begun her usual pacing. Her boney butt found the seats too hard to endure.

“When someone owes a debt,” he began in a professorial tone, “and they bring us someone more or less against their will, they typically get chained for the first few weeks. I know it sounds cruel, but it ensures that our end of the deal gets fulfilled.”

“How do they work if their hands are chained?” I looked up as Violet spoke. Good question.

He smiled, setting his papers aside. “They're chained around the waist, young lady. And usually to another more reliable worker. A small woman like you’ve described could have been chained to just about anyone. They work together, eat together, even sleep together. It’s really for the best.”

Violet glanced at me, tight-lipped. Shaking her head slightly, she went back to pacing.

“I would recommend you have one of the foremen help you look in the daylight for your friend,” Potter continued. “That way you can be sure. Now, if you’d like to get started on your jobs—”

“Are we going to be chained?” I knew Violet would ask the question. But she could have toned back the sarcasm a little.

Potter stood and led us from his small tent. “All you’ve received is information so far. No food, no bed. Information is free, young lady. If you prefer to leave now, we’re square.”

I stopped when I felt Violet tug on my arm. “We need to look around, in the daylight. Right?”

I nodded in agreement, focused more on the camp itself. In the dark, even lit by many lanterns, it appeared to go on for miles. Finding Daisy was going to be a daunting task, but Ironwood Fish Camp certainly seemed like a logical start.




I watched as the large man demonstrated again. The speed and proficiency with which he performed his job was fascinating. I wondered the whole time just how fast this man could clean a deer.

“Up the belly, grab the guts, off with the head,” he repeated. “Guts go in the bucket on my right, your left, heads get pushed to the middle. You see that, Chicago?” I laughed. He preferred to call me that, which was fine.

“Guts get emptied every hour or so and dumped outside of camp. Heads…” he paused, and I noticed his eyes wander from end to end of the at least 50-foot table. “Well, they grind them up for something. Maybe they make pancakes out of them.”

I’m sure the shock on my face was noticeable. And I knew for certain I’d be careful when it came to breakfast at this place.

He studied me for a moment before breaking into a broad grin. “I’m just shitting ya,” he laughed, poking my ribs with his gigantic elbow. “They make chicken feed with them...I think. Any questions, Chicago?”

Yeah, I had a few. First and foremost, what was the largest man I’d ever met doing in a place like this? And a black man at that. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t have a problem with any race. Hell, I grew up in the Windy City; I’d seen it all. But here? At a fish camp in northern Michigan? Come on.

Second, and equally important, where the hell did all these fish come from? All around us were buckets, baskets and nets full of fish. If I had to guess, TJ — the only name he’d given thus far — and I had 1,000 fish surrounding us.

Lastly, and it’s just me being me, why the hell was everyone calling him Mr. President? Was it because he was in charge of the gutting tent? Was everyone afraid of him and he preferred that kind of respect? He was large enough to cause the average man to piss himself if he ever got angry. Or was it in reference to our 44th president? The esteemed former senator of my great state?

“No,” I answered, reaching for the knife set in front of my station, “I think I got this.”




Violet had been assigned to the scaling table several tents away. At first, she didn’t want to separate from my hip. But eventually, a sweet, kind, middle-aged woman talked her into going.

I ran into her several hours in our shift on my way to the bathroom, a dark spot in the woods just outside of camp. ‘Warning, be careful where you step,’ I was told.

“Well, this is a charming place,” she commented sarcastically in typical Violet fashion. “Men doing one job, women on another. I guess the Nineteenth Amendment never made it this far north.”

I laughed, walking next to her in the half-lit, half-dark section of the area. “You can come gut my fish if you want. It’s pretty nasty.”

“I met a couple nice gals already,” she added. “No one seems too bad here, so far. But no one has seen Daisy. Not our Daisy.”

Yeah, I was worried about that, given the sheer size of this operation. “I’ve only talked to TJ thus far. And I’m kinda scared to start poking round, if you know what I mean.”

I saw her eyes flare wide at the mention of his name. “He’s huge!” she whispered loudly. “I mean, he has to be seven feet tall. And his arms are so muscular and long. I don’t think I’d smart off to him if I were you.”

We turned to return to our own stations. “Well, it’s a good thing you aren’t working with him then. Not with your smart mouth and all.” I grinned, noting her laugh followed by her tongue sticking out my way.

Progress, I thought. Two months ago, she would have flipped me off. Maybe another week or two together and she’d actually laugh with me.




I gutted fish until my hands went numb. My eyes began to cross, either from exhaustion or monotony. And the smell disappeared sometime in the middle of the night. That was the strangest part of all.

Beside me, a monster of a man delicately sliced opened fish after fish. 

“I used to be one of the best fillet people they ever had here,” TJ bragged, inspecting the string of guts he had pulled from his latest victim. “Then, one slip of a sharp knife, cut a tendon in my left hand, and boom — here I am. Best fish gutter in the known world.”

“Where you from again?” I asked, hoping he’d end his not-so-humble brag.

“Mississippi. Tupelo to be exact. Birthplace of Elvis,” he paused, rolling a line of fish intestines between his fingers. “Dumpy, skinny, little house. Of course they fixed it all up, him being Elvis and all. Made it into some damned shrine.”

Okay, he wasn’t an Elvis fan. “What’d you do before all of this?”

His frown turned to a grin. Back on TJ.

A slight man strolled up and stood between us. “I need a count, Mr. President.” He tapped a pencil on his paper-laden clipboard, waiting.

TJ scolded at the weasel. “Four-fifteen,” he replied in a voice that couldn’t be mistaken for happy. “And call me TJ, damn it.”

The man wrote down the number and turned to leave. “Thank you, Mr. President.”

Rubbing my beard, I stared at TJ. His glare moved from the man to me.

“Thomas Jefferson,” he shouted. “Yeah, my momma just loved her presidents. So she named me after a white slaveholder. Ain’t life a bitch?”

That was it. I knew I knew him. “You played football at Mississippi State!” I exclaimed, pointing at him. “You were All-American, drafted in the first round by the Packers.”

He went back to work, a grin growing as he did. “Pretty good for a Bears fan.”

That was it; that’s why a man of his size and color was in a fish camp in the far reaches of northern Michigan.

When the power went out in Green Bay, he reported, he heard that people were needed for fish camps. Since he’d been an avid fisherman all of his young life, he took the first wagon north and never looked back.

“A man’s gotta eat,” he stated, wiping his head on a filthy towel. “Let’s go grab some grub and then you and your woman can catch some sleep. Sun’s starting to come up, shift’s over. You done good, Chicago.”

I glanced at the eastern horizon, the first pinks of morning tinting the sky. I noticed Violet was already waiting for me, her tired silhouette leaning against a nearby tent post. We had done good. I was hungry and tired. Food and bed were next…after we washed our hands thoroughly.
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They served us pancakes for breakfast, along with some over-fried dried-out ham. Pancakes? After what TJ had joked about with me? I looked them over carefully before taking my first bite. Violet had scarfed two down by then.

Escorting us to the “couples’ tent” the woman in charge of quarters pointed at a double-wide cot. “Two blankets, two pillows and a bar of soap for the shower if you want one when you wake up,” she listed off in a military tone. 

“Towels are at the shower house before you ask. Please limit yourself to one, sir.” She eyed Violet for a moment. “Given the length of your hair, ma’am, you’re entitled to two.”

We thanked her and jointly flopped on the cot.

“I’ve never been so tired in all my life,” Violet moaned as I already felt myself drifting off. “I don’t even care that that one guy is snoring in the far corner.” 

Funny, I hadn’t heard anything. “Or that that couple across from us is doing it right now,” she added, not sounding interested in looking. I opened my eyes to find her grinning at me. “You missed that too, didn’t you?”

I didn’t bother answering and felt her lips on my cheek. “Goodnight, Bob.”

“Goodnight, Violet,” I murmured as the sandman overtook my consciousness.




It had been back in my college days I decided. That was the last time I had gone to sleep in the morning and slept all day. Okay, maybe it happened once or twice in the first few alcohol-laden days in No Where, but it was college before that.

When I was finally able to pry my eyes open, I noticed two things. First, the sun was on my back, filtered through the canvas siding. That meant it was already in the west. And given the angle it appeared to be at, it had to be late afternoon.

Second, my bunkmate was curled into a tiny ball, her back to me. Sometime during my slumber, I had wrapped my left arm around her. If she was awake, she must have been enjoying this cuddle time. And as much as I wanted to not lead Violet on, I chose to close my eyes and enjoy the last of our quiet time together.

In an hour or so, we’d get up and check with Potter again. He’d told us last night that he would check over some older rosters from the other nearby camps to see if Daisy’s name appeared anywhere.

He wouldn’t promise anything, but I appreciated his effort. No sense in giving up just as we’d began our search, I figured.

But doubt crept in where sleep failed to take hold. Let’s face it, I thought, we’re on a wild goose chase and we don’t even know if it’s a goose we’re after. And if it was a goose, what lake was it at?

I’d failed my duty to my friends. No one but the man inside of me was to blame. I knew it, Wilson knew it, and worst of all, Violet knew it. I just wondered if Daisy felt the same.

And who could blame her? Certainly not me. If we did find her, would she be happy to see me? Or would she turn away and refuse to come home with the man who had left and let her down so badly?

I sighed, feeling my mood darken. Sleep wasn’t coming back, but the guilt sure was.
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Early our second morning in the camp, Violet and I took to the road again. No Daisy in Ironwood Fish Camp. No news of her ever being there, and no clues as to where to look.

The next stop for us was the former Presque Isle State Campground, now known as Presque Isle Fish Camp. By road, Presque Isle was 45 miles from Ironwood, fish camp to fish camp. But we were told to follow the shore. There was a fairly decent trail carved out of the wilderness over the past four years. And it was a little less than half the distance, saving us a full day.

The going was easy and we noticed no other travelers before taking our first break. Watching the gentle waves of the lake crash into the shore, I offered Violet a pull from the canteen.

For some reason, I couldn’t shake the melancholy mood I had woken up with. It must have shown on my face.

“What’s wrong?” Violet asked, handing the canteen back to me.

I tried to smile but found it too difficult to fake it. “This is all my fault,” I admitted quietly. “The whole damn reason we’re on the road looking for Daisy when we should be at home. If I hadn’t gone after Barster like I did, everything—”

“No,” Violet cut me off forcefully.

I looked at her, ready to prove her wrong. “Yes, I was stupid to be so focused on revenge. That’s all it was you know, simple and plain revenge. He killed Dizzy. I had to kill him.”

She rose from her spot on a downed tree and took a spot next to me. “You did what you thought was best. Second chances are nice, but life doesn’t work like that.”

I didn’t understand her logic and my face must have shown it.

“All of us,” she continued, “me, and Mr. Wilson, and even Daisy knew you had to go after that crazy man. He was never going to leave us alone.”

“You and Daisy wanted me to stay, fight him if he ever showed back up. You even said so.” That made her face turn sour.

She knelt and took my hands. “Do you think Daisy would have really ever let you go if she wasn’t behind you?” She had a point. “Do you think I would have let you leave if I didn’t think you made a proper decision? There’s no chance on Earth I would have let you leave, Bob. None whatsoever.”

“I did it for the wrong reason.”

“You did it to keep us safe,” she countered. “You thought of us, not yourself. You could have been killed by Barster. But you still went. Your reasons were pure. And we had no way of knowing the Weston’s were going to show up when they did.”

Though everything she said should have made me feel better, none of it did. I went back to my brooding. “I let Daisy down, in more ways than you’ll ever know.”

I felt Violet’s hand on my shoulder. “You mean what you did with that Jean woman?”

Shit, she knew. My guilty face couldn’t hide the burning shame I felt.

“That might have been your last night on this earth, Bob. If Daisy would have still been at home when you came back, you would have told her.”

I watched the water for a while, trying to figure out how she knew.

“I heard you confessing to Mr. Wilson,” Violet said softly, running her fingers through my shoulder-length hair. “And what he said was the truth. We all fall short of what we can be; it’s what you do next that matters most. Not what you did.”

Until that moment, I had never realized how mature Violet had become. She had every reason to judge me, but she didn’t. She had every reason to call me a scoundrel, and yet she told me in her own way she understood.

I looked at up her. For the first time since I’d met the young lady with purple hair, I saw the woman standing beside me.

“Do you think Daisy would have forgiven me?” She nodded and I felt a lump in my throat.

There was a bigger question. Ghosts are one thing; the living can react differently.

“Do you forgive me, Violet?”

She wiped away the tears I hadn’t realized had sprung loose from my eyes.

“I understand what you did. I admit it made me feel terribly jealous when I heard it. But I really do understand.”

My eyes narrowed, trying to read between the somewhat blurred lines of her response.

“But you don’t forgive me.” I thought I understood.

She laid her head in my lap, playing with a hole in one of my pant knees.

“It’s not my place to forgive you or not. If you’re asking me to forgive you for Daisy, I say I do.”

That didn’t make things any clearer.

“You know how I feel about you,” she said, digging her finger deeper in the hole she’d found. “I’ll forgive you for anything, Bob Reiniger. As long as you stay alive, I promise to never give up on you. Do I forgive you for what you did with Jean? Yes. Just please don’t do it again. I’m not sure my heart can take it.”

I had two strikes against me in Violet’s eyes. One, I’d chosen Daisy over her. But that wasn’t my fault. Two, I’d been with another woman after I knew how she felt about me.

There was no us, at least not in the traditional sense. Still, I felt guilty knowing that she knew. I’d hidden it from her because I knew it would upset and hurt her. But she handled it with grace and poise.

I needed Violet almost as much as she needed me. Just in two completely different ways. The difference was I knew what she wanted from me and I pushed her away.

But Violet knew all I truly wanted was her help in finding Daisy, “the other woman” to her. And she followed me blindly. No questions, no pouting, no regrets.

She was the bigger of the two of us. And it wasn’t even close.
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We made it to Presque Isle Fish Camp with daylight to spare. Thanks to Violet, I should add. It’s not like she dragged me along. But I just as easily could have sat by the lake and watched the rest of my life pass by. My mood needed to get better. Perhaps Presque Isle held the key.

“No one here by that name or description,” a man named Moody informed us. “We ain’t anywhere near as big as Ironwood, so you’re free to look around if you’d like.”

Boy, he wasn’t kidding when he mentioned the size comparison. The previous camp went on for what appeared to be miles. This one was made up of eight tents and two open-sided structures, which I assumed were the cleaning stations.

“What’s the next place up the lake?” I asked, feeling any last ounce of hope I’d managed to regain fade away.

He smiled the kind of crooked smile that suggested I’d like the answer. “Lafayette Landing. About 10 miles up the shore. Kinda dangerous at night. I can have a man with a lantern take you; I got some stuff to send that way.”

I leaned in close to Moody, not even flinching at his fishy smell after two days at Ironwood.

“You ever trade with Stuart Callies or the Weston’s from Covington?” My question made his lips curl.

“Never trade with the devil, son. That way you stand a chance of not ending up in hell.”

“Do you have anything to eat here besides root vegetables and fish?” Violet asked, causing me to jump. I had forgotten she was standing beside me.

His sad smile gave his answer. Fish and rutabagas again for dinner…and breakfast.




It was well after dark, sometime in the middle of the night when we arrived at our next stop. Violet admitted she needed to stop and sleep, which was good. My legs had been screaming for a break for the last several hours.

A woman showed us to a tent with a bed for Violet and I. A low, dim light inside let me know four other couples were already sleeping. The chances of waking these overworked souls were nil, but still, I whispered to Violet, “This place looks as small as Presque Isle. Should be another easy search in the morning, and we can get on the road right away.”

Lying down next to her, I noticed her tired yet unhappy expression. “She might be here. You know that, right?”

Maybe I did. But if that were the case, why couldn’t I feel her presence? Why, instead, did I feel the despair taking a stronger hold?

Violet’s arm wrapped over my chest and around my ribs. Before I could utter another word, sleep won out.




Another morning, another collection of terrible despondent souls. And no Daisy.

“Next camp is a little more than 20 miles from here,” the old woman, who’d refused to offer her name, said. “Silver City. And it’s a sizable one. A place where the Weston’s might have traded.”

She knew the story already. I spit out as much as I could manage as Violet filled in the holes. She just didn’t know that when I stared at the map on her wall, the futility of our mission became very clear.

“How far to Marquette?” I summoned, trying to add up the numbers on the faded highway map.

“At least 120 miles,” she answered mechanically, sorting her fish counts from the previous day.

“And if we go up the peninsula first?” I asked, already regretting the answer.

She didn’t answer right away. Instead, her face contorted several times. “I suppose double that. But I have to warn you, north of here is kind of rugged. Terrain and people. Plenty of folks out there with nearly nothing who would kill you just for the boots on your feet.”

I glanced back at Violet; she rolled her eyes. In other words, she was fine.

“Thanks for the bed and the breakfast,” I offered, grabbing my pack from the floor. “You need us to clean fish for a couple hours as payment?”

She shook her head no, not bothering to look up from her work.

“I need you to give up what you’re doing,” she answered in a low voice. “Don’t keep at it. Go home and live.”

We left without answering. I felt Violet take my hand. We were living, the best we knew how.
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Well into the day, we hiked on an easy-to-travel section of road, making good time towards Silver City, a place we hoped held a golden-haired treasure, if for no other reason than that we could stop searching the world’s smelliest encampments.

Searching ahead, I spotted something large and metallic sticking up in the distance. I squinted, trying to figure out what it might be. With each passing hour, it became clearer.

I paused, looking back at Violet confused. “Ski lifts?”

She nodded. “Porcupine Mountain. Surely Mr. Sophisticated from the great city of Chicago has heard of that ski area?”

I laughed, shaking my head. “I just didn’t realize it was here.” I stared at the monstrous, motionless structures looming against a blank sky. “I guess I can’t really say where I thought it was. Just not here I guess. You ski?”

Violet took a spot on a tree stump, removing her shoe and shaking out some dirt. “Never. Dad did, but not me or Mom. I think he took Nate a couple of times. Mom didn’t like the cold, so neither did I.”

I gazed longer at the mountain. The old outlines of the slopes slowly appeared. “I always heard it was an expensive hobby. How could a simple man from Covington afford a ski trip, meal, and lodging at a fancy place like that?”

She removed the other shoe and shook, this time removing her sock and giving that a thorough beating against a nearby tree. “He was the president of a local electric coop,” she replied as if as dull a job as being a farmer. “So he had plenty of money.” She looked up at me. “Not that he ever lavished his daughter with any well-deserved presents.”

Ah, the poor, neglected daughter routine. Every family had seen this act over the years. “Some kind of punishment for misbehaving, I suppose?”

Her mouth dropped open, seeming insulted. “Me? God no!” Violet rose and began to hike again. “I didn’t do anything. Never drank, never smoked, no drugs. I got straight A’s in school, played in band, sang in the choir at church. I didn’t talk back much for fear of being belittled into tears all night. I was a pretty easy child.”

It was my turn to let my mouth hang open and stare.

“I had sex once,” she snorted, “after Dad was dead. I’d sure like to find Chrissy Everton right now. She’d get a piece of my mind and maybe even a knuckle sandwich.”

I grabbed her arm, bringing us both to a stop. “Who’s Chrissy Everbrite and what did she ever do to you?”

“Everton,” Violet snapped. “Pay attention better. She’s the one who told me girls can never get pregnant the first time they have sex.” She glared at me bitterly. “Well, I’ve got some news for her.”

I began to chuckle. “You didn’t really believe that, did you? I mean your mom’s a nurse. You had sex-ed, you had to know better.”

She shrugged and began walking again. “Chrissy said that was all a lie so we’d never have sex. The school, our parents, even the internet — all lies.”

“And you’ve had beer,” I countered. “I’ve watched you drink it.”

She turned and stared at me like I was crazy. “When did you ever see me drink beer?”

“That stuff that Wilson brought for you. To help with your milk.”

Her eyes shifted as she tapped her lips with a finger. “That’s beer? My God, that stuff is so awful. Why do people drink it like it’s something special? I’d never touch it if it wasn’t helping with Hope.”

Wilson home brewed his beer. It was plenty pungent, and he played with the recipe every batch. At first, I didn’t think I could choke it down. But after giving it several years to grow on me, it wasn’t all that bad.

“You don’t like it, do you?” Violet asked, almost sounding like she wanted me to agree with her.

“It’s not good. But it’s drinkable.”

She stormed away, shaking her head. “I’ll never understand you.”

I laughed to myself and trotted after her, coming to a halt as I drew near. “Horsemen,” I said barely above a whisper. Violet must have seen them too, because she retreated to my side.

“Let’s give them a wide berth,” I said cautiously, pulling her towards the woods. Our hasty retreat into the thick foliage should lose them, I figured. And the woods were less than 20 yards away. We should be safe, I said to myself, but I was filled with doubt.
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We didn’t make it to the trees. We didn’t make it half the distance to the woods. Hell, we hardly cleared the road before three riders were by our sides. And I noticed they all had guns.

Positioning Violet beside me, I shot her a look. “Let’s just play this cool and let me do the talking. Everything should be okay.”

Two men and one woman trotted up to us. The bearded man in the lead had a large smile on his face. Maybe this was going to work out in our favor. Perhaps they just wanted to see if we were lost.

“Howdy,” the bearded one said as he sat high on his pale brown horse above us.

“Where the hell do you think you are?” Violet spewed. “The old west? Who the hell says “howdy” in northern Michigan?”

So much for me doing all the talking…and remaining calm.

I dared a step forward, away from Miss Charm-and-Grace. “Hi. How are you?”

He just smiled and nodded.

Okay, so he wasn’t a big conversationalist.

“Can I help you?” I asked, hoping he understood English.

“You’re trespassing.” he replied, spitting on the ground at my feet.

Confused, I glanced back at Violet. She just shrugged. Some help she was. “I thought this was all state-owned land. I didn’t realize the owner of the ski resort held the title all the way out here.”

“That was BTSHTF. Now Mr. Fager has title to all of this. And you’re still trespassing.” He sounded decent about it. Run along children, you can’t play on Mr. Fager’s fresh cut lawn. I tipped my head slightly. Not a lot of that made sense.

“Two questions,” I replied, raising my index and middle fingers. “First, what’s BTSHTF? Second, who’s Mr. Fager?”

The woman eased her horse forward. “Before the shit hit the fan,” she replied, sounding almost sexy. Interesting.

“Kirk Fager,” the bearded man added. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

I turned back to see if any of this was making any sense to my travel companion.

“Kirk Fager Motors,” Violet said, rolling her right hand. “Dealerships in Houghton, Hancock, Ironwood, Marquette and every shit hole in between.”

I looked back at our greeters. “Smart girl,” the bearded replied.

“I watched TV,” Violet added contritely. “I’ve seen the commercials.”

“Well, you and your non-native buddy here are going to have to follow us back to the compound,” he continued in a gravel truck voice. “Gotta answer some questions so we can decide what to do with you.”

Okay, this was getting out of hand. We had a fish camp to get to. Side trips to some pissy landlord were not on the schedule.

“We’re going to need your guns,” the woman stated, almost sounding bored. She’d done this before.

For a moment, I contemplated a close-range shootout. Violet could handle one; I would take two. But we weren’t exactly prepared for something so…deadly.

“Just hand them over,” the bearded one growled. “It’s six on two. You’re dead if you don’t.”

I couldn’t help but grin when I returned his stare. “Six? The horses have guns, too?”

