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          At Work

        

      

    

    
      On a brisk October day, I park my car, watching a laughing young couple go by hand-in-hand, their eyes sparkling with young love, complete focus on each other. My chest aches watching them, wondering if my husband and I will ever get back together again as a heavy, melancholic nostalgia descends.  My dog, Sheba, follows me up the flights of stairs that lead to my south-facing suite of offices which I share with a few fellow therapists.  She’s a devoted, therapy dog, stopping people who remark on her glossy tan coat, dark markings, and Egyptian eye liner.  Most are familiar with Shepherds but they’ve never seen a Belgian Malinois.  “Good morning, Jack!”

      “Good morning, Eliana.  What a beautiful day!”  Jack ambles, penguin-like back to his office in his batik, purple and blue print shirt over his barrel chest.

      “Isn’t it?  It’s so sunny and crisp.”  I step into my empty office.  One of my neighbors is out, probably getting coffee, and the other is in her office.  I love the sun shining in.  I sit down to get my files out for the clients I’m seeing today, checking my messages.

      Looking at my children’s high school graduation pictures from last year, Eli’s wide grin with bright blue eyes, Gracie’s coy smile under soulful eyes, reminds me of my husband, Jose.  We never got divorced, but have been separated for years.  He’s a good man, decent, kind, and a hard worker.  My melancholy feels heavy in my gut.  We were together for about eighteen years, during which time we struggled with our cultural differences.

      He’s from Guatemala, immigrating to the United States during a period of guerilla warfare. He resisted as the guerilla’s tried to recruit him to fight their cause, refused their requests, yet developed a trauma reaction from seeing severed heads in the street during the war.

      I always struggled with the division of labor his conservative ideas implied.  At first, our division of labor made sense, he’d maintain the cars, the house, and the yard during his evenings and weekends, while I would do the grocery shopping, cooking, and cleaning since I was home.  But then, we had babies. My work load increased exponentially, while his didn’t.  I began to realize that most of his work was occasional, while mine was daily.  It still seemed okay, until I went back to work, my profession developing to full-time, making it too much to manage with all the domestic duties on top.  From his Latino perspective, it was the woman’s job to do those domestic duties and anything he did inside was helping me.

      I go to the restroom, checking my curly, blonde ponytail in the mirror to make sure my fhair is somewhat smooth.  I’ve always liked having long hair for the styling flexibility.  I look at my blue eyes and pug nose, smiling at myself to examine my wrinkles as dimples mark my cheeks.  I’m comfortable in black oxfords, black slacks, and a print shirt.

      Thinking of Jose, I return to my office, sagging in my chair, missing him.  Raising two children close in age made it difficult for us to work on our relationship as we both prioritized our children’s needs.  He never strayed, never had problems with drugs or alcohol and was never violent.  We fought, helplessly, pointlessly, and I began to emotionally distance myself from him.  Remembering him, my chest constricts.  I pull myself up, ramrod straight, remembering how he struggled with the winter blues in the Willamette Valley, as the weather is predominantly cloudy, sun is scarce, and the days get pretty short.  I realized how much that affected him, but struggled to remain patient.  I remember him cranky and critical of me in the winter.  Every spring in those early years, we would fall in love all over again as he regained his good humor.  I lean over, pulling files out of my bottom drawer, my pony tail tickling my cheek, making me flick it back.

      “Guatemala o guatepeor?” he would joke, always ready with humor to lighten a moment.  His eyes would sparkle with jokes I struggled to understand.  Guate-bad or guate-worse?  He worked hard, remodeling much of our home himself. He created beautiful flower gardens in front with well producing produce gardens in back, using his knowledge of farming and food production.  When my eldest son, Rasheen, died, I lost patience with anything that hurt me.  I just couldn’t tolerate any more pain.  For three years, I cried every day, many times a day, aching and agitated with grief.  I remember my brilliant son, on one hand accepted to medical school first cut, on the other the addictions that killed him. I tried to hide my emotions, take care of my children and manage my career.  Stuck in his own cultural expectations and knowing Rasheen as a step-father, he was unable to understand my hurt and confusion.  The problems we had pushed us further apart, until we finally separated.

      I have a strange feeling that something isn’t right with the world, as my chest aches with a knowing sensation.  I’ve learned to listen to these sensations, since every other time they’ve been right.  I remember the time I was told to stop at a green light as seconds later a speeding driver barreled through the intersection.  While the feeling gnaws in my chest, I must set it aside to focus on my role as a psychotherapist.

      My first client comes, breathing heavily from hiking the stairs, her white hair in a bun, her face covered with a white mask.

      “I wasn’t sure if I should come in today, but I needed to see you.  I’m feeling sick and I don’t want you to get it so I wore this.”  She sounds hoarse as she points to the mask, her skin pasty and moist with sweat.

      “Do you have a fever?”  I ask, concerned at her appearance, wanting to touch her forehead, but therapists don’t touch their clients without being asked.

      “Only a small one,” she replies.  “It’s probably nothing.”

      The feeling in my chest tugs at me.

      “What’s on your mind?”  I probe.

      “You know I’ve been working on attracting men my own age.  I was making progress, wasn’t I?”  Her eyes fill with tears. I frown slightly at her unexpected tears.

      “Yes, absolutely.  Just a couple weeks ago you talked about that gentleman in your yoga class!”

      “Exactly.  That was a real step in the right direction,” she sighs.  Up until then she was using money to lure young men.  “Saturday evening, I went out to a nice restaurant and bar, saw a handsome young man with a couple friends, probably college students…” she sighs again, slumping in her seat, coughing deeply.  “I started buying him drinks, then for all of them, and soon I was sitting with them, inviting them back to my place for a party!  I got them all high, offered them money, and asked if we could play sex games.  It was so exciting. They got into it and started undressing. Their tight abs and firm chest muscles, ooh, It’s like a drug.  It made me high and I wanted more.  I woke up in the morning, they were gone and… I knew I wouldn’t see them again. I felt so ashamed of myself, God, forty years older…”  she begins to cry.  “I don’t know if I’ll ever have a normal, healthy relationship!”

      She starts coughing.  The cough is deep and wet, almost growling as I notice fresh sweat break out on her brow. I get her a cup of water.  “All progress includes setbacks.  Prior to Saturday, you had been doing really well. Are you going to be okay to continue?  It looks like you’re struggling to breathe.”  I recognize her efforts to work through her sexual addictions and try to help her release her shame during her relapse.  “What might have helped you feel excited without needing to indulge in this addiction?”  I ask.

      She dismisses my question, continuing, processing the last one.

      At the end of our session, I usually walk my clients to the door, but today I keep my distance, watching her stagger out. That gnawing sensation comes to the foreground and I wonder if it’s related to her illness.  I use the restroom to wash my hands again.

      Zeke pops his head out his door, “No client?”

      “No sign.  What about you?”

      “None.  They’re all flaking out.”  He leans against the door frame in a laidback manner, his short, husky frame relaxed with greying curls resting on his shoulders.

      Just then Sally opens her door.  “Is the party out here, because there ain’t nobody in there!”  Sally is casual, a hippy, with long dreadlocks wound up in a blonde bun, black leggings and a tie-dyed dress with Birkenstocks.

      “I guess so!”  I laugh.  These people are great to visit with when clients don’t show up.

      “Hey, I’m in the same boat.” Jack looks out of his office.  “It’s pretty bizarre that none of us has a client.”

      “No clients, huh?” Sally leans towards his office.

      Jack laughs, opening his door wider, “Nah.  I haven’t had a client show up yet and I can’t seem to reach them by phone so I’m playing Mah Jong.”

      “I heard there’s a flu going around, but this is bizarre,” Sally adds.  “I wonder if that’s the problem?”

      “What’re they saying about the flu?” I ask.  “I don’t pay attention to the news.”  I’m interested and that gnawing sensation flutters, connecting with the flu talk.

      “They’re saying it’s pretty bad,” Sally says. “They’ve got it under control but it’s been a problem up north.” She points in that general direction.

      “I have a feeling they’re not telling us everything.  I’ve got good herbs, I think I can fight off just about anything!”  I’m already thinking about what I’ll do when I get home.

      “You’re into herbs,” Zeke chuckles.  “Whatever it is, I’m doing it too!”

      “You’d do whatever Eliana was doing!”  Sally teases.

      “Oh, I just like to follow her advice.  She knows her stuff!”  Zeke’s snorty chuckle bubbles forth.

      “I’ll make my cold fighter tea with elderberries and take Lysine for sure.  I’m not worried,”  I laugh.  They tend to tease me about my herbal interests, but with this flu and my gut feeling, I’ll definitely be preparing some immune boosters.  I wonder what my kids are seeing on the University of Oregon campus.

      We hang out for a while, then stroll back to our respective offices.  I start to text my missing client, but he beats me to it.  “Sorry I’m late, almost there, but feeling sick.  Is it okay if I come?”  He texts. I text back that he should.  While I wait, I get done what I can; filing, billing preparation, and checking insurance.  I was glad I got licensed before my third son was born.  It was so much harder with the other two when I only had my bachelor’s degree.  I love this work; the helping people improve.

      There’s a knock at the door.  Sheba barks and I tell her to sit, opening the door for my client, Walt.

      “I was so tired, dragging with this flu, that it was hard to get moving.” His breath rattles in his chest as he leans on the door frame for balance.

      “Do you think you have the flu that’s going around?”  I ask, concerned.

      “I don’t think I’m that sick.  There’s some crazy shit on line about people getting violent with the flu.  I’ve just had a headache, a sore throat, and I’ve been really tired.”

      “Violent?  Are you stressed about that?”

      “No.  I’m just trying to stay away from that shit.”  He goes on to talk about how long he’s been sick, how much he’s been sleeping, and describing his physical symptoms.  I realize he’s much sicker than he thinks he is.

      “I have these painful lumps in my neck.  I went to the doctor and he wouldn’t give me anything.”

      After a while, I notice that he’s getting agitated, sweating and shivering, getting quieter, even dozing off briefly in my office.  I’m wondering if he’s experiencing depression with the flu, when he jolts awake.  “Where the hell am I?”  he yells, his head jerks left and right, looking all around my office, like he’s in a strange place.

      “You’re in my office for therapy,” I tell him, a forced calm, trying to ground him with my voice.  Sheba begins to growl at him, standing up on the couch, her fur up in spikes down her back.  I observe her bizarre behavior out of the corner of my eye, keeping my focus on my sick client, while my chest tightens.  This is very unlike the easy-going Walt I know.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”  He jumps up, climbs on the coffee table, weaving back and forth.  He begins kicking things to the floor.  “Who the hell are you.  You can’t keep me here!”

      Sheba crouches slightly, beginning to move slowly towards him, growling. She edges her body in front of me, making a barrier between him and myself.  My chest tenses further, while I go into professional autopilot mode.

      “Of course, you’re welcome to leave,” I say with quiet intensity, getting up, moving towards the door, and opening it, but never turning my back on him.

      He leaps off the table, swinging his fists at me.  Sheba jumps up, grabbing his arm in her mouth as he draws his fist back to hit me.

      “Your fucking dog bit me!”  he screams.

      “You need to leave now!”  I say shakily, my chest tight, controlling my breathing, while holding the door open for him.  He hurtles out the door into the waiting room, but instead of leaving, he barges into Zeke’s office. I run after him, “Zeke, I’m sorry.  He’s….” Zeke leaps to his feet, pulling his client behind him. Walt sweeps things off the shelves onto the floor, trashing Zeke’s office.

      “Hey, man,” Zeke thunders at Walt.  “Get out!  Get out now!”  I never realized Zeke could sound so forceful.

      Sally bursts in.  “I called the police but the line is busy!”

      Walt begins to scream, tearing at his hair.  He falls to his knees, crying, “They locked me in the office, a gang was tying my hands behind my back. They called their dogs to kill me… They’re going to get you too!”  He’s delusional, making no sense at all.  I surreptitiously call 911 on my cell.

      “When did you see the gang members,” I ask, forcing my voice into a quiet timber, not getting an answer from 911.  He’s never been like this before. Zeke gives me a questioning look and I shake my head, letting him know this is something totally new.

      “They were right there!”  he sobs, beginning a wracking cough like I heard in my earlier client.

      “Walt, I think you’ll be safer out in this spacious room,” I wave out into the waiting area.  “There’s no one there.  It’s perfectly safe.”

      Walt jumps up, lurches toward Zeke’s window, looking down on the roof below us, then turns, streaks out the door, through the waiting area, and is gone.  Sheba’s hackles begin to smooth down and she stops growling.

      “I’m so sorry!”  I apologize to Zeke and his young client who is white as a sheet. She is visibly shaken, cowering behind him.  Sheba walks over to her, nuzzles her gently with her nose and licks her hand.  She crumples to the floor, crying, and hugging Sheba.

      “I’m beginning to see the benefits of a therapy dog!”  Zeke says.  “You’re safe, Gina.  He’s gone.  It’s okay now.  I’m sorry he got into my office and scared you.”  He puts his hand gently on her head, while she continues to hug Sheba and stroke her fur.

      Moments later, I excuse myself. I lead Sheba back to my office, then lean against the closed door, slowly sinking to the floor, tears streaming down my face.  Sheba begins licking my face and nudging me, leaning into me.  I bury my face in her fur. I wipe my eyes, take ten deep breaths.  What the fuck is going on here? races through my mind.

      I have one semi-normal hour with a client experiencing mild flu symptoms.  The next client doesn’t show.  The therapists congregate in the waiting area.  “Hi Eliana, what happened earlier?”

      “A client tried to hit me, ran out of my office, and busted into Zeke’s!  It was crazy.”  Just talking about it reignites a pain in my gut from all the stress.

      “Wow!” Sally exclaims.  “They didn’t say anything about that on the news.  Just that they’re calling it the Mortiferum Virus because so many have died from it in Canada!”

      “Really!?  Often viruses are deadly, usually for the young and old.”  Zeke makes a disgusted face.  “Did they say anything about violence?”

      “No kidding.  Most flus can kill.”  Jack negates the whole thing.  “But your client was really violent.  That’s gotta be something else!”

      “Yeah. He barged into Zeke’s office.”  I’m getting a little agitated, pointing towards Zeke’s door.  “Come on now, Jack.  That wasn’t some regular flu!”

      “You think that was the flu?”  Zeke sounds surprised.  “I figured he was schizophrenic or something.”

      “No.  That behavior was totally out of character for him.  He’s usually just depressed with a little anxiety.  Nothing like that!” The gnawing sensation kicks in again, sending a surge of goose bumps up the left side of my face.

      “Nah.  Really?!” Zeke’s snorty laugh is the comic relief, getting us all laughing, but my laughter is stilted.

      I’m trying to integrate the tingling sensation, the gnawing in my gut, and the bizarre client behavior.  As it tries to merge, my view of the room seems distorted, distant.

      One of the young ladies from the rental company next door comes out of their office to use the bathroom.  “No clients?”

      “They’re flakin’ out.  How about you guys?  Are you busy?”  Zeke is always joking.

      “Not a soul.  Have you been listening to the news?  There’s a nasty virus going around.  We’re leaving early and reevaluating tomorrow.”  She heads into the restroom.

      “I’m heading home.” Jack grabs his bag and locks his door.  “Have a good afternoon.  Be well.”

      “You too,”  we chorus.

      “How long are your days?”  I ask, thinking about mine, two more clients are scheduled, then I go home.

      Sally sounds disappointed, “I’ve got clients scheduled until 5:00.  I wonder how many will even come?”  She leans against the wall, dejectedly.

      I pat her arm.  “You could always cancel them and leave early since so many are sick.  I’m almost done, thank God.  This has been such a weird day.  I’m going to Google the latest flu reports on MSNBC, as long as we don’t have clients.”  I google right away but the page isn’t loading.

      Sally waves away that idea, “Oh, it’s just a bad flu, but I’m sure they’ve got it under control.”

      I text my afternoon client, letting her know this hour is free for a phone session.  She agrees.  Since I can walk Sheba while counseling my client, we head outside to the beautiful, crisp fall day.  I’m determined to get myself and Sheba exercise.

      I call my client.  While we’re talking, Sheba and I head toward the University, where students are doubled over coughing and so hoarse they can barely speak on their cell phones.  I walk down a quiet street, mostly used for bicycle traffic.  The houses are Tudors and Craftsman style homes, with gardens in front of some, grass in front of others.

      My client isn’t able to talk for very long since she is losing her voice, so I am soon off the phone.  I tune in to the gnawing sensation while I look at the MSNBC information which has finally loaded on my cell phone.

      “Canada is calling this the worst pandemic in history, worse even than the Spanish flu of 1918.  Reporters from Northern Canada claim over 90% mortality rates, hence the name, the Mortiferum Virus.  The death toll is inconceivable: according to the most recent estimates, between 90-92% have perished in the pervasive wave sweeping Canada.  Most fear this pandemic will have global consequences. The United States government is shutting borders to the North, quarantining cases in the Northern states.”

      I remember Sally’s belief that the United States had things under control, wondering if it’s true.  I feel a tingling sensation over my shoulder and down my arm.  I know that feeling as communication from my spiritual guides, telling me I’m on the right track.  It’s disturbing, so I take deep breaths as I decide to alter my walk, heading back towards my building.

      I’m trying to assimilate the news, 92% dead in Canada, could that happen here?  I try to push it away but it takes hold.  What’s to stop that from happening here? I push it firmly away, drawn to a box of free produce. On my way back, I pass an Asian pear tree, picking as many as I can, extracting a produce bag from my pocket, filling it. Turning away from the tree, a student walking near me staggers and falls.  “Do you need help?”  I ask her.

      She gurgles, struggling to get up.  I offer her my hand.  Taking it, she forces out the words, “I’m so weak.  I can’t miss class… midterms are next week.”

      I offer her suggestions while I help her up.  “Do you think you can make to class?”

      She nods, croaking,  “I’ve got to push through this.”

      I head back to my office.  Most of the doors are open, except Zeke’s. “No clients, huh?”

      “Not a one.”  Sally shakes her head, sighing.

      “Well, I am going home.  You guys take care!”  Gathering my things, I head out.  “Come on Sheba, let’s go.”

      As I leave, I think of my adult children, Eli and Gracie, who are on this campus somewhere, Alex and Jonathan, who are at work, and I pray they’re all well.  Part of me worries that they’re ill with this horrifying flu.

      Climbing in the car, I’m amped up, a buzzing energy is spreading from my heart down my arms.  I back the car out quickly, racing up the ramp, slamming on the breaks to avoid hitting someone struggling on the sidewalk. On the way home, I stop for the produce sited earlier on the roadside.  There are boxes and bags of free tomatoes, apples, and winter squash.  I brake, scanning the nearby area and finding it quiet, climb out to claim my prize in a rush, still pressured to get home.  Most of the tomatoes are green, but I know they’ll ripen and the apples and winter squash look great.  I load them triumphantly in my car.  I smack myself in the forehead, “Jesus Christ!  Harvest or health, seriously?  I need to get home.”

      Arriving at my street, lined on both sides with ranch-style homes, I drive a short distance, pulling into the garage of my blue house. I see Eli’s car and wonder if Gracie came home with him.  I enter the front door, admiring our front yard, an oasis of flowers and fruit trees, surrounding a small section of grass with a bench at one end.  Opening the door, I ask, “Eli, Gracie, are you both here?  Can you help carry in some food I picked up?” There’s no reply.

      “Hey, guys, are you here?” I ask, louder this time.

      “Hi, Mom,” Gracie calls, exiting her room, her petite, willowy frame swathed in skinny jeans and a turquoise hoodie.  She fixes her pony tail, smoothing her thick, brown hair into a band, eyeing me thoughtfully.

      “Come out and help, okay?  Eli, too,” I say, loudly.

      Gracie stands there, disgusted, while I turn back to find Eli, passing a beam of sunlight from our generous west facing windows.  “Gracie, could you bring a bag of produce in from the car, please?”  I open Eli’s door, finding him reading on his iPad on his bed.

      “Hey, stinker!  You’re supposed to come help!  I’ve got produce in the car.”  I pull him to me, wrapping my arms around him.  His brown hair is getting longer than he likes, beginning to curl on top.  His lithe frame towers over me .  “I’m so glad you’re healthy.  I love you, cutie.”

      He follows me back across the polished, wood floor.

      “You seriously picked up food off the side of the road?” he asks, teasingly. Gracie returns with a box of squash.

      “Where did you find all of this?”  she asks.  Her face is masklike, making me wonder what’s bothering her and if she’ll talk about it.

      “On the side of the road.  You know me.  It’s harvest season!  God, I’m glad you’re here and you’re okay!”  I pull her in for a hug, figuring I’ll wait until she’s ready to talk.  “I love you, sweetie.” We head for the kitchen as Eli comes in balancing the tomatoes on top of the box of apples.

      “Where did you get all this shit?”  Eli asks in typical style. I follow Eli with the pears.

      “I picked the Asian Pears since they were hanging over the sidewalk.  Then, I saw the rest with a free sign, so I drove by and picked it up.”

      “What are you going to do with them?”  Eli asks.

      “Eat them!  What do you think?”  I tease.  “We need to take the tomatoes to the green house to ripen.  Come on, we can lay them out together.”  They’ve always been better about helping if we do it together.  They follow me out the back door to the green house where we lay the tomatoes out in rows.

      “After this we can make tea and take vitamins.” I try to ruffle Eli’s hair but he ducks away, grinning at me. “We need to boost up our immune systems to fight this nasty bug that’s going around!  Were lots of people sick in your classes?” I ask, strolling inside.

      “A lot of my classes had half the students. Many were coughing, had laryngitis, or both,”  Gracie explains as a darkness falls across her face.  She turns her back, bursting into tears. “One of our teammates died a couple days ago!  She died!  I can’t believe it.  She’s only 18!”

      I walk over to her, pulling her into my arms.  “I know, sweetie.  When people die, particularly young people, it feels awful.  You may find yourself crying about your friends, your grandparents, and Rasheen.  It’s like the layers of an onion. It hurts deeply every time.”  I stroke her hair, hugging her close, glad she lets me again, as her tears renew.

      “My classes were just as bad,”  Eli says, sobering.

      I continue holding Gracie until her tears abate.  She wipes her face,  looking at me with sad, sorrowful eyes.  Her eyes seem to be asking how it’s possible that we’re facing this.  I just caress her cheek, not having an answer, so I refocus on making tea. I’m grateful I walked at work and can work on dinner.  I walk every day to help me keep fit and emotionally healthy.

      After dinner, we sit in front of the wood stove, drinking herbal tea and playing cards. I admire the firelight flickering as it spreads its warmth around the room, the beauty of my mother’s water colors on the walls, the robust plants growing near the window.

      “I’m so glad you guys are still living at home,”  I tell my kids, grateful for their companionship, along with the safety and security of this small family unit.

      “What do you think is going to happen with the flu, Mom?”  Gracie asks, concern in her voice.

      “I don’t know, sweetie.  We’ll stick together and figure it out,”  I tell her.  I worry that the world is going to change and we’re going to change with it.  I don’t mention all the things I’ve read about on the internet, about people potentially getting violent, becoming dangerous and threatening.   I don’t want to scare them prematurely.
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      Simon ponders what his friend, Eli, said earlier today, “Simon, this is crazy holding classes when so few of us are here.”  He’s known Eli since kindergarten.  They bonded over Legos and drawing, the caramel-skinned, kinky-haired Simon with his blue eyed, half Guatemalan buddy, stayed friends ever since.

      Simon agrees with him, considering how empty their classes are at the University.  Simon thinks the staff are idiots, keeping people at school with such a bad flu. Simon wishes he had more classes with Eli, who’s always good to run this stuff by.    He hasn’t seen Eli since his first class, but figures he’s okay.  Eli’s always been so damn healthy.

      Driving home, Simon marvels at what a shit situation this is.  He’s never seen a flu this bad, people hunched over at bus stops, people hacking and coughing on the side of the road, and university classes half empty.  He listens to the news, shocked by what they’re saying.  Apparently the government has been testing people with flu symptoms, exploring the cell structure of this virus compared to others.

      He walks in the door at home, the news replaying in his mind.  The virus going around is called the Mortiferum Virus, because of the death rates.  It’s a total shit storm and he knows his mom’s been writing, probably not listening to the news.  He’s been paying attention, trying to figure out what’s going on.  The campus was fucked up.  Everywhere he went, people were choking, struggling to talk, and collapsing, too weak to get up.  He tried helping a couple but it was hopeless.  He and Eli were talking on campus with some other guys they grew up with, exploring what’s making everyone so weak or making this flu so strong.  Eli and Simon are still healthy.  Gracie and Dixie, Simon’s sister are both fine, along with a few of his friends, but most people are missing from classes.  They tossed around ideas about what might be keeping them so healthy.  They noticed weakness, cough, hoarse voice, and pasty complexion, pretty standard flu symptoms, but thought it must be something worse.

      “Lucky fuckers?  Right Eli?  They don’t have to be at school!”  Simon said to Eli, both having a good laugh.

      Simon walks into his mom’s office.  “Hey, mom, sorry to interrupt you.  Have you heard the news?”

      Sam, his mother, looks up, “Oh, my God, have you heard what Trump is saying?”

      “The bullshit about it being the fault of China?” Simon leans on the door frame to her office.  “Well, it sounds pretty fucked up.  Almost everyone on campus is either out sick or coughing in class.  The news has this as the worst flu they’ve seen in decades, which I’m sure has nothing to do with Foreign Policy.”

      “Hmmm…  Maybe I should go through our Bug-Out-Bags and see if they’re up to date.  Do you want to check in with your dad when he gets off and see what he’s experienced at EWEB (The Eugene Water & Electric Board)?  And what about cooking?”

      Dixie breezes in behind me, her hair in tight cornrows, wrapped in a bun.  “I’ll cook.  Are you gonna work some more?”

      “I think so, for a while.”  Their mother acknowledges.

      “I need to study, but I’ll text dad.”  Simon doesn’t care for cooking, though able, he’d rather not.  He heads to his room to study for midterms. He studies for a while, then starts texting his dad and Eli.

      Simon (to dad/Rob):  Are you leaving early today?

      Simon (to Eli): You studying?  What does your mom think about the flu?

      Eli: Dunno.  She’s not as much a disaster prepper as your mom.  What about her?

      Simon: She was writing all day, but she’s pissed about Trump’s bullshit.  Hey, were you flirting with Dixie earlier today?

      Simon has to give him shit about it.  He knows Eli likes her but hasn’t admitted it yet.  Eli doesn’t admit it now either.  Simon may have to let it go for a while, waiting for more evidence.

      Eli: No way, man!  I was just asking her about the test.

      Simon’s phone vibrates, a text from his dad.

      Rob:  Over half my colleagues were gone and most of the rest were sick. I might be able to get away early. Tomorrow’s still up in the air.

      Simon (to Rob): Those guys are just out partying, LOL!  Come over if it gets worse, okay?

      Simon (to Eli):  Asking her about the test while blushing?!

      Guess he’s not done flicking Eli shit!

      Rob: I will, for sure.

      Eli: Stop being a pain in the ass!

      

      Dixie announces dinner, making Simon glad he pulled himself away from texting long enough to get some studying done.  The three of them fill plates, crowding around the table.  Simon ponders his parents’ separation, wishing they would work out their shit so his dad could move back in.  His dad’s in rehab for alcohol, apparently doing well enough to return to work, continuing out-patient treatment.  Simon’s 20 and so far, his father has relapsed twice, splitting up his parents both times.  Each time it’s been brief as far as he knows and they’ve gotten back together.  He even went to Al-Ateen, the Al-Anon group for teens, while his dad went to AA.  It was cooler than he thought.  It takes his mom a while to let his dad come back, but this time Simon wonders what’s going to happen. Rob discussed his alcoholism with Simon, explaining relapsing when he gets stressed or feels neglected, neglecting his own self-care.

      “I ran through our Bug-Out-Bags which need some replacements, mostly clothes and food,” Sam explains.  “I’m going to run down to the sporting goods store to replace things.  I’ll check in with Eliana first and see what she needs.  How was it on campus today?”

      Dixie gives her the run down, while Simon zones out.

      The evening is a studying nightmare, Simon thinks, God, I hate to study.
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      I get up the next morning on autopilot, getting ready for work.  I wake Eli with a kiss, “Good morning, sweetie, it’s a school day.”  He stretches, grabbing a robe.

      I wake Gracie, kissing her on the cheek.  “Good morning, cutie pie.” I make tea, settling at the table with a quick breakfast, beginning to feel edgy about going to work. Eli sits across from me, his damp curls crowning his head.  “Do you really want to go to work today?  I’m not going to school after what we saw yesterday.”

      “I’m feeling pretty uncomfortable about it, I have to admit.”

      Gracie says, “I want to go see my friends, but I don’t really want to go to school!”

      “Maybe we should call Sam and check in with her.  I could cancel my clients since many of them were sick yesterday.”

      “Let’s listen to the news.”  Eli gets up, turning the radio on.

      The song ends, a newscaster coming on.  “The Mortiferum Virus is spreading into the Northern United States, many are dead, and hospitals are full.  A state of emergency has been declared by the president.   As this flu reaches pandemic proportions, the flu shot is not protecting people.  The virus mutates strongly and rapidly. It is recommended that people stay in their homes.”

      My chest constricts.  “Jesus, guys, we really need to think about this.  Maybe we shouldn’t go anywhere and wait for this to blow over.”

      “I’m definitely staying home,”  Eli agrees.

      “I hope I can see my friends in a couple days,”  Gracie agrees.

      “I’d really like to take Sheba for a walk.  I wonder if our neighborhood will be as bad?”  I say aloud.

      “As much as I don’t want to walk, if you’re going, we all go with a pocket knife or something,”  Eli insists.

      Looking outside, the sun’s up, lighting up the street.  “It looks pretty quiet here.  I’ll call Sam and see what it looks like by her house.”  I pull out my cell phone.

      “Hey, have you heard the news?” Sam asks, answering her phone.

      “I’ve heard and had a crazy day yesterday.  I don’t think I’m going in today.  I want to go for a walk, though, how does it look out your window?”

      “It’s pretty quiet here so far.  If things don’t look too bad, I’m going to get more supplies before things get worse.”

      “Okay, we’ll be by soon,”  I tell her, saying good bye.  “Alright then, let’s gear up a bit.”  I look Eli in the eye.  “I’m going to change first and cancel my clients.”  I go to my room to change clothes, get a fanny pack, and a pocketknife.  I call, leaving messages for my clients, not reaching them, and return to the living room.  “I’m ready.”

      Gracie and Eli each tuck Buck knives into their pockets.  “Let’s go.”

      I leash Sheba, heading out the front door, looking up and down our quiet residential street.

      “Looks pretty quiet,”  Gracie comments. We’re silent, walking towards Sam’s, Sheba’s nose nearly glued to the ground.

      Right in front of the convenience store between our homes, there’s a woman lying on the ground.  I realize it’s a woman who often stood on the corner playing her guitar.  Behind me, the street is barren.

      “Ma’am, do you need help?”  It’s obvious she needs help but I have no intention of approaching her without warning.  She doesn’t respond, so, glancing at the kids behind me, I move a little closer.  Her eyes are open, with a light foam of spittle around her mouth. She groans suddenly.  She’s a small, old, wrinkled woman, with a large shock of short, blue hair.  Her outfit appears masculine for a woman her age: black Converse high tops, jeans, and a jean jacket with rock labels on the front.

      “What’s wrong?  Are you hurt?” I crouch down.

      “Sick… weak,” she croaks.

      I call 911.  “All operators are busy now, please call again later.”

      “What?!”  I can’t believe what I’m hearing.  I call repeatedly, getting the same answer.  “Can I help you inside?”  I ask her, not wanting to leave her on the sidewalk as tingles trickle down my cheek, my spiritual guides trying to reach me.

      “Mom, let’s let the store clerk know so we can continue walking,”  Eli suggests, urging me away. I glance at him, then back at the woman, who hasn’t responded.

      “Ma’am?” Still no response. “Eli, help me get her inside, okay?” He opens his eyes wide, shaking his head. I ignore his resistance, reaching under the woman as he finally begins helping me drag her into the store.

      “I can do it, Mom,” he gives in, resignedly.

      There’s a young man at the counter, tall and skinny with longish brown hair, a scraggly beard, with boney shoulders.  Otherwise the store is empty, which seems particularly odd, at this time of day.

      “Excuse me,” I say, “This woman needs help and she’s very sick.  I’ve tried 911 repeatedly and can’t get through.  Could you keep trying them?”

      “Oh, weird.  Yeah, sure.  Are you leaving her here?”

      “Yes.  She needs a doctor.”  He nods, coughing, as we head back outside.

      “Come on, Mom, this is weird,” Gracie urges. We cross the main street, heading down the residential road to Sam’s. We walk a couple blocks in meditative silence, then I spot another woman on the ground.

      Suddenly, she raises her head, arms flailing, trying to grab us as we near.  “They’re coming for me!  They’re shooting at me.  They shot me in the back!”

      “Mom, can’t we just go?”  Gracie whispers, her voice shaky.