He smiled. “No, but the three others back there in the woods do.” Thrusting a thumb over his shoulder, my vision followed the line. Shit, there were three more. And they all had rifles.

I waved for Violet to hand me her rifle. Handing them up to the last man, I fixed my attention back to our host.

“Any chance you’ll give us a ride?” It was worth asking, I figured.

He rode behind us, nudging us forward. “You were walking just fine when we found you. Another mile ain’t gonna kill either of you.”

No, the mile wouldn’t. But what we found at the end just might.




We walked and they rode back to the main compound of Kirk Fager. The name meant nothing to me, which it probably shouldn’t have. Though I’d lived four years in No Where, it wasn’t like there was a local paper keeping us abreast on all the comings and goings of local warlords.

The buildings were those found at a typical ski lodge. The main chateau was perhaps the original hotel. A small place with a sign above the doors stating ‘Rentals’. There was even a formally cute parking structure. It was the only piece of the property showing disrepair. The rest of the building looked as if they’d be open for business with the first snow.

Inside the chalet, we climbed a set of opulent stairs, then another, and another. By the time we crested the fourth set, my hands were on my knees, panting, head hung low.

“I saw someone I know,” Violet whispered beside me, not huffing and puffing as much as me.

I stared at her, sucking in air. “What?”

“I saw a girl I know.” She slapped at me. “Can you please try and pay attention.”

“Great. You go catch up while I head off and beg for our lives.” Another slap. “Have fun. Enjoy your last 10 minutes of freedom.”

She inched closer as we rose and stood straight. “Don’t be so dramatic. What it means is maybe this won’t be so bad. Maybe this guy’s not a monster. Not if Clarissa is here.”

I doubted her intuition had anything to do with whether our new master would be benevolent or not. But she seemed convinced. Good for Violet.

An older man with a crop of gray hair greeted us with a smile. At least, he had a smile until he got a good look at Violet’s face.

“Welcome,” he said, sounding as if someone had burst his bubble. “Please come in and sit.” He extended a hand to me, purposely avoiding my travel mate. Oh goody, another person who didn’t like Violet. Just perfect.

“I’m Kirk Fager. And you are?”

“Bob,” I offered, wondering if I should give him my last name, not that it really mattered anymore. “Bob Reiniger. And this is my friend, Violet Luke.”

He gave Violet a curt, pleasant half-smile and looked away quickly.

“Did she do something to offend you, Mr. Fager?” I asked. “You don’t seem happy to see her.”

“I don’t know this old fart,” Violet interjected, plopping down in a dark leather chair. “Except from his TV commercials.”

He took his spot behind a massive oak desk. It had to be 20 feet long and at least five feet wide. It was obvious he was an important man; both in the past and still so in the present.

“I just thought from a distance she might be someone else,” he replied, sounding like he wanted to chase away a bad case of the blues. “The long, dark hair, thin form, youthful face. I thought it might be my niece, Susan. She’s out there somewhere all alone and I’m her only living relative, as far as I know.”

I thought for a moment. Susan, long, dark hair, thin form, youthful face — that could have meant beautiful just as easily. I knew someone like that. At least I thought I did.

“If you’re hungry I can have the chef make you something. Beef, pork, chicken, fish perhaps?” If nothing, the man was a gracious host, and very generous. But the thought of more fish made my stomach churn.

“We just had some food not too long ago,” I replied.

“I’d love a pork sandwich,” Violet chirped from beside me. “Do you have any gravy?”

He snapped his fingers and someone ran from the room. Powerful.

But I was still stuck back on his missing niece. The person sounded so familiar.

It hit me like a lightning bolt, jerking me in my spot.

“Your niece doesn’t happen to be Susan Weston?” I asked, trying to hide my horror.

His face drew back, his lips disappearing under his teeth, his eyes going almost closed. And he turned and spit on the floor, rather the plush, green pile carpet lining his office from wall to wall.

“We never say that name,” he growled. Behind me, several of the others repeated their boss’ action and spit where they stood.

Whoa, her reputation preceded her. I’d need to be a little careful moving forward. Don’t want to get spit on all that badly.

“So you know of Susan and her time in Covington?” I asked very carefully.

“I knew her, and her brother,” Fager answered, not looking too happy to discuss someone like her. “I thought he was always the crazy one. And then she took over after she murdered him. What a piece of work she is.”

He leaned forward on his elbows. “Do you know what she does with runaways?”

I shook my head. Hell, I didn’t even know what he meant by runaways. “She had taken some people up to Marquette, to the fish camp,” Fager started, sitting back in his chair and folding his hands. “Seems the people missed someone they’d left behind in Covington. They showed up with a story about how Marquette sent them back. Lack of fish or some bullshit like that.”

I didn’t like where this tale was headed. Checking Violet, I noticed she had slunk back in her chair.

“Susan got word these folks had left without fulfilling their contracts,” Fager continued, “so she loaded them back up in a wagon and hauled them back there personally. When they arrived, she had a surprise for all of them.”

My stomach began to twist and I noticed I was squirming in my chair. “And?” I dared to ask.

“She chopped half the left foot off each of them…personally. Her goons held down every last man, woman and child, and she did the dirty work.” Fager leaned back, shaking his head.

I felt sick. I knew Susan Weston was evil, but even that didn’t begin to tell the real story.

Easing forward in my chair, I thought, Maybe this man would help. Maybe he’d even be an ally.
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I let him continue to speak, and wow, could he talk. More than an hour had to have passed and he just kept talking. He rarely even slowed to take a breath.

His story was simple yet complicated. He was a common man with exotic tastes. And almost everything he spoke of was done with a smile, a grin or a shit-eating smirk.

For 40 years, he sold cars and did it well. If you believed him, and since his people had all the guns who was I to argue, he was worth a billion dollars. At least he was until four years ago — when everything fell to hell in the middle of an August night.

“I came here after the first winter,” our host stated, waving his arms towards the windows. “It’s a huge property, close to the lake for fresh water and fish, and remote enough to be safe. It has nearly everything to make it ideal.”

So he didn’t own the property, per se. No, he was just another opportunistic anarchist making his way through the apocalypse.

“I had stockpiled a lot of weapons over the years,” Fager continued. “So I brought a group of core people with me and my family and established a base of operations here.”

“Which family?” Violet asked with a hint of sarcasm. “You’ve been married something like seven times.”

Worried our host would take offense at Violet’s tone, I shot her a stern look that he could see. Instead of being offended, he held up a single hand with all of his fingers opened.

“Five times,” he corrected. “I brought my fifth wife with me, along with our children. And the other eight children I had from previous marriages.”

I counted three little ones wandering around the office, climbing on and off his lap, playing with things that got them chased away, only to return moments later.

He leaned forward on his elbows, wringing his leathery hands. “What are you looking for, Bob?”

It sounded like he was about to sell me a car. How about a late model Buick for you and the little woman? Or maybe this decked out minivan? I saw my opportunity. “We’re looking for someone. A woman named Daisy Vaughn. Does the name ring a bell?”

He shook his head. “Can’t say it does.”

“She was taken from our group by Susan Weston,” I stated. “Something about settling a debt with a fish camp.”

He cringed at the mention of Susan’s name, but otherwise, his expression remained neutral. “Can’t help you, I’m afraid. Lots of missing people now. Like my niece, Susan Dumpling. You ever run across anyone by that name?”

I glanced at Violet, who signaled no, as did I.

“Yeah, this world really sucks now,” he lamented, turning in his chair to stare out the large picture window overlooking the former ski slopes.

Yeah, I agreed to myself. It did.




After further explanation, Kirk Fager told us of his current vocation. He was the one and only protector of approximately a half-dozen nearby fish camps. The way he said “protection” made me immediately think of the Italian mafia from the old movies. He had a deal they couldn’t refuse, I was sure.

“I know it sounds like I play with a heavy hand, Bob, but it’s for everyone’s benefit.” While I would have never trusted a car dealer in the past, something in his eyes told me his words were true. “I have all the fire power they don’t. I have eyes and ears all up and down this peninsula. If something bad is going to happen, I can usually prevent it.”

In exchange, of course, each camp gave up a certain amount of fish and other supplies as brought in by the boats from other harbors. It seemed like a sinister arrangement, but I figured it was best for all parties involved.

“What are they using for boats to transport goods now?” I asked. I had meant to inquire about this back at one of the other camps, but as usual, my lack of attention got in the way.

“They’ve got some decent-sized sailboats out there,” he replied, standing to stretch his legs. “I’ve even seen a couple coal and steam ships in the past year. They can haul a lot more.”

Another question that I’d wondered about came to mind. “What kind of fishing boats are they using?” I knew the commercial boats with gas engines and electric were all but dinosaurs, but what did they use?

He chuckled before answering. “Mostly large row boats, a few small skiffs as well. It’s a dangerous occupation. In the windy season, the mortality rates can be quite high.”

Violet rose beside me. “I need to use the bathroom. Can I go by myself or is one of your goons going to follow me inside?”

I squeezed my eyes shut, grimacing at her crassness. Could she just drop the attitude for like an hour, even 10 minutes?

Again, our host was un-offended. “We have an indoor privy down the hall and to the right. It’s clean and sanitary. My wife refuses to use an outhouse, so we keep it spotless for her.”

Violet disappeared and when I looked back, Fager was staring at me.

“She’s quite…spirited,” he said with a slight grin.

I simply nodded my reply, thinking, Oh, my new friend, you have no idea.
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We left with no help, but no losses. I had asked Kirk Fager for a few men or women to aid in our search. 

“Sorry, but this is your fight,” he said solemnly. He took a step closer and imparted one last bit of wisdom. “We all have our own little battles to fight in this great war of survival. Don’t expect any help along the way.” At least he gave us our packs and guns back.

“He was an interesting man,” Violet commented as we left the facility.

I glanced back to be sure we weren’t being followed. No need to piss off the big boss on our way out of his territory.

“Liked to hear himself talk, that’s for sure,” I replied.

Ahead, I thought I could spot the white tents of Silver City Fish Camp against the blue water of Superior. Though it all looked far in the distance, I figured another hour of walking should put us there.

“Clarissa said he’s a decent man,” Violet added, letting the daisies on the roadside run through her fingers.

Clarissa, Clarissa, Clarissa. “Who?” I finally asked.

She huffed as if agitated with me…still, not again. “My friend; the one I said I recognized. She’s claimed Mr. Fager is a fair and decent businessman. He really does offer protection for the camps. And they happily pay him for it.”

Oh goody, a benevolent dictator.

“Just kinda kinky in the bedroom, that’s all.” 

I shook my head and peeked at Violet, and of course, she was grinning. “You can leave that part out next time. TMI.”




Leaning against a large wooden tent pole, I held the sides of my head. There was no hope left in the world. The census master at Silver City Fish Camp proved it.

I felt someone take my hand in theirs: Violet. When I looked up, she wore a smile like she knew something good, very good. I knew she hadn’t found Daisy (no record of her ever being here, I was told), but she was beaming and smiling mischievously.

“I found someone who might have met her,” Violet said, tugging me away from my leaning post. “Come on, you need to talk to her.”

The woman in question was squat and missing a few teeth. Other than that, she was completely charming. If you could get past the smell that veiled her and the fish guts clinging to her fingers.

“I was up the road,” Ada Morehouse stated, waving a sharp knife as she spoke. “Not Ontonagon, or the next place. That’s Sleeping Bay, and that place is a dump. Ain’t no person fit for a sleazy hole like that. I think it’s called Beacon Hill, almost sure of it.”

This was the closest we’d come thus far, and yet it still didn’t feel very close from Ada’s story.

“And you met her there?” I asked, panting the words out.

“I met a girl named Daisy there, true,” Ada replied, chasing a fly or two away. “She was small and fair and blonde. But like I told your missus, this Daisy had short hair. Cut shorter than yours.” She thrust the knife in my direction to make sure I understood she was speaking to me. Mind her, Violet’s hair hung to her mid-back. So there wasn’t any confusion on my part to start.

“How long ago?” Violet asked, giving me a chance to catch my breath.

“It would be three weeks now,” the fish wife answered. “Right before I came here. Got traded for two fishermen.” Her chest puffed forward. The woman was proud her skills were worth that of two grown men.

“Course, we had a boat go down up there in Beacon Hill,” she added in a mournful tone. “Six lost souls that day, taken by the witch of the lake.”

“Do you suppose she’s still there?” I asked, trying not to sound like I was rushing her too much, which I was. “The way you and others have said it, it sounds like there’s quite a bit of trading of personnel that goes on between these camps.”

Ada thought for a moment, a large gut-covered hand resting on her hip. “I would think so,” she finally said. “Good cook like her is hard to come by. A camp may trade lots of people throughout the year, but once they get a good cook like your Daisy, well, they don’t give that up too easily.”

I’d heard the part up to the mention of the first cook. After that, my brain shut down along with the rest of my body and soul.

Violet hugged the woman, turning her back towards her work. “Thank you so much for your help, Ada. I can’t tell you how lucky we feel to have run into you. God bless you.”

She retreated with a nod and punched some stringy man halfway back to the cleaning tent. I felt Violet by my side, her presence perhaps the only thing keeping me erect.

“Daisy wasn’t a good cook,” I whispered. “She was terrible. And that was on her good days. You look like a five-star Michelin chef compared to her.”

Violet stroked my crossed arms. “It could be her. Maybe she just needed to be in her element to really shine.”

I looked at her and sighed. “Daisy could burn water, Violet. She was a filleter, not a cook. We both know that. And Mrs. Fish Guts never said this person's last name. I don’t think it sounds like her.”

Violet inched closer, placed a hand on each of my arms. “But it’s worth looking into, right?” I managed a half-hearted shrug. “It’s the first real piece of information we’ve had on anyone named Daisy who’s even come close to her description, Bob. We need to look into it and keep going.”

Yes, we did. At least that’s how Violet felt. But I was beginning to wonder what difference any of this was making.
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Twelve miles east and north of Silver City was Ontonagon, Michigan. More importantly, it was home to the Ontonagon Fish Camp. Even if we didn’t find Daisy there, Violet’s mother would still be around.

“Are you excited to see your mom?” I asked, during the middle of our daily hike.

A genuine smile pulled at the corners of her mouth. “I actually am,” she replied. “It’s been three or four months since I last saw her.” The young woman beside me was the same one I knew, had always known, but her voice sounded happier than I could ever remember.

“Well, let’s see what’s changed in that time,” I said, picking up on her upbeat mood. “Your hair’s another three inches longer I bet. Hope has rolled over and is smiling now.” I peeked at her grinning face. “What else?”

“My milk’s been better,” she replied. “So my boobs are bigger.”

I stopped abruptly, grabbing her arm. “Violet, you’re still a teen, right?” She nodded, her face looked confused. “So you understand the term TMI, right?”

She jerked her arm from my hand and laughed, marching forward. “You can be such a prude, Bob Reiniger. Such a prude.”




About a mile out, we stopped on a bluff overlooking the Ontonagon Fish Camp. While it certainly was nowhere near as large and expansive as Ironwood’s, it dwarfed the last few we had visited.

“Somewhere inside of that camp stands Marge Luke,” I stated with a grin. “And boy, is she ever in for a big surprise.”

Violet took my outstretched hand. “And perhaps somewhere in that camp, we’ll find Daisy. What a bigger surprise that would be for her.”

Squeezing her hand, I stared at Violet. “Ready?”

She smiled, a real, all-out, toothy grin. “Come on, let’s go surprise my mom and see if we can’t find Daisy while we’re at it.”




As with Ironwood, we had to check our guns at the door at Ontonagon. They were nice enough about it, even commented on what good shape they were in. As I watched the pair of old men lay our weapons in a box, I turned to Violet. 

“A little more formal than the last few places we’ve been at, huh?” I asked aloud, hoping that the men would overhear us. While they were polite enough, they seemed like a humorless pair. Maybe that was what I’d be like if I lived to 70 or 80 or however old they were.

Violet looked nervous. She hadn’t heard my half-sarcastic comment. Her eyes wandered past me, past the old men and into the camp, and she nervously bit at a nail.

Taking her hand, I pulled her forward. “Come on, they said that the roster master’s tent is this way.” I looked at the scared young girl beside me, almost not recognizing her.

“Quit being so nervous,” I quipped. “It’s your mom, not some damned important person.” Still, she didn’t smile or quicken her pace. “What’s the problem?”

Biting fervently at the nail now, her eyes floated around the camp. “I don’t know if this is a good idea. Maybe we should just ask about Daisy. I don’t think my mom would even want to see me.” Finally, her timid eyes rose to mine.

I placed a hand on each of her shoulders. “Are you kidding me? Do you have any idea what a great person you are? How much you’ve matured and grown since she left? All the things you’ve done for Daisy since she was taken?”

I saw the hint of a smile, so I continued. “She’s going to be beaming with pride when she hears how you rose to the occasion, Violet. We may have to spend an extra day or two here while she shows you off and brags about you to all of her campmates.

“You’re the real deal, Violet Luke. You are one in a million. Your mom already knows that. But when she hears of how you risked your life to beg the Weston’s to take you instead of Daisy…well, she may just burst with pride.”

I could see her apprehension slowly melt away, replaced with a tentative grin. “You really think so?” she asked in a cute whisper.

I took her hand, pulling her along. “I know so, Violet. I know so.”
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Violet leaned against me as if her bones turned to mush. With my arm wrapped around her, I didn’t dare peek at her face. I knew what was there, what I’d find. Nothing I could have said would have made the slightest difference.

The woman, second in command in the roster tent, lit up when we mentioned Marge’s name. Violet’s did the same…initially.

“Oh my God, Marge Luke’s daughter!” Mrs. Cowlings exclaimed as I introduced Violet to her. “Marge is the most wonderful person I think I’ve ever met. Such a competent nurse, a help anywhere she’s needed. A true angel from above.”

Good, I thought. Maybe this place would feed us something besides fish and root vegetables. With Marge’s exalted status we might even get pork, or chicken, or — God willing — beef.

“And where can we find her?” I asked, noticing Violet’s nervous look. I almost had to remind her to breathe, she was so excited. I’d never seen her face so bright, so hopeful, so expectant.

Mrs. Cowlings continued to smile at her. “Buffalo,” she answered.

I wasn’t sure about Violet, but my heart skipped a beat or two. “Buffalo?” I repeated. “Is that the name of a tent here?”

The older woman kept that goofy smile plastered on her lips. “Buffalo, as in the city Buffalo, New York.”

I didn’t have to look at Violet. Her collapsed soul, leaning against me, said it all.




“Can we just leave?” Violet begged. “I need to go. We need to go. There’s nothing here for us.”

I glanced at her, my arm still wrapped tightly around her waist. “Just another minute or two. She’s just checking another list.”

Pulling at my shirt, Violet’s eyes finally met mine. My God, her disappointment was almost unbearable for me to look at.

“There’s nothing here for us. She already said Daisy’s not here.” She wasn’t crying, but it wasn’t far off. “I’d really like to leave. Please, Bob? Please?”

Fortunately, Mrs. Cowlings returned, this time with a sad look. “I’m sorry, but there’s no record of a Daisy Vaughn ever being here. Not in the last six months at least.”

I thanked the woman as Violet jerked away, tugging me with her. I’d practically dragged her to the fateful meeting, and now she nearly sprinted away from the harsh reality we discovered inside Ontonagon’s fish camp.




We walked for quite a while in silence. At first, the smell of the camp lingered, then the sweet smell of the pine forests took over. When I finally turned to look back, no evidence remained that we were even anywhere near civilization.

When she finally stopped and let go of my hand, she stood motionless. Staring through the trees at the lake, I wrapped an arm around her waist, trying to comfort her.

It was then that her shoulders started shaking as she whimpered, trying to hold back sobs. I should say something, I thought. But I didn’t know what.

“I’m sorry, Violet,” I whispered into her ear, rubbing her shoulders. “I know you’re disappointed. I’m just…I’m just…I’m sorry.”

Yeah, lame me at my best.

“What did I expect from her,” she said dejectedly before turning to face me. Her red, swollen eyes were the first thing I noticed. That, and the little dribble of snot trying to slip from her tiny nose.

“She had her reasons,” I said as reassuringly as I could, fearing she might collapse. Her wavering body made me nervous; there were rocks nearby.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” she stated, not looking at me. “It’s over and done with. We can’t change it. We just need to move on.”

That wasn’t a very healthy way to deal with things, I thought. But I figured she’d let it out in the next day or two.

I took hold of her hand and we came to a walk-stroll pace. We’d gone about 10 paces when she jerked her hand away and punched me in the shoulder.

“What kind of a mother abandons her children not once, but twice?!” she shrieked. I guess a day or two had arrived. “I mean, she has a grandchild. A son, a daughter. She has me. I need her around. And what does she do? She goes traipsing off to Buffalo with some ship captain.”

That was the story we’d heard. At least she was listening when the women spoke to us. I wasn’t sure if her brain had shut down when she found out her mother left after only a month in Ontonagon. “And is she a whore or what?” Violet’s rampage was just getting started. “Some strange man buys your debt and tells you he loves you. I mean what is she, a third grader? And then, even though she knows we’re waiting for her back home, she gallivants away to some foreign place I bet she’s never even heard of.”

“Violet, Buffalo is still in the U.S. It’s not foreign lands.”

 She charged at me, her narrow pointed finger jabbing me in the chest. “I’m talking here, you shut up for now,” she seethed.

I raised my hands in surrender. She needed to get it out, and I needed her to stop abusing me.

“This is so Marge Luke, so her,” Violet continued her rant. “Dad died. Well, we let Dad die. And what does she do? Takes up with Dizzy right away. Dizzy dies and I watch her make goo-goo eyes at Mr. Wilson. When he didn’t show the adequate amount of interest, she flees to a fish camp where she knew damned well she’d find another man.”

I’d never thought of Marge in the way Violet described, but it did make a certain amount of sense. Still, I wanted her to feel better about it.

“She’s just one of those women who needs a man’s company, I suppose.” Violet spun to meet me face to face. Had I said something wrong?

“She just doesn’t need a man,” she countered. “She has to be with one. That’s why she hates me so bad.”

I dared a step or two towards the steaming woman. “I thought you said the problem between you two was because you got pregnant?” That was the oft-repeated story, after all. Straight from Violet’s lips.

She stepped closer and I covered my chest. Better safe than sorry. “She was upset because I told her I didn’t need a man’s help raising my child. I didn’t have any feelings for Jimmy Wilson. She claimed it was unnatural. Said she couldn’t believe I could be so cold. That’s when I told her how I felt about you.”

Oh shit, the scene turned and I was in the crosshairs again.

“She told me,” Violet said in a softer tone, “that only a whore would be in love with another woman’s man. That she could never have a daughter that acted so horribly. She told me, to my face, that she wished I was dead. Just so she’d never have to experience the shame I brought upon her.

“She quit loving me, she told me so.” Violet paused, stifling a sob. “No one loves me. Do you have any idea how alone I feel? How absolutely isolated I am?”

I placed my hands on her forearms, rubbing them lightly. “I love you, Violet. You know that. I’ve told you that.”

I didn’t see the slap coming and it stung like a bitch.

“You only say that because I begged you to,” she shouted through tears. “You only say that because I’m such a pathetic sight that you feel sorry for me. I know that the minute we find Daisy, you’re going to dump me along the roadside somewhere.”

“That’s not true, Violet. I’d never do that to you.” Another slap, this one fiercer than the previous. I grabbed her hands, shaking her.