      The woman is paranoid and delusional.  “They think they got you so they’re heading off for someone else.   Look, they’re gone.  They turned up another street.”  I speak calmly, trying to convince her that she’s safe.  I put 911 on redial, getting a busy signal.

      Finally, they answer, “911 dispatchers are unavailable.  Please try again later.”  I can’t believe I finally get through to a recorded message.

      “Can you get up and walk to…?”

      She interrupts me, “I’m not going back to the hospital.  They were trying to kill me.  Everyone is dying at the hospital,” she replies.  She pushes at the ground, then collapses, quiet again.

      I do a little reiki on her from a distance. Both are calmed by the reiki, but it’s all I can do.  She needs medicine I don’t have.   The reiki will help for a little while but I don’t expect it to last.  “Blessings.”  I tell her, continuing our walk, freaking out inside, while trying to maintain a calm exterior for my kids.  Part of me wants to turn tail and run home, but now we’re closer to Sam’s. Continuing down the road at a faster pace, the chill in the air doesn’t touch me, the street’s terrible quiet feels ominous.

      “Let’s run, okay guys?”  The trees are beautiful with bright yellow foliage, the Sweet Gum trees are in fiery tones of reds, oranges, and burgundy.  It’s a beautiful fall day, but my chest is tight, having never seen people lying sick in the street before. They nod and we all race down the street to Sam’s, Eli grabs my hand wanting to pull me faster.

      “Mom, can you get news on your iPhone?” I had started to before, so I click search.

      “Hundreds are dead this morning as the Mortiferum Virus sweeps down from Canada, laying waste to everything in its path.  The government is declaring this a state of emergency.  The hospitals are overflowing, schools are closing, and businesses are struggling to keep their doors open…”  my iPhone says as I snap it shut.

      “It’s bad, worse than I imagined.  How could this happen in present day America?  It reminds me of the Spanish Flu Pandemic of 1918,”  I mutter.

      “Fucking crazy,”  Eli agrees.

      “Mom, can we just go home?”  Gracie squeezes my hand.

      “We’re almost to Sam’s, babe, it’s closer to continue.”  We slow to a walk, nearing Sam’s.  Eli checks Facebook quickly. I am shocked by selfies posted with corpses demonstrating the general disrespect of the dead. There are pictures of corpses with sharpie beards and mustaches, fresh cigarettes stuck up their noses, in their ears, and clothespins clamped on noses. If they were passed out drunk, I’d understand playing a prank on a drunk, but these people are mocking the dead, people who got sick so fast, they died on a public sidewalk.  I see videos of paranoid, scared people, but worst of all, videos of violent people hurting each other.  I get chills up my spine as Eli closes Facebook.

      “Mom, that’s creepy!”  Gracie makes a horrified sound.

      I text Sam, thinking she can watch for us.  I’ve known her since our kids were in kindergarten.  We got to be close friends right off, having an immediate connection.  Within a year of our friendship, her husband died of suicide, then six weeks later, my eldest son Rasheen, died of suicide which brought us very close.  Later we found more in common when I discovered she was a published author and I sought her help with my writing, a way for me to process my heavy grief.  Sam and I started thinking it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared for disaster.  I was motivated to make a solar oven, to get a composting toilet, and a wood stove.  Our solar panels were installed soon after that.  I always cared about living sustainably, now I worked with a partner.

      Eliana: We’re on your street.  Keep an eye out, okay?  It’s creepy out here.

      Sam:  Absolutely, you goofs.  Are you walking?!

      Eliana: Yeah.  Gracie’s getting nervous. What do you think of this flu?

      Sam: That’s because she’s smart as a whip.  I’m looking out the front window.  Hurry up! We’ll talk when you get here.

      “Mom, watch out!” Eli yanks my arm, pulling me off the sidewalk, into a neighboring yard as a young man comes barreling out of a house to my left, screaming nonsense and waving a knife.  Sheba starts barking as we back up around the side of the building, my chest constricting, hardly breathing.  I disconnect, emotionally, from the danger, acting on autopilot, gripping Gracie’s hand. He’s coming right at us, apparently attracted by Sheba’s barking.  Eli snaps off a branch from a nearby tree. “Back off!”

      As the knife bearer gets closer, my adrenalin flows, energizing me to fight.  Sheba yanks out of my hand, knocking him to the ground, and biting the wrist closest to the knife.  As the knife drops, my breath explodes from my chest. Sheba darts back to me.  I grab her leash, chills running up my spine.  I suddenly remember the violent videos I saw on the internet, becoming jittery, jumpy, and anxious. The guy is screaming and writhing on the ground, but thank God, he’s not getting up. We run down the street, towards Sam’s. I’m hypervigilant, still disconnected from my emotions, when around the next corner, we find an elderly gentleman on the ground.  I move cautiously, closer, “Are you…”

      “Mom, no!” Gracie interrupts.

      I start to kneel beside him but as edgy as I feel, I realize it’s a bad idea. “You’re right.  This is crazy.  Let’s go!”

      As we reach Sam’s, the door opens, hustling us inside.  She slams the door and we’re hugging each other.  I stroke her long, shiny reddish-brown hair.  She’s only slightly taller than me but she comes across as tall.  “Jesus Christ, it’s awful out there.”

      “I can’t believe you guys walked in this!”  She’s slender and fit, with turquoise-blue eyes and a ready smile.  “This might be a good time to develop some laziness!”

      I punch her gently. “That’ll be the day! Dixie and Simon, are they here?” I look around as they appear out of the back room.  I reach over, hugging each of them.  “You guys weren’t messing around with school either, huh?”

      “No fucking way.” Simon rolls his eyes.  “What were you guys doing walking out in this shit show?”  Simon asks.

      “My mother was determined, so I figured we’d better go with her,”  Eli explains, disgust apparent in his voice.

      Gracie turns to Dixie, shaking her head. “Moms…”

      “I know, right?”  Dixie’s taller than her mom, topping out at 5’8”, with startling hazel eyes and creamy caramel skin.  She turns to Gracie, embracing her, winding her hand in Gracie’s long brown hair.  Gracie’s eyes, with lashes so long they almost look false, match Dixie’s.

      “It’s crazy out there!”  Gracie emphasizes her words by raising one foot and stretching it over her head,  “I think we should stay in and do yoga.”  Gracie’s slender, shapely, and small but she’s a powerhouse.

      “The whole world’s a freakin’ mess.” Simon controls the f-bomb, his kinky brown hair, springing by his face, covering up his brown eyes.  He’s six feet and strong.

      “No shit.  It’s creepy outside,” Eli agrees.

      “With this craziness, I didn’t want them going to school.” Sam shakes her head.  “Of course, they weren’t fighting me about it!”  She laughs.

      “Eli discouraged me from going to work.”  Gazing at Eli, I realize without his intervention I might have gone to work today.  He’s not nearly as tall as Simon, but he’s very handsome.

      “It’s pretty serious,” Sam chuckles. “I went through our Bug-Out-Bags just in case. If hell is gonna happen, we’ll take it by storm!”

      “Did you run across anything that’s too small for Dixie and Simon?”

      “Of course.  There are definitely some.  I’m going to REI Sporting Goods to replace them.”  She’s serious about this stuff and I decided long ago it didn’t hurt to have some things ready.  Now it seems she was right all along, being prepared for emergencies.

      “Maybe we should go together, just to be on the safe side.  There are so many sick, it’s hair-raising.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” she mutters.  “But, no, I’ll run down there in the van and come by your house after.  The kids can stay with you, okay?”

      “Are you sure?  I don’t like this idea.”

      She gives me the eye and I realize she is trying to protect the kids.

      “My kid’s bags are going to need clothes and boots; can you get them while you’re there?” I ask, playing along. “Then maybe we could camp out together.  I don’t want to deal with this alone with my kids.”  I have that weird feeling in my gut again and don’t plan to ignore it.

      “Shit yeah!  If things get worse, we’ll be ready!”  She laughs, always the light hearted one.

      I shrug. “Part of me wants to contact Jose, but I don’t know, being separated and all. I’ll feel better going over this with you.  Maybe we can develop a plan A and a plan B?”

      “You can count on it.  The kids will be ready too.  I’ve been teaching them to shoot so they can, if they have to.”

      “Thank God!”  I feel a wave of relief wash over me, knowing Eli and Gracie have been learning with Sam.

      “While I’m gone, maybe you all can clean the guns, so they’ll be ready too,” Sam is in planning mode.

      “Wow!  That’s serious, but we’d better be ready.”

      We load up in her RV.

      “We’re going to have to come up with some creative ways to exercise.” I put my seat belt on.  “Yoga is an option, but what about the dogs?”

      “That’s a good point.  Staying in shape will help keep us sane and better able to protect ourselves.”

      She and her husband aren’t together either.  We both got separated around the same time for different reasons.  Marriage was hard.  Now Jose’s good qualities are running through my mind.  I could always count on him to be there, to help with traditionally male chores like chopping wood, fixing the cars, and repairing things in the house.  He built our fence and could build one in front. I remember the good things about our marriage.  Jose was always dependable, had a good sense of humor, and was open to affection.  He was a man of few words which bothered me, but I realize now that it didn’t mean he loved me any less.  He could be gruff, but overall, he was gentle and safe.  I respected his focus on his family, his desire to raise kids with limited screen time, something I always felt was important.  He taught all of us how to grow food, created drip watering system, and amended the soil each year.  He helped me research companion planting.  We hiked and danced together.  Over the years, he helped more in the kitchen and learned to be more affectionate.

      My train of thought is broken as we pull into my driveway.  “Everybody out!”  Sam exclaims.  “I’m going to run to REI and come right back.”

      “You’ve got your gun and your knife?”  Simon asks.  “I don’t like you going alone.  I’m coming with you.”

      “Alright.  Eli, you’ll take care of them while I’m gone?”  She’s partly teasing but not completely.  Eli’s a good protector.  He’ll watch over us whether we want it or not, I think as we get out of the van.

      Sam backs the RV out of the driveway and we watch them drive away.  “I hate this,”  Eli says, walking into the house.

      “The flu?” I’m probing to keep him talking.

      “No.  Yes.  Partly.”  He stomps into the house, shutting the door hard.  “This is such crazy shit.  Those people we saw on the way to Simon’s, all this sickness and the lack of safety.  It’s fucked up!”  He crashes on our large chair in front of the wood stove. Gracie and Dixie have gone ahead into Gracie’s room.

      “It’s pretty fucked up all right.  It’s surreal…”  I sit across from him on the couch, vaguely aware of the girls talking in the next room.  We’re quiet for a few minutes, just absorbing what we experienced.

      “Why don’t you go get wood and we’ll build a fire.  Take Sheba with you, okay?”  I ask.  “I think I’m going to do some yoga.  That walk was pretty short.”

      “Alright.”  He grabs the wood bag and heads out back with Sheba as Gracie and Dixie trickle into the living room.

      “Mom, uh, can we make cookies or something?”  Gracie asks, Dixie hovering behind her.

      “Comfort food.  That’s a great idea!  Are you guys okay?  Have you seen any crazy stuff yet Dixie?”  I’m concerned about the kids, seeing the sick lying down outside. I wonder what Dixie’s seen as I lay out my yoga mat.

      “Gracie was telling me what you guys saw on the way to our house.” Dixie pauses, looking at Gracie to see if it’s okay that she told me.

      Gracie barely nods.

      “Yeah.  It was pretty freaky.”  I look at her, nodding gently, encouraging her to continue.

      “Yeah…  I noticed them out the window, but I didn’t see anything that bad yesterday on campus.  I mean, our classes were super small and people had these growling coughs, obviously sick, but not that bad.”  She has a bouncy energy as she talks, apparently not disturbed by the sick.

      “How about you, babe?”  I reach out to Gracie and pull her down beside me.

      “It gave me the creeps, Mom.  They should be in hospitals!  What’s going on with our world that they’re lying in the street?!”

      “They say there’s no room in the hospitals, cutie pie.”  I’m holding one of her hands, while I begin stretching.

      “What if one of us gets sick, Mom?” She’s getting louder, a mildly hysterical, hormonal element to her voice. Eli walks in then with a huge bag of wood, the kindling sticking out of the top.

      “I’ll build the fire,”  he says, quietly.  Then louder, “Freaking out, Gracie?”

      I put a yoga video on YouTube, listening to them while I start my workout.

      “Shut up, Eli!”

      “Aw, bet Dixie’s not freaking out!”  He starts arranging the wood in the wood stove.

      Gracie turns back to me with a sad, worried look in her eye.

      “If one of us gets sick, the others will become nurses, right?” I encourage her.  “We’ll make sure the sick one gets Lysine and selenium, cold or cough fighter tea and we’ll rub on comfrey salve, right?” I remind her as I change position into a downward dog. “We could make a Gatorade copy.  A hot lemonade with  salt and honey.  Anything I’m missing?”

      She looks less scared now, “I can check if we still have throat soothers and elderberry/zinc lozenges.  And how do you get fever down, naturally?”

      “A lukewarm bath will help and possibly wet socks with lemon.”  I remind her, moving into a forward fold.  “Also taking calcium and vitamin D can help, remember that study we read?”

      “Oh yeah!” she looks pleased now, “the one about fevers needing to get calcium out of our bones to bring the fever down…”

      “Yes, and chicken soup or bone broth, remember that one?”  I continue following the video while we talk.

      “Oh, yeah!  The one about the cartilage!  And gelatin!”

      “And apple cider vinegar mixed with water?”  I coax more memories.

      “Wait, wait.  I want to write these down and put them on the fridge!  Dixie, let’s find some good colors and make a project of it, okay?”  Gracie isn’t worried now.

      “Okay, cool!”  Dixie and Gracie traipse into the kitchen searching for art supplies.  “But, what about the cookies?”

      Gracie is animated now.  “We have all day.  Let’s do the fever list, so it will be easy to find now while we still have the internet.  Then we can make cookies.  My mom has lots of cook books if we have to use one.”  I don’t bother to remind her that we have two natural health books also.

      “Thanks, Eli.  That’s a great fire.”

      He walks over, joining me on the floor.  “I wonder what’s going to happen with this flu…  If the hospitals are full and people are falling on the streets, it must be pretty bad…  And we’ve been exposed.”

      “I’m sure.  I was exposed at work yesterday too.  Listen, let’s start our fight.  I already took Lysine and Selenium but you guys can and we could take the homeopathic remedy, the osci-whatever it’s called!”  Eli gets up while I continue my yoga.

      “In this cupboard?” Eli asks.

      “Yeah.”  I breath out, back in downward dog.

      “Here’s the oscillococcinum.”  Eli pulls it out and sets it on the table.  “Where’s the Lysine and Selenium?”

      “They’re on the shelf by the table,” I explain.

      Both girls are at the table now, writing out natural fever reducing methods in beautiful calligraphy with multiple colors.  They’re so engrossed, they ignore me. Later, I head in the kitchen for some cold tea, passing out vitamins.  I put the full tea pot on the wood stove to heat with cold fighter tea.

      “The cold fighter tea is brewing now.  Do any of you have any symptoms?  Congestion, sore throat, anything?”  I head back to my mat to meditate in corpse pose, tired from yoga. They look at each other, shaking their heads.

      “Thank God.  We’ll take the osci in about fifteen minutes.”  The girls finish up the poster, then begin making chocolate chip cookies. I tune out the kids, meditating for a while.

      As I tune back in, I hear Dixie say, “Eli, we need a taste tester! What do you think?”  Her tone is coy.

      “These are awful.  Can I have another?!”  Eli teases.

      “If they’re awful, you can’t have another!”  Gracie admonishes, always falling for his antics.

      “Dixie, I need another,” he tries, ignoring Gracie.

      A feeling of foreboding descends, tightening my chest and my shoulder muscles, a bizarre sensation after being tremendously relaxed from the yoga and meditation.  I tune in deep within myself to connect with the message my spirit guides are sending.  It’s Sam and Simon who I sense inside, struggling with their own anxiety.  I get up to put away my mat, finding myself looking for something to do to distract myself from my discomfort.  I go out to the freezer to get some meat to defrost, bring it back to set in warm water.  “Wow, those cookies smell incredible!”

      “Thanks, Mom,”  Gracie says, while Dixie just grins, bouncing into Eli, sneakily handing him another.

      I walk to the bathroom for a private place to think.  Sitting on the edge of the tub, I take a few deep breaths, visualizing Sam and Simon.  They’re at the sporting goods store still and it’s unclear why they’re not heading home.  For several minutes I sit visualizing pure golden light surrounding them for protection.  Even when I’m done, I feel restless, wishing I could be there to help them.  Back in the kitchen, I ask,  “Are you guys about done in here?  I’d like to start cooking.  Could you clean up a bit more?”