“Let me go, you bastard!” she shrieked. “Leave me alone. Just go on, leave me here to die.”

Her hands tore loose and she shoved me, over and over and over again. I reached for her, trying to get ahold of her and squeeze out her demons any way I could.

She shoved me, once then twice. “Violet,” I shouted. “Stop. I’m not the bad guy here. You don’t want to hurt me.”

The next charge came at full speed and she tackled me to the ground. Sitting on my chest, her slaps and fist pounding rained down on me like a fallen boxer.

“Why doesn’t anyone love me?” she screamed. “What is wrong with me? Why am I so bad?”

I grabbed her wrists, ending the blows. She fell on top of me and I could feel her sobs on my chest as I hugged her tightly. “It’s going to be okay,” I whispered. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

Her head raised a little, her eyes staring into mine. I think she believed me.

And then, well…
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When I awoke several hours later, I felt the blanket covering my unclothed body. Some clouds had moved in and hid the sun. I couldn’t tell what time of day it was. Not that it mattered.

Steeling myself, I dared to rotate my head to the left and found her, leaning on an elbow, staring at me. Shit, it had happened.

“Well that was interesting,” Violet said, pulling some stray hairs that had stuck to her lips.

Yeah, interesting pretty much summed it up. Along with words like humiliating, humbling and perhaps the most appropriate: wrong.

“Now, I don’t have a lot of experience to base this on,” Violet whispered, creeping closer, “but that was pretty amazing. I mean, compared to my first time, that was not the same thing. Not even close.”

Oh goody, I made a better lover than a pimple-faced boy who preferred to rut like an animal. How proud I was.

“I’m sorry,” I got out. “I don’t know what came over me. I’m, ah, sorry,” I managed, grinning sheepishly.

Violet kept her gaze fixated on me, her lips puckering a little. “I’m not. Not even sort of. I didn’t think two people could kiss with that much passion. I mean, you made me feel so special.”

I grinned as I tried to think of something clever. Thank you came to mind. Maybe “you’re welcome” was better. Or even a smile followed by, “What the hell did we just do?!” shouted nice and loud for all the animals around us to hear.

“Good,” I replied. I peeked at her again. She didn’t seem overly happy, but she wasn’t mad or sad either. She looked satisfied. Yeah, that described Violet’s naked expression. Satisfied.

“So,” she said, running her finger down my chest. “What was that all about? Because I know it wasn’t just my natural charm overtaking you. There was something else.”

She poked my chest and looked at me with a knowing expression. “Come on, share.”

If I told her the truth, she was likely to get upset again. But after what we’d just shared, the truth was the only logical choke to tell her.

“I’m sorry, but I need to tell you the truth,” I began. “All of it.”

She nodded, still lying close to me. Her hand still resting on my chest.

“I don’t understand why she never said it. Why couldn’t she see that I needed to hear it from her? Why couldn’t she just say those three simple words? It makes me so mad, and so sad at the same time.”

Violet snuggled next to me. “I’m sorry.”

“Did she ever talk about it? Did she ever admit it to you? Did she ever say she loved me, too?”

I noticed her head move from side to side, damn it. “I’m sorry, Bob. I know I should lie to you right now and tell you what you want to hear, what you need to hear. But I can’t because she never did.”

Violet sprung up, placing her head in a crooked hand. “I know she cared about you. I know she felt closer to you than any other man she’d ever met. That means something, doesn’t it?”

Yeah, it was fun while it lasted. And the empty void left in my soul would take years to fill again. That’s what it meant.

“Maybe we should just call this wild goose chase off and go home,” I said, I’m sure my voice carried half of the defeat I felt inside. “We have each other. We’re lucky compared to so many others.”

Again her head shook and she pulled my chin so I faced her directly.

“We can’t do that,” she said. “I can’t do that. If we give up now, I get to spend the rest of my days watching the road, wondering when the moment will come and she’ll reappear. And then I get stuffed on the back shelf while you and her work this out. I can’t do that, Bob. You can’t expect me to live like that.”

What she said made sense. Her words were far beyond her age. And they rang true.

“I’d never intentionally hurt you, Violet. I can’t promise that some unintentional act won’t cause you pain. But I’d never hurt you.”

She nodded. “I know that. So let’s get dressed and back on the road. We need to move forward, always. Whether it’s us, or you and her, or just me. We have to keep going.”

I kissed her in that moment. She didn’t meet my lips; she didn’t initiate the act. I kissed her. And together, we rose to continue our search. Whatever that meant.
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A day and a half later, we came to the dreary place known as Sleeping Bay. While the physical location was nothing short of some of the greatest beauty I’d ever seen in nature, the fish camp was the complete opposite.

We came upon the camp after passing the Fourteen Mile Point Lighthouse. And much to our surprise, there were people manning the old lighthouse, which Violet said was damned near creepy in her mind. The ghosts of Superior, I told her, lived on.

The friendly people at the lighthouse told us we were a mere mile from the fish camp. They even said we’d probably smell it before we got to it. Like this was our first foray into one of the stinky places.

Breaking through a thick band of hardwoods, Violet pointed ahead. There, some 200 yards away, the white canvas tents blew in the strong breeze coming off the lake. Instantly I knew this wasn’t the spot.

Sleeping Bay Fish Camp showed no life. Sure, we noticed people milling about. But the camp was as dark as the overcast day. And it was by far the smallest, filthiest place Violet and I had visited. 

I sighed loudly as we took it all in. “She can’t be here,” I murmured. “This place would be 10 times brighter just by her presence.”

From the corner of my eye, I noticed Violet nodding. “There can’t be more than 20 people there,” she said, pointing at the assemblage. “I only count four tents, and they’re all open-sided. Where could they possibly sleep?”

I began walking again, signaling for her to follow. “Let’s go find out, shall we?”




The only good thing that came out of Sleeping Bay was our hasty leaving, and that made it sound like we hung around and told stories, maybe shared a beer or two with the lifeless group. 

All 22 inhabitants stunk — body, mind and soul. They couldn’t be blamed, I guess. Unfortunate circumstances ruled their lives.

Year two of the end of the world brought illness to the camp. “The fever”, they called it, but that was what everyone called it. Whether it was some undefined bug, the flu, or something as simple as dysentery, the world had a lot of fevers nowadays.

A camp of more than 50 living, thriving souls watched as people died until their ranks numbered in the high single digits. Worse yet, no one wanted to come and fill in with all the vacant spots. Not with the fever claiming a new soul each week.

After ridding themselves of the last victim in the summer of year three, a new scourge found them. Ruffians and robbers from the northern reaches of the peninsula decided to make Sleeping Bay Fish Camp their bitch.

A new load of supplies arrived by boat, the thieves showed up the next day. At first, the camp’s leaders tried to reason with the groups. Several murders later, they simply handed them what they wanted, which was mostly everything.

My new friend Kirk Fager from the former Porcupine Mountain Ski Resort sent a team to the rescue from time to time. But the bandits became wise to their arrivals and departures and simply waited them out.

“As you head north of here,” a man named Smythe told us as we were ready to leave, “be on guard. They’ll take everything from you, those thieves. And if that leaves you in a tough spot, well they won’t give a damn.”

“Do you have any men you can send with us?” I asked, hoping for the best, but expecting the worst.

“I got two guys headed north,” Smythe replied. “They’re headed for Beacon Hill. Hope to trade some time there for a few extra bullets. We’re damned near out. Stinking thieves.”

Good enough. Two and two made four, and instantly doubled our force.
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The nicest man I had ever met in our circle along the lake was a man named Joe Poole. The minute we met, he shook my hand and gave us both a hearty smile, the kind that makes you feel good about people, about humanity.

And yet…

The nastiest man I had met on my journey, our journey, didn’t even warrant a name. Not a proper or family assigned name. “Satan” would have fit him well. “Lucifer” was even more fitting. But this vile man went by the name of Peter Dreck. And he and Violet didn’t get along, not one bit.

So these were our two travel mates to Beacon Hill Fish Camp. Jesus and the anti-Christ. The Pope and Joseph Stalin. At least they each carried guns. I guess that helped.

We met Joe first and I instantly liked the middle-aged, mild-mannered man. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Reiniger,” he said in an easy fashion. I told him to call me Bob. 

Next he shook Violet’s hand. “Mrs. Reiniger,” he said just as nicely. She didn’t bother to correct him.

“I’ve got a tent for you two because it will take us a couple days to hike the 14 miles to Beacon Hill,” Joe stated. “Peter and I will take turns standing guard and watching the fire. Everything should be fine.”

As he finished, a thin man about my age sauntered into range. “Hey there, Slim,” he greeted me, patting my stomach as he passed. His sights were set elsewhere and he made a beeline for Violet.

“Hey there, good looking,” he shouted, causing Violet to blanch. “How they hanging today?” Oh, what a piece of work Peter was.

Violet pushed past him and made her way to where Joe and I stood as Peter picked at his teeth. “That one’s a real charmer I see.”

Joe shrugged and shot us an apologetic grin. “You could say that Peter’s kind of an acquired taste.” 

Violet rolled her eyes and snorted, “I could also say Peter’s an asshole.”

Joe nodded, glancing at me. “Yeah, that he is.”

“Say, Slim,” the less-admired one said joining our discussion, “you must like them real young. That’s cool, I can see you’re a guy who gets what he wants.”

I stared at the man, trying to decide the best way to deal with such a prick. “Just how old do you think I am?”

He looked me up and down several times. “About my age, 30-ish I’d say.”

I nodded. He was close. As far as I knew I was 29, but without a calendar or a way to appropriately mark time, I wasn’t sure anymore.”

“And how old am I?” Violet asked in a nearly civil tone, which was more than the man deserved.

He made several loops around her, pulling on his bare chin and playing with his faded red seed corn hat. “I’m pretty good at this,” he bragged before venturing his guess. “I’m gonna say 14, and I’ll eat this hat if I’m more than a year off.”

She smiled at Joe and me before turning back to Peter. “Well, you are absolutely spot on. You are good at age guessing. You should have worked in a carnival.”

Peter gloated for a moment, playfully joking with Joe. Violet inched closer to me.

“The only thing he’s qualified to do at a carnival is take tickets,” she whispered, grinning as she spoke. She noticed my grin as well. “And what makes you so happy, you cradle robber?”

“I feel vindicated,” I replied. “I’m not the only one now who believed you’re younger than you are.”

Her grin faded to an intentional pout. She leaned close to me. “I don’t think you should be comparing yourself with that degenerate, Bob. It doesn’t speak well for you.” She punched my arm and left to retrieve her pack.

“Oh, baby,” Peter exclaimed. “She’s a feisty one. You got a keeper there, Slim.”

Watching Violet slip her pack over her shoulders — her grin on full display for my benefit — I noticed she checked her rifle to be sure there was a shell in the chamber. I feared for Peter’s safety.
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I heard the impact on the tree above us, and covered Violet as large hunks of bark showered down on us.

“That one was closer,” Violet nervously whispered. “They know where we are.”

She was right. And it was worse than that. From our hiding spot, I realized the undergrowth was mighty sparse. As in, there was no way for us to sneak out and take off in a new direction.

The only way to retreat was to risk wide-open exposure to the people hunting us, hoping they missed as they fired from close distances. But I knew they were good shots; they’d already proven that.

Joe took the first blast. I assumed it struck him in the gut because he bent forward, almost in half, right after we’d heard the shot. I immediately covered Violet, pushing her towards the forest where we sought to take harbor in. Peter returned two volleys before his gun was finally silenced.

From our position in the sparse woods, I could see Peter’s lifeless body lying face up on the road. He wasn’t much of a man, but he deserved a better death than that. Joe had made it to the ditch. I hadn’t seen movement or heard even the faintest of moaning since he fell.

Another shot rang out and more bark fell. I had a feeling they were getting closer; not a good sign for us.

“What do you want?” I shouted during a lull in the shooting. “Just tell us what you want and we can go from there.”

Not far off in the distance, I heard a man chuckle. “We want whatever supplies you have,” he shouted back. That much I had pretty much figured. “And we want the girl. We can trade her for supplies somewhere.” That was a problem.

Violet glared at me. “If they get too close,” she whispered, grabbing my collar for emphasis, “shoot me. I don’t want to be traded for any supplies. Not for them.”

Yeah, pretty much as I expected. “You can have our packs,” I shouted, “but we get to leave unharmed. Deal?”

A number of shots answered my counter-offer. Our hiding spot grew smaller.

“I think that’s a no,” I said to Violet, trying to get a read on their positions and numbers. Everything had happened so fast. One minute I was listening to Peter sweet talk Violet, which wasn’t going well on his part, the next thing we knew, guns were firing all around us.

In the end, here we sat — sitting ducks.




We pondered our predicament, scanning the area for an escape route.

“Maybe we can crawl on our bellies deeper into the woods,” Violet said. Behind us, it was thicker, but we’d have to make it a strong 30 yards before we reached any brush dense enough to hide us.

I surveyed left, then right, looking for a better option. “Any direction we go, our asses are going to be exposed for too long. And I don’t know how many there are of them. You?”

She rubbed her elf-like nose for a moment before answering, “At least three, maybe as many as five. Just before we got to the tree, I looked back and saw a number of them.”

“And I haven’t been able to even get a shot off yet,” I added, squeezing at the butt of my gun. “Every single time I peek around this tree, they shoot.”

“We need to do something, Bob,” Violet urged. “It’s too long to nightfall. We’ll be dead way before that.”

“You two ready to give up?” the same voice called out. He sounded closer. If he got much closer, he’d be hiding behind the tree with us.

“Just give us a minute,” I replied, glancing at Violet. “We’re discussing our options.”

Several men laughed, and they didn’t sound very far away. “Take all the time you need,” one chuckled. “You got 30 seconds.”

Oh, that really helped. Impatience from them and a nasty glare from Violet. Just perfect. A fitting end for my life. Shot to death by a band of thieves lost in a place that made No Where seem like downtown Chicago.

My partner pushed at my shoulder, bringing me back to the moment. “Do something.”

Shaking my head at her, I tried to get a peek at our hosts, only to receive a couple of gun blasts that whistled past my head.

“And what would you suggest? Aside from giving up?”

Violet proved just how helpful she could be under pressure. She rolled her eyes and huffed at me, “Maybe you could be a decent protector and shoot those bastards.” 

Another gunshot punctuated her angry rant. “Times almost up,” someone laughed. “Talk faster.”

Grasping Violet by the shoulders, I stared into her eyes. “We’re going to die here today. Let me rephrase that; I’m going to die. You might be okay,” her mouth fell open at that part, “but I’m most certainly about to die.”

She nodded twice and leaned in close, touching her forehead to mine. She probably wanted one last kiss, and given my 20-second life expectancy, it probably was a good idea. But her lips slid past mine, over my cheek, and to my ear.

“Quit being so dramatic and stop whining. Get your gun out and kill those bastards.” A quick peck on my cheek and her eyes steeled, staring into mine.

“Okay,” I whispered. “But I hope there’s only three of them. Otherwise this probably—”

She snapped a finger against my lips. “Quit talking, start shooting.”

I peered around the tree. “Hold your fire,” I shouted, staring into Violet’s eyes. “I’m coming out.”

This had to be my dumbest plan ever. But considering who I was with, what did I expect?
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I rose, expecting a flurry of gunfire to drop me in my place. But no one shot. That was a good sign, I figured. Peeking around the tree, I could see two men, perhaps 20 or 30 yards away, laughing at me. Probably not a great sign.

I inched around the tree into full view of our captors. “Shit,” I muttered. “Shit.”

There weren’t three of them. There were eight. Triple shit.

The two closest men slowly made their way towards me. “Where’s the girl?” one with a mouthful of brown teeth asked.

“Let’s talk,” I replied, holding my hands up. “Let’s just discuss this for a minute.”

“Or…” the man continued, smirking at his nearby friend. That one had long, stringy hair that looked like it hadn’t been washed in months and a beard that had probably never seen a pair of scissors. “Or, we can just kill you and take her. I don’t think we need to have any sort of discussion about this. Give us your damn packs and send the girl out.”

A pseudo-plan began to form inside my mind that might extend my time at least another 30 seconds, if I was lucky.

“If you kill me, she’ll shoot herself,” I replied, letting my hands slide down. “Then she’ll be no good to you.”

Watching their faces twist and turn, I noticed I had the leader’s attention.

“Okay, you got 10 seconds to state your case,” he said, eyeing me carefully. Okay, maybe I’d overestimated my remaining time.

“You can have our packs,” I said, noting his face go sour. “And…” his gun raised, “and I’ll give you my 45. How does that sound?”

His perturbed look remained unchanged. “We’re taking all that anyway, and the girl.” He stepped closer and took aim at me. “So get her out here and we’ll talk about you living.”

This wasn’t good. Of all the pickles I’d found myself in over the past four years, this one had all the appearances of my final stand. It looked like Violet and I were about to part ways.




The gunshot startled me; made me almost pee myself. Somehow he’d missed from less than 10 yards away. When the second man fell with the next burst of gunfire, I realized someone was ambushing them and I was safe to jump back behind my tree.

A hand grabbed my shoulder, pulling me up from a lying position. “Who’s shooting?” Violet demanded.

Like I knew. All I could figure out was that we had a momentary reprieve from certain death. Well, my certain death. It sounded like Violet would be traded for something better.

“I don’t care,” I said, scrambling to my feet. “Let’s get the hell out of here before we’re next.”

The second we poked our heads around the tree, another round of gunfire broke out and we fell back to the ground.

“Maybe we can give it a few seconds to cool down out there,” Violet said with a funny little smile. “No sense in getting caught in their crossfire.”

I seconded that. We listened, nodding at one another with each shot. Something like, Aren’t we so smart? We know enough to not stand up when someone is shooting a gun nearby. 

“Damned rotten, thieving varmints!” someone shouted from near the road. Not that either of us bothered to look to see who was talking.

Violet eyed me skeptically. “Who’s that?”

I sneered for some reason, maybe the stress and all. “Sorry, I didn’t think to ask with all the bullets and stuff.”

“You can come out,” he shouted.

Ha, not likely.

“It’s safe now.” Doubtful, I thought. The shaking of Violet’s head told me she felt the same.

“I’m not gonna hurt you,” he said, sounding closer than before. “I killed half the bad guys; the other half ran off.”

Shit, it sounded like he was pretty damned close to our hiding spot. We were right back where we started.

“We aren’t going out there,” Violet vented in a whisper. “No way, no how.”

“My name’s Magnus,” he continued. “Magnus Larsen. It’s okay to come out. I got no need to hurt you.”

“Hurt us?” Violet shouted. Why couldn’t she ever keep quiet? “You mean like you killed those men out there?” Okay, she had a good point.

“Why would I go about shooting those people,” we both leapt as he eased his face around the tree and stared down at us, “if I wasn’t trying to help you?”

Above us stood a monster of a man, even taller and larger than Thomas Jefferson from back in Ontonagon Fish Camp. And though he was smiling, we weren’t.

A large hand shot forward. “Hi, I’m Magnus,” he repeated. “In case you weren’t listening.”

God, I hoped he was sincere. Because I’d hate to be choked to death by that hand, I thought.
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Standing next to Magnus, I had to crane my neck back to look into his eyes. Though Violet hadn’t wandered too close to him, I doubted her head rose any further than his sternum, if that.

I envisioned his hair to be red, but it was brown. I thought he’d have a great big beard that spread out like a fan from his face, but he was clean-shaven. I also expected him to smell like an uncleaned boy’s locker room; however, he was much worse than that.

I noticed it before Violet. Her face went crooked when my arm shot up top cover my nose. Seconds later, the air changed around her as well. Yet he seemed to take no offense and made no mention of our obvious reactions.

“Say, Magnus,” I began, circling around the monster of a man, trying to get upwind, “what is that strong, rather unique smell that follows you around?” Like smoke from a fire, his smell followed me around as well.

Pulling his shirt to his face, he gave a great whiff. He shrugged and smiled some more. “I don’t really notice it no more. But you're probably smelling either fox urine or raccoon shit, I suppose.”

Violet had taken to plugging her nose, most likely to stop from puking. “How charming,” she said, keeping her voice low enough for only me to hear. “The ladies must love that.” That time, she addressed Magnus directly.

Great, she was about to be the death of us. Just like I always thought she would.

Still, he seemed to take no offense. “I’m a tracker and a hunter, ma’am. I had a lady once upon a time, but she up and left me one day.” He smiled, nodding between the two of us. In my mind, he was sizing up which of us to eat first. “Now I can’t say if it was my lack of manners, or smell, or general disposition that caused her to leave. But she’s gone nonetheless.”

Pausing, as if he expected sympathy or some other emotion from Violet or me, he shot us another toothy smile.

“I been working on being a happier person since Victoria left,” he added only managing to look stupid by smiling more. I thought it best to keep the “stupid” part to myself and hoped Violet might show one small morsel of discretion as well.

“Do you think my smile helps?” he asked Violet directly, stepping towards her. I gave her credit; she sort of held her ground, mostly because she was pinned against a tree from behind.

“I mean other than my smell and rather large appearance, do I seem like a decent person to you, little lady?” His words came off as completely sincere and sounded as if he really cared about Violet’s opinion. Good luck with that, Magnus.

We, Magnus and I, waited as Violet’s lips twitched. Her expression was neutral, except for her nose still pinched tightly shut between two fingers. But when she finally released her tight grip, I noticed her expression was something other than bitter. 

“You’re fine,” Violet answered in a rather unconvincing manner to me. Magnus seemed to not notice that it was less than enthusiastic and continued smiling, really more of a grin at that point. “I just think you’d be better off with a different smell. Perhaps something people wouldn’t get a whiff a mile away.”

They exchanged smiles — his broad and hers small — and I noticed something. Magnus was quite taken with Violet. That was good; I may live to see another sunrise.

“Care to share a meal?” Magnus asked, licking his lips as I noticed his eyes on our bags. “I promise to sit downwind. I could use a bite, though.”

Ah yes, women and food. Man’s two greatest needs. And pretty much in that order.




Magnus didn’t eat all of our supplies, but I’m sure he wanted to. With no time given when I asked about his last meal, I marveled at how he ate. 

Stuffing three pieces of smoked whitefish in his mouth at once, he chewed with great motions. Dried rutabagas and potatoes were more like snack chips to him than essential nourishment. And boy did the food fall from his partially closed lips, decorating the front of his shirt like large snowflakes.

Violet looked at me at one point, unhappy. “How charming,” she mouthed, rolling her eyes afterward. Magnus couldn’t have heard her words even if she had said them aloud. He was too busy guzzling water, head tipped back as it overflowed down his body. At least he had his own canteen.

While he wasn’t much of a conversationalist, he did pause from time to time to smile for another few minutes at Violet. While I knew it made her uncomfortable, I liked seeing her that way.

“Well, I suppose you two have places to go,” he announced, rising from his eating stump. Picking the large crumbs from his shirt, I noticed Violet cringe as he tossed them in his mouth. Ah, dessert. “Something about Beacon Hill, I think you said. I’m heading toward Sleeping Bay myself.”

“Oh darn,” Violet sighed. “I guess this is where we leave you. Goodbye.” She spun and trotted to retrieve her backpack.

Magnus inched closer. “You don’t suppose she’d give me a little hug, do ya?” That made me grin. First off, Violet hugging a giant. Secondly, like he ever did anything little. “Been a while since I had a nice hug.” My grin broadened.

“Oh Violet,” I sang out, “Magnus would like a hug. Come on over and give him one.”

When she spun on her heels, her disbelief was evident. But I urged her back with a signaling finger and a smile, perhaps a little smirk, too. “He did save our lives; seems like the least you can do for the man.”

She inched her way back to us, her eyes focused on me the whole way. Yeah, I was going to hear about this later. But for now, I wished I had some sort of camera to record the moment.

She was absolutely swallowed up by the massive man. If he had tried a little harder, I’m sure she would have completely disappeared, even if only for a minute or two.

“That’s enough, Magnus,” she snorted, pushing away, likely needing to come up for air.

“Thank you, darling,” Magus called out as we turned and left.

“Yes, thank you, darling,” I added in a somewhat mocking tone.

She clutched my hand, digging a nail into the backside flesh. “You are so dead when we get out of his sight,” she seethed.

Yeah, I probably was, but what a way to go!
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An hour later, we paused for a break. The good news was I was still alive. The not-so-good news: Violet hadn’t said a word the entire time since our departure from Magnus in the woods.

As we sipped water and watched gentle waves crash against the shore, I noticed something different. The lake had been angry ever since we’d been in view of it the past week or so. But now, it was almost tranquil. Gone were the grey clouds that hung low most days, replaced by a pale blue sky dotted with wisps of white.

For the first time since encountering our first fish camp, I found the air felt clean, smelling of pines and dirt instead of rotting fish guts. It brought a pleasant smile to my face.

“You shouldn’t be happy, you know,” Violet said from nowhere. “Things aren’t as they seem.”

Yep, my skeptical companion knew just when to spoil the mood.

“I like how the air smells today,” I replied. “Clean and fresh.”

Eyeing me through narrowed slits, she sneered. “Come get a whiff of my clothing. I smell like that monster.” Her mood lightened a bit. “We’re going to need to bathe and get our clothes washed at the next camp. And we need to resupply. Magnus the mongrel nearly ate all of our provisions.”

I nodded. Some of what she said made sense. A warm shower would feel so good, I imagined. And I still had the same clothes on that we started our journey with. But the prospect of gutting another ton of slimy fish made my stomach turn.

“Maybe they have a chore that doesn’t involve getting covered in fish guts,” I quipped. I looked at her as she chewed on a nail. “You think?”

When her eyes met mine I knew something else was bothering her. Hopefully it wouldn’t become my problem.

“We need to talk,” she said, rising from her spot and beginning her usual discussion procession — pacing.

“Now what?” I answered, perhaps a bit too haughty. I didn’t care. She was about to go on another one of her rants when all I wanted was to enjoy the day.

“What we just went through back there,” she began, passing on my right and disappearing from my view, “there was something wrong with all of that. Something definitely not right.”

I didn’t answer aloud and let my shaking head and sour face answer for me.

“Didn’t you think he was a little too friendly? A little too taken by me?” When I didn’t answer right away, she slapped my shoulder. “Any thoughts?”

I grinned, peeking up at her looming above me. “Hasn’t seen a pretty girl in a while. You probably made him all tongue-tied, so he babbled like a fool. Maybe that’s most men’s natural reaction to you.”

Violet seemed to not find the humor in my reply, greeting it with another slap. “Be serious, Bob. You didn’t have to hug him.”

And I was still thanking God for that. I’m not sure I wanted any contact with a man that large and foul smelling.

“And he mentioned Beacon Hill like he knew we were headed there,” Violet continued. Her pacing started up again, which meant her slapping might stop. “I didn’t say anything about where we were headed. And I’m pretty sure you didn’t either.”

She had shifted gears smoothly, transitioning from cynical to paranoid. Great. I needed to slow this rant before it consumed both of us like a forest fire.

“One of us must have said something,” I countered, peeking at her as she strolled by for the fiftieth time or so. “I mean, otherwise he’d never know. He just couldn’t.”

Just off to my right, and still in front of me, Violet stopped and spun. Her small fingers cupped and stroked her chin; her lips drawn into a tight, delicate line.

“How many dead bodies did you see?” she asked quietly.

I glanced at her wide-eyed. “What?”

“Dead bodies, after the shootout. How many did you see?”

I almost answered without a thought but paused to recall the scene.

She came close and knelt beside me. “Right? There should have been four or five. Maybe even six,” she paused and her eyes flashed, “but I only saw one.”

Impossible. Two men fell directly in front of me. The first was gone when I glanced back to see the second collapse. And I knew two or three more became victims of Magnus’ wrath before the rest ran off.

“Two in front of me, Peter on the road,” I answered, trying to recall the details. “I saw Joe in the ditch when we left. I thought about checking on him for a minute but then saw the flies. He was dead.” I stared into her narrowed eyes. “Four at least.”

Taking my hands, she squeezed hard. “You saw the men in the woods, dead?”

“They had to be there, Violet. Where would they have crawled off to? The woods weren’t dense; hell, it hardly had any cover.”

Her head moved back and forth in tiny movements. “I looked, and it was as wide open as you remember. But I never saw a body.”

Again, impossible. “What are you getting at?” I asked, trying to read her mind.

“What kind of gun did he have?”

“Who?”

She rolled her eyes, rising to wear a deeper path into the ground. “Magnus. What kind of gun did he have?”

I thought for a moment, then a moment longer. “I don’t know if I ever saw it in his hand, but I heard something between the shots that sounded like a lever action. So maybe a 30-30 like you have. Maybe something a little smaller.”

She nodded as she paced, again on the prowl. “But you never saw it?”

I shook away her skepticism. “He must have set it against a tree. Probably wanted to show us how sincere he was about not hurting us.”

She shrugged as she reached for her pack. “I felt a knife under his shirt when you forced me to hug him. But I never saw a gun anywhere near him.”

I stood and heaved my pack over my shoulders. “So what does all that mean you suppose? Other than that you may still have an over-active imagination.” I let her see my grin so she’d know the last part was said in moderate jest.

Itching her nose, she gave me a stern look. “I’m not sure. But I don’t think what we saw was the real story. I think there was something else going on there. Let me think about it.”

We began walking and I let Violet stew on her fantasy. That meant she wouldn’t be talking for a while. Bonus points for me.
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It took another full day of steady walking before the Beacon Hill Fish Camp came into view. Or should I say, smell. A strong northeast breeze let us know we were close long before we saw the white canvas tents flapping in the wind.

A short distance from the main entrance to the camp, Violet stopped and grabbed my arm. What now? I thought.

“Okay, we ask about Daisy, sign on for a day’s work…” Her words halted for a few moments as she studied the facility carefully. “Shower, wash our clothes, get a couple of meals and some new supplies. And hopefully a decent bed to sleep on. Got it?”

I stared at her, tapping my foot. “Sure, Mom. Anything else I’m too stupid to remember?”

She patted my back, shoving me towards the entrance. “Don’t be snotty. I was just going through the list out loud.”

“Or treating me like a 10-year-old,” I snarked in a whisper.

I noticed her grin. Yeah, she’d heard me.




Beacon Hill Fish Camp was small, nowhere near the size of the larger camps. It was still larger than the dump we’d come across back at Sleeping Bay. But what the place lacked in size was made up for in cleanliness.

It had the usual stench of the other places. There was, after all, only so much a place could do with its foul remains. But right away, I noticed how neat and clean the gutting and filleting stations were, the knives sharpened to fine edges. Later, Violet told me that the scaling spots were much the same. And she spoke of how happy and friendly the people were.

Beacon Hill was an oasis of goodness, surrounded by some of the starkest remote forests known to man. And the thieves who lined the way further north, we were told, were twice as bad as any we’d found thus far.

Violet and I did our assigned jobs until daylight gave way to darkness. If I had to guess, I’d say we worked six, maybe eight hours, but the time passed easily being surrounded by smiles, laughter, people bringing you treats (actual chocolate chip cookies, hadn’t had them in years) and water.

Though the people were friendly and helpful in any way they could, they’d never heard of anyone who went by the name of Daisy Vaughn, though a couple people remembered someone who looked like her. 

One gal had been at Houghton (just up north and east of the camp) and knew a young blonde woman who was exceedingly nice. My heart raced as she spoke about her, describing someone who matched Daisy to a tee. Until the part of the five kids came up. ‘Not my woman,’ I told her.

Violet ran into a man who seemed helpful. He’d worked with a woman who sounded like Daisy over in Traverse Bay, some 30 miles just a little north and east of Beacon Hill. Violet and I exchanged giddy grins as he described her perfectly.

“And when did you come here, sir?” Violet asked in her nicest tone, stroking the older fellow’s arm as an added gesture of kindness.

“Oh,” he replied, playing with his long gray whiskers, “I came here in July. So it was probably May or June.”

I watched as Violet’s face fell before she thanked the man for his time. I was far too sucker-punched to moan a reaction.

“We’ll keep trying, Bob,” she urged. “Please don’t give up hope. We need to keep moving forward.”

Hope? The only Hope I knew of at that point was most likely screaming her tiny lungs out — some three days walk due south. All other hope was nothing more than a fading ember in my soul.




A day later, I waited for Violet at our agreed-upon spot — right next to the mess tent. Sipping on what they called coffee (I referred to it as boiled tree bark), I chatted with a couple new acquaintances I’d made in our day and a half in Beacon Hill.

We turned our heads in unison as we picked up on a fight nearby. As our conversation died, I listened carefully. If it was a fight, I decided, it was awfully one-sided. As far as I could tell, there was only one person doing all of the shouting. Unfortunately, I recognized the voice right away.

I trotted to the wash tent, discovering Violet waving her hands above her head. The older woman on the receiving end of her wrath saw me coming and sighed.

“Problem?” I asked, standing beside Violet. Holy cow, was her face red. I didn’t remember ever seeing her that upset. It had to be something serious.

Shoving me with her right palm, she began her verbal assault anew. This time on me.

“You’re damned right there’s a problem here,” she seethed, getting right up in my face. “And you’d better help solve it, and I mean right now.”

Because Violet’s hair was pulled back into a thick ponytail, I noticed that even her ears were bright red. I assumed the wrong was something even I might find to be a major offense.

“What do you need?” I asked, placing my hands on her shaking shoulders to steady her. This amount of anger had normally been reserved for me. I couldn’t even fathom how bad things must have been.

Violet spun and thrust a finger at the woman. “This idiot won’t help find my clean clothes!”

Nodding slightly, I waited for more. When it didn’t come, I felt my eyes open larger. “And this is the problem?” I asked. “This is why you’re all out of sorts, screaming like a little girl?”

Rising on her toes, she came nose to nose with me. “They lost both sets of my clothes. What am I supposed to wear?”

I pushed her aside and addressed the patient woman. “Can we just look again for Violet’s clothes? We really need to get going and I know for a fact that she won’t budge an inch until she has them.” There, simple enough. Perhaps if someone didn’t use such a nasty tone all the time…

The woman shrugged and smiled, first at me and then at my ugly partner.

“Like I told your missus,” she explained, “they ain’t here. Maybe they got handed to someone else by accident, or maybe they got burned with some old threadbare stuff. But we don’t have anything here like she described…” she eyed Violet up and down for a moment, “or in such a petite size.”

Shit. Shit. Super shit. I was about to get blasted and there was nothing I could do to prevent it.

“And your clever response?” Violet asked, whispering into my ear. I swatted her away.

My eyes sought the wash lady’s, begging without words. “Can we please look again?” Her head shook slightly. “Please? Don’t make me beg.” Which I was.

“You people,” she spewed, turning to dig through piles of washed clothes one more time.

Please dear God, I prayed. Please let her find them. Please.
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We moved at a fairly slow pace for several hours. I walked, Violet stomped. I had to give her credit; she’d kept it up for quite a while.

“Are you going to be moody all day, Grandma?” I asked, fighting back a chuckle.

Next to me she came to a halt, her hands shooting to her hips in tiny fists. I eyed them carefully.

“This nice outfit was once a shirt for one of those lovelies,” Violet said, squeezing her eyes tightly shut. “It’s all they had.”

Suppressing a fit of giggles, I studied the outfit. She had her old sneakers still, and the socks she’d kept when she turned in her clothes to be washed. But the formerly bright, multi-colored top hung on her like a sheet. And not some tiny single bed sheet; a kinged-sized sheet.

“That’s what you get for turning in all your clothes at once,” I replied. “If you were more prudent like me, you’d have a fresh clean set of your own clothes on.”

Her eyes flared as she broke into a hyena-style laugh. “You,” she pointed at me, her arm shaking. “You’ve been wearing the same clothes since we left home. You stunk so bad I was filled with glee every time we got near a fish camp, just for the relief.”

I opened my arms wide, bowing slightly with a huge grin. “And yet, I’m wearing my own clothes. Point proven.”

She waved away my humor with the toss of a hand. “You know I’m commando under here, right?”

Really? This just kept getting better and better. I thrust my arms skyward. “I love being right. I just love the feeling of complete vindication.”

She punched me in the shoulder, passing me to continue on. “You’d better hope I don’t have to wash this somewhere when we’re alone and in the woods. I know how much my body makes you nervous.”

Ha. Her problem, not mine. She was going to have to be smothered in fish guts and bear scat before I was letting her take that off. And as far as I knew, that wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. 




A nearby bolt of lightning made me jump like a child. The rain had intensified and the wind was picking up, driving droplets of water into any exposed flesh. The storm had been going on for hours, and we were soaked.

Behind me, Violet huddled tightly against my back. With each gust of wind, each loud clap of thunder, she jumped. And then she moved closer, almost climbing up my back.

“There’s a river running under my butt,” she reported during a small lull in the storm. “I don’t think you have the tarp positioned right.”

Big deal. It wasn’t like I was going out to tuck it here and there, positioning it just right to keep my little princess warm and dry.

The wind blew harder, snapping the worn brown tarp to its limits. More water poured in on us, both from the driving rain and the flowing river from below. It had to stop sooner or later, I thought. Please, it can’t get any worse.

I felt her scratching at my back. “You’re going to have to build a huge fire when this ends so we can try to dry our clothes,” Violet shouted.

I shook away her thought. “I can go a long time in wet clothes. They’ll dry eventually.”

“No!” she countered. “Mom always said if you do that they can mold to your body. You can get some really nasty diseases that way.”

I felt a grin coming on. “Well…” I waited under the thunder subsided, “that ain’t gonna happen. We’re keeping our clothes on until we can get somewhere that has fresh clothes for us.” I peeked back at her. “So deal with it.”

Her head shook against my back like she was disagreeing. But that was her tough luck. We weren’t getting all Adam and Eve out here anymore. Once was enough.




Hours later, I watched the glow of the fire and reached out to warm my wet, chilly hands. The rain wasn’t fun by itself, but a cold driving rain was worse. 

Next to me, squatting near the flames, Violet bit on her lower lip. That was kind of funny to me. She’d won, again. I would have thought she’d be gloating and all, “I told you so” still. Instead, she was quiet, almost somber.

She peeked up and noticed the beach towel wrapped around my mid-section. That brought a smile. “I told you we needed to bring a couple towels with us. But nooo, not you. Not Mr. Macho.” Her eyes went back to the fire. “At least you would have had something to wrap around your shoulders and chest. Aren’t you cold?”

“I’m fine,” I mumbled.

“Don’t be stubborn, sit down and we can both wrap in this blanket. It’s wet, but at least I’m warm.” She opened the blanket slightly and I looked away.

Yeah, I seethed to myself, that’s just what she wants. Get me under that blanket with her. All nice and warm and cozy and naked. We both know where it would go from there.

“No, really,” I replied. “I’m fine.”

We both went back to staring at the orange glow, warming our chilly skin and hopefully drying our clothes. But I was afraid that would be an all-night adventure.

“I need to tell you something and you have to promise me you won’t get mad.” Violet looked up at me. And if I wasn’t mistaken, I thought I saw a glimmer of fear in her eyes.

“What now?” I snapped, causing her to frown. Oh, she meant mad at the problem, not the question. “Shoot, we can discuss whatever’s on your mind.”

Taking a deep breath, she began, “When you were gone chasing after Barster, maybe the second or third day, there was an incident.”

I felt my eyes narrow. “Incident?” I asked, trying not to sound snarky.

“I went outside mid-day and heard Libby behind the house, talking to someone.”

Now she had my full attention.

She glanced away, pulling her hair back. “But it wasn’t a someone, it was a something.” She stared at me as if to hold me to my word — no getting upset. “It was a wolf pup. And she was carrying it around, kissing it and playing with it like a puppy, or a baby.”

I felt my entire being tense. “You should have told me this before we left. I needed to talk to her about it.”

She shook away my concern. “We knew she was going to stay with Mr. Wilson. He even said there was no sense in getting you all riled up the minute you got back.”

“Those are not pets, Violet. They’re wild animals. Not Libby’s plaything.”

“I know,” she agreed softly. “I told her that. And we sat it down by its mother when the pup began to cry.”

“Sadie?” I asked, knowing that it could have never happened with one of her’s. It had to be from the first batch the first summer.

“Nope. The one Daisy always called Willow. The really tan one.”

When — if — we ever got back, Libby needed to be set straight. Talk about things that could get you killed up here; that was near the top of the list.

“Why do you think all those people back in Beacon Hill were so fat?” Violet asked, going back to chewing on a nail. “And so happy?”

“That place was well run. And they weren’t all that chubby, just properly fed. The people were taken care of, all their equipment was clean, and they had plenty of supplies.” I crouched beside her, making sure my towel stayed closed. “One guy told me they hardly ever had any turnover. People came and stayed. A number of them have been there since the beginning.”

“Would have been nice to find clothes somewhere near my size,” she said with a yawn. “I’m going to close my eyes for a while if that’s okay with you?”

I helped her readjust the blanket and did my best to tuck her in.

“Goodnight, Bob,” she said already drifting into a dream. “I love you.”

I watched her fall asleep. “Goodnight, Violet.” Kissing her forehead, I watched her until my eyes became heavy as well.
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When we awoke the next morning, the sun was already high in the sky. My neck hurt like hell from being bent forward all night. And the several times I had woken and stoked the fire, my towel was on the ground. But Violet slept in one position, never moving, never even stirring.

Our clothes were still partially damp, so I stoked the fire into a blaze to hurry up the drying process. The next stop on our journey was North Canal Fish Camp, and from what I had been told, it was still a full day’s walk away.

Staring at a piece of our only source of protein, whitefish, Violet examined it as if it were covered in mold.

“I’m getting kind of sick of fish,” she mumbled, taking a small bite and spitting it immediately into the fire. “I actually had a dream the other night about venison stew. I woke up craving it.”

Passing her a bag of dried carrots, I watched as she pushed it away. “You gotta eat something,” I coaxed, “otherwise you can get sick. And out here,” I spread my arms wide, “sick ain’t a good thing.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose just between her eyes. “Do you remember a couple years back, when we ate those full meals together at Lettie’s?”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Ah, the good ol’ days.”

Sighing loudly, she hung her head. “I used to complain all the time about those meals.”

That I remembered.

“All I wanted was pizza, or tacos, or even a burger.” Something about the subject caused her pain, I could see it in her eyes. ”I’d kill for a meal like that. Since the Barster fellow robbed us, it’s been downhill. Each meal gets smaller. When I was pregnant and you were all forcing food down my throat while you starved, I wanted to die. Now I’d go back and relive those moments just to clean every last crumb off my plate.”

I nodded several times, rearranging our clothes, hoping it would help dry them quicker.

“Always ahead, Violet. Never back.” I glanced at her briefly and found her gazing at her hands, lost in thought. “That’s the only way we’re ever going to make it.”

“Make what, though? Another day, another week, maybe until we see the snow again?” She had a point; the worst was just ahead.

“If I didn’t have Hope, I don’t think I’d be alive,” she confessed, standing and coming to my side. “I can’t believe she’s alive. How, Bob, is she able to survive in this really shitty world? How does she thrive and smile and roll over? She has no idea what’s ahead.”

“Because she knows the truth!” a third voice boomed nearby. I spun and leveled my weapon at the man. Who the hell was he? And how had he snuck up on us so easily?




His hands rose instantly. “I mean no harm,” he said with a broad smile. “I’m here to help.”

Seeing he had no weapons and didn’t pose a threat, I lowered my gun. Tall, thin fellow, maybe 50 or so, but for all I knew, he could’ve been 90. A crop of white hair and matching beard made it look like he’d seen death and beyond. I couldn’t pick a color for his dark, yet kind, eyes. But his manner of dress told me exactly who he was.

“Welcome…Prophet,” I stated in an even tone. “You may as well join us for a bite of dried fish and carrots. My friend here,” I pointed at Violet, “has lost her appetite.”

He stooped forward and shook our hands. “Man does not live on bread alone, but a bite would be nice.” He knelt by our meager offering and dug in. “And just call me Tim. I’m not a prophet.”

Violet and I exchanged a non-believing grin. We’d seen a lot of these types in the last four years. And no matter what they called themselves, they all sold the same line: “God has big plans for you.” Yeah, right. “So what you got for us…Tim?” I asked, going back to fanning our clothes. “Salvation? Word of God’s divine love?” I winked at Violet. “Two loaves and four fishes?”

Licking the smoked grease of the whitefish from his fingers, Tim looked back at me.

“I’ve got better than that,” he said, taking another bite and chuckling. “You ain’t gonna believe this, but I bring you the truth.”

I went back to my chores, casting away his stare with the flip of a hand. “We got all kinds of proof that there is no God. So whatever truth “He” sent you to give us is a bunch of bullshit.”

Violet rose, wrapping the blanket — her covering — tighter. “I believe in God still,” she proclaimed to the charlatan. “I want to hear his truth.”

Tim simply nodded, crunching a carrot in his mouth. “I don’t have God’s truth for you, sweetie. I have the truth.”

Staring at the back of his head, Violet reached out and touched his shoulder. “The truth about what?” she asked, almost sounding a little nervous.

Tim took a long swig from the canteen and rose, his eyes shifting between both of us.

“The truth,” he whispered, nodding as he did, “about what happened to our world.”

I paused my chore and met Violet’s eyes. Okay Tim, I thought, you have our attention. Now show us what you got.
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Violet decided her dress was dry enough to put on. Tim and I turned away as the stiff fabric scratched down her body. Mine were also dry enough to put back on. With a chill in the cloudy day, we wrapped in the blanket together next to the fire and let the old man take the stage.

“First, I have to admit to something,” he began, running his fingers around his dry, wind-burned lips. “I am a man of God. Always have been, always will be. I think we can all agree that God still provides for us.”

I chuckled, shaking my head. “Well, two out of three may agree on that. I don’t see God in the world anymore. And I can’t figure out why he did this to us.”

“It was nature, son,” Tim countered. “God had nothing to do with it. Everything happened because of nature, and a perfect storm.”

I let him speak, but he’d already lost me a little. I had been taught that God, or whatever anyone else wanted to call “Him” or “Her”, was all around us. That included nature. Thus, I was already skeptical.

“Have you ever heard of the Van Halen radiation belts?” Tim inquired, taking a spot across from us on a large rock.

I laughed aloud. “Van Halen was a music group.”

“Van Allen radiation belts,” Violet offered quietly. “I learned about them in school.

Tim nodded. “That’s right, young lady. Van Allen. I always get those messed up somehow.”

“So it was radiation,” I spouted. That was the only thing that had ever made sense to me, though I could never figure out the how.

The end had come so quickly, almost efficiently. And from the murmurs I’d heard over the years, this mess covered our country, our hemisphere, perhaps even our world. But how?