      “Don’t worry Eliana, we’ll get you set up!”  Dixie promises, getting busy.  Gracie pitches in, while Eli heads to the living room to check on the fire.

      “How long do you think this will last?”  Eli asks from the front room.

      “I don’t know, sweetie,” I answer, walking to the edge of the kitchen. “It seems like it could take a while for things to get dealt with.  If as many people get sick here as in Canada, we lose 90% of the work force.  A lot won’t get done…”

      Eli arrives back in the kitchen.  “Mom…”  He waits until I’m looking at him.  “We could lose the police.”

      “That’s true…”  When he says it, it sinks in.  There’s no denying it out loud.  “We could lose a lot more than just police.  We could lose water and electricity.  Jesus!”  I stand there, frozen, my mind a million miles away, imagining water no longer coming out of the faucet, electricity no longer functioning.  “I wonder how long it will last?”

      “Mom, will we be safe?”  Gracie begins but Dixie joins in midway.

      “As safe as we can.”  I attempt cheerfulness, not knowing what to say.  I wish Jose were here, and Rob, Sam’s husband.

      “I’m going to call Papa.”  Gracie picks up her phone.

      “Me, too.”  Dixie grabs hers, Eli doing the same.  They all walk out of the kitchen for privacy. I begin dicing onion, my stomach beginning to cramp up on the left side, then I realize I feel slightly nauseous.  I automatically press on my inner wrist, seeking out the nausea acupressure point.  “God, what’s taking them so long?”  I ask quietly, more to myself than to anyone else.  “I’m running out back to pick some stuff for dinner!”  I holler, heading out the back door with scissors and a basket.  Plants and nature will connect me with the earth to calm my worries.  I’m generally not a worrier, but this crisis hasn’t exactly promoted a calm mind.  Harvesting chives, leaks, kale, and sorrel, I’m thinking I’ll make stir fried veggies with bacon.  Lower leaves I take to the chickens and bunny, setting my basket outside the coup to take the veggies in.  I pick up Ciarran, Gracie’s black, Netherland dwarf rabbit, snuggling him close to my chin.  He practically sits on my shoulder, comforting me with his soft fur.  I carry him back into the house with the basket of eggs.

      Coming into the house, I hear the kids.  “Any luck?”  I walk into the kitchen, meeting Gracie as she walks towards me, hugging both me and Ciarran.

      “He hasn’t responded.  God, Mom, could he come back here, now, with all this going on?  Sometimes he drives me crazy but I want him here now.”

      “I couldn’t get my dad to respond either.”  Dixie comes closer now and I draw her into our hug.

      “Papa hasn’t even read my text yet,”  Eli adds, hanging back, playing tough.

      “Maybe they’re working outside.  You know how typical that is.  He’s always outside working when the weather is decent and yes, he’s welcome here.”

      “Let’s try to stay busy making dinner to keep our minds occupied.  Then, if Sam and Simon aren’t back, we all sit down, meditate, and visualize golden light around them, okay?”  I ask, wondering if they’ll agree. They look at each other, and shrug.
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      “Okay, load up.”  Sam climbs in the RV, wiping her clammy hands on her jeans, not one bit excited about going to REI Sporting Goods in this mess.  “Did you clean your gun?”

      “Of course, Mom, and I’ve got my knife.  You put the Bug-Out-Bags in here too, right?”

      “Yeah, let’s hit it.”  She tries to convince herself everything is going to be fine, putting on a good show for Simon, while she’s freaking out inside, her heart racing.  She’s hot despite the cool weather.

      “It’s not bad in the RV,”  Simon comments, turning the radio onto a rock station with nothing but static, “Shit.  That’s not good.”  He grabs a CD, inserting it, then groaning  when Red Hot Chili Peppers blares from the speakers.  The RV is too old to play music from his phone.  He pulls out his phone next.

      Sam glances over, “Could you stay alert and off your phone while we’re out, please?”

      The parking lot for Albertson’s Grocery seems quite empty.  At the gas station in front there are more cars than usual but in strange places, not just at pumps.  The people in the cars seem really still.  More people are slumped over at the bus stop with one on the ground.

      “I’m calling 911.  There’s a lot of sick people out here.”  Simon makes a point of turning his phone back on.  “It’s busy.  That is fucked up!  I’m putting it on redial.”

      “This just keeps getting worse.”  Sam weaves around cars, which appear to have been pulled off the road sloppily.  Her head starts aching.  “Maybe you can check the news updates about this flu, what’s it called?”

      “The Mortiferum Virus, yeah.”  He’s quiet for a minute.  “Shit.  I can’t believe this flu.  They’re saying it’s the worst they’ve ever seen.  Apparently, there have been more deaths from this flu than from any other in history including the Black Plague,”  he says with awe. “They’re saying this flu is killing healthy people.  Even the flu shot isn’t helping!”

      “Didn’t you say you and your friends were talking about that yesterday?”  Sam remembers him mentioning it.

      “Yeah.  Those of us who were still at school hadn’t had any immunizations or flu shots.  Do you think the government could have caused this by leaking something in the flu shot? One guy’s dad works for the government in a drug testing plant and he overheard his dad saying something about a bioweapon leak.”

      “That’s creepy, but I wouldn’t be surprised,” Sam says, turning away from downtown, crowded with cars.  “I’m going for Lincoln Street.  We’re never going to get through all those cars!”

      “Weird.  It doesn’t look like any of them are moving at all.  Do you suppose that many are dead?”

      “Maybe,”  Sam says, cruising easily down the unused residential streets, arriving at REI, finding a parking spot right in front.  “Come on, let’s do this fast.”

      “I get it, Mom,” Simon says, vaguely irritated.

      “Hello!”  They greet the skinny blonde guy behind the counter, heading upstairs for boots and outer wear.  “There’s a guy laying on the stairs!”

      “I see him, Mom.  I’m not blind!”

      Simon’s sarcasm is the bane of Sam’s existence.  “Do you need help?”  She asks the man on the steps. There’s no response.

      “Fuck!”  Simon mumbles, two fingers on his neck.  “He’s dead!”

      Sam shakes her head, mouth agape, shock descending.  They scoot around the guy, heading for boots, finding what they need, passing another guy slumped over on a chair.  Beads of sweat appear on Sam’s brow, her breath shallow.  “We can’t deal with all these people.  We need to just get what we need and get out.”

      “I’m not arguing,”  Simon growls.

      They grab outer wear quickly, then dash downstairs.  The guy at the counter looks a little woozy, coughing, a hacking, wet, grating sound erupting out of him as he leans on the counter, perspiration beading up on his forehead.  She’s torn between helping the clerk and getting out fast, deciding their kids take priority.  “We can’t help him right now,” she tells Simon, quietly as her heart gallops in her chest. Simon just nods, snatching things on their list.  Sam wants some newer sleeping bags, passing a woman and man slumped together on the floor, freaking her out.  Sam jumps back, in shock, then forces herself to continue. They finally get all urgent supplies and get to the counter.  The dude is swaying and sweating profusely. Sam starts putting their items on the counter as his knees buckle and he sinks to the floor.

      “Holy shit!”  Sam peeks over the counter.

      “Fuck, Mom!  Do you think…?”

      Sam just looks at Simon, then back at the space where the man was, craning her neck to look over the counter.  “Young man?” There’s no response. They stand there for a minute, not sure what to do.

      “We need this stuff,” Sam says finally.  “I’ll add it up and pay REI when this crisis passes.  I think we have to consider what else we might need.  With this going from bad to worse, we’re not going to be able to come back.”

      “Okay.  Let’s get this to the RV first.”  They bag up their stuff, load it on their shoulders, and carry it to the RV.

      Sam’s feet feel tingly and her head is pounding, but nothing is stopping her now.  “Come on.”  They race back in.  “Grab a cart and fill it with food, water purifiers, you know what we need, right?” Simon nods, racing for the food snatching all the freeze-dried emergency food, the power bars, everything.  They take sleeping bags, first aid kits, water filters, disinfectant pills, polar pure, and load up necessities.  “Grab a couple water Bug-Out-Bags.”  Sam suggests since Simon is closer to them.

      They choose a pressure cooker, knowing that Eliana’s is jammed.  They move to warm stuff, finding a woman and a child slumped against a shelf, stopping Sam in her tracks.  Sam can’t pass a child without helping and puts two fingers against his neck, finding it cold.  “Good Lord. This is serious.”

      “I know, but we’ve got to keep going.  Come on.”  Simon keeps her moving, grabbing wool socks, gloves, mittens, insulated blankets, and more they may need it.

      “We’re going to have to load this up.  I don’t think we can carry any more.”  Sam moves toward the counter to load stuff into bags, not wanting to do it outside.  The store is eerily quiet, adding to her nerves.  Sam packs boxes of power bars into the RV and scopes out the surroundings.  It still looks quiet but she sees movement a couple blocks away.  In complete silence, she motions Simon to follow her back inside.  “One more sweep and fast.  I saw movement a couple blocks away.”

      They go through the store again, adding anything they might need.  They move swiftly, quietly, pausing only to consider their needs, eating power bars on the move.

      “Mom, let’s get the hell out of here.  I’ve got a bad feeling,”  Simon says suddenly, his voice intense. Sam struggles with her breath, remembering Eliana telling her to take deep breaths.  They race out to the RV, Sam’s pony tail swishing back and forth across her back, vaguely aware that the sun is in the western sky now and it’s later than they realized.  They organize the gear into the RV, checking around the sides intermittently.  A small group is approaching.

      “Let’s get in, now!”  Sam loosens her gun holster, opens the door, and is about to get in, when the group starts throwing large rocks.  “Fuuuck, stop it!”  She screams, then starts shooting at their feet.  She doesn’t want to hurt anyone if it’s not necessary.   Simon redirects the closest ones with ground shots. They turn, screaming, and attack their comrades.  Some push closer, continuing to throw large objects at the RV.  Most projectiles fall short but a couple hit the doors.  Sam rolls the window down a bit so she can shoot, balancing her gun on the RV door. Finally, Sam edges into the seat, noticing Simon beside her, guns the engine, backing up fast. She spins the wheel, and burning rubber, drives out the way they came in.

      “Hurry, Mom, they’re still chasing us.  What the hell?  Why would they run after a vehicle?”  Simon cranes his neck around, keeping an eye on them. “Faster, Mom!”

      “I’m going, but I had to turn around!”  Sam yells.

      “Okay, we’ve lost them.  What the hell?”  Simon’s voice almost screeches with tension.

      “What would make someone behave that way?  Fear?”  She heads out west, back to Eliana’s, cruising for a few blocks in quiet.

      Up ahead she spots another crowd of these deranged people, throwing objects at houses and windows. She turns into a long elliptical driveway, ending with a garage.  She pulls around the gravel driveway, hiding the RV from view.

      “You thinking of waiting to see if they migrate elsewhere?”  Simon asks, quietly.

      “Yeah.  I don’t want to have to go back the way we came with no streets to cut through.”  Sam takes deep breaths but they’re raggedy.

      “Should we try knocking here, see if we can go inside, lay low for a while?”  Simon asks.

      “Let’s roll the windows down a crack and listen for a minute, okay?”  Sam’s not sure what the safest option is, but doesn’t want to make rash decisions. Sam and Simon roll their windows down an inch to listen.  You can hear the crash of broken glass, the thud of large objects against wood, and screams.  It doesn’t seem to be getting closer but it isn’t getting further away either.  They sit for a couple more minutes, nervously listening.  “Let’s go knock.”  Simon looks at Sam for agreement.

      “Okay.  What if they don’t answer?”  She’s not eager to stand on the back porch any longer than necessary with this violence nearby.

      “We could try the garage,”  he suggests.

      “We have to consider the possibility that if they don’t answer, they could be sick and need help.”  She’d rather go in the house than the garage but doesn’t want to break into someone’s home.  “I think we should knock first but if they don’t answer, we should go in and offer help.  Didn’t Dad teach you to pick locks if necessary?  That way we won’t damage the door.”

      “I guess we have to consider that with all we’ve seen.”  Simon grabs his Bug-Out-Bag.

      Sam grabs hers, exiting the truck, walking up the back steps to the house.  It looks deserted.  “Let’s knock quietly.”  Simon nods as Sam taps on the door. After a minute with no response, Simon picks the lock, entering a mud room which opens up into a kitchen.

      “Anybody home?  Hello?  We’re here to help, don’t mean any harm,”  Sam calls out.

      “God, I’m hungry!”  Simon exclaims.  “It’s almost four already, can you believe it?”

      “You’ll have to wait until we check out the house.”  Sam reminds him.  “Safety first!  They may be weak and need food or at least something to drink.”

      “Good point,”  Simon acquiesces.

      They procede slowly out of the kitchen into a front room.  They find two bedrooms and a bathroom, empty.  Back in the mudroom are stairs down to a basement.  Light enters from windows in the upper walls and it’s clear that the basement is for laundry and storage.  “Wow, look at all those canned goods, home-made, no less!” Sam exclaims.

      “I thought we were clearing the house first!”  Simon teases.  “There might be another floor!”

      They head up the stairs to the upper floor with a small living room, bathroom, and bedroom.  The bedroom door is shut.

      “You ready?”  Sam asks Simon.  She opens the door, finding a couple huddled on the bed.  “Hello?”  She has her gun at her side.  “We don’t mean any harm, just looking for safety…” The man sits up, interrupting her.

      “The gangs are after us.  They’ve been out there for hours bombing the neighborhood.  We’re hiding out, the wife and I!”  He scoops her up as she slumps against him, putting his feet on the floor, he drags her with him, her legs are slack, her head slumped, mouth agape.

      “Is she okay?  Your wife isn’t moving!”  Simon’s voice registers shock.

      Sam freezes up.  It’s obvious the woman is dead, something’s not right here, making her pulse race.

      “She’s tired,” he explains “We’ve had the flu and didn’t want to go to the hospital.  They’re killing people there, have you heard?”  He barely pauses.  “With the gang bombings outside, it was better to hole up in here.”

      “Bombings?”  Then it hits her how strange he is.  There’s no bombing outside, just banging, and his wife still hasn’t moved.

      “They’ve been bombing all day,” he insists, still holding onto his limp wife.

      Simon pulls himself together faster than Sam.  “You must be weak from the flu.  Why don’t we make you something to eat?  Can we get your wife some Tylenol or something?  She doesn’t look like she’s feeling very well.”  Sam snaps out of her haze, silently applauding Simon’s ingenuity.

      “I’m hungry!”  The man leans back against the bed, forehead beading with sweat.

      “Well, just relax and we’ll bring you some food and something for your wife to drink.  Ma’am, would you like something to drink at least?”  Simon asks.

      There’s a drunk pause.  As the man sinks down, his wife’s head finally flips back, sagging over his arm with her mouth open wider.  Her face has a stark pallor, no color at all, and no answer to offer.

      Simon takes Sam’s elbow, nudging her.  “What’s your name, sir?”  he asks politely.

      “George. You’re not going to poison our food, are you?”

      “Of course not!  You don’t have anything poisonous in the house, do you?”  Sam asks.  “Nothing we’d bump into by accident?”  She figures she’ll turn it back on him.

      “No.  We don’t keep stuff like that in the house.  But they had it in the hospital.  It was mass genocide.”  George lays his wife gently on the bed as her head lolls to the side, her skin pasty white, almost yellow.  He slides low in the bed, looking tired.

      “Just relax.  I bet you’re still recovering from the flu.  We’ll be back with something for you to eat.  Soup maybe.  I’ll see what you have.”  Sam takes Simon’s hand and they head down stairs.

      “He is extremely strange. Do you think he’s infected?”  Simon touches his gun and knife, verifying they’re still there. Sam finds herself holstering her gun while feeling for her knife.

      “He’s sick, no doubt.  Should we make the guy food, or leave?”

      “Let’s open the back door and listen.”  Simon opens the door a crack and the banging is audible.  “Let’s make him food.  At least there is only one of him.”

      While Simon was talking, listening, and shutting the door, Sam ran down to the basement for home-canned goods. Back in the kitchen, she finds Campbell’s soup.  There’s a small clean pot on the stove she uses to heat it in.  Simon opens the fridge, pulling things out.

      “There’s sandwich makings in here.”  He’s found sandwich materials.  The lettuce is kind of ugly but after yanking off the outer leaves, it’s okay. They’re quiet for a minute, making sandwiches, opening peaches.

      “If he can’t eat this, we will.”  Sam declares, unwilling to waste. She pours the soup in a large bowl with some crackers on a plate.

      “Let’s go together.  I’ve got your back and the sandwich.”  Simon follows Sam closely up the stairs as they listen for any sign of danger. They peek in at what looks like a sleeping couple.  They set the soup down on George’s side of the bed with the sandwich, then head over to his wife’s side.  Sam checks her pulse, looking at Simon to shake her head, feeling nothing.  She steps back towards the door.  “George, your soup is ready.  Are you hungry?”

      He stirs.  “Huh?”  It’s practically just a groan, but then his eyes snap open, wide awake.  “Who are you?  What are you doing here?”  He sits bolt upright.

      “We met earlier, we made you some soup.  You must be hungry,”  Sam tells him, hoping he’ll relax.  “Why don’t I go look in your bathroom and see if you have any cold medicine.”

      “Get the hell out of my house and take your bombs with you!”  He gets up off the bed as they exit down the stairs.  He comes barreling after them as they race out the back door, to the RV. The banging down the street has eased and the RV starts without a hitch.  As they’re backing out, George bursts out the door, pounds down the stairs, grabbing small gravel from the driveway.  As they drive around the corner of the house, the gravel misses them completely.

      “Let’s go.  We can always turn tail and run if it gets dangerous,”  Simon laughs.  “Wow, that guy was crazy.  Do you think that’s what happens to people who get the flu if they don’t die?” Sam shakes her head as they drive through the empty intersection hearing noises coming from further away.  They zigzag around bricks, broken glass, and pieces of cars, evidence of past violence.  There’s a beat-up car with all its windows crushed, forcing a wide berth to save their tires.

      “Eliana was telling me about a client that came in her office with the flu, became violent and aggressive, while Sheba protected her.  It sounds likely.”

      “This is fucking crazy shit!”  Simon pounds on the dash.

      They cruise west, staying on the residential streets which seem fairly empty.  There are still cars abandoned on the edges of the eerily quiet road. The blue sky is disappearing rapidly as thick clouds blow in, possibly bringing a storm. They turn South towards Eliana’s on another quiet residential street.  “What a relief,”  Simon exclaims.

      “No shit.  Hopefully Eighteenth Street will be okay.”  Sam’s a little tense at the prospect of the main thoroughfare after the violent gang.  “I wonder where these violent people are coming from?”

      “I can’t imagine a flu could do that.  Maybe Eliana will have an idea.”  Simon is quiet for a minute as they turn.  “Thoughts?”

      “I don’t know…”  Sam’s vigilant as the next intersection is packed with businesses on each corner, a large grocery, a Bi-mart, and a gas stations.

      “I see movement up ahead, slow down okay?  We could turn around if need be.”  Simon’s developed a dose of caution he didn’t used to have.

      “It’s not that many, is it?” Sam asks.  “I only see a few people and they don’t appear violent.”

      “True, but they’re in our lane.  Maybe we could cruise by on the wrong side of the street to avoid them,”  Simon suggests.

      “Let’s go for it then.”  Sam drives up the opposite side of the road, avoiding the small group.  “Holy shit!  Are they running at us?”  Her mouth gapes open as the small group chases them. Simon opens the window a crack, hearing screaming about the hospital killing people.

      Sam floors the accelerator so It’s easy to avoid them but her heart resumes galloping.
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      “I’m going to run outside and cut some vegetables while there’s still sun.  Look at those dark clouds moving in!”

      Sam and Simon should be back already causing my mind to review all the crazy things I’ve seen the last couple days.  What if they encounter someone like my client who gets violent?  What if someone attacks them?  I almost visibly shake my head to refocus my thoughts on the natural world around me.

      “They’re tough.  They’ll be fine,” I mutter.

      The kids mumble agreement while I head out the back door, followed by Sheba nuzzling my hand.  Her nose takes my focus, it’s cold wetness against my palm.  I scratch her head as she follows close at my side, then fondle her smooth, dark tipped ears.  I cut leaves of kale, a few leaks, then turn to watch the clouds cover up the sun, heading down the western sky.  I wonder if our sunny season has ended bringing the rains to stay.  I peruse the garden again as a distraction, admiring the kale, leaks, chard, and root vegetables which pepper this section of my garden.  It’s almost dinner time, upsetting me that it’s taking them so long.  This job would have been over by lunch under ordinary circumstances, causing my chest to tighten as I consciously lengthen each breath, deep into my stomach.

      “Any sign of them?”  I ask, walking in the back door with Sheba at my heels.  I stop her, checking her paws for dirt.

      “No such luck.  What do you think is taking them so long?”  Dixie asks, her voice quivering.

      “Clearly, they’ve encountered some trouble, but they’ll be fine, you know that.” I wrap an arm around her, saying this with more conviction than I feel.  “They’re both proficient with guns and they’re smart.” God, I hope they’re okay.  “I’m going to start the chicken.”  I put the chicken in the biggest pot I have, cover it with water, adding some vegetable bullion and other spices.

      “You really think so?”  Her voice is unsteady.

      “Come here, Dixie.”  I take her, fully in my arms this time, realizing she’s really scared.  She hasn’t heard from her dad and now both her mom and brother are unaccounted for.  “I’m sure this is hard for you, not knowing where they are.”

      I feel her shaking as her tears wet my neck.  “It’s been so long.  Why is it taking so long?”  I rub neat circles on her back, realizing she’s not looking for an answer, just voicing her fears. When she’s done crying, we all chop vegetables for a huge pot of soup, while chicken defrosts in the sink. We shoot around hypotheses about what has interfered with Sam and Simon’s return.  I hate to suggest texting if they don’t respond or can’t.  “Maybe they found someone at REI who was sick and they’re trying to help.”  I realize, however, that she needs to try.  “Text her!”

      Dixie stops right away, texting her mom.

      Moments pass and her phone chimes.  “Ooh!  It says: on our way!”  Dixie lets out a small scream.  “Can we put the veggies in now?”

      “Yep.  Let’s do it.”  We scoop in the carrots and celery.  “Let’s give them a few minutes then add the rest.

      

      “They’re here!”  Gracie exclaims.

      Dixie races towards the door listening to Sheba rumbling in her chest, indicating the arrival of friends.  She slips into barking in her excitement.

      “Be careful.  Look around before you open the door!”  I dart after them to make sure they’re cautious.  I see their RV backed into the driveway.  Sam is getting out of the driver’s door, meeting Simon at the back.  They open it, pulling out monstrous bags, which they bring to the door.

      Dixie says,  “Mom!  I was so scared!  It took you guys so long!”

      “I know, honey, it was bad out there, but we’re okay!”  Sam hugs Dixie as Simon squeezes around her, patting her back.

      “It was fucking crazy shit out there!”  Simon claps Eli on the back.  “You should have seen it, man!  People are going crazy and getting violent!”

      “What the fuck!” Eli exclaims.  “Worse than what we saw?”

      “Way worse!  Come on, I’ll tell you what happened.”  Simon and Eli head outside to continue unloading.

      “How bad was it?”  I ask Sam.

      “I’ll tell you about it later.  Let’s have dinner first.  Do you need any help?”  She waves off the girls, shaking her head with her long, glossy, chestnut hair falling out of its bun, while the girls help unload the RV.

      This flu is way worse than anything I’ve ever dealt with before.

      “Let’s make some cold fighter tea to have with dinner.  This flu is unnerving. We should take whatever measures we can to keep ourselves healthy.”

      “That’s good thinking.  What else do you have?”  Sam is more serious than usual, likely wanting to process the sporting goods trip.

      “We need to take vitamins and herbs.  Will your kids take some too?”  I’m concerned about the kids’ stubbornness. We head into the kitchen to finish cooking dinner together.   We bake savory scones to go with the soup, make the tea, get out the vitamins and salve for everyone.  “I can’t believe the crap I saw this morning when we walked to your house. Doing that alone was a mistake!”

      “I’ll tell you about REI later, but I know what you mean.  Things are going to hell out there.”

      While the scones are baking, we head to the expansive laundry room to look over the Bug-Out-Bags.

      “Tell me what happened at REI today,”  I nudge her.

      Sam slaps her forehead, “What a recon mission that was!” Obviously, the trip didn’t go as planned.

      “What happened?”  I ask.

      “I was so glad that Dixie was here and didn’t have to see it.” She shakes her head. “Gawd!  Dead people in the REI!  It was crazy.  We were shopping and there was only one person working the whole store.  You could tell he was sick, watching us, wondering if he could go home.  We cruised through that store, finding dead people around every corner.  We got what we needed, got up to the counter, and before I paid, he just keeled over.  I freaked the fuck out for a second, but then we went back through the store, loaded up everything else we thought we might need.  We were in and out of that store three times before we decided to get out and get home.  The stuff we were seeing was disturbing!  The street was worse.”

      “What? You looted the store?!” I blurt out.  Throwing my hands in the air, I can’t believe what I’m hearing.  This is what you see on TV in riots. I can’t believe my friend is participating in this behavior.

      “Listen, Eliana, there were bodies all over the store.  We don’t know when we’ll be able to get back there, or anywhere.  This is a national emergency!”

      I sag against the wall sliding to the floor, realizing for the first time the extent of this disaster. “You’re right.  When we walked to your house we saw a guy swinging a butcher knife, a dying woman in the gutter.”

      “It’s getting worse,”  Sam frowns.

      I sit forward, asking “What made it take so long?”

      She tells me about the gang in the street in front of REI, escaping, then encountering another gang on the way home, stopping for cover, and finding the crazy man with his dead wife.

      Then she switches gears, setting the horror aside, beginning to review our Bug-Out-Bags.

      “Ok, so you have good packs, fanny packs too.  That’s good.  We’ll check what you have in them, make sure sizes are still good for the kids, okay?  Here’s a pile of hand-me-downs.  We brought a huge amount of supplies from REI which should be integrated into everyone’s bags.”

      “Sounds good, Sam, you direct me.  I’ll follow orders.”  Sam has been a disaster prepper for way longer than I have.  She and I both studied Disaster Preparedness Programs, the beginnings of my interest in preparing for potential crises.

      We sit on the cold, ceramic tiled floor, checking supplies, and making a list of what we need to update the bags.  “The adult bags are in pretty good shape.” She pats me on the back, looking over clothes, boots, warm items, first aid, and food supplies which are still good.

      There are first aid kits, weapons, ammo, dehydrated food, water and purifiers, tarps, woolens, etc.  We have stocked ponchos, hammocks, firestarters, multitools, machetes, and a small amount of fishing gear. There is a sewing kit and a laminated map.  It is complete with sunglasses, insect repellant, Benadryl, my homemade comfrey salve, and a crushed garlic infused honey.  I feel good about adding a field guide to edible plants, backing up my own studies, flashlights and batteries, along with a solar flash light. Sam suggested kerosene lamps, but I can’t stand the smell. The kid’s bags are in pretty good shape but both need some bigger clothes.  My daughter’s boots still fit but my son needs bigger ones.

      “Look here,”  Sam says, handing me things from her kids’ bags, replacing items from my kids’ bags.

      “Pretty handy.  Now I just need to buy some things for Eli.”  I’m feeling nervous about leaving our safe place, with just the six of us.

      “No, you don’t.  I got you covered!”  She laughs, opening a bag from REI where she has everything we’ll need. I frown with concern, “Have you thought about Rob?  I keep wondering if Jose will show up.  The kids texted them with no response.”

      “I know what you mean.”  She doesn’t elaborate. There’s a lot left unsaid but we’ve known each other a long time.  I know she still cares for Rob.

      “Do you think we should stick around or get out of town?”  I ask her, concerned about what’s best.

      “I want to stay here for now.  I’m hoping the guys will come to us, but here we have the generator, the composting toilet, wood stove, and solar panels.  If we leave we might not have any of that.”  Sam touches my arm.  “Your house is pretty set up.  You even have that cellar.”

      “And the garden,”  I add, leaning towards her, “we have a good garden here and lots of fruit trees.  Plus, I know the neighborhood.  I know where to find more food.”

      “That’s right.  These things are going to matter.”  She agrees, hugging me.  “Did you guys get that composting toilet set up?  We’re going to need that if water becomes an issue.”

      “Hopefully that won’t be necessary, but we’ll be prepared either way.”  She’s got me thinking.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out.” She starts to get up.

      As we head out of the laundry room, I pick an after-dinner game.  “Alright everyone, after dinner it’s Cards Against Humanity time.  We need some good laughs.  Everybody in?”

      “Let’s fill the waterBOBs first, just in case, okay.  Then we can eat and play.”  Sam gets one set up by each bathroom.  “These will hold 100 gallons each and will keep the water pure for three months.  If shit continues to hit the fan, and water quits coming to the faucet, these will be a tremendous help!  Simon, you and Eli go fill this one in the other bathroom.”  When they’re both full, we all sit down to chicken vegetable soup with ham and cheese scones.  Then we push vitamins on the kids.

      “Wow guys, this soup is fabulous!”  Sam exclaims.

      “The scones are delish!” Dixie swoons with delight.

      Then we gather in the living room to play and plan.  “Do you think anyone was in class today?”  Gracie asks, taking one foot in her hand and pulling it up over her head from behind, touching her nose.

      “Only fools!” Dixie pipes in, practically bouncing.  “Hey, Eli, were all the pretty girls sick the other day?”  She elbows him, practically tickling him, possibly flirting with him. She’s been like this with him since she was in first grade.

      “Most of ‘em,” he teases. “Thankfully there were still a few in class or I’d have left. Read that black card again.  I don’t think I have anything good.”

      “Don’t go in the bathroom, there’s blank in there,”  Sam reads dramatically.  “Come on, guys, give me some cards, I’ve only got three.”  With six of us playing, she needs a couple more.

      Eli tosses his card, “Okay, fine, that’s all I’ve got.”

      Sam picks up the cards, “All right, then, don’t go in the bathroom, there’re 72 virgins in there!” There are a sprinkle of laughs.  “Don’t go in the bathroom, there’s a big black dick in there!” More laughs.

      “Alright.”  She dumps a couple immediately.  “Don’t go in the bathroom, there are crumbs all over the god damned floor in there!”  She and I always laugh about that one.  We’ve been laughing about our sloppy kids, now adults for years. She sorts through the remaining choices. At the end of the evening, Sam tells me they’re going home to gather everything useful, returning in the morning to face this together.  We acknowledge our kids are adults, but 20 is different than 40.

      I head into Gracie’s room to hug and kiss her.  “I love you, sweetie.  Duermete con angelitos!” Sleep with angels.

      “Do you think they’ll be okay?”  Gracie asks, worry in her voice.

      “They got through today, didn’t they?”

      She barely smiles in acknowledgement. I turn to Eli’s room, telling him the same message, including, “Have a good chat with God or Rasheen!”  I know he believes in the spirit world, while Gracie isn’t sure.

      “I love you, too, Mom.”  He’s always been more comfortable with his feelings than Gracie.  He gives me a squeezy hug back.  Going to sleep is challenging, but I focus on meditation rather than worrying about our friends, traveling to their home safely.
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      The next morning, I wake up hearing Eli talking with Gracie.

      “This situation is totally fucked.  People were hypothesizing about what’s going on in class the other day.”

      “Walking to Dixie’s yesterday was pandemonium!”  Gracie agrees.

      “Yeah,” Eli agrees. “Me and some guys were talking about what we all have in common.  We hammered out what we know about friends of ours who are gone. They got flu shots. One guys suggested a biological weapon leak.”

      “In the flu shot? Crazy, but…  Everyone I know who got sick had the flu shot!”  Gracie shakes her head.  “I haven’t gotten a single text back.”

      “I haven’t either.  It fucking sucks!”

      “Do you really have to swear all the time?”  Gracie’s disgusted.

      “Ah, whatever.” Eli groans. “Anyway, it was super weird that the guys I was hanging with are all vaccine free.  They didn’t get immunized, didn’t get flu shots, and no processed food.  When we processed what we know about the guys we’re missing, we realized they all got the flu shot, and have really different lifestyles. Can you believe that shit?”

      “I’ve always been concerned about immunizations,” I say walking in.  “From my perspective, they weaken the natural immune system and you don’t know if the immunization is for the right flu.”  Gracie is sitting on a chair with both her legs tucked behind her head.  She’s often stretching herself into what appears to be impossibly painful positions.

      “Immunizations are crap,” Eli agrees.

      “No one was showing up for appointments either, but I know I’ve been exposed,” I muse.  “We probably all have.  I’m glad we got the Bug-Out-Bags all geared up.  I’ll make some more tea.”

      I get out my yoga mat after starting water to boil.  I’m not comfortable going out for a walk right now, although I prefer walking outside. I know exercise is crucial for the brain, outdoor exercise is even better.

      Gracie pipes in.  “It was so scary yesterday.  Walking to Dixie’s was freaky, and then waiting for Sam and Simon was almost worse!” She unfolds her body and slides into a split on the floor, with one foot on the chair.  “This is really scary, Mom.  I can’t believe how many are sick and we haven’t seen Alex or Jonathan yet.  I don’t want to lose another brother!”