“Legend has it,” Tim continued, “and I’ve heard it several times second-hand from people who knew someone who knew. One of the radiation belts buckled, the one closest to Earth.”

“But that was more than 1,000 miles up,” Violet replied, looking at us both as if it didn’t make sense. “And it had so many layers of atmosphere, even the stratosphere to penetrate. How’s that possible? I learned it could never be of any harm to us.”

Tim opened his mouth to answer, but I cut him off. “And who exactly did you talk to about this, Tim? And where? I’d really like to know that before you go selling us real estate 30 miles east of downtown Milwaukee.”

Violet nodded and looked back at Tim. “Yes. Go way back. Where are you from? And what did you do before all of this?”

Tim offered a weary smile and looked for something softer than the rock to rest on. “This is going to take a while.”

That was fine. We had had nowhere to be.




It took him a few minutes to get comfortable, then he needed another sip of water and a baggie of dried fruit to build his blood sugar back to where he needed it to focus properly. I was fairly certain he wasn’t a diabetic, at least not a type one. Most of those people had been dead for two or three years now.

“Four plus years ago,” he began in a quiet tone, “my wife and I lived in Ashland, Wisconsin. She was a teacher and I was a preacher. And we had a good life. Kids, grandkids, enough money to live a modest life. Everything, it seemed.”

His eyes turned dark, perhaps even cloudy if there was such a thing. “And then The Darkness arrived. Same in Ashland as with everywhere else in the Midwest. Like a thief in the night. I went to bed at eleven-thirty that night and everything was fine. When I woke at my usual time the next morning, I noticed the clock wasn’t working. Neither were our phones, or anything else.”

He went quiet for a few moments, most likely lost in memories that were only recorded in his mind and nowhere else.

“The wife and I left Ashland that first spring.” Tim’s weary eyes stared into the fire, any life they had previously shown gone. “We had a horse and buggy. We had family over in Duluth and the Twin Cities that my wife wanted to check on. One of our kids and my wife’s younger sister.

“Ashland had been spared the fever that first winter. There were dead people like everywhere else, just not as many as some of the bigger places. Duluth was bad. We stood on the big bridge over the harbor coming in one morning. The silence was the eeriest thing I’ve ever witnessed. The big ships were all quiet. One coal freighter that must’ve been coming in when everything died was stranded up against the Duluth side, a little north of downtown.”

He paused a moment, breathing deeply. I had a feeling I wouldn’t like what he was going to say next.

“Got to my son’s house and they were gone. He, his wife, and his two teenaged kids,” Tim paused and smiled at Violet. “One of the girls looked kind of like you. Maybe a little taller.” Violet returned his smile, nodding for him to go on.

“Neighbor said he didn’t think they were dead or even sick. Last he knew, they were headed north up the shore for some place safer. He told me something strange, too. He said he’d heard that Duluth and Superior’s population was estimated to be about 20,000 people that spring. Seemed kinda low to me.”

I’d never been to the twin ports, thus I had no idea. Tim stared at me, his eyes filled with a sadness that I’d only felt twice: when I realized Daisy had been taken, and when I accepted the fact I was never going to see Shelly ever again.

“Last I’d heard, before all this started, the population of that area was almost 300,000 people. I wondered where they all had gone. And he told me some had left, but a lot had died. The wife and I wondered what that funny stench was when we got close. Why all the smoke was hanging in the harbor. They burned their dead; that way, they hoped they’d kill the disease, too.”

He took a swig of water, handing the canteen to me when he finished. I took one too. My throat felt dry from hearing his tale.

“We took off right away from St. Paul. Just 180 miles I thought, maybe 10 days in the buggy. The second day in, someone stole our horse and cart at gunpoint. The fifth day, they shot my wife for not handing over her supply pack fast enough. Her dying wish was for me to find her sister and make sure she was alright. So for the next two years, that’s what I did. Searched.”
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Tim’s travels took him to St. Paul, Minnesota, where he witnessed the ruins of the once great city. Not even one full year into the apocalypse, and already the Twin Cities were nothing of their former selves.

Food and fresh water were all but gone, he told us. All medical supplies and medicine had either been looted or used up. The great rivers flowed freely, though people were scared to drink the water for fear of contamination upstream. On one river, it was a destroyed nuclear power plant that worried them; the other had been poisoned with the dumping of thousands of dead bodies.

Most of the wild game in the area had been harvested the previous winter. Over-hunting made the woods and fields devoid of any usual critters after that. Anyone with a farm or planted garden found themselves robbed blind by passersby and thieves. Everyone everywhere, Tim said, was starving to death.

“Wife’s sister wasn’t there, I was told,” Tim continued in a hollow voice. “They told me to try the LaCrosse area. Even drew me a map. If she wasn’t there, she was most likely at a relative’s place in Sun Prairie, over in Wisconsin. And yeah, they had an address.”

But everywhere he went, Tim found the same two things: no sister and large cities in ruin, their populations decimated by disease, hunger and death.

LaCrosse pointed him to Sun Prairie, just outside of Madison. Sun Prairie pointed him towards Oconomowoc, just outside of Milwaukee. As difficult as his journey was, finding friends and family of his wife’s sister was not.

Oconomowoc was a bust, but they pointed him towards a place just south of Green Bay called Manitowoc. He spent the second winter of the apocalypse - now referred to as “The Darkness” by many - along the shores of Lake Michigan. 

“By spring, I’d heard rumors of a man who might know something about all of this…” He swung his hands all around. “Two or three folks told me I needed to hear what he had to say about The Darkness. They weren’t sure he was telling the truth, but surely he couldn’t lie to a man of God.

“I wasn’t having any luck with my wife’s sister; figured she was dead anyway. So I took off for a remote Amish farm just north of a tiny little town called Greenwood, over in Wisconsin still. And that’s where I found him, almost two full years into this madness.”

Feeling my grin grow, I peeked down at Violet. She was fully entangled in this man’s tale. To me, it all sounded like something someone told others just to get a free meal or two.

“Let me guess,” I said, trying to hide my skepticism, “he was a self-professed prophet.”

Tim nodded for a while. “That was my thought, too. But he wasn’t. Claimed he didn’t know if there was a God or not. What he was was a scientist. An astronomer actually.”

“Maybe he called himself a scientist,” I countered. “It wasn’t like you could check up on him. Not anymore.”

Stroking his white beard, Tim’s eyes stared past me into the woods. “I had the same feeling about it all, until I spoke with him. Listened to what he had to say, even read some of the stuff he had with him.”

I sat up quickly, my eyes opening wide. “He had proof?”

Tim eased a bit. “Enough proof for me; maybe not enough for a man like you, though. He had reports that he’d worked on. Most of it was scientific mumbo-jumbo to me. But he also had some letters from other people supporting his theory.” His face went taut for a second. “Supporting someone’s theory, I should say.”




We let Tim take a break from his story to rest his tired voice. He took the opportunity to eat another fillet of smoked fish and a couple handfuls of carrots. Washing it all down with another swig from the canteen, he grinned at us.

“On the road, I’ve found good people like you two,” he said. “I’ve also found plenty of evil. Had all my possessions stolen, several times. The first was on the road towards Madison. They were nice enough, for thieves. But they still took everything. Then again, a few miles from Oconomowoc I was robbed. Those fools found it necessary to beat the living tar out of me, even though I never gave them a reason to. Even as they took turns striking and kicking me, I only raised a hand to protect myself.”

Studying his face closer, I noticed several scars running along his face and his nose pointed more to the right than mine. From what I could tell, Tim was an honest man. But I wondered if others, one in particular, was as honest as he.

“So, this fellow over in Wisconsin,” I asked. “What did he have to say about all of this?”

The story was long and meandered at times. Occasionally, Tim got dates or people mixed up. But for the most part, it went as follows:

In March, the year before The Darkness, a young man at the University of Wisconsin in Madison was asked to do some research. The problem: Why were satellite signals weakening over the course of the past few years? Why did they have to keep boosting the power to their devices floating in space some hundreds of miles above Earth’s surface?

This man, Doctor James Green, did a cursory study and found radiation to be the problem. It wasn’t until he was about to pen his report that the alarms went off in his mind. Sure, some of the higher satellites expected to find radiation playing with their signals. But ones only several hundred miles up — that was odd to him.

More studies followed. The man became obsessed with finding a logical explanation. In his experience, aside from minor solar flares, there was no reason for continued radiation in significant amounts to be pressing in on the outer limits of Earth’s stratosphere.

The following winter James Green made an alarming discovery. At most times, the inner Van Allen belt lay between 600 and 3,700 miles above Earth’s surface. Severe solar flares could push it within several hundred miles from time to time, but it usually receded. But part of the belt was polluting the stratosphere with powerful electrons: radiation. And it wasn’t receding, it was collapsing. On to Earth.

No one in his department agreed with his findings. They sent them off to NASA and the agency emailed them back within 10 days. It was agreed that part of the belt was descending but they gave multiple instances where this had happened in the past. And the belt always reverted, always. In the end, they gave the likelihood of the collapse continuing a one-and-a-half percent (or less) probability. They might as well have said, ‘Thanks for your concern, Doctor Green. Now go back to your star gazing.’
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“They laughed him off,” Tim concluded. “Politely, I suppose you could say. But he wouldn’t let it die. He felt the radiation was getting stronger, not weaker.”

Dr. Green consulted with a radiation specialist. Could a strong dose kill the planet? Unlikely, the man concluded. However, it could wipe out all of mankind’s advances over the past millennium or so. But the specialist concluded that there was no chance of that much radiation falling to Earth. Ever.

He asked one of his colleagues, a woman (not that it mattered) what would happen to built-up radiation if it were suddenly “pushed” towards Earth by a solar flare. Tim told us that James Green and the woman worked on the dilemma for several nights, after hours and away from prying eyes. If anyone else had found out what they were working on, their work would have been shut down.

Three nights later, they determined that if a certain amount of these protons were available, a medium C-class solar flare just might force them from their hibernation and cause the radiation to fall to Earth. But, again, the likelihood of this happening was remote.

With this new information, Doctor Green went to another friend of his in Madison, some Indian fellow with advanced degrees in mathematics. He gave his friend the parameters and all of the pertinent information needed. His friend’s report, five weeks later, was nothing short of sobering.

‘If,’ the man emphasized, ‘if this were to happen, the events would be catastrophic for mankind. We’d immediately be thrown back two centuries. And every 10 years that followed, mankind would lose more ground than could ever be made up. The radiation would render our world helpless. Discoveries would have to be made anew. Every single piece of equipment and natural resource within 20 feet of Earth’s surface would be completely irradiated and rendered useless. Forever.’

Mankind would be in a free-fall for years to come. Within five years of something like this happening, 90 percent of the world’s population would be wiped out. Three factors were the basis for that number.

One: Fresh drinking water would be hard to find for most people.

Two: Starvation would ensue food supplies ran out.

Three: Modern medicine would all but disappear from overuse.

It would take centuries, according to this expert, to stabilize the population. The dark ages would be looked upon as the “good old days” he claimed. Mankind wouldn’t see it coming, and may never recover.

In the end, the man called it a potential extinction event for our world. Thank your God, he concluded, that it never could happen.




We were silent for a few moments; the only sounds around us were that of nature. Through the woods, I could hear the waves crash against the shore, seagulls calling out, red squirrels barking at each other. Absent were any sounds of our former world, the one that still existed some four years ago.

“But it did happen,” Violet stated, pulling on her lower lip with her fingers. “Just like they all said it could.”

“Just like Doctor Green said it could,” Tim corrected. “He let the project lie around for several months. Then at the beginning of August, the year it all went down, he said he got a frantic phone call from the guy at NASA, the one who basically laughed him off.

“Seems they’d discovered an error in checking over his math. Some number got flipped. A plus became a minus, or they multiplied instead of divided. The man was winded, apologetic. Seems he was right, Doctor Green that is. There wasn’t a one-and-a-half percent chance of it happening. There was almost no chance of it not happening.”

Everything became silent as I tried to digest what Tim had just said. Someone, perhaps multiple someones, knew what was about to happen to all of mankind, yet we never heard a peep from them. It seemed odd, surreal even.

“The Feds showed up and locked him down. Said they were monitoring every one of his communications. He wasn’t to tell anyone about this. They threatened him, so he left for his grandparents’ old abandoned farm. And there he sits, contemplating the past and the future.”

“He should be shouting this from the mountaintops,” Violet shouted, leaping from her spot. “Everyone needs to know what he knows. We deserve to know this, right?”

I smiled and shrugged; Tim just shrugged.

“He has told some people,” Tim answered. “Most people think he’s crazy. They say he’s just a loon looking for attention. The sad bottom line is, no one cares. Whatever happened happened. The past doesn’t change the present. Most folks are simply trying to survive, if that.”

Violet glared at me as if I needed to say something. But for the most part, it was just a nice story, nothing more. True or not, we were hunting for Daisy, not trying to solve the world’s problems.

“What I saw in the larger cities,” Tim continued, “made me cringe. For the most part, they lay in ruin. Those still standing are inhabited and ruled by gangs. Food is scarce, living conditions deplorable.”

“But they’re still there?” I asked. “The cities?”

“Sort of,” he answered unenthusiastically. “There’s been a lot of burning. “Cleansing”, they call it.”

Violet looked confused, her face drawn tight. “Cleansing what?”

“The disease, the dead, whatever’s left that they don’t want to deal with.” Tim rose and leaned against a tree. “They say Chicago is all but gone now, at least of people.”

That one hurt; it cut me through the flesh and right to the bone. Violet must have noticed my grimace. Her hand lingered on my shoulder, caressing it gently.


Day 1,167




We slept around the fire, all three of us. Except only one of us slept — Tim. Violet and I stared at the flames, recalling the preacher’s words. By the first pink and orange glows in the eastern sky, I’m sure she was as exhausted as I was

After a quick breakfast, we parted ways. Violet and I turned north on the road we had been following, on our way to North Canal Fish Camp. Tim turned left, heading south toward points we’d already traveled.

We walked silently for quite a while, neither of us seeming to want to discuss Tim’s news any further. It wasn’t until our first break that Violet dared to break our solemn monotony.

“Did you believe him?” she asked, rubbing my forearm as she spoke. “Some of it, at least?”

I wasn’t sure, so I didn’t know how to answer. “I suppose he told a story he’d been thinking about for the past few years. Or maybe everything he reported was the gospel truth. I don’t know.”

She offered a smile but didn’t do very well. “You know what he heard about Chicago was just hearsay. He didn’t see it, so he’d just have to go on someone else’s word.”

I nodded, staring at the tranquil blue waters of Lake Superior, which were calm for a change. “I know.” Now it was my turn to fake a smile. “I just…” Yeah, I just what, Bob? I thought.

“Let’s keep moving,” Violet urged, pulling me from my spot by an arm. “How far to North Canal?”

I looked north and east, then south and west. If I recalled correctly, our next destination was only 10 miles from Beacon Hill. But I couldn’t recall how far we’d made it several days ago.

I glanced at Violet. “If you want to know the truth, Shelly and I were just so-so happy. We had good times and bad, just like most married people. I think sometimes I’ve idealized her and our marriage so that I’d never think poorly of her.” I felt myself choking up. “But never once, not in four years, Violet, have I ever thought of her as anything but alive. I may not have loved her like I should have, but I never wanted her dead. Never.”

Real tears came, followed by sobs. When I collapsed onto the dirt trail, Violet lowered herself and wrapped her arms around me, hugging as tightly as she could.




I awoke in the same spot a while later. Violet was still awake, her loving arms still wrapped around me.

“Feel better?” she asked. 

My eyes felt crusted with dried tears. “Am I a bad person, Violet?”

“Absolutely not.”

“No,” I countered. “Stop and think about it, and be honest. I need to know.”

She kissed my forehead and squeezed me tightly again. “You’re not perfect; none of us are. But you’re damned near there. At least to me.”

“But I never went back for her,” I answered. “I should have tried harder. I’ve always felt that way. I didn’t do enough.”

Sighing first, she shook her head. “Daisy might be less than 100 miles away, and look at all the trouble we’re having. How far is it to Chicago? Four, maybe five hundred miles? Even you couldn’t have made it that far. Not against all the odds stacked against you.”

Though I’d heard similar words before, I believe my ears had finally decided to listen. I felt better. Not great, but better.

“She knew, you know,” Violet said softly, looking away from me now.

“Who knew?”

She turned back to face me, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “Daisy knew. She knew what had happened between us, what I did, how I felt.”

I sat up straighter. Holy crap, this was kind of big news for Violet to have withheld.

“She knew what we had done…what you did?” I asked, embarrassment coloring my words. “Like, everything?”

Violet paced, nodding slightly with each step. What seemed like an hour passed between my question and her eyes meeting mine.

“She saw the whole thing,” Violet admits. “She was by the back window, wondering what we were arguing about when it happened. She thought maybe she needed to come out and save me if you decided to shout at me again. But when she saw the kiss…”

She didn’t need to finish. I could see the shame on her face.

“Was she bitter?”

Violet shook her head no, but only slightly. “She said she understood. That it was alright and normal for me to have feelings like that for you. You two weren’t married, she said.”

I felt an anger crawl through my body, beginning at my heart and working its way to my extremities. That explained why Daisy hadn’t said ‘I love you’ when I left to kill Barster. It had to be the only reasonable explanation. It was all Violet’s fault.

“She said you and I were better together than she could ever be with you,” Violet continued. “I would give you things she couldn’t.”

I glanced into her eyes, capturing and trapping them with my mind. “What could you possibly give me that she couldn’t, Violet? Besides a never-ending hard time and an early heart attack, what made you a better fit for me than Daisy?”

She looked away, hurt by my stinging words. “Just forget it,” she whispered. “Let’s keep moving.”

I caught her arm as she reached for her pack, squeezing her wrist a little tighter than I should have. But I was angry, so I didn’t really care.

“You owe me an answer,” I demanded with a low growl.

Tearing her arm away, she rubbed her reddened wrist. “I don’t owe you shit, asshole. I’ve told you everything you need to know. All of the missing pieces of your precious missing Daisy. So why don’t you do me a favor and just drop your neediness for a while. Because I’m pretty damned sick of it.”

She stomped ahead, blazing a path on the dirt trail. It might have been cute if she wasn’t such a spoiled little shit who always got her way.

“Better watch out wandering off on your own, little girl,” I shouted as she disappeared around a bend in the trail. “Some wild animal may get you. And I won’t be there to help you.”

I waited with a grin. Of course, she didn’t answer. And I knew why. At least, I thought I did.
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I gave her at least five minutes before lifting my pack and going after her. It wasn’t like she was going to get lost or anything. The trail was hard to miss. But God only knew what kind of crap she’d get herself in to without me there to help her.

The knife is what caught my attention first. Not the person attached to the knife, or Violet’s thin neck with the knife pressed against it. It was the big, shiny steel knife that brought me to a halt.

“Don’t move,” the attacker warned. The high voice, long hair, thin dirty hands and lack of facial whiskers told me what I assumed he was a she. Why not? We all had needs. Man, woman, everyone.

I raised my hands slowly. “Let’s be careful here. That’s a mighty big knife.”

All I could see was her face hanging over Violet’s left shoulder. “This little bitch won’t give me her pack,” the woman whined. “So why don’t you slip yours off to set a good example for her.”

I took another step closer and she tightened her grip on Violet. “Violet, why don’t you just give her your pack and let’s get this over with.” That seemed like a reasonable solution to me. Not her.

“Screw off,” Violet seethed. “She isn’t getting anything.” Great, just great. Copping an attitude at a time like this probably wasn’t the best of all strategies. But it was Violet after all.

“Your girlfriend’s about to get her neck slit,” the attacker warned. “Give me your pack, mister. And then we’ll get hers—”

“I am not his girlfriend,” Violet shrieked. “Why don’t you just shoot this idiot so we can get this over with, Bob?”

Oh, this was all kinds of wrong. The crazed woman looked desperate enough to me to slit Violet’s throat without another thought. And good old Violet was giving her all the reason she needed, and then some.

I set my pack on the trail between us. Nodding at the woman, our eyes met. “There. Why don’t you let her go and we can part ways?”

A struggle ensued as the woman pulled on Violet’s bag. I jerked my 45 from behind my back and waited for an opening, though I didn’t really want to kill a woman.

The straps tore from Violet’s fingers and the bag went flying, releasing the contents all around the pair. Still, there was no clean shot and the knife didn’t leave Violet’s throat.

“Shoot her, damnit!” Violet screamed. “Get her off me.”

I moved closer, but the woman spun as if it were a choreographed danced. I dipped right, she pirouetted left. And Violet remained between us.

“Shoot her!”

“I’m gonna cut her!”

With a large push from Violet, the pair fell to the ground and for a brief moment, the knife fell between them. A hand flashed and searched for the blade. Another shot out and found it first.

On the ground they tussled, Violet blocking my view for any clean break. They wrestled and pushed until I heard a sickening slosh as the knife dug into one of their chests. A loud exhale signaled victory for one of the two.

But which one?




Violet folded on top of the woman, still fighting her hands. When I found my opening, I grabbed her by the back of the baggy dress and pulled her away. It was then I saw the knife, the blood, and certain death.

Sticking out from the ribcage of the emaciated woman, the dark wooden handle moved with each gasp. She shook briefly and then no more. I released Violet and she kicked the lifeless body.

“Stinking bitch,” she shrieked, giving the former living soul another boot for good measure.

I pulled her back. “Violet, she’s dead. Leave her be.”

Angry, almost possessed eyes met mine and I released her. Her chest rose and fell with great breaths as she calmed a little.

“Why didn’t you shoot her?” Violet asked, a tinge of anger still there. “Aren’t I good enough for you?”

I shook my head at her illogic. “Why didn’t you give her your pack? Once she let you go, all I needed to do was show her my gun and that would have ended just fine.”

Her tiny nose twitched several times as her lips slid back and forth, considering my plan.

“Huh,” she replied, a little less tense and angry. “I hadn’t thought of that. Good plan; let’s use it next time.”

She left me standing there, staring at the dead body. The woman was more of a girl, I decided. Perhaps Violet’s age, maybe a year or two younger. But she was desperate. And desperate people…

Watching Violet collect her belongings like nothing had happened bothered me. She still had anger issues, and I still had no idea where they stemmed from. At least she didn’t seem upset with me any longer.

I helped her collect the last of the strewn items, handing them to her with a cautious smile. As odd as it seemed, she smiled back and thanked me for each item I handed her.

Something caught my eye as she stuffed it in her bag, turning away as she did, like she was trying to hide it from me.

“What’s that?” I asked, holding my hand out, believing she might hand it over willingly.

“Nothing,” she replied, searching the forest floor for any of her remaining possessions.

“That was a knife, Violet. A fillet knife.” She still refused to look at me. “Where’d you get it? Because you sure didn’t have it when we left home.”

She glared at me, her eyes narrowing. “I found it, okay? I found it in the grass outside a fish camp, one or two back. Just drop it.”

No, she hadn’t. She knew better and she knew I knew better. She’d stolen it. But why?
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We should have walked without a word, but that was impossible for my babbling travel companion. I knew she was hiding something. Something about the knife, something about Daisy, maybe even something about home — No Where.

And so she talked non-stop for the remaining miles to the North Canal Fish Camp. At least it was something she was good at.

“I can’t believe a woman would try to kill one of her own,” she commented, walking ahead of me but looking back for acceptance often. “I mean, we haven’t seen a lot of single bad women over the last four years, have we, Bob?”