      I stroke her foot, all I can reach.  “I know, sweetie.  This is uncharted territory.”  She gets up then, beginning to eat a kale potato frittata.  Sheba starts growling at the front window and there’s a knock at the door.  I get up, look through the peep hole, seeing Sam and the kids.  I figured it was, given the friendly sound of Sheba’s growl.  I yank the door open.  “I’m so glad you all made it back!”

      “I brought every important thing in the house.  Good thing we unloaded the RV last night.”  She punches the air above her head.  “We’re gonna do this thing!”  She always has a positive attitude in any situation. I usher them all in.  Dixie and Simon collapse at the table with Gracie and Eli, philosophizing about what’s going on with our world.  Dixie play punches Eli, “Think there are any hotties left?”

      Eli groans, “Sickies, not hotties…”

      “Let’s go to the garden and see what needs to be canned,” I suggest, restless and fidgety.  “I need a distraction…this is so surreal.  I wonder how long it will last?”  It feels wrong to be home when it’s not a snow day.

      “Look for anything we can put up for winter.” Sam says, the prepper in her talking.  “There’s no way of knowing how long this will last.”  Together we can keep our spirits up.

      “I’m going to check to make sure the generator is working.” I explain, needing activity.  The anxiety is pushing me to prepare for an emergency, even though I still haven’t fully absorbed the current situation.  I sense my guides pushing me. “Eli, Simon, could you please chop wood, and finish the outhouse for the composting toilet?” After it’s out of my mouth, I wonder what made me say it.

      “Let the boys do that,”  Sam teases me.  “They’re grown men!”  She gives them the evil eye. Simon opens his eyes wide at her.

      “Don’t give me that look!” she scolds.  “Get with it!”

      “Gracie, Dixie, could you please help me with the produce?” I ask.  I figure its harvest season, so we might as well can our produce.  It’ll give us something to do, keeping our minds and hands busy on something useful.

      They soberly murmur assent as we head out into the back yard.  I survey the yard, the green house, shop, and food gardens.  I feel grateful that Jose moved the trampoline to the north end, increasing our garden size, adding asparagus and several more rows for veggie planting. I glance at the additional blueberries he put in while my mom lived with us.  I miss him now as I appraise all he’s done for us, considering how sustainable he’s made this urban haven. I pull out my phone and take the risk to call.

      “Jose, when you get this message, could you call me?”   He doesn’t answer. I sag in disappointment.

      “I’m glad papá finished the cellar before moving,” Gracie mutters.

      We head for the fig tree with a bucket, reviewing who we know with the flu and who is healthy.  We decide who we want to check in with, talking about the farm where we buy meat and milk.  “I’ll call them and see how they’re doing.”

      When we get back inside, we grab a handful of plums and frozen produce from the freezer. I begin making a fruit smoothie while I call my friend at the farm to check in.  One of the original homesteaders, they started Polyrock Ranch with 450 acres just outside of Eugene in the tiny town of Crow.  I call on the landline and get an answering machine.  I use my cell, both calling and texting.  Though their farm isn’t organic, everything is raised sustainably and with love, so we like their meat.

      “I’m texting Papa,” Gracie tells me, pulling one leg up behind herself, all the way over her head, touching her forehead.  Sam hands her the phone, her foot sliding back to the floor.

      “Yeah, mom, me too,”  Simon tells his mom.  He and Eli both used to be shy, but they’ve outgrown it.  We sink into chairs, the changes weighing on our nerves.  I watch the younger kids texting their dads, praying we’ll all be together, even as friends.  I wonder about my older kids, hoping they’ll show up. I pull my phone out, rapidly texting them, begging them to come home.  I lost Rasheen, but I have two other adult sons who I want with us.  Alex is thirty, working for the government as a botanist, studying local plant life.  Jonathan is twenty-eight, and just started interning at the hospital to complete his medical training.

      We text family, friends, important people, hoping someone will get the message.

      We work together freeze drying some of the fruit, canning the rest.

      “I wonder about the water…”  Sam begins.  “Rob would know….”  She pauses again.

      “What are you thinking?”  I urge her to continue.

      “I wonder how long the water will be good if things get bad.  I don’t know…” She pauses again as if she’s trying to grasp an idea which isn’t quite reachable.  “If people are dying outside, maybe there are fewer people manning EWEB.  I wish I could reach Rob.  He’d know.”

      “Maybe we should start boiling it before drinking it just to be safe?”

      “It’ll be okay for a few days.  Hopefully Rob will be here soon, to ask,”  she clarifies.

      “Do you like fig glaze?  We can drizzle it on stuff for flavor.”  Since there aren’t many figs, I’m making a glaze. They’re not sweet enough to eat fresh this time of year. I find myself looking through the fig glaze at nothing.  “I’m so grateful you’re here with me.  I wouldn’t want to face this with just the kids.”  I think of the land we bought a few years ago, closer to town, two houses side by side with 2 1/2 acres.  I file that away in my mind, wondering if we’d be better off there where the men are.

      It’s getting on toward lunch when Sheba starts a friendly rumbling in her chest.  Excitement sizzles inside, knowing it has to be someone she knows.  I rush to the front door to look out the peep hole.  My whole body relaxes in relief seeing Alex. Thank God! He comes in, locking the door behind him, dropping several bags on the floor.  “Good Gawd, Mom, I’m fucking glad you guys are here and…” he looks around, “everyone’s okay?”  He tosses a coat he was carrying on a chair and we hold each other briefly.

      “Yeah, we’re okay, a little traumatized, but okay.  You?” I say, stroking his back.

      “The same.  It’s fuckin’ crazy shit out there.”  His shirt reads: ‘No, I don’t want sex.  I’ve been fucked by the government enough already’.  It’s short sleeved with a long sleeved one underneath, the all black material contrasts sharply with his blonde curls, which he wears pulled in a long ponytail.   “I left work early.  There wasn’t anyone left there.  Those guys are so fuckin’ unhealthy.  What about Jose?  Have you heard anything?”

      “No,”  I say quietly, disappointed he’s not here despite the problems we’ve had in the past. I know the kids need him and I’m beginning to need him, too.  “The kids texted him, but I don’t know if he’s getting the texts.  What about your dad?” Alex strides into the kitchen, grabs some food from the fridge and sits down to have a snack.

      “I can’t reach him.” I look out the back window.  The guys are still chopping wood and it looks like the outhouse is coming together.  “I’ll get the guys some lunch.  We should all eat.  It takes food to keep the old brain functioning well.  Then we can work together to process the rest of this stuff, okay?” There’s a murmur of agreement.

      After lunch we start prepping the food to be canned from the garden.  “Mom, I’d like to go look for Jose and my dad, okay?”  Alex consults with me privately.  “I think we need Jose here.”  He always recognized and appreciated Jose, his carpentry and agricultural knowledge.“I wish you would.” I rub his back.  “I think we all need him here.  I just don’t want you to go alone.  It’s dangerous out there.”

      Sam walks in at the end of it.  “I’ll go with him.  Can Eli come?  Simon, come on.”  Sam jumps right in.  She walks back to the laundry room and I’m relieved knowing she’s taking weapons with her.

      “Yeah, I guess, but you guard him with your life!”  She returns, strapping on an arsenal; knives, guns, and ammo. We embrace tightly before they leave.

      “Stay safe!”  I admonish.  “Alex, if your dad doesn’t want to stay in his house, he’s welcome with us!”

      “Thanks, Mom.”  Alex says, the four leaving in Alex’s car.  “Rob is with Jose, right?”  I hear Alex asking on the way out.  The jitters return, but at least I know they have protection.

      “Ladies, let’s stay busy while they’re gone.”  I head outside with the apple corer.

      “If you get the machine set up, I’ll get them started,”  Gracie offers.

      “Thanks, babe.  Here are the buckets.  See how many of these apples you can get through.”

      I left several buckets of keepers in the cellar to eat later. I set up the apple machine, as Gracie cranks the handle with Dixie helping the production line at the backyard table.  It’s not that cold and sun warms us as we work.  Between apples from our trees, the buckets of apples from Jose’s friend, and the bags I picked up today, we’ve got our work cut out for us.

      I’m grateful for the canning we did over the summer, particularly the last few weekends, canning apple sauce, tomatoes, tomatillo salsa, pickles and dilly beans.  I felt my guides pushing me at the time, but had no idea why.  Now I know.  I think back over the summer, realizing I did more canning this summer than usual.  I always can the food we can’t eat to avoid waste during fall harvest abundance.  An image flashes in my mind of our wall of jars, either empty canning jars or full of canned fruit.  Right now, they’re mostly full with only a few empty canning jars.

      I turn the radio on but instead of music, we hear news:

      “Thousands are dead today in the worst flu epidemic to hit the country in centuries.  The flu vaccine seems powerless, as many vaccinated are dying.  The hospitals are overflowing…”  I change it, finding music, sweet, calm, classical, but the horror of the numbers of dead fills the air.  Nausea flares, thinking about my sons out with Sam, their dads unaccounted for, Jonathan at the hospital, and only the girls here with me.  Tears prick my eyes.  I can’t lose another child, makes an endless loop in my mind.  I feel the weight of being the only grown up in the house.

      I’m working on prepping more tomatillos while I wait for the girls to come in with apples.  I find myself praying that more return than the numbers who left.  Rob and Jose live nearby in our rentals.  It’s barely a ten-minute drive and they should be back by now.  My mind begins a frantic list of possibilities that could have occurred, keeping them from returning.  I try to focus on the music as a distraction, but anxious tears threaten to spill, so I head to the bathroom.  I sit down on the cold ceramic edge of the bath tub, letting them fall, crying with silent grief.  Hard, racking sobs tighten my muscles as I slide off the tub to the floor.  ‘I can’t lose another child, not another child!’
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      “Let’s head straight up to the house.  They could both be there if they stayed home,” Alex suggests.

      “Yeah.  They both have government jobs, so they’ve got to be home by now.”  Sam’s convincing herself as well as them. They take a residential route with cars abandoned on the side of the road, more people down, motionless.  Her world is showing considerable destruction outside and it sends shivers down her spine.

      “Gawd, it’s a fuckin’ wreck out here,” Alex fumes, threading through the cars left on the road. They turn east, down a hill, finding a group of wild-eyed men staggering out from behind a house. Their lips are swollen and cracked, they moan, gasping, beginning to throw rocks at the vehicle.

      “Duck!”  Sam screams, her heart galloping in her chest, as Alex stomps on the gas and the car flies forward.  The windshield explodes with the impact of a large, dark, object, whacking Alex’s head.

      “Fuck!” Alex screams, grabbing his head with his left hand as the car lurches to a sudden halt with a sickening crunch of metal on metal against a nearby parked car.  Heavy rocks begin smashing the car.

      “Let’s go, let’s go!” Sam screams.

      The gang gets closer as the engine whines, attempting to catch.  Alex tries repeatedly, and at the last minute, the engine turns over. He slams the car into reverse, screeching away from the curb. He rams into the crazed gang, hitting the leaders. He slams it in first gear, stomping on the accelerator, squealing away from the screaming mob. Eli groans, “Thank God we got away!”

      Sam adds breathlessly, “I think we’re safe.”

      Within a half a mile, steam erupts from under the hood, the engine sputtering and dying.  Alex eases the vehicle to the side of the road, looking back at the boys. Sam sees Alex’s large gash over his left eye, gushing blood, flowing over his eyebrow and cheek.

      “We’ve got to stop this bleeding.”  The blood spurs her into action as she rips a section off her t-shirt, wrapping it around his head.  She adds another strip of material stopping the flow of blood.  His curly blonde hair is pushed up by the wrapping and matted with blood, his face pale, his eyes watching the rearview mirror anxiously.  He looks so much like his mother at thirty years old.  His body is strong, medium build, but wiry and muscular. Sam finishes bandaging his head as he’s getting out of the car.  She turns to the boys.

      “Get your packs, stay together, we’ve got to go!”  They’re about half way in between the two houses, with only their Bug-Out-Bags. They slip out the opposite side of the car, moving from each abandoned car to the next one, looking for one with keys in the ignition.  There’s almost a solid wall of mini vans and SUV’s haphazardly lining the road. Alex tries several before they find a black Mercedes SUV, with keys in the ignition, but also a dead man slumped over the wheel.  His bloated hands grip the steering column.  Sam recoils in horror.  Alex steps up, grabs the back of the corpse’s coat, pulling him out onto the street with a sickening thud, his skull splitting open and the contents oozing onto the pavement. Sam empties her stomach next to his brains.

      “Shit, man, get in the car.”  Simon bellows, while we listen to the gang destroying vehicles behind us. “They’re still coming!”

      “Drive!” Eli hollers.

      We tumble into the Mercedes, Alex’s hands white knuckling the steering wheel.

      “Go, go, go!” screams Sam, pounding the dash as the black SUV leaps away from the curb.

      “You gotta fucking love German engineering,” Alex pants.

      Sam watches out the back window as the gang recedes into the distance. “Let’s go up here,” she suggests as they near a rocky drive, almost at the end of the block.  “It’ll get us in the back way.”

      “Wow, it’s desolated here,” Eli exclaims. Sam lets out a sigh as Eli and Simon get out, striding ahead to the back door of the house.  Eliana and Jose built this house to their liking, thinking that one day they might live in it.  There’s over two acres here, split between two houses. Sam wonders if the renters are still alive, noticing the fence is completed.  She knows it’s recent, since the kids told her it wasn’t done a week ago. There is no movement anywhere around the house.

      “Hold up, dudes.”  Alex is on the job.

      They all reach the back door.  “Let’s call for them but be ready,”  Sam suggests, praying for the best, preparing for the worst.

      They enter and the kids call, “Dad…Papá!” There’s no answer. Sam’s frozen, listening.  She glances around the empty basement.  Alex leans against the wall while Eli rushes for the cellar door, with Simon at his heels.  Alex and Sam are close behind.

      “Be careful.”  She can’t stop herself.  “The boogie man might get you!”  Stress and jokes go hand in hand.

      “There’s nothing here, no winter squash, no potatoes, nothing,”  Eli says, resignedly.

      “Let’s check upstairs.”  Alex is already heading back, pulling himself up with the banister.  They head upstairs as quickly as possible, listening to nothing but silence.

      They search the house, seeing no sign of Bug-Out-Bags, no food preparation, and actually, no food at all.  “It looks like they’ve packed up,” Sam comments.

      “They’ve taken everything important,” Simon agrees.

      “There’s no mess!” Eli exclaims.

      They head to the front windows, seeing no sign of either man, one truck missing.

      “Maybe they’re coming to our house!” Simon exclaims.  Jose’s truck is missing while Rob’s truck is still there.  They’ve gone somewhere together in Jose’s bigger truck.

      Just then, Alex crumples.  Simon catches him, laying him on the couch.

      Eli’s right at his side.  “Can you guys get me hot water, a cloth, and that acupressure book off the shelf, and a first aid kit?”  Eli has developed a strong interest in Asian medicine, planning to go to acupuncture school after he gets his Bachelor’s degree.

      Sam grabs the book, lays it by him, then heads into the kitchen to heat water and get a clean towel.  Moments later, she sets them next to Simon, as he digs in his bag for the first aid kit.

      “Here!” Simon opens the kit, laying it on the side table by Alex’s head.

      “Excellent.”  Eli’s taken the bandage off and cleans the wound.  He appears to be using acupressure to stem the blood flow. Alex has lost consciousness.

      “What about alcohol or something?”  Eli asks.

      Simon rushes off, knowing where to look.  He’s in and out of the kitchen fast.   “I found a bottle with a tiny bit left.  Maybe that’s why it’s still here.”  He hands it to Eli, kneeling on the floor, ready to help. Eli cleans the wound, and Alex groans.  While Eli bandages Alex, Sam scours the house to see if they missed anything.

      “We should get going.  I can carry Alex.”

      “Can you carry him to the SUV?” Sam asks.  “I’d say we continue on back roads as much as possible.” Simon and Eli nod as Simon lifts Alex, tossing him over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.  They head down the stairs, and back to the SUV.  For once, Sam is grateful for the desolation, tingling and alert. Back in the car, Sam hears crashing where the wild gang was.

      She crosses at the intersection, heading for a smaller thoroughfare.  The quiet is both peaceful and unnerving.  Seeing a crowd up ahead, Sam turns off a side street.  She circles around some less populated roads, finding her way back to the main route. Only three streets go to Eliana’s, and she’s focused on the least congested.  She sees the end of the crowd, so she whips the truck around, doubling back, heading for the next street. They slide through the turn as an object whizzes past them, hitting a window of the house on the corner.  The glass shatters. Sweat moistens her brow as screams follow them, making it hard to tell if it’s coming from the house or somewhere else.

      Then something shoots at the car, breaking Simon’s window.

      “What the fuck?!” Simon screams. Sam fills with rage to cover her fear.

      “I’m okay.  Keep driving!”  He’s insistent as Sam peeks at him, white knuckling the steering wheel.

      “They have guns!” She expresses in shock.  This makes them far more dangerous. She flies right through the intersection.  “Thank fucking Christ!” She continues through residential areas, avoiding the main roads.

      “We still need to check on Alex’s dad,” Eli points out, as the car careens around a turn.

      “Please.” It’s the first peep out of Alex.

      “Are you okay?”  Sam asks Simon.

      “Yeah” Simon grunts.  “Eli can fix me up.” Sam turns down Nathan’s street, stopping in front of his house.  She can’t resist looking at Simon’s arm.  He turns, avoiding her.

      “The key is in a plant pot, slightly in the dirt behind the plant, if you need it.”  Eli explains.  He’s obviously staying with Alex.

      “Just give him a minute to fix me up before we go in, okay?”  Simon asks Sam.

      “Okay.”  Eli gets out, coming around to Simon’s side of the car.  Sam finally looks closer.  His right arm has a gash in it, surrounded by a nasty welt, which he’s holding with his other hand as blood seeps through.  Sam’s gut clenches, seeing the injury.

      “This isn’t bad. I’ll clean it up, put some butterfly band-aids on, and it’ll hold together.  It could probably use stitches but it’ll heal.”  Eli cleans it with some medicated wipes, coats it with comfrey salve, and secures the bandage.  “It’s a little worse than I thought.  It’s gonna be badly bruised later.  You’d better stay out here with Alex and I’ll go in.”

      “Okay, let’s go then, but keep your eyes open!”  Sam glances at Simon’s wound before rushing up to Nathan’s front door.  Having seen his cut, she feels lightheaded, yanking herself away, she races to the door, tries the handle, and finds it locked.

      Finding the key easily, Eli opens the door.  “Nathan?” Sam follows him in, saunters to the kitchen, trying to erase the wound from her mind.  It kills her that her son is hurt, so she replays Eli’s words for reassurance.  She glances in the living room on the way, observing Nathan on the couch, watching TV, but he’s slumped to the side, and hasn’t responded.  Sam dashes in to check his pulse.  He’s cold, no need to check his pulse being cold with no color.  He’s been dead for hours already.

      “Go with God,” she says to him.  “Check the kitchen for good food and pack it up quick.  I’ll check the bathroom.”  Sam runs into the bathroom, finds some medicine in the cabinet, some first aid supplies, and tosses them in her t-shirt.  It’s ripped anyway.  She’s returning to the living room, but notices a cupboard that beckons her.  She opens it, finding it loaded with alcohol.  He always was a big drinker according to Eliana.  She pulls it all out, runs into the kitchen for bags, one of which she promptly empties the contents of her shirt into.  “Check the freezer.”

      They’re back at the car in minutes.  “I’ve got some codeine here,” Simon reports.

      “Good thing. I think we’re going to need it,” she says. “Alex, I’m sorry, sweetie.  Your dad died.”  Sam kisses his forehead.  Alex looks down, shaking, while she hands the bag of medicine to Eli. She climbs in, making it to the next intersection without incident.

      Sam races uphill, cutting over to avoid busy roads. She notices a couple young ladies waving wildly at them.  They don’t seem aggressive and she can’t pass them by, so she pulls over.  Simon is doing okay, giving her more faith in Eli’s first aide skills.

      “I’m going to reach over you to roll the window down,” she warns Simon.

      She pulls to a stop at the curb, leans over, and rolls the window down.

      “Please wait!”  The girls chorus.  “Everyone’s gone!”  Sam realizes there are tears streaming down one of their faces while the other looks like she’s in shock.  “We just got here and they’re gone!”

      “Is anyone else in the house besides your folks?”  Sam’s thinking of gathering more supplies, medicine, and food.

      “No.”  The smaller girl shakes her head, her petite frame similar to Gracie’s, but with a short, blonde bob, and blue eyes.  She has a turned-up nose, a smattering of freckles across her cheeks, her expression blank. They both wear skinny jeans and sweatshirts but the other girl has long brown hair and green eyes, tall and willowy.

      “How’s your arm?”  Sam asks Simon.

      “I’m fine,”  he lies, holding his right shoulder with his left hand even with the bandage.

      “Okay girls, run in fast, get a bag of clothes, and bring any medicine. Hurry!  We may come back later for food.”  Sam turns to the guys, “Eli, can you stay with Simon if I run in too?  I could grab a bag of food.”

      “Go!”  Eli commands.

      Sam runs after the taller girl as they split off into neighboring houses.  “I’m following you in, okay.  Thought I could help you carry some food out as long as we’re here.”

      “Sure.”  She continues down a hall.

      Sam finds the kitchen and a few cloth bags hanging on a hook.  She opens the fridge, going for the stuff that won’t last, filling the bag with fresh food.  There’s not a lot.

      “I’m ready,”  the tall girl says.

      “I’m Sam, by the way.  Did you get everything in the medicine cabinet?”

      “Hi Sam.  I’m Morgan.  I got what I need.  Do you want me to get everything?”

      “Anything medicine, first aide, soaps, we’ll need it all at some point I imagine,”  Sam directs her.  “Here, you want one of these cloth bags?”

      Morgan takes it, striding to the bathroom.

      Sam opens the freezer, finding it jammed with frozen food, even ice cream.  She adds to the first bag, filling the second.  She finds cupboards full of food, but they need to get going.  The rest will wait. When Morgan returns, they head back to the car, finding the petite girl already there.

      “We had packed a bag already, trying to figure out what to do.  I’m Morgan.  This is Faith.”  Morgan is the taller one, Faith is the blonde.  She introduces herself to the guys.

      “I can’t believe this situation!  Someone came in and just murdered my parents in cold blood!”  Faith doesn’t seem to get what really happened. Sam loads the bags in and starts the car.

      “Wait!  I need to go back and get something really important!”  Faith is bursting, already opening the door. Sam turns the car off.

      “Hurry!”

      “I’ll go with her,”  Morgan offers, chasing after her.

      “Maybe she needed something of her mom’s,”  Sam suggests, concerned about the girls having lost their family. A few minutes later they’re back.  Faith sports a smirk, while Morgan’s forehead is wrinkled, her face stiff and red with anger. When they get in and settled, Faith pulls out a bag of chips.

      “What was it you needed to go back in for?”  Sam asks as if she doesn’t notice the chips. Morgan looks away, out the window, clearly irritated.

      “I had to get chips,”  Faith says in an irritated voice, like that would be obvious.

      “In our community, we work for the good of all, sharing all the food,”  Sam explains.  “We definitely don’t prioritize junk food over someone who is injured,”  Sam adds a bit harshly.  “Since you felt it was important enough to make us wait for you to bring chips, while Simon and Alex are both wounded, you’ll also share them with the group.”

      “That’s the way we run our community,”  Simon reinforces.  “So, by all means, pass the chips!”

      “I’m not sharing these,” she says moving them away from us.

      “Faith, you need to share.  What’s got into you?”  Morgan sounds distressed by her friend’s behavior.

      Sam slows the car down, pulling over to the curb.  “You’re welcome to join our community, but living with us also means working and sharing, so what’s it going to be?”  Sam doesn’t move the car, while waiting for her answer.

      “Oh, alright,” she gives in, passing the chips.

      Sam wonders how troublesome Faith will be as they’re driving home, eating chips.
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          Pain and Cute Girls

        

      

    

    
      Simon’s arm is throbbing but he’s trying to ignore it.  He’s proud his mom pulls over in response to two girls waving.  He admires their great legs, wondering about their personalities.  He grits his teeth to manage the pain.

      The girls get in, sliding into the seat behind him.  They share a seat, so it’s tight, but Eli’s not complaining.  Faith has a stick up her butt, despite being cute. Her attitude, however, disturbs Simon.  Maybe she’s in shock and not responding very well.  Simon’s been around Eliana long enough to know that some people get really irritable when they are in shock after a loved one has died.  He tries to remember this.

      “I had to get my chips,” Faith says, with attitude.  She totally disgusts Simon.  His arm is throbbing, probably bleeding while they stopped to help the girls, yet she’s worried about chips.  Simon is hot with anger, thinking, What a bitch.

      Sam is giving her a line about how their community works which Simon tunes out.  The pain is distracting, so he tunes in to listen to Morgan, who sounds really cool.  Then Sam pulls over, causing Simon to press his lips together, tightly, to prevent moaning.  He hopes no one notices him, not wanting his mom to realize how bad the gash is.
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          Injuries and illness

        

      

    

    
      It’s been repetitious, peeling the husks off, putting the tomatillos in wash water, but now the two large pots are full of tomatillos and I’m cutting onions.

      “Mom, here’s a pot of apples.” Gracie hands me a pot heaped with sliced apples.  “We probably have enough for one more pot.  Don’t we have another?”

      “Um, we’re running low.” I take the pot and set it on the stove.  “You might need a stool to get a large pot from the garage.”

      “Okay.”  She’s gone and I’m back to onions, but my mind is on our family out risking themselves in this crazy world.  My stomach is clenched with worry.  The apples need to cook so I turn the stove on, pour some cinnamon in along with some water. I chop onions, then do garlic.  It’s a tedious job, so much more fun when there are others to work with.  Thankfully there’s music, but my mind keeps wandering.  I keep remembering the guy I saw brandishing a knife. The girls return with another pot of apples and the stove is full.  I notice Gracie putting cinnamon in the other apples.

      “Thanks, dear.”

      “What can I do to help with the salsa?”  Dixie asks.  I hand her some hot peppers to chop.  Although we make salsa and apple sauce every year, this time is different, charged with nerves.

      Sheba starts whining at the window, near the front door.  My heart skips a beat.  “Are they back?”  We all rush to look, seeing Jose’s truck.  “Oh my God!  They found them.”  The truck pulls in next to the RV.  I run to the garage, opening it for them.  The girls are right behind me.

      “Do you think it’s all of them in Jose’s truck?” Dixie asks.

      “I hope so.  I just want them all back.”  Gracie is so close I can feel her near me. As they pull into the garage, I realize that it’s only Jose and Rob.

      “Oh, damn,  I was hoping it was all of them.”  The joy that rushed through me is diminished, knowing my kids are still out there with my best friend and Simon.  Dixie and Gracie run to embrace their fathers.  There’s a chorus of sweethearts and chiquitas.

      “¿Como estás?”  Jose asks Gracie in Spanish, hugging her, then looks at me questioningly.  My heart stops as he walks directly to me, looking at me with a penetrating gaze in his dark, liquid eyes.  “¿Donde estan los niños?”  He asks where the kids are.

      “Ellos fueron a buscarlos.”  They went looking for you guys. “¿No los mirastes?”  You didn’t see them?  I completely ignore his other question, not feeling comfortable enough to tell him how terrified I am.  Restlessness overtakes me, filling the hole in my chest.  I was so calm before all this mess started, but having my loved one’s lives at risk amps me up, leaving the calm behind.

      “Oh, that sucks.”  Rob comes up behind Jose, his kinky afro less receding than Jose’s black waves.  “It’s a mess out there, but they’ll be fine.  Sam’s with them?”

      “Yeah.  This is her thing, ya know?” I shrug, my hands raised in a helpless gesture.

      “That’s right,” Rob agrees, a full head taller than Jose.  “We figured with the critical state of affairs, we should all be together despite our separations.  Are you okay with that?”  Rob is more direct than Jose.

      “I think that makes sense,”  I agree.

      “¿Como estás?”  Jose asks how I am again.  He’s looking at me, probingly, and it’s unnerving.  He hasn’t looked at me like that in years.

      ‘Mas o menos,”  I shrug.  “Es dificil cuando la mitad de mi familia no estan aquí.”  I tell him I’m so-so, but it’s difficult with half my family gone.  I feel relieved and a little fluttery, wondering what it will be like having him around again.  Will we just be friends?

      “How about I check the generator and you could check the fence line.  I think we should build a fence around the front, if we can find the wood.”  Jose begins organizing with Rob and they head out to the backyard.

      Jose has always had a psychic connection to the dead.  He doesn’t like to admit it, nor is he comfortable with it, but he shared it with me.  Every time one of his family members in Guatemala dies, he feels it before he gets the news.  I wonder if something is telling him we need a fence in front.  Thinking about the strange behavior of the unwell, the violence of my client, I figure it makes sense.

      “Sam checked the generator, but maybe it needs a tune up?”  I holler after them.

      The girls and I unload the truck.  There are boxes of food, their Bug-Out-Bags, and a few garbage bags full of clothes.  We set them inside the entryway from the garage.  Then we take the food down to the cellar, where we keep root vegetables and whatever doesn’t fit elsewhere.  The guys have had a garden and clearly took time to clear the produce.  There are root vegetables, beans, squash, cabbage, tomatoes and tomatillos, and hot peppers.  I set the perishables aside to take to the kitchen.  We’ll have more tomatillos and tomatoes to cook down, but lots will sit in a window to ripen.  I used to get really stressed out in the fall with a great harvest, knowing the brunt of the work would fall on my shoulders.  It was overwhelming, I didn’t enjoy doing it alone.  Now others to help, it’s a social extravaganza.

      I’m back to mincing garlic and peppers with the girls, while the apple sauce cooks. We get the salsa cooking and then Sheba’s at the window, growl-talking, as excited butterflies erupt in my belly.

      “I bet that’s them!”  I exclaim, racing to the window with Gracie and Dixie.  It’s Jonathan’s car pulling into the driveway.

      “Holy shit!  Jonathan’s here!”  I’m thrilled to see him, my third son, two years younger than Alex. An unfamiliar woman exits the driver’s seat, as Sheba’s growl changes to a threatening bark.  She’s dressed in a white lab coat and surgical mask.  She is curvaceous, with curly, copper, shoulder-length hair.  I watch her walk around the car, opening the other door.  She helps Jonathan, obviously sick, out of the car.  He looks a little woozy.  I glance around cautiously for street crazies, then rush out to help.

      “He’s got it, hasn’t he?”  I ask her, chest aching, realizing this terrible illness has befallen my son.

      “Yes.  I figured you’d want him at home. My family is across the country, so I didn’t have anyone who needed me.  I grabbed a bag full of meds that might help.  There are masks and scrubs you can put on over your clothes to protect yourself from the virus.  There are also rubber gloves. Put them on.” She commands an air of authority.  “If we can get him through it, he may get delusional or violent, maybe you’ve noticed the mobs?”

      “That’s clear, yes,” I tell her as I grab the bag, layering up with protective gear.  “I’m Eliana,” I introduce myself, helping her get Jonathan to the door, trying to refocus my fear with functioning.

      “I’m Katie, nice to meet you,”  she says. I realize Jonathan hasn’t said a word.  He’s hot, sweating, wobbly.  “We need to get him to a bed.  He’s pretty feverish, and the hospital isn’t safe.  Patients and doctors alike are dropping like flies.  Some survive though, so let’s put our heads together and make him one of those.” She gives me a determined look.  “He’s always talking about your knowledge of natural healing.  What do you recommend? What we’re doing at the hospital doesn’t seem to help at all.”

      “Maybe we should go around the side,” I suggest.  “We have a spare bedroom disconnected from the house.”

      “That’s much better.  You lead,”  She says, following.  “If we can keep him quarantined that would be ideal.”

      We head around the side of the house.  “It’s bad, huh?”  I’m holding back tears.

      “It is,”  she agrees, following me.  “Over 90% die, but Jon is strong.  He might make it.”

      Crying silently, I lead her through the back gate around to where Jose’s shop used to be.  It’s a very small room, but it’ll work.  I grab the key and open the door for her, opening up the bed so she can lay him in it.

      “This is perfect for quarantining.”  She lays him in the bed.

      He’s completely out of it.  His eyes are open but he seems unresponsive.  “I’ll get him on elderberry syrup and a really strong cold fighter tea,”  I start rambling, grief settling in my chest.  “We need to get lysine into him and echinacea, some garlic honey and get him into a tepid bath.  Are you staying?  You’re welcome to join us.  We might have to put people in sleeping bags on the floor, but if you don’t mind, we’re happy to have you.”

      “Thank you.  I’m not eager to run home and be alone in this.  It’d be nice to have a few things from my house, but safety in numbers.”  She sits on the bed side and there’s a look in her eye, clearly concerned about him.  “Do you have a thermometer handy?”