“Not sure,” I muttered. Watching Violet pick her way through a rocky portion of our trip, I noticed she hadn’t maintained eye contact for very long with me. Just a quick glance, maybe a smile, then her eyes darted forward again.

“I’m on to you,” I called ahead. “And I want to know why you stole that knife.”

“I don’t think she would have really killed me, do you?” Another quick glance and then back to the trail.

“You’re avoiding the conversation, Violet!” I shouted, making sure she heard me.

I noticed her head shake for a moment. “I wasn’t giving her my pack; no way, no how.”

Okay, that was enough. A few minutes of diversion was understandable. But this had been going on for far too long. I trotted ahead and grabbed her by the arm.

“Why’d you steal that knife?” I demanded, seeing a flash of anger cross her face.

“To protect myself,” she spewed, shoving me away. “If someone gets too close and I can’t use the rifle, I need to be able to take care of things. Like that woman earlier.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you took the knife then? Huh?” Her eyes rolled several times as a quick snort escaped her lips.

“Because you’d judge me. And you’d make a big deal out of it.” She waved her arms out by her sides. “Like now, you’re making a big deal of it. It’s a crummy fish knife, Bob. They have plenty. I just took one that someone had tossed aside, claimed it never held an edge. So…” she inched closer to me, “no. Big. Deal. Okay?”

Yes, and no. Yes, because even in the apocalypse, stealing was stealing. The only thing that separated us from becoming wild animals were our morals. Of course, Violet was able to kill without remorse, go after another woman’s man. Stealing was probably an improvement in her character in her mind.

No, it wasn’t a big deal. Besides fish, the one item every fish camp had plenty of were bent and worn-out knives. So she took a cast-off. No big deal, I supposed.

I stood over her, casting her the scolding look I’d learned from my father. “Okay, no big deal. Let’s just try and not steal anything from this next place, okay?”

Violet smiled, nodded and raised on her tiptoes to kiss me. “I knew you’d understand. Thanks.”

So quick, and all was well and forgiven. At least in her world.
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Smaller and dingier than what we found at Beacon Hill, the North Canal Fish Camp still held some charm. People were happy to see us. Claimed they didn’t get a lot of travelers coming through. Something about the larger Houghton Fish Camp being only 10 miles downstream and more inland. Houghton was quite an operation, they claimed. But what we found at North Canal was just fine with me.

The assemblage of workers, though smaller than Beacon Hill, was equally as happy. All throughout the smallish, 12-tent camp, laughter rang out often. That was something missing from many places nowadays, and I found it infectious.

In the middle of the camp sat the mess hall. Unlike most other camps, this one had an assortment of dried meats along with yellow and orange cheeses to feed their employees. Nowhere did I see a trace of fish. Yet, at the fillet tables, fish were plentiful.

On the far edge of the mess tent, silhouetted against Lake Superior, a man played the accordion. Next to him, a woman strummed a ukulele. The scene seemed almost surreal to me, something I would’ve only dreamed of nowadays. The music lightened the already festive mood. Was I dead perhaps? Was this heaven?

Violet elbowed past me, making her way towards the tent where the camp records were kept. I figured she had to be anxious to find out if Daisy was here or had ever been. After several steps, she stopped and turned.

“Are you coming?” she asked bitterly.

“Don’t you like the music? Doesn’t this seem nice to you?”

She shook her head and took a step closer to me. “Oh, yeah. It’s a real polka party festival here.”

I stared at her for a moment, attempting to figure out what her deal was.

“It’s corny,” she ranted. Grabbing my shirt, she urged me forward. “Let’s see if they know anything about Daisy.”

Well, I liked it. I even hummed along to a tune, the name I’d long forgotten. The place seemed nice to me.




The man in charge of rosters and his young daughter assistant looked at each other for a long time. Just when I thought one would say something, the other shook their head. When the blond-haired man’s eyes finally made their way back to mine, I noticed the emptiness they held.

“I’m real sorry, Mr. Reiniger,” the man named Willows said. “I don’t have anyone by that name or description on the roster. And not in the past year either.”

Different place, same story. Every time Violet and I walked into a new fish camp, my stomach contorted into a bundle of knots. Maybe this was the one, I would think, every single time. Thus far, the trip had been a string of misses and disappointment.

“You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like, though,” Willows went on. “You and the missus look like fine workers. And fine workers are always in need here at NCFC.”

I didn’t recognize the acronym and my face must’ve shown it.

He leaned forward as if telling me a secret. “North Canal Fish Camp,” he said. “Hell, we’d have t-shirts and hats made up…if there was such a thing anymore. That’s our motto these days: ‘NCFC or bust’. Kinda catchy, don’t you think?”

My blank stare should have insulted the well-meaning man. When I glanced at Violet, I noticed her mouth hanging open. That meant something not-so-nice was about to roll out.

“Darn catchy,” I replied, positioning myself between Violet and the man. “Come along, dear. Let’s make ourselves useful so they feed us and give us some supplies.”

On our way to the clean stations, Violet stopped and turned me. “’NCFC or bust’? What the hell is all that about? What is this place, a high school pep rally?”

I laughed, pushing her forward. Yeah, it was kind of a hokey place, but at least Violet kept that to herself until we got out of earshot of the roster boss. She was learning.
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I cleaned and Violet filleted. Better put, she helped the people who did the filleting. Three swoops of the knife and the man in charge deemed her to be the worst he’d ever seen. But he did it with a smile, so Violet didn’t pout too badly.

Mid-afternoon I saw Violet coming my way. I was a little busy with my arms buried in fish guts up to my elbows, so she got to me faster than I would’ve liked.

I peeked up at her, nodding my head. “What’s up?”

Later I would look back on that moment and know I should have looked at her face more carefully before asking her such a loaded question. My life would have been easier and more straightforward if I had just asked, ‘What’s pissing you off now, you hard-to-please teenage witch?’

First clue we — she saddled right up next to me. Never a good sign.

Glaring at me, her arms crossed, she huffed loudly before speaking, “I don’t like the people over there. They’re all cliquey and everything. I need a different job.”

I paused from my task of filling a large, blue plastic barrel with fish guts and squeezed my eyes tightly shut. “I’m not in charge,” I replied in the nicest tone I could muster. “Go ask the foreman for a different job.”

She shook her head at me incredulously. “It’s a forewoman, and she doesn’t like me.”

Not really my issue. But whatever it took to keep Violet happy was my only job, in her mind.

“Try smiling once in a while,” I said, glancing at her pouty expression. “Please, thank you; those words go a long way, you know.”

Still, she stayed beside me, arms crossed, pissy attitude and must have decided that shoving her shoulder into my side would help me help her.

“I told them I’d go help with the kids,” she muttered, “but they said that duty was only for the single women. Not those attached. Great plan by the way.”

That wasn’t my fault. That was Wilson’s idea. Something about the fish camps being more open to helping us if they viewed us as an attached couple. I had begged that we use the ploy of a father and his daughter, but even Lettie laughed at that. She claimed I looked too young for Violet to be my daughter. Thus, we traveled as a couple, which should have made Violet happy.

But she never was, happy that is. And once again, her ugly disposition shined through like a beacon in the night.

I glared at her. “So what’s up your butt this time?” I was almost out of patience, and the guts were piling up next to me.

“That woman over there,” Violet replied, shoving her head in the direction of her former station, “the one in the orange top with the big boobs. She keeps staring at you.”

My eyes sought out the woman. The orange top made her easy to find. That and the reddish curly hair, the pleasant smile, and yeah, the other part that Violet mentioned.

“Let her stare,” I commented, pushing an armload of squishy fish intestines into the barrel. “Maybe she doesn’t like us. We are strangers.”

And the problem reared its ugly head three times worse.

“She’s asking me all kinds of questions about you,” Violet seethed. “What you’re like, if we’re happy together, how many kids we have, if I’ve ever thought of leaving you for another man.” To emphasize her disdain, Violet stomped on my right foot.

“Why are you so pissed at me, Violet? I didn’t do anything.”

More rage, I could see it boiling in her narrowed eyes.

“You must have done something to encourage her,” she vented, pushing at my chest. “I should just tell her what a louse you really are. How you sleep with any woman you come across. That would set her straight.”

It hit me like a right hook from an unseen boxer. I halted my gut removal mid-reach.

“You’re jealous!” I whispered, stifling a grin.

“I don’t get jealous,” she raged, pulling on my shirt to draw me closer. “I want to leave. Daisy isn’t here. Let’s grab our stuff and get the hell out of here.”

I extended my arms in surrender. “Violet,” I said quietly, “we need to replenish our food and supplies. To do that, we need to work a shift or two. You know that. Come on, don’t act like this. I have no interest in that woman, or any other we’ve come across for that matter. You and I are together on this trip. No one’s going to change that.”

She eyed me cautiously, her facial expression softening slightly. “Do you really mean that?” she asked.

I had to give her something. We needed the supplies. Leaning closer, I gave her a small kiss on the lips. “Of course I mean it, sweetie. Now go get back to work. We’ll be out of here tomorrow by this time.”

The minute I used the term of endearment, I thought she’d see through me. That wasn’t something I did too often, and never before on Violet. Her stare made me nervous. But slowly, a small smile grew and I knew we were back on the right path.

She turned and skipped away, her youthful charm back on full display. With Violet happy — and working — I could focus on the task at hand. Only our hard work would get us what we needed: enough food and supplies to make it to the next camp. And perhaps one step closer to who I really wanted. Daisy.
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Before we broke camp the next morning, the woman in the orange top approached me while Violet was in the outhouse. She sported the same smile as the day before, causing my stomach to twist on itself several times. I didn’t need trouble; Violet provided enough of that.

“Say,” she said, stepping into my personal space, “I hear you’re looking for a person.”

I nodded, keeping one eye on orange top and the other on the outhouse door.

“Yes, Violet and I are looking for a friend of ours — Daisy Vaughn. Do you know her?”

Her smile broadened; God it was beautiful. “I don’t know her, but I have a friend who might.”

My heart raced for a new reason. “And where can I find this friend?”

She snaked an arm through mine and turned me towards the lake. “About two weeks ago, a woman named Vivian Highplante was here. Viv and I go way back, even before all of this. Anyway, she was on her way to Ontonagon, but rough waters forced them into our harbor for a few days.

“Viv spoke of a woman she had met at a camp over by Marquette. She claimed this person was about the sweetest woman she’d ever met. Shoulder-length golden hair, no bigger than a 12-year-old. Does that sound like her?”

“Yes,” I replied, my insides fluttering at the description.

“Well, I remember her name. Mostly because Viv used it so creatively. She said this woman was a Daisy in a sea of weeds. Someone who stuck out and made everything around her better.”

That was her; that was my Daisy.

“And she’s in Marquette you say?”

The woman’s smile faded. “Viv said that when she got on a boat to go to Ontonagon, this Daisy person got on a boat going somewhere else. Said it was a loss for the whole camp, her leaving. But she never told me where.”

I grabbed both of the woman’s forearms to face her head on. “And I can find this friend of yours at the Ontonagon Fish Camp?”

She nodded. “Vivian Highplante. She works with the rosters for all the camps. Trying to keep track of people and all. You go to Ontonagon, you’ll find her there. And she can tell you where this friend of yours is.”

I hugged her, right there in the open. Finally, after more than a month of no news, something to go on.

“Thank you!” I shouted. “Thank you so much...” Crap, I didn’t even know this woman’s name.

“Rachel,” she replied, giving me her best schoolgirl grin.

“Rachel,” I beamed, “you are an angel sent from above.”

My happiness overtook me and I gave her a huge kiss, right on those beautiful, large lips of hers. When I pulled away, she looked somewhat surprised, slightly embarrassed, and yet strangely satisfied. I guess I still had it.

“Well, you and your wife should get going,” she said, licking whatever I left on her lips away. And she was still smiling, so it couldn’t have been all that bad.

I watched Rachel walk away, slightly roused as she peeked back and shot me a tiny wave. This was big news. I needed to track down Violet and tell her. She’d be as excited as me.

Before I even turned I noticed someone by my side. I looked down at the small, dirty shoes, the long hem of the ugly covering that hung past her knees, the tiny fingers of her left hand balling into a fist.

Maybe she hadn’t seen the exchange, the hug, the kiss.

One look at her face as she glared in Rachel’s direction spoke volumes.

She’d seen it all.
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We were an hour down the trail before I got within earshot of Violet. Witnessing what she’d seen back at North Canal, no matter how I tried to explain it, had upset her. While I expected never-ending wrath, instead, I was treated to something different — complete and utter silence.

I’ll admit that I enjoyed the peace and quiet at first. I was so used to being chewed out by the teen that the silent treatment didn’t really bother me. At least for the first hour or so.

Catching up to Violet, I offered her a smile. “Pretty exciting news, isn’t it?” Still silence, with a few nods. She kept her eyes fixed on the trail ahead, switching the 30-30 from hand to hand every few minutes.

“I’d have never thought to start searching over in Marquette, had you?” A shrug. “It just seemed too obvious to me. I always assumed the Weston’s were smarter than that. Didn’t you?” Another shrug.

I touched her arm and she stopped, still not looking my way. “Can we talk for a minute, Violet? About what you may or may not have seen back there?”

That got her attention. But instead of anger, I noticed disappointment. Instead of rage, I found hurt in her eyes.

“Let’s be honest, Robert.” I cringed at the use of my proper name. Maybe an eruption was near. “I’m not your wife. Even though we’ve continued the ruse throughout this trip, I know better. I’m just a girl to you. And a friend. But certainly not your girlfriend.”

She spoke with no emotion, none of the typical Violet flare I was so used to hearing.

“I have deeper feelings for you than you’ll ever have for me,” she continued, “I know that. I’ll get over it.”

Crossing her arms, she sighed. “I thought maybe after we shared an intimate moment, things had changed. But it’s obvious they haven’t. So let’s go find Daisy so you can get on with your life and I can get mine started anew.”

Carefully, I stepped closer. She still might strike out, I thought. And she packed one helluva wallop when upset. “You’re always my friend, no matter what, Violet.” She looked away. “And I’m sorry if it feels like I used you, in any way. I would never hurt you.”

Noticing her tight lips, I waited for her reply. After a few quiet moments, I decided I’d better say something more.

“So, we’re still friends, right?” She glanced back, her eyes seeming a little less pained. “And I always want to be your friend. I hope you’ll always want to be mine.”

Finally, she nodded. I opened my arms and we hugged. Though I expected a knee to the groin — and most likely deserved one — she only hugged. After patting my back, she pushed away.

“How many days back to Ontonagon, you suppose?” she asked. Her tone still wasn’t as spirited as I would have like, but I really think my words and hug meant a lot to her.

“Almost 50 miles, the lady in orange told me.” I saw her grin. There was the Violet I knew. “So that’s what, three or four days, right?”

Turning down the trail, she signaled for me to follow. “Well, we’d better get moving then,” she called back, her tone happier than moments before.

I felt a smile creep over my lips as I trotted after her. We were going to be just fine, me and Violet. Just fine.




We camped somewhere in the true middle of nowhere the first night. Somehow we’d wandered off the main trail and ended up lost, I figured. Violet claimed we only had to put our backs to the sun in the morning and we’d find the main trail. Maybe we weren’t all that lost then.

A small fire warmed us as we ate our meager meal. Violet sat on one side with me on the other. Only occasionally did she look my way. But she usually smiled when she did, so we were okay.

“You tired?” I asked, noticing her yawn. Of course, she was tired. It was just lame me making casual conversation so she’d feel better, so she knew I still cared about her.

She nodded. “Can we still sleep under the same blanket?” she asked in an innocent tone.

“Of course, we still need each other’s body heat to keep us warm. We only have the one blanket, and I don’t feel like freezing to death.”

She seemed happier as we snuggled beside the fire, her in front and me spooning her from behind. Casually, she played with my left hand.

“What did you like about that woman, back there in North Canal?” Violet asked. I felt her intertwine our fingers. “Was it her smile, or her pretty face, or that darling hair of hers?”

It sounded like a trap, the words at least. But the tone seemed so sincere. “There was nothing special about her, Violet. I just got carried away when she had so much good news. I’m really sorry.”

Taking my hand with her under the covers, she held it close to her throat. “I know; I’m not upset. I know what happened.” Our fingers jointly stroked the tendons in her neck. “But you have to admit, she had one noticeable quality. I mean, even you have to admit that you were taken in by them.”

Tense, but not bad yet. “Violet, Daisy hardly had a chest. Shelly was an A cup. I don’t think I really noticed them that much.” It was a trap, it had to be. She wanted me to go on about Rachel’s body. But the honest truth was that I wasn’t attracted to Rachel. Period.

“And I’m nearly as flat as a board,” she whispered. “Yet you still made love to me.”

Okay, she was plotting something. Any second a knife would flash and my entire left hand would be gone. I’m sure she felt me tense. Instead, she kissed my fingers and moved them further down her chest. Resting in a place where I was damned if I did and double-damned if I didn’t.

“Let’s go to sleep,” she requested, “okay?”

I refused to answer, more concerned about what was going on beneath the covers than in her head.

“Good night, Robert.” I flinched, it was coming. Something was coming. “I still love you, even if you don’t love me.”

I laid awake, wide-eyed until I heard her tiny snores. Only then did I dare close my eyes, praying for morning to arrive with great haste.
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I awoke feeling oddly refreshed. I must have slept hard, though the cool air beyond our blanket nipped at my face.

Opening my eyes, I spotted the first concern of the day. Next to me was Violet, already awake and staring at me. And she didn’t look happy.

“Morning,” I murmured sleepily, stretching my arms outside the blanket. “You sleep well?”

Nodding at my question, I noticed her eyes narrow.

“You okay?” I asked, some of the previous day’s concern creeping back into my soul.

She nodded again, not answering aloud.

“Ready to get moving?” Sooner or later she had to answer a question, right?

“Sure,” she answered. “If you are.”

Okay, something was up. But I wasn’t completely sure I wanted to pick up any of the discussions from the previous day.




We were quite a ways into the day before we took our first real break. Each time, I’d asked Violet of she wanted to stop, she just shrugged.

“Only if you want to,” she’d answer. When I mentioned I could keep going, she nodded and answered she could as well.

So we walked and walked and walked. If I had to guess, I’d say we made a good 12 miles before we took a longer break for a meal.

“Good progress so far today,” I said to Violet, loosening the laces on my dusty boots. “We keep this up, we’ll be back in Ontonagon in another day and a half, two at the most.”

Sitting on a downed tree, chomping on a dried carrot, she shrugged. “I suppose,” she replied, barely above a whisper.

Though I knew better, I was going to have to ask what the problem was sooner or later. It was just the issue of choosing the right time with her.

“Are you okay?” I asked in a soft tone.

“Yeah,” she replied glumly, rising from her spot. “Just some stuff I’ve been thinking about. Woman stuff. You wouldn’t understand.”

Don’t ask, Bob, it’s a trap! shot through my mind. Her eyes met mine; man, she looked low.

“Try me,” I answered. “You never know what I might come up with.”

She signaled me ahead. “We can talk while we walk, okay?”

Following her lead, I trotted down the trail after her. Sure, why not? I thought. Well, probably because it was the largest setup ever. Not that I saw it coming.


Day 1,170 - continued




“So what’s on your mind?” I asked after another few moments of silence.

Violet glanced up at me and took my hand. Maybe this wasn’t going to be so bad. Perhaps she was worried about what happened to her and Hope when we finally found Daisy. Or maybe she had a question about Johnny Wilson. I thought I’d seen the pair chatting after Violet nailed Jimmy.

“I was wondering,” she began in a cheerier tone, “and please feel free to be completely honest with me…”

Something about her hands caught my attention. Her left hand held my right. Her right hand stroked the top of my held hand. But she should have been carrying something in one of the two.

I stopped abruptly and faced Violet. “Where’s your gun?”

She stared back at me with a confused look. “What?”

I pointed with my free hand. “The 30-30; it should be in your hands. Where is it?”

She glanced the direction we had just come from, and then back at me. “I don’t know. I must have left it somewhere.”

It wasn’t her answer that bothered me, rather her casual tone. Like it wasn’t a big deal to her that one of the two weapons we depended on was missing.

“What exactly do you mean when you say left it somewhere?” I asked harshly. “Where do you think you left it? We need to go find it.”

I felt nails scrape my fingers as she tore her hand away; her narrowed eyes bore into mine. “I accidentally left it behind,” she seethed as if she were pissed at me for asking her about it. “I forgot it when we left camp this morning. It was leaning against a tree.”

She pulled away, placing her hands on her hips. “You could have noticed and grabbed it for me, you know. I’m not the only one at fault here, Robert. You could show me the same attention that you show all the other women in your life.”

She stared at me and for the moment, I was glad she didn’t have a gun. Mostly because it looked like she wanted to harm me for some reason.

Trying to catalog thoughts, I felt my head shake. That seemed to upset her more. “You said you wanted a gun for this trip, Violet. You insisted. And now it’s my fault that you left it behind? You’re crazy, do you know that?”

I expected her to explode and perhaps even charge me. Instead, her lips parted into a small, dried smirk. “Maybe you’ll have to protect me for the rest of the trip,” she cooed. “Now that I’m completely defenseless…” she drew closer, “…you’ll have to think about me before all others.”

What the hell did that mean?! I wondered. I’d been protecting her for the entire trip, and she knew it. At least, she should have known it.

“Why would you say something like that?” I asked, trying to recall anything I’d done to the contrary.

Violet smiled and took my hand. “I’m sorry. I know you’ve always thought of my safety this whole time. I’m just being goofy, maybe nervous because I thought you’d be angry with me for forgetting my gun. Let’s just keep moving, unless you want to go back for it.”

Something in her voice caught my attention. The way she changed her mood; angry with me one moment and sweet as could be the next.

The truth was, I didn’t want to hike all the way back to retrieve the weapon. We’d lose too much time. Since I still had my 45, we were safe enough. So I nodded and we continued towards Ontonagon.




We stopped for the day deep in a forest of maple trees. Even though the sun had just set, yellow, orange and red leaves lit our camping spot with brilliant light. The glow of the small fire added to the serene setting as I watched Violet spread out our blankets after our evening meal.

Taking a spot next to her, I pulled the blanket up to my neck to keep out the cool nighttime air. I peeked at my bunkmate before closing my eyes.

“What was it that you wanted to ask me earlier in the day?” I noticed her eyes focusing on our multi-colored canvas. “Something where you said I could be honest with you.”

She shook her head and smiled. Turning to face me, her right hand stroked my bearded face.

“Nothing,” she said quietly. “Nothing important. I think I was being silly, but I hardly remember it anymore.”

I closed my eyes. “Night, Violet.”

I felt her soft strokes continue. “Thanks for not being upset with me over the gun issue, Bob.” I heard her rustle and felt a tender kiss on my cheek. “Good night.”

All was well on the trail, and with that, I fell asleep, hard.
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A strange smell woke me early the next morning. Sitting up on my elbows, I searched for the source.

It was pungent, whatever it was. But I was really just getting a whiff of something. It came and went, then came back again. There had to have been a dead animal nearby. The stirring morning wind must have been giving me a taste of something rancid.

I shook my partner by her shoulder. “Come on, Violet,” I croaked. “Time to get up.”

She stirred for a moment and then bolted into a sitting position. “What the hell is that smell?” Two fingers clamped her nostrils closed. “That is no way to wake up.”

I grabbed our packs and helped her to her feet. “Yeah, let’s move south a ways before we have any breakfast.”

She nodded her agreement and we took off into another cool, cloudy fall morning.




I figured we were several hours away from the smell when we paused for a much-needed snack. Taking a long pull from my canteen, I watched as Violet paced back and forth. That meant something was on her mind, and most likely not something good.

“What’s up?” I asked, chewing on a piece of some sort of dried meat provided by the folks at North Canal. It was white meat, so that meant either chicken or pork in my mind.

Violet stewed as she marched, rambling on about some issue, even if only to herself.

“Violet!” I shouted to get her attention. “What’s up?”

Her lips twisted in a tight pattern as she moved closer. “That smell, from this morning…” I nodded to indicate I knew what she was talking about. “It was familiar.”

Shrugging away her anxiety, I took another swig of water. “It was a dead animal smell. I bet if we had wandered 30 feet towards the lake, we would’ve found the source.”

She studied me with a doubtful look. “Are you sure?”

I sighed before I could answer. As usual, she frowned at my actions. “It was a dead something. I’ve smelled plenty of gut piles in my days back in No Where. And they always smelled like that.”

She tapped a single finger against her chin. “And you’re sure?”

My God, what had her so spooked? “Yes, I’m sure. Unless you have a different idea.”

She shook away my thought. “I just know it from somewhere. But I can’t place it.”

Stuffing my supplies back into my pack, I signaled her to follow. “Come on,” I urged. “It’ll come to you eventually. And when it does, it will most likely be from back home.” I pointed to the low cloud deck overhead. “Let’s keep moving before any rain comes.”

She followed, but when I looked back, her face was still twisted in concern.
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A fine mist ended our day a little earlier than I would have preferred. I also didn’t want to get wet and have a repeat of drying clothing over a roaring fire again. So when Violet complained she felt damp, we set up camp for the evening.

Under the tarp, I watched moisture collect into drops and run down the sides of the blue material. Violet pulled apart some kind of mystery meat and cheese, handing me bits between her bites.

“Are you going to start a fire?” she whined. “I’m kind of chilly.”

That was one of the worst parts of being so close to a major body of water, at least this body of water. Rain could move in at any given time. That hadn’t been my experience living in Chicagoland with Lake Michigan nearby. Oh, Superior, how I loath thee, I thought.

Sticking my hand beyond the tarp, I waited for the drizzle to wet my skin. “Maybe if it lets up a little,” I replied, wiping my hand on my pants. “I’m afraid I couldn’t keep it going if it gets much heavier.”

She pulled her legs to her chest, resting her chin on her knees. “Okay,” she whispered, “whatever you think is best.”

I glanced at Violet. Her mood swings were starting to worry me. Perhaps she was getting sick. Or maybe…shit, no!

“Say,” I started in a non-threatening way. No sense in getting her all riled up with a simple question. “When was the last time you…?” I smiled her way, hoping I wouldn’t have to say to aloud.

Violet glared at me. “What?”

I smiled more, as if that helped. “You know…” Please don’t make me say it, I pleaded internally.

She opened her palms skyward. “No,” she spat. “I don’t have the slightest clue what you’re asking.”

Delicate, Bob, be delicate, I coaxed myself. “You’re not pregnant, are you?” I finally spattered bluntly.

Rolling her eyes, she shot me a disgusted look. “I don’t think so. Why would you ask me such a stupid question?”

She rose before I could answer and hovered above me. “Oh, I get it. You’re such a stud that one night with you and any able-bodied woman is bound to be with child.” Turning away, she flipped a hand at me. “You’re an idiot, but I’m sure you’re too full of testosterone to realize that.”

Not really a yes, or the sort of response I was hoping for, but it would have to do. “It’s just, you’ve been a little…moody lately.” Her scowl intensified. “Okay, you’ve had some massive mood swings lately. That’s all.”

She went back to her sulking pose. “I’ve just got some stuff on my mind. But I don’t want to talk about it right now, okay?”

I went back to staring at the drizzle. “Sure,” I replied. “Whenever you want to talk, just let me know.”

That was about the dumbest thing I’d ever said in my life. This young woman didn’t have an issue with holding back when it came to what was on her mind. I doubted her silence would last too long.




I awoke the next morning to a similar putrid odor, much like the day before. Only this time, it wasn’t as intense. I could tell by Violet’s face that she too caught a whiff of it.

“Do dead animals follow you around or do you just need a bath that bad?” she ranted. Nice to see her mood had stayed the same overnight. I’d hate to have to wake up guessing which Violet would be waiting for me in the morning.

“I just bathed, thank you” I replied, grabbing both our packs again. Not bothering to wait for her, I started towards the trail. From the sound of her footsteps in the brush, she wasn’t far behind.

Settling into a meandering pace, I waited until she was next to me to pick up on any stimulating conversation that might ensue. I didn’t have to wait long for her to begin.

“Do you suppose people are killing animals and gutting them by the trail?” she wondered aloud, peeking over her shoulder at the path behind us. “That’s really rude if they’re doing that. The least they could do is be a little more considerate of other people.”

What she said made sense. But given that we had been warned that this part of the shoreline was inhabited by mostly ruffians and thieves, I didn’t think they were the kind of people who spent much time thinking of other people.

Gazing up at the sky, I noticed the gray clouds from the previous day were gone, replaced by a clear blue sky with high, thin, wispy white clouds. Maybe the good weather would hold until we made it back to Ontonagon, I hoped.

We marched up a steep incline where the rains had left the ground rutty and rocky. I turned and offered Violet my hand as she made her way behind me.

Cresting the hill, we came to another flat section of the trail. Though equally wooded as the rest of our path, I could see the going was flat and easy for the foreseeable distance.

“Can I ask you a question?” Violet stated, still clutching my hand in hers. “And you promise not to get mad?”

I grinned, shaking my head at her. “I don’t get mad, Violet. Even so, I promise not to act anything but pleasant.”

We stopped and she took hold of my other hand as well. “You promise?”

Her voice was soft and sweet, her expression sincere. How could I get upset with a face like that?

“Shoot,” I replied. “Ask away.”

“When you snuck out of the tent the other night and had your rendezvous with that woman, Rachel, was it good? Was she a good lover?”

I felt my mouth drop open. Where the hell did she dream this up?
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I stared at Violet, expecting her face to break into a huge “gotcha” smile at any moment. When she didn’t, I tried to pull my hands away from her, but she dug her nails into my palms.

“Just answer the question, Robert,” she continued. “Did you enjoy sex with her?” Surprisingly, Violet didn’t seem upset.

Me on the other hand? I felt my face flush with anger. “You are absolutely insane,” I replied, not holding back on any emotion. “You’ve lost what’s left of your mind.”

She frowned and dug deeper into my hands.

“I felt you get up and leave. I know you went to meet her.” Again, she was calm, and that worried me greatly.

“I got up to go to the outhouse, Violet. The cheese upset my stomach. I didn’t rendezvous with anyone.”

Finally, she let go of my hands and I jerked them away, concerned I’d find blood, but they were just red. Perhaps I was being a little dramatic.

She stroked my forearms. “You don’t have to lie to me. I know you were quite taken by her. That big, wet, sloppy kiss you two shared told me that much.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, squeezing my eyes shut. “Listen to me,” I replied in a calm tone. “I’m sorry I kissed her like that in front of you. But I was just excited about what she told me about Daisy. Nothing more happened between us.”

Violet nodded, frowning deeper. “You’re kind of a man-whore, you know. I don’t think Daisy would like that.”

What I wanted to do was to reach out and shake the little shit until she came back to her senses. But three deep breaths and I managed to calm myself a little.

“I thought you said you didn’t get jealous,” I stated evenly. “This kind of sounds like petty jealousy to me.”

A small grin formed on her lips. Something good was coming, something she’d been dreaming up the last two days.

“You were married to Shelly for how long before you got stuck here, three years?”

I didn’t like where this was headed, but I felt the need to insert the honest truth. “Almost four.”

“And while you admit you weren’t exactly happy and madly in love with one another,” Violet added, “you weren’t in the process of splitting up or anything when you left home, right?”

I glared at her, not that it seemed to bother her at all. “Where are you heading with this, Violet?”

“So still married and partially happy, when Daisy arrived and you cheated on your long-lost wife with another woman.” She placed her hands on her hips and waited for an answer, the bitch.

“I think we both can agree it wasn’t cheating,” I replied, getting a little worked up at that point. “I was never getting home to Shelly.”

“And Daisy was alive and well, living with you in No Where when you left to hunt down mean old Clyde Barster. And of course, you knew how I felt about you when you left. And then you cheated on us with some woman you knew for a day or two; like neither Daisy nor I meant anything at all to you.”

She began to pace, her cheeks turning more and more crimson with every few strides. “Even though you had no reason to believe that Daisy and I wouldn’t be there waiting for you when you came back, you had to go and screw a complete stranger!” Violet turned and rushed me, shoving my chest. “Just like you did the other night with that Rachel slut. My God Bob, can’t you control yourself at all?”

It struck me like a bolt from above. “This is about Jean, not Rachel,” I stated, pointing at Violet with an accusatory finger. “This has nothing to do with your made-up story about the other night. You’re pissed about what I did with Jean.”

Violet grabbed at my shirt, striking me in the chest with a closed fist. “Of course I am!” she shrieked. “You couldn’t be faithful to your wife or Daisy. And I know for a fact you’ll never be faithful to me. And I’m the one who deserves it the most.”

“You said it didn’t matter!” I shouted. “You said you forgave me.”

Violet attacked me again, slapping my raised arms. “Oh grow up, Bob. I lied,” she yelled. “Of course it mattered to me. You intentionally hurt me and then bragged about it to Wilson. How do you think that made me feel?”

I tried to slow her wrath but failed miserably. When I finally got ahold of her skinny wrists, I had to hold them in a vice grip. “I confessed my sin to Wilson,” I explained in a calm voice. “And you know that wasn’t meant for your ears. We talked about this. And you know there is no “us”. You’ve even said so. Otherwise, why would you help me look for Daisy?”

Her eyes went wild and she went at my hand with her teeth. “No us?! No us?!” She pulled away and began swinging again. “You sure could’ve fooled me about 10 days ago when you were on top of me, acting all hot to trot. No us?! You’re the crazy one here, Bob, not me.”

I had to slow this down, her rant, her tirade. I needed her help. I needed Violet on my side. Mostly because I couldn’t just leave her in the middle of the woods.

“I told you I loved you long before you met Jean,” she continued, beginning to tear up. “You told me you loved me, too. And even though I knew you probably didn’t mean it, I still held out hope in a tiny little piece of my heart that you might love me if I gave it enough time. I have everything you need. I gave you what Daisy couldn’t. Then you run off and sleep with another woman.”

Something she said caused me to release her wrists and glower at her. Maybe it was the sad, injured tone she used. Or perhaps it was the words, “…what Daisy couldn’t.”
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Immediately I saw the remorse on her face. Her head shook wildly, her mouth dropping open but with no sound. She’d said something she wasn’t supposed to.

“What exactly does that mean?” I asked, stepping towards her as she backed away. “What did you give me that Daisy couldn’t?”

Violet raised her quivering hands, placing them lightly on my chest. “I misspoke,” she stammered. “I didn’t mean anything.”

I felt my face harden around the edges; my eyes and lips tightened with each breath. I slapped her hands off my chest.

“Tell me,” I raved. Her head shook more, causing her hair to swing wildly. “Tell me, damn it!”

She inched closer to my face. “It’s no big deal, Bob. Please, just forget about it and let’s keep moving. The sooner we get to Ontonagon, the better.”

Reaching behind my back, I pulled my 45 from my waistband. Letting it hang by my side, I locked into a glare with Violet. “Tell me what you know,” I said quietly. “Tell me what you’re hiding.”

She took a small step back, cowering away from me. Staring at the gun for a moment, I watched as she straightened her posture. “You won’t shoot me.” Her eyes met mine. “I know you won’t.”

I pulled the hammer back and slowly raised the weapon. When my movements stopped, the gun was pointed at my right temple.

Violet’s mouth hung agape as she shook her head. Her wide, open eyes begged me to stop. “Please no!” she begged. “Put the gun down, I’ll tell you. Please, just put the gun down.”

I waited a heartbeat or two before answering, just to show her I was serious, “You first. Tell me your big secret, and then I’ll lower the gun.”

She blew out several shallow breaths through pursed lips before taking a deep breath. “A child,” she finally said in a hushed voice.

I must have grinned because Violet looked pained. “So what?” I answered. “Daisy could have given me a child. What makes you so special?”

Tears formed in the corners of Violet’s eyes and she tried to wipe them away before they streaked her cheeks. “She couldn’t,” she whispered.

“She couldn’t what?”

Again her head shook before she answered. “She couldn’t have any more children. She said something about a complication after her son was born. They had to remove her ovaries.”

I lowered the gun and Violet looked relieved, but only for a moment. “You’re lying,” I spat, thrusting my free hand her direction. “I never said I wanted to have children. So I know you’re lying.”

Her hand shot up to her face, trying to muffle her gasping sob. “But you did,” she cried. “After Hope was born—”

It hit me as my own words boomeranged back from earlier in the year. “I said I always wanted a child to call my own,” I gasped. “I said it would be nice to have a son, an heir.” I watched Violet collapse onto a rock, sobbing at the truth. My truth.

“I wanted,” I said. “I never said it would make my life complete, or that I needed a child.” I fell back onto a log, dropping my gun in the leaves. “It was just in the moment, you know. Hope was so tiny and precious. It just felt like the thing to say.”

“She knew you most likely didn’t mean anything,” Violet stated, looking at me from several feet away with tears pouring down her face. “But it got her thinking.”

“I drove her away. She was willing to go and leave you in her place because you could give me what she thought I wanted. She wanted me to be happy…” I glanced at Violet, “but that wasn’t possible without her there.”

I wondered how many times I had gone on and on about having kids. Certainly more than just once. Did each time chip away a small piece of Daisy’s heart, even if unintentionally?

“She agreed to go with the Weston’s because she knew I could be happy with you. You were supposed to take her place,” I solemnly continued. “I hurt her and drove her off, and then came back and did the same thing to you.”

Leaning forward, I pulled at my hair. How stupid could one man be? How could he have everything, even in the middle of a time where the world offered nothing, and manage to lose it all? I had cheated death many times, survived when I had no right to, and still managed to ruin the little bit of happiness that had found me.

“You haven’t driven me away, Bob,” Violet whispered, hovering over me. “And we can still find Daisy. And once you talk to her, you can clear this whole silly misunderstanding up. I know you can. I’ll help you. I won’t leave your side. Not until you tell me to.”

I felt her hand on my shoulder, but couldn’t manage to look up at her. “I don’t deserve Daisy. And I certainly don’t deserve you. Not after everything I’ve put you through. Maybe we should just go back home and go our separate ways. Maybe that’s what would be best.”

She hugged me as I began to cry. “I don’t think that’s what Daisy would want,” Violet said in an understanding tone. “And I know it’s not what I want.”

Sitting beside me, Violet wrapped her thin arms around my waist. Together, we sat without speaking for a long time.
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When I’d finally sufficiently flushed out my self-loathing, I looked up and stared at the lake for a while. The calm, blue waters made me feel better. Not whole again, but better.

Beside me, Violet stroked my back. Never leaving my side — just as she promised. I didn’t deserve her. I didn’t deserve anyone. Not Shelly, not Daisy, not Jean, and certainly not Violet.

I heard her sniff several times. When I turned, I expected to find tears. Instead, her nose was tilted up, sniffing the air. 

The rancid odor hit me just before I asked what she smelled. I stood and searched the immediate area for the source of the smell.

“I swear we can’t get away from these gut piles,” Violet spewed. “Someone is making everyone else’s life a living hell. Let’s get out of here so we don’t die from inhaling those fumes.”

I stood motionless, staring at the trail to our rear. Something about the smell was familiar, but I just couldn’t place it. Maybe it was animal entrails like we both assumed. But somewhere, the smell registered as familiar in my mind.

I shrugged away my thoughts, turning to face Violet. I chuckled seeing that she had plugged her nose again with her fingers. The smell was bad, but she did have a flair for the over-dramatic.

“Okay, partner,” I said in a cheery voice. “Let’s get moving. At least we won’t have to deal with the smell that way.”

With our packs in place, we continued south and west. Ontonagon or bust — that was our motto.




We paused later in the day for a quick meal, a few slurps of fresh water directly from the lake, and a chance to take off our shoes for a few minutes. When we got back to No Where, I wasn’t walking anywhere for a very long time.

All afternoon, the familiar odor dogged us on and off. How was it possible that every spot we chose to pause we found another gut pile? It just didn’t seem like that was the likely explanation.

It came to me from nowhere. Snapping my fingers, I leaped from my resting spot. “It has to be something with the lake,” I exclaimed as if I’d struck gold. “That smell has to either be stagnant water or decaying fish. Has to be!”

Violet looked at me skeptically. “Then why didn’t we smell it on our journey up the shore, Sherlock? Why just now?”

Damn, she had a good point. But there was a reasonable explanation; at least I thought there had to be.

“Must be something with the way the air comes off the lake,” I countered. “Or maybe even something in the water currents or undertow.”

She grinned, pulling her boots back on her feet. “Yeah,” she chuckled. “You just keep working on that theory. But the next fish camp we come to, I’m asking someone.”

I too replaced my footwear and tied them tight. Standing, I stretched my arms wide and arched my back. And there was the smell again, only stronger. It seemed to come from our rear, back towards the lake. Taking several steps in that direction, I plugged my nose. It was really strong.

The memory came back, striking a spot in my brain at the precise moment the gunshot struck me.
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The shot instantly knocked me to the ground. Pain flooded my entire body immediately. I writhed and twisted, each movement intensifying the agony pulsing throughout my being.

Violet was on me in a heartbeat, clutching at my collar. “Oh my God!” she screamed. “Bob, don’t move, you’re bleeding everywhere.”

Nothing made sense. She hadn’t shot me; I knew that much. Recalling the odor, I knew who had. But where was he?

“Grab my gun,” I moaned, reaching behind my back. But it wasn’t there. It must have fallen out when I fell. Maybe I was laying on top of it. Maybe it was by my side and I could reach—.

No. It wasn’t there. I hadn’t picked it up when I dropped it in the leaves. We were sans protection, at the worst possible time of our lives.

“Oh my,” a voice called out from behind Violet. “That looks messy. I didn’t mean to do that. I meant to kill the bugger with one shot. But the bastard wouldn’t stand still.”

Violet’s head spun towards the voice. I didn’t need to see the face, though. I recognized the man from his stench.

Magnus.




Violet jumped up and dashed to attack the man, but he knocked her down mid-swing. She leaped to her feet and went in for another try, only to be caught around the neck by the beast’s giant paw.

“Let’s not get too feisty here, little girl,” he laughed. “You’re no good to me if I have to kill you before trading you off for a half-year’s worth of supplies.”

He raised his weapon and I rolled to my right. The gun exploded, sending a shot where my head had been a second before.

“Lie still,” he shouted. “Let me finish you off so you don’t have to lay there squirming like a wounded animal. It’ll be nicer this way.”

“Leave him alone!” Violet shrieked after he tossed her aside again. “You don’t have to kill him. Just take me and let’s leave. Let him die in peace.”

I saw Magnus grin, winking at me…I think. The pain was already clouding my vision.

“Now that wouldn’t be proper,” he spewed. “Leave a wounded man to die. No, I think I’ll…” He raised his weapon again.

Violet sprinted in the weapon’s path, knocking the gun away before he shot again. “No, please. Don’t kill him. Please.”

“Why?” I said as loudly as I could. “Why now? Why not back in the woods two weeks ago?”

Magnus nodded, lowering his gun. “The boys got greedy on me,” he announced. “I told them to wait because it sounded like there’d be two women to trade if we were patient. But those boys, not them. They went rushing in.”

“Did you kill any of them?” I asked, trying to extend my life by minutes. I wanted, needed, to hear the whole story.

He smiled. “Nah, can’t be killing your own. Never know when you might need a big group like that. Just grabbed a gun from Larry and shot it in the air a couple times. The rest just sort of happened naturally. They took no offense, not after I beat some sense into a few of them.”

“Then why now?”

He grabbed Violet’s arm and pulled her close to his massive body. “Just lucky circumstance, I guess. We were trailing some other folks. They had plenty of supplies. But the night before we planned our attack, I got laid up with the trots. I had to stay still for a day or two and the boys went and followed them other folks. I told them I’d catch up with them.

“But wouldn’t you know it; I got back on the trail two days ago and ran into you two. Except you just didn’t realize it.” He stroked Violet’s hair with his free hand. “I figured you were on to me yesterday, sniffing the air like you did. But you never came and found me. But you knew today so I needed to finish the job, and now was a good time.”

I pushed against my wound as much as I could without passing out. Each time I lifted my hand, I saw more crimson. Now there was so much that it ran down my arm. I was a dead man.

“So, if the boys get those supplies they’re after, and I get a good trade for Miss Prissy Pants here, we’ll all be set for quite a while. May not have to hunt or pillage before winter this way.”

“Where you taking her?” I asked, pointing at Violet. “We’ve been to every fish camp within 60 miles. They’re going to recognize her. They’ll know something’s up.”

He dragged Violet closer. “That’s the problem with you amateurs,” Magnus chided. “You got no imagination. I ain’t gonna get half of what’s she’s worth from a fish camp. Hell no; she’s going to Hancock. There're a dozen whore houses there that will bid on a nice young one like this. I’ll get a pretty penny worth of trade for this fair lass.”

Violet ripped her arm from his grip but he got his hand wrapped around her hair before she could flee. 

“She’s not a virgin,” I countered, breaths coming harder with each word. “She’s had a child. Maybe she’s not worth it.”

Magnus grinned broadly. “No worries there, friend. All that means is she’s experienced. I might be able to get more for her that way.”

I felt the life draining from my body with each elongated heartbeat. This was over. There’d be no finding Daisy, no life with Violet, no life for Violet. The best I could hope for was Violet to do something to get away, or get herself killed.

Magnus tossed her aside, raising his gun again. “Before we take off, I need to finish something,” he said in an ominous tone. “I know you’re going to die anyway, so let me send you to the afterlife.”

He raised the larger caliber handgun and pointed it at my head. “Any last words?” he asked.

I stared at him, focusing as tight as I could. “Yeah, go to hell.”

Again, he grinned, cocking the hammer. “That’s where I plan on sending—”

And his words cut off.


Day 1,172 - continued




Magnus’ left hand rose to his throat. The gun dropped from his right. With his mouth hanging agape and eyes wide open, he reached behind his neck. It was then I saw the blood.

He staggered slightly, turning to try and reach for Violet, but she stepped out of the giant’s reach.

He swiped at her several times before falling to his knees on the dirt path. Staring at Violet, words failed him. Instead, he made loud gurgling sounds as bloody froth spewed from his mouth.

It wasn’t until he flopped into the dirt that I saw what brought Magnus down. From the back of his neck stuck a light-colored wooden handle, the kind from a fillet knife. Much like the one Violet had insisted on liberating from one of the fish camps.

I expected her to remove the knife and plunge it several times into his prostrate body or kick him several times, or spit on him, hurling a string of profanity so he’d know with his dying breaths just what she thought of him.

Instead, she dashed around him to my side. Kneeling in the brown grass next to me, she studied my wound.

“This is not good,” she said, terror causing her voice to tremble. “I think you’re hit in the hip. But there’s so much blood, I can’t tell. Lie still, I need to pull your pants down a little.”

Just the undoing of my belt, by what I’m sure was the gentlest touch Violet could manage, caused a new wave of pain.

“Okay, I see bone,” she moaned. “I need to get help. You need to lie still. Can you do that?”

Sure, an easy chore. Since breathing made the pain worse, moving was pretty much out of the question.

I reached for her arm. “Violet,” I breathed, “find someone to take care of you. Just let me die. I deserve it.”

Tears came next, hers, not mine. I felt her hands on my face. “No, no, no, no,” she cried. “You’re not going to die. We’re going to find Daisy, and you two are going to be happy for years and years to come.”

Laying a hand on one of hers, I tried to smile through clenched teeth. “I don’t deserve Daisy. And after what you told me, I don’t think she wants to be found. I think she wanted us to have a chance.”

More tears, more strokes on my face. A hand pressed something against my wound and for the first time, it didn’t hurt as much. I guess shock had arrived.

“Don’t be silly,” Violet replied between stifled sobs. “If we don’t find Daisy, I’ll take care of you. You know I will. I promise to always be there for you, no matter what.”

I finally got a deep breath and was able to smile at the weeping teen. “But I don’t deserve you either. I’ve hurt you every chance I got. Just let me go; everything will be okay.”

I felt her fingers wrap around the back of my head, drawing it onto her lap. “Now listen to me.” She kissed my lips firmly. “I’m going to go find help. There’s a fish camp just south of here. I know there is. I’m going to find someone, and we’re going to get you patched up again.” Another kiss dotted with free-flowing tear drops.

Darkness crept in at the corners of my vision. It was time for me to leave. I had one last thing that had to be said.

“You know I love you,” I groaned. “You know that Violet, right?”

The back of her hand wiped at her drippy nose. “Of course I do,” she said, crying freely. She set my head on the ground and rose, stealing one last kiss before she hovered over me. “Please, don’t give up. I promise I’m going to be back as soon as I find someone. Don’t die on me, Bob Reiniger. I need you so badly; please don’t die.”

I looked up from my position on the ground and gave her what I hoped was the best smile she’d ever seen. “Okay,” I replied, my voice starting to fail. It was a lie, and both she and I knew it. But I think it was a good lie.

She blew a kiss my way and took off running.

I let myself stare at the blue sky overhead, dotted with a few thin, wispy clouds high above. This was a good place to leave the world.

Closing my eyes, I thought about my family, all of them. My mom and dad, all the love they gave me throughout the years. Bud and his wife and kids. Sure, they drove me crazy most of the time, but I still loved them. Shelly, how I missed her still, even though it had been a long time since I’d last hugged her and kissed that beautiful face. Dizzy and Frank, friends when I needed them the most.

Daisy lingered somewhere in the forefront of my mind. She gave me hope when I thought all hope was gone. Hope and Libby, two rays of sunshine in an otherwise low overcast world. Nate, Marge, Lettie, oh how I would miss them, each in their own way.

My last thoughts dwelled on Violet. I wondered if I had perhaps squandered the unrequited love she had for me. Could we have been happy together? Or would we have been at each other’s throats most of our time on Earth?

“I’m sorry, Violet,” I mumbled, “for everything.”

And the world, my world, went dark.


Day (or days) Unknown




I did not dream, most likely because I was dead. No thoughts of my family in Chicago, nor my family in No Where, filled the dark void. It was as if nothing existed on the other side of life.

And then came the light.
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I found myself in a new world. Though my vision was fuzzy, I could see the spectacular, brilliant light. The light made me happy, whole again.

I laid on a bed in a room filled with the light. As things came into focus, I noticed them one at a time. First were the stark white curtains, billowing away from the window, pushed by a freshening breeze. Next were the walls and ceilings of the room, also a beautiful white color. If this was heaven, I approved.

The bed was soft. It felt as if I were set on a cloud and the cloud surrounded my former body like a gentle, loving old friend. The sheets and blanket were white as well. I felt warm, and safe, and so loved in that moment.

Sounds filled the room, coming from somewhere else. Birds sang, and I heard voices, happy voices. Children laughed and played, screeching their delight for the world to hear. A man sang a tune I’d never heard before, his words not clear enough for me to comprehend. But I knew that would come. All I needed to do was to accept my fate.

In the far corner of the room, I spotted someone, a woman perhaps. Her medium-length blonde hair created an aura that surrounded her head, like a halo. She was an angel, I decided. She would take me to the other side.

When she turned, I felt my heart leap. The face; it almost looked like her — Daisy.

She approached and I noticed the angel’s smile. Instead of feeling thrilled, sadness overtook me. It wasn’t Daisy.

“Welcome back, Mr. Reiniger,” the angel said, stopping beside the bed. “How are you feeling?”

Confused was my first thought. I didn’t think you were supposed to feel anything when you were dead. But I felt her cool palm settle upon my forehead.

“Your temperature seems to be gone,” she continued. “That’s a good sign.” Her smile made me feel better.

“I’m not dead?” I uttered, not recognizing my own hoarse voice.

Another broader smile. “No, you’re not. Though you did try to die on us several times.” I felt the bed shift as she sat next to me. “You must have some strong will to live. I couldn’t believe you were still kicking when they brought you in 11 days ago.”

She stared at me as if expecting me to tell her my story. But that wasn’t possible, I knew nothing of the lapsed time.

“I’m Doctor Fulbright, by the way,” she went on. “You can just call me Pam.”

I felt myself nod; I could still move.

“Okay, Pam,” I said a little clearer. “Where am I?”

“Ontonagon Hospital. Well, the new hospital. Which is really just a refurbished boarding house. We’re about two miles east and south of the fish camp. That’s why it doesn’t stink in here.”

Ontonagon, a long ways from where I last remembered being. “How’d I get here?”

She rose and stopped at the end of the bed, smiling that beautiful smile again. “I think your friend can fill in the blanks for you. I’ll go get her. She’s going to be pretty excited to see you amongst the living again.”

“Violet,” I whispered.

Pam turned back towards me and nodded. “Yes, Violet. Your own personal guardian angel. If it wasn’t for her…” her smile saddened, “…you would have never made it. She should be just outside. I’ll go get her for you.”




The woman who entered my room moments later looked nothing like Violet. She wore an orange dress that hung to just above her knees with a dark blue sweater covering the top. Her thin, bare legs were capped off with a pair of brown flats that squeaked when she walked.

The hair on her head that once hung past the middle of her back was neatly cut off and brushed the top of her collarbone. She appeared clean and fresh, almost angelic. It made me wonder if I wasn’t alive and actually in heaven.

But her smile was all Violet. She hopped over to the bed, leaning over the rails, and gently kissed my lips.

“Hey you,” she said, doing a terrible job of holding in her tears. I felt a couple of them fall softly on my face.

“Hey yourself,” I replied, letting my eyes roam over someone I wasn’t used to seeing. “You’ve changed.”

She backed away and did a pirouette for me. She looked good, as if she’d never seen a day in the apocalypse.

“You like?”

I nodded, feeling a smile grow. “You look really nice, Violet. And you chopped off a bunch of your hair.”

Her fingers pulled through what remained of her locks. “It was really long, and in terrible shape. I thought you’d like to see something new when you came back around.”

“And the dress…”

She grinned, blushing slightly. “I don’t think you’ve ever seen me all freshened up before. I wondered what you’d think.”

I liked it; I liked it a lot. Gone was the precocious child from our early days together, the teen who fought my every thought, and the terrified young woman I last laid eyes on as she dashed off to rescue me.

Next to my bed stood a woman; a young adult who offered me hope when I was alone and ready to pass from the world. The woman who had saved my life.

A woman I didn’t deserve.


Day 1,184 - continued




Violet sat on the bed next to me, holding my hand while telling me what had happened after I lost consciousness.

The spot where I fell and laid dying was just northeast of Beacon Hill Fish Camp. Violet ran the mile or so and summoned help in the form of an old animal doctor and a horse-drawn wagon.

At Beacon Hill, they stabilized my condition, dressed my wound and sent Violet and I (in the same wagon) 40 miles down the coast to the nearest decent known hospital - Ontonagon.

There had been some discussion, however brief, of taking me to Houghton. It was closer after all, barely half the distance they told Violet. However, and this was the deciding factor, of the last 15 patients sent from Beacon Hill to Houghton’s hospital, only two came back alive.

That was good enough for Violet. Ontonagon it was.

A full half-day later, we arrived in Ontonagon just as the pink and orange hues began to fill the eastern sky. A group of people carefully moved my unconscious body from the wagon into a makeshift operating room. Enter Doctor Pamela Fulbright. The middle-aged doctor just happened to be on a family vacation in Ontonagon, from Toledo of all places, when The Darkness arrived some four years prior. That turned out to be the luckiest break of my nearly 30 years on Earth.

“Doctor Pam,” Violet continued, “was an accomplished orthopedic surgeon back in Toledo. Your left hip was shattered, and while I didn’t think there was any hope of saving it — much less your left leg — she knew just what to do.”

I had a new hip, or a partial new hip, Doctor Pam claimed. Though I wasn’t supposed to think of it in pre-No Where terms, it was still an improvement on what might have happened to me during, for example, Civil War times. 

The scar was massive and hurt like hell when the “magic” pills ran low. Morphine was the most wonderful drug I knew nothing about, until Doctor Pam.

“We’ll have to wean you off it in a couple of weeks,” she told me one afternoon, a day or two after my welcoming back to the real world. “And it’ll probably be six to eight weeks before you can go home.”

Who was I to argue? I was being fed, bathed, medicated, given therapy and loved. Violet came and went every day, evasive as to her whereabouts during my hours of drug-induced sleep.

“We can discuss it later,” she always told me, not sounding upset with my insistence. She was, in a word, changed. Something besides my near-death experience had caused it. But I’d have to wait, and I was getting pretty good at that, thanks to morphine.


Day 1,194




The truth about Daisy Vaughn came one evening about the third week into my convalescence. Dinner had stayed down — something that didn’t always happen — and Violet thought my color was coming back.

I could tell by her face that she had news. But Violet had one of the best poker faces I’d ever seen. So whether the news was good or not would have to wait for her delivery.

“I don’t need to know,” I announced as Violet took a spot close to me on the bed. “Nothing’s going to change. I know she’s not in Ontonagon, otherwise you would have brought her here. I’m not sure what you’re going to tell me makes any difference anymore.”

She nodded several times, unable to smile or cry. It seemed that it did matter to her, the news that is. The news that she knew all about and I knew nothing of.

“Daisy was taken by the Weston’s to the fish camp in Munising the week after she was stolen from us,” Violet said in a monotone. “Munising is another 50 or 60 miles east of Marquette.”

I chuckled, shaking my head at our chosen path. “We weren’t even close,” I admitted. “We never would have made it to Munising.”

She nodded and continued, playing with my hands, “The week we left for Ironwood, she was transferred to Sault Ste. Marie, another 120 miles further east. The same group that owns the Munising camp owns the one in Sault Ste. Marie. The lady I met said that Daisy had a wonderful way with some of the younger teens in the camp. She kept everyone calm, always telling them everything would be okay. For whatever reason, they thought she’d be of more benefit to that second camp.”

I stared up into Violet’s brown eyes. “How far is that camp from here?” I asked. “I just want to know how stupid I was.”

She tried to smile, but sighed instead, rubbing the back of my left hand gently. “It’s all the way across the UP, Bob. You had no idea which way to go.”

I fixed my gaze on Violet. “Almost 300 miles,” she finally admitted in defeat.

“I was hardly in the right country, Violet.” My words sounded hollow, almost as if I wasn’t the one speaking. “I drug you on a wild goose chase. I took you away from Hope and Libby, and I had no idea where to even begin. I damn near got us both killed, more than once. And in the end, we were on the wrong side of the state, some 300 miles away from Daisy.”

It was then that I saw her pain. And Violet’s pain would be my truth. I was never even close.


Day 1,194 - continued




“Three weeks ago,” Violet continued after a bout of pacing and nail biting, “a man came from far away, visiting the Sault Ste. Marie Fish Camp. I’m told he was a representative for a man in New York who owned a majority interest in many of the camps along the Great Lakes. That man came and took Daisy away to be a governess for the six children that the wealthy man had been left with after his wife died.

“Somewhere in the middle of Lake Erie, a doctor or a lawyer — no one is quite sure of the man’s status — noticed Daisy’s chain around her waist. Though she was well loved and respected, she was still considered chattel property of the camp; thus the chain, though I’m sure in her case, it was more symbolic than anything. It’s said the man bought her freedom and she disembarked with him either to Erie or Buffalo. No one knows anything about her or the man who purchased her freedom, after that.”

I looked up at Violet’s tear-filled eyes. “She’s 1,000 miles away now.”

“Eight hundred,” she corrected.

I shook my head. “It may as well be a million, Violet. She’s never coming back.”

Wiping way a few stray tears, Violet nodded. “Probably not.”

“Probably never was,” I stated, reaching up to rub her cheek.

“Probably,” she agreed in a broken voice.

I stared at her and Violet stared back.

“Let’s go home,” I whispered. “Our girls need us. We need us.”

Violet moved closer, begging for something with her eyes. “I can’t if she’s always going to be on your mind. I’d rather go chase after her in some faraway place than worry she’s going to come and take my place someday. I can’t live like that, Bob. I’m sorry.”

I understood; hell, even drugged up I got her concern. But I had news for her.

“You want to know my last thoughts after you ran off?” I began. “I thought about how Daisy had saved me when I didn’t think I could go on. How she brought something into my life when I felt the world had nothing to offer.”

Violet nodded, fighting back a flood of tears.

“But my very last thoughts were of you, Violet. Not her. Daisy’s gone, and she has been since the day the Weston’s took her. I’ve known that, just never wanted to admit it. Not out loud, at least.”

Violet looked at me seriously. “But you’ll never feel the same about me as you did about her, will you.” It wasn’t really a question. Because Violet already knew the truth.

“There are different seasons in people’s lives, Violet,” I said. “No, I’ll never love you like I loved her. But yes, I will care for you however I can. I’m sorry if that’s painful, but it’s the truth. I want to go home with you, Violet. The woman who’s saved my life three times now. The woman who’s cared for me when I couldn’t care for myself. The woman who’s been beside me this whole time — before and after Daisy.”

“I am all that,” Violet admitted with a slight grin. “But I always did it for selfish reasons, and you know that, right?”

I laughed; she had always been extremely transparent about her intentions. At least after I had decided to go after Clyde Barster.

“Why did you ever start loving me, Violet?” I asked, feeling something spark inside. “And why did Daisy never seem to love me? That still doesn’t make any sense to me. It just seemed like all the right feelings were there. But it never sparked inside of her like it did me.”

Violet turned away. “She couldn’t, and it was my fault.”

“Oh Violet,” I joked, poking at her side. “Don’t be so dramatic. It couldn’t have been all about you.”

But her silence and new round of tears made me wonder.

“Can we just not talk about it anymore?” she whined. Still refusing to look back at me, I reached for her shoulder.

What I found wasn’t sadness, or jealousy, or even fright. What I saw in Violet’s expression was absolute shame.

“What did you do?” I asked, happiness gone from my voice. “What did you do, Violet?”


Day 1,194 - continued




Violet turned back to me; her arms drawn tightly across her chest. She wasn’t all-out bawling, but she was crying fairly hard.

“It’s not so much what I did,” she replied, fighting back sobs.

“What did I do to Daisy? What aren’t you telling me?” I didn’t shout at her, but I did raise my voice enough to cause her to jump slightly.

“You weren’t supposed to live. Not that time,” Violet began, lost in some other place. “And who knew someone like Daisy would show up. I mean, I never saw that coming. And I couldn’t have weighed 85 pounds. None of this should have happened like it did.”

She shook her head, losing the battle of wiping away tears. “I thought you were going to die. I was sure of it. You were out of your mind in pain. I was alone there with you. Just you and me. And you were dying, I thought.”

Okay, I was more confused than ever. But when Violet explained things, that had a way of happening.

“What the hell are you talking about?” I demanded.

“The second time, when you got shot in the side. You were out of your mind one night. I didn’t see any harm in it. You were delirious, and either you were going to die or never remember what happened. I know I shouldn’t have, but I didn’t see how anything bad could happen. I had to do something. You were begging me to make the pain stop.”

I held my hands up in front of her face. “Slow, down. You’re not making any sense.”

She drew in a big breath and continued. “You didn’t have any clothes on, and all I had to do was climb on top as much as I knew. I mean, I knew it was the pain. I knew it was the pills. But there couldn’t have been any repercussions, right? I mean, nothing was going to come of it. And you’d never even know.”

I didn’t believe what I was hearing. If what her broken story spoke of was true, I’d done more than just molest poor Violet in my sleep.

She stared out the window, drawing circles on the chilly glass.

“Daisy came two months later. That was it for me. I knew you’d never feel like that about me,” Violet paused and looked back, her crying subsiding some. “Then a month later, I was pregnant. But I wasn’t two months pregnant like I told everybody.”

My heart stopped beating. I felt the blood drain from my face. “You were three months pregnant.”

“It all would have been fine if any of those three things would have happened,” Violet said, staring at the floor. “You probably shouldn’t have lived. That would have made Daisy showing up and Hope being born no big deal. Or if Daisy wouldn’t have shown up. And who would have thought a skinny little girl like me could carry a baby to term? Especially in the middle of hell?

“Daisy knew, of course,” Violet continued. “She saw the way I looked at you and chased after you all the time. How frantic I got when you said you had to go to Covington. She didn’t let on until after you two came back after Dizzy died. But she knew. She knew I’d never been with Jimmy Wilson, or Johnny Wilson, or anyone else. Except you.

“After Hope was born and it was obvious she was going to be all right, Daisy said we couldn’t tell anyone, otherwise Mr. Wilson might not help. I made Jimmy Wilson a deal early on, just so I’d never have to admit what I did with you: he could brag about being with me if he kept his mouth shut about the truth. He was too stupid to understand what I was asking. And let’s face it — I’m way out of his league. So it didn’t hurt his credibility at all.”

“Hope is my child?” I asked, fighting back tears of my own.

Violet approached and stood before me, nodding. “Yep. My father’s parents had red hair, just like the Wilsons’. It was the lie that just kept on giving.”

“When did you plan on telling me?”

Violet shrugged. “Me? Probably never. Daisy? She was going to tell you if you came back from hunting down Barster. She said you deserved to know. Said you needed a chance to understand the truth. Maybe even learn to love me.

“But you were never going to love me like you loved her. Daisy was never going to stand in the way of a woman and her man and their child. She told me we had to tell you the truth. But she was gone when you came back, so I never had to admit to it.”

“Why?” I couldn’t think of anything else to ask.

“You were going to die,” she answered, sitting next to me on the bed. “There was no chance of getting pregnant. It made you feel better; it made me feel better. I wasn’t even sure in the end if we had done it right. But I guess we did.”

She kissed my hands and we stared at one another silently for a few long moments.

“I didn’t know there was a Daisy about to come into our lives,” she pleaded. “This was before her. I didn’t intentionally do this so that you’d love me and not her. I honestly thought you were dying. But I want you to know something, and this is really important. I love Hope more than anything I’ve ever loved before. I’m not ashamed that I had her, that we had her, that she’s ours. And I didn’t drive Daisy off. You have to believe me.”

I didn’t know what I believed. My thoughts spun out of control, spilling over into irrational territory. On the one hand, Violet had driven away Daisy, just not intentionally. On the other, Violet, and Hope, came months before Daisy.

And then it hit me: the irrational behavior, the fight that made no sense.

I grinned. “So that’s why you were so upset about Jean.”

Violet nodded, a tiny smile forming on her otherwise sad face. “It probably would have been a good time to tell you. But I was seeing red and all.”

I laughed and looked away. “We’re really quite a pair, aren’t we?” She didn’t answer and I knew she was most likely nodding at me. I sneaked a peek at her. One final question, I figured.

“And just how old were you when you decided sleeping with a dying man was a good idea?” I saw her move to answer but cut her off. “And just the truth, Violet. It really doesn’t matter anymore. We are who we are.”

She blew away a deep breath. “Really?” I nodded. “Almost 16,” she answered, wiping away the last of her tears with the butt of her hand.

I stroked her shaking hands. “Well, you were somewhere between 14 and 17, right?”

She nodded. “Yep.” Her eyes went moist again. “I was only 15, I’m sorry I lied so much. I just didn’t want to lose you. And I didn’t know what age I was supposed to be.”

My fault. Daisy was 21; I was surprised Violet never picked that age. “We’ll have lots of time to sort this all out once we get back home, Violet. Our girls need us. Whether we’re decent parents or not, they need us.”

She stepped closer, all serious like. “Do you forgive me, Bob?”

I pulled her on top of me and hugged tightly. I wasn’t sure I could forgive myself for all the things I’d done. Forgive Violet? That was a no-brainer. “Let’s try to forgive each other,” I whispered. “And when we get back, we’ll start anew. You, me, Libby and Hope. Okay?”

I felt her nod against my chest. Good enough for me.


Winter and Spring of the Lost Year




We wintered at Wilson’s place. Almost 12 weeks after Violet and I set out to find Daisy, we returned in a snow storm, in the back of a covered horse-drawn sleigh.

Lettie waited on me non-stop for the first month, but sensed Violet’s need to be more involved after that. I caught the old bird whispering and grinning with Violet one day when I was supposed to be napping. News that we were a couple was news that Violet wanted everyone to know. And they all heard it often.




By late spring, we were back in my grandfather’s old cabin; just a man and his family. A man, a woman and their two daughters. Sort of.

Our exit was hastened by a new addition to the Wilson household. Two additions, actually. Darcy Kimber, large boobs and baby in tow had shown up while Violet and I were gone. Darcy’s baby, Thaddeus Jr., had colic. Bad colic. As in the poor thing screamed all of the time, only stopping to occasionally eat, sleep and poop.

According to Libby, the child’s screaming had driven Grandpa Wilson to swear at Jimmy. It was big news; Wilson was not known for swearing in front of the children. Violet found the news delightful, all the while giving Darcy tips on ways to help alleviate the illness. Not that anything helped.

Sitting in the sun on the rotting wooden bench I loved so dearly, I watched as Libby bounced Hope on her hip. Both had grown in our absence the previous fall. Hope more than Libby. But the daughter of the woman I knew I’d never see again had matured as well. I guess when you spend that much time with great-grandma Lettie, maturing came easily.

“Is Momma still sick?” Libby asked, poking at Hope’s thin cheeks.

I nodded. “Yep. Says she just doesn’t feel right. Been a while now. But she’ll be okay.”

Libby glanced at me, a worried look tightening her six-year-old features.

“Are you sure she’s going to get better?” the young girl asked, finally handing the squirming Hope to me.

Playing with my daughter, watching her smile and gnaw on my semi-clean finger, I felt my shoulder warm.

“Yeah, Libby,” I replied as she took a spot next to me on the bench. “She’s gonna be just fine.”

Libby stared up at me. “And the baby, too?”

I wasn’t surprised by the question. Violet’s thin figure showed her bump plainly. I laughed and brushed some blonde hair away from her face. “Yeah, sweetie. Momma and her baby are going to be just fine. Just like Hope was fine. Everything’s going to be fine.”

“Even in the middle of No Where…stuck in the apocalypse,” I thought, smiling all to myself.
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