      “Sure, just a second.  I’ll bring that, some elderberry syrup, and a spoon.  We should also give him the homeopathic flu medicine and some lysine.  Probably slather him with comfrey salve also.  Can you spoon feed it to him?”

      She nods.  “Absolutely.”

      “I can mix the lysine with jam until he’s awake and can swallow pills.  I’ll bring some crushed garlic and honey.  We just need to make sure the homeopath is given with 15-20 minutes surrounding it so his mouth is clean.  What are the other symptoms besides fever?”

      “Sore throat, congestion, head ache, cough, aches, the usual, just much more severe. Oh, and some get swollen, cracked lips.”  She feels his forehead.  “Do you have a sink nearby?”

      I nod.

      “Wash your face and any exposed skin well.”

      I just nod again, heading for the back door.  I step immediately into the bathroom by the back door.  I leave the supplies she handed me, wash my face, my hands in the gloves, grab the thermometer, and look for the supplies in the kitchen.

      Gracie meets me. “Is he sick?”  She looks worried.  Her forehead is scrunched up and her eyes look teary.

      “Yes, very, but if anyone has a chance at survival, it’s Jonathan,” I reassure her, while grabbing my healing bag.  “If you want to see him, you have to wear the scrubs, mask, and gloves in the bag by the back door.”  I grab my mortar and pestle, crush the lysine, adding jam.  “Could you please start water for tea and make a really strong cold fighter tea?”

      “Sure, Mom.”

      I rush back outside to the little bedroom.  “How high is his temperature?”

      “Pretty high, 104.3.” She sags.  “We should probably give him some aspirin.”  She sounds defeated.  My chest aches sharply, fear overflowing in tears.  “You think he’s going to die.”  It’s a statement, not a question.

      “Many do, but not all.  We haven’t tried any of your natural remedies.  Do you have other family who are alive?”  She looks up then, right into my eyes.

      “Yes.”  Just the one word is all I can say, as I stem the flow of tears.

      She looks a little brighter.  “Maybe your genes are better, somehow?”

      That makes me think.  So far, all my kids are alive except Rasheen, who died years ago.  Maybe genetics are the key.

      “This is comfrey salve.  It can be rubbed on his throat, face, forehead, anywhere you can think of to absorb, beating the infection.  Here’s the lysine, and the homeopath.  I’d probably do the homeopath last but be sure to wait at least 15 minutes, maybe get some water in him first.”

      She takes the comfrey, opening it. “This smells good, nothing like traditional medicine.  It will be a pleasure to use!”  She begins rubbing it on his face.  “Do you have any fever reducer?”

      “Um, probably.” I look up slightly, trying to visualize my medicine cabinet. Then I look at her. “Thanks, it does smell good.  Here’s a spoon for the syrup and we’re making strong tea for him.  Let me know how well he swallows, okay?”  I am torn between wanting to care for him myself and needing to prepare food for everyone.  “I’ll go get what we have, probably Tylenol or Ibuprophen.”

      “Thanks.  I’ll give him the syrup.  Whatever you have is fine.”  She looks at me and smiles, attempting to reassure me. I walk back to the main house; my aching chest grabs my attention as my mind jumps from Jonathan’s illness to Eli and Alex still out with Sam and Simon. I breathe deeply while I walk inside to get some traditional medicine, stopping to wash.

      “The tea’s ready,”  Gracie tells me as I walk in the kitchen.  “Is he going to die, Mom?”  She has tears in her eyes too.

      “I hope not,”  I tell her, looking straight into her eyes, tears in my own.  “Thanks, sweetie, for making the tea.”  I reach out to hug her, realizing Jonathan won’t be able to swallow the pill.  When she’s ready to let me go, I look in the fridge for some jam to mix with the pills.  I grab a cup of tea, add honey to it, carrying both outside again.

      Back in the little bedroom, Katie is petting Jonathan’s hair.  She looks up as I walk in.  “He’s a brilliant man, your son, I have a great deal of respect for him.  He’s going to be a great doctor.”  He mumbles incoherently now and then, but remains unresponsive.

      “Thank you.  He’s worked hard for this.” I set the medicine and tea on the bedside table.  “When he was young and Eli was born, I got really sick with post-partum depression.  It was bad. I think it influenced his decision.  His older brother, Rasheen was accepted to medical school, but was never able to go.”

      “What happened?”  she asks.

      I realize she doesn’t know Rasheen.  “He met a gorgeous woman, who turned him onto heroin, and eventually overdosed.  He tried so hard to quit.  He was just so unhappy.”

      “Oh, my God.  That must have been awful for you!”  She reaches out for my hand.

      I take her hand, grateful for it.  “It shattered my heart…” I look off far away, no longer with her in the room, remembering the first few years when I cried every day, gradually getting through a day without crying seemed like progression. “I’ll never be the same.  I’ve grown a great deal since then, but I’d give anything to have him back.”

      “I can’t imagine.”  She stands up, taking me in her arms.  She seems to understand that the only thing you can offer someone who has suffered a tragic loss is love.  “My father died when I was ten.  I wasn’t that close to him but it was a terrible shock.”

      “I can’t imagine losing a parent as a young girl.”  I rub her back, while she rubs circles on mine.

      We part comfortably.  “When he’s had some of these natural medicines, I’ll come help in the kitchen.  I’m a good prep cook!”  She laughs.

      “I’d be happy to lend you some clothes,” I tell her, returning to the house, washing before working in the kitchen.

      “How’s Jonathan?”  Dixie asks.

      “Not good.  But we’re doing everything we can for him.  How’s the salsa coming?  Does it need anything?”  I’m trying to distract myself from my concerns for my sons.  Jonathan and Katie will need clothes.

      Dixie slides the recipe book over towards me.  “We’ve got the garlic, peppers, and lemon in there.  How much salt?”  She sways her hips, smiling over her shoulder.  “Maybe he just needs a jump start!”

      Laughter ensues.  That girl is funny like her mother!  I grab the calculator and multiply by the number of recipes. “Wow!  That’s a lot of salt.  Do we have that much?”

      Gracie grabs the back-up salt from the pantry.  “Yeah, we have plenty.”

      “We have room in the pot.  We should add the stuff Rob and Jose brought over.”  I measure, pour it in, and stir.  I lift the lids for the apple sauce and stir each one.  “These can cook a while.  We could fill the dryer since the stove is full.  Then we need to start canning stuff.”

      “Let’s do the fruit they brought separately since this stuff is ready,”  Dixie suggests.  “I’ll get the dryer set up.  Is it in the garage?” I nod.  She’s practically hops out of the kitchen, her black curls bouncing behind her.

      “You’re right.  We’re too close to start adding more ingredients,”  I concede.  Jonathan and our four missing members nudge at my mind, distracting me.  My shoulders and neck are tight with worry.

      “I’m getting guns and knives on our persons before work on the fence,” Rob says, scratching his kinky curls as he strides in from the back door.  “The generator is ready for service.  Any sign of Sam and the guys?”  His worry puts an edge in his voice.

      “No, Jonathan showed up with a friend and he’s sick,”  I say, just over a whisper, like a hushed breeze. Rob comes over, hugging me.  “He’ll be fine.”  He wraps me up in a strong, brotherly embrace.  “He’s a strong, young man.  He’ll get better.”  I appreciate the hug and his kind words, wanting to believe them, true or not. We’re both worried about family and need hugs. We just stand there for a minute, taking solace in our friendship.

      “Okay, I better go help Jose.  We’re not going to get all the way around the yard without more wood, but we’re thinking of salvaging from the neighbor’s homes if they are empty or filled with dead.  We can extend the yard by taking out the fence sections that divide yards.  Then we can use those in the front.  How do you feel about that?”

      “That’s okay with me, if those people are gone…”  I trail off.

      Katie meets me in the kitchen, “I’ve done all I can for a while.  What can I do here?”

      “Hi, I’m Rob.”

      “I’m Katie, nice to meet you.  I work with Jonathan at the hospital.”

      “Thanks for bringing him home to us.”  Rob makes it clear that we’re family, even though we’re not related.

      “Could you stir the apple sauce.” I point to the pot.  “We’ll start canning pretty soon and could use help bringing in jars.”

      Just then Sheba starts whine-growling at the front window. “Oh, my, God, maybe that’s them!”  I rush to the window; a strange car pulls into the driveway.

      “Katie, there’s a strange car outside.  Do you have a weapon?  Guys, stay back.”  I grow cold, chest constricted, pulling a knife out of my belt.  Then I watch them get out.  “Oh my God, they’re here!  It’s just a different car.”  I open the door, not seeing any threats, and rush outside.  Sam is helping Simon out, as he pushes her away.

      Eli is trying to get Alex out, who is obviously injured.  I rush to help Eli, hugging him in the process.  “What happened?”  My gut surges with adrenalin as I look at the bloody bandage on Alex’s head.  My stomach drops as tears well up in my eyes.

      “There was a gang of crazy guys throwing rocks,” Eli explains.  “We had an accident in Alex’s car and had to take another.  We got him bandaged up at the rental but dad wasn’t there.  On the way home, some idiot threw something at Simon.  And Mom, they have guns!  One of them shot at us!”

      I open the door, anger bubbling up which I push aside.  “Your dads’ showed up ahead of you. They’re okay.”  Katie is there as we walk in.  “Katie, this is my son, Eli and this new patient is my other son, Alex.  Eli, this is Katie.  These are Sam and Simon.”

      “Nice to meet you, Eli, Sam, Simon.  I’ll take care of Alex, then I’ll check you.”

      She shakes Eli’s hand, touching Simon’s arm gently, while making eye contact with Sam. She steps into the kitchen to wash her hands.  We take Alex to the couch as she returns to take over. I run to the kitchen to wash my hands, sharing the water with Sam.  “Alex looks bad.  Do you think he’ll have brain damage?”

      She gives me a quick hug.  “I doubt that, sweetie.  Scalp wounds bleed more than anything and always look bad.  He’ll be fine.”  She walks over to Simon, who’s sitting at the table.  “Let’s see that arm,”  She instructs him.

      “Yeah.”  I’m keeping it together.

      “I’ll get the melaleuca, its antibacterial and less caustic than hydrogen peroxide.  You have some, don’t you?”  Sam is already heading to the bathroom.

      “Of course, but it’s in here, not the bathroom, silly!”  I tease her.

      I keep an eye on Simon.  “Simon? You’ve lost some blood there.  Do you need to lay down?”  The bandage looks saturated and he’s looking a little worse for wear, washed out.  Just then he begins to slowly collapse, stumbling towards a chair.  “Shit!” he exclaims, embarrassed.

      “Bring that bag out of Gracie’s room and put on gloves and a mask,”  Katie tells Eli, passing him some from her pocket, amazing me with her efficiency.  “I’ll get to Simon next.  I think this guy needs to be sewn up. I have supplies in the bag.”

      “Go ahead.  I’ll stay here with Simon,”  Sam nudges me. I move to help Katie, while waiting for Eli.  Eli sets the bag on the table.

      “What do you want first?”

      “Just dump it all on the table next to me.” I see bottles and tubes, one of which she picks up.  “Open this and squeeze a dollop on his head.” I do as I’m told, my worry distracted by action.

      “Open a sterile gauze-pad,”  she instructs.

      Again, I follow instructions, breathing deeply, beginning to feel nauseous.  I can’t lose another child, begins its nasty loop in my head.

      “Pass me a package with a needle.”  I see a package, putting on rubber gloves, I hand her the needle with pre-threaded fiber. She sews up his wound in minutes.

      “Eight stitches.  That’s a substantial cut!.  Now, you can put comfrey on these, and a sterile bandage.  I’ll go take care of Simon.”   She’s mighty chipper, but it’s not her son. I take over, dashing into the kitchen for the comfrey salve and back to Alex.  I put some on, adding a sterile bandage and tape him up.

      “Holy shit! What happened?”  Rob walks into our crisis.

      “They’ll be fine,”  Katie assures him.  “I’m just sewing Simon up, Alex is in excellent shape.  I’ve sterilized the wounds, put local anesthetic on them.  They’ll be fine.”

      “I better go out and tell Jose.  So, you say Simon’s okay, you’re sure?”

      “He’s fine.” Katie puts both her hands out, palms down, in a stabilizing motion.  “He’s only getting 4 stitches.  That’s nothing compared to Alex.  He got 8!”

      “Who are you ladies?”  Rob looks at the girls by the door. I hardly noticed two strange girls in the house.

      “I’m Morgan. This is Faith.  Your family rescued us,”  Morgan says, remaining stiffly in place.

      “Welcome.  I assume you are ready to work?”  I recover my senses.  “I think we’re going to have to postpone canning and figure out what to cook for dinner.  This is quite a crowd.  We’re going to be camping on the floors.  Please come in!”

      We work together to make dinner.  Morgan and Faith are quiet, shy perhaps. Several times I glance at Morgan, chopping vegetables, getting out plates, pitching in to get dinner for the mob.  Faith, on the other hand, asks what to do, then gets distracted, getting almost nothing done.  She looks out the window, plays with her hair, and watches Morgan.  I wonder if she’ll be more useful as she gets more comfortable.  The guys are outside developing cold-frames so we can plant vegetables to overwinter.  Eight of us crowd around the dining room table, while the rest fill up the living room, plates on laps.

      As Simon begins eating, he moans,  “Jesus!”  He switches the fork to his left hand.

      “You got four stitches in that arm, so be careful with it.  Would you like some pain medicine?” Katie asks.

      “Maybe,” Simon agrees.  “Eliana, do you have any CBD oil?”

      “Yeah.” I head for the kitchen, opening the supplement cupboard.  “Here, Katie, let me show you where it is.”  I show her the cupboard, getting a dose for Simon.

      After dinner, Jose and Rob climb into the attic, bringing down all the camp mats and sleeping bags so everyone will be warm and comfortable.  Between beds, mats, and couches, we’ll have everyone covered. I sit for a while, watching Alex’s unconscious form, aching with a need to help him heal, but not knowing what to do beyond what’s been done.

      “Alex, wake up!  We need you her.  Open your eyes, babe, please!”  I caress his arm as tears well up in my eyes, beginning to spill over. I realize suddenly that I can do Reiki. I begin centering myself, doing the hand motions, closing my eyes to connect with my spirit guides.  I spend half an hour ministering to him, then return to just watching him.  I caress his cheek, willing him to wake up.  I get up, walk to the bathroom, and shut the door for privacy, letting the tears intensify.  Rasheen, God, you guys help Alex stay here with us.  Help him and Jonathan heal, please.  I sit on the toilet as a chair, quietly crying, elbows on my knees, head in my hands, muscles rigid with grief. I return to the living room in a short while, my chest relaxed from the deluge of tears.

      “Mom, I could sleep with you so someone else can stay in my bed,”  Gracie offers, kindly.  She knows her papa and I aren’t ready to jump back into bed together.

      “I can sleep with my mom,” Dixie offers.

      “We can take the bed upstairs,”  Sam offers.

      “I could crash on the mattress in Eli’s room,”  Simon suggests and I tick off people in my mind.

      “I’d be willing to sleep on a mat near Jonathan’s door tonight so I can care for him.  I’ll start a care chart so anyone looking in on him will know his current status,”  Katie volunteers.  “I’ll put a bag of masks, booties, and scrubs on the chair by the back door.  Anyone who visits him should wear them.”

      “Thanks so much!  You can have one of the mats that Jose pulled out of the attic.  There are also mattresses under all the beds so more can sleep in each room.” I’m grateful we bought those mattresses.  “Are the rest of you okay on couches or camp mats on the floor?”

      “No problem at all,”  Rob agrees as others nod.
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      Friday morning dawns Sunny and brisk.  I marvel at another sunny day, wondering when the fall rains will come.  Sheba is sitting outside on the rise of the backyard, watching me at the kitchen window.  It is the one, small, grassy area in the yard, not dedicated to food.  She wants in, so she sits where she can see me at the kitchen window, waiting for me to understand her message.

      “Eli, would you let Sheba in?” I ask. “Katie, how’s Jonathan?”

      “I checked on him during the night, making sure he was hydrated,”  Katie assures me. “His temperature is down a little but I don’t know if he’s better or if it’s just morning.”

      “Yeah. We’ll keep plugging away at this until he gets better.” I pull the Lysine out of the cupboard to crush with jam.  “We can give him more lysine, then the homeopath, and keep rubbing him with the salve.  It’s the best we can do.  What about Alex and Simon?”

      “Simon is fine,” Katie begins.

      “I can speak for myself!” Simon says from down the hall.  “Could I have some more CBD oil.  Damn!”

      “It’s right here, Simon.”  I grab it, handing it to him as he comes in.  “1-2 dropper’s full.”

      “His arm is going to give him some trouble while it heals but he’s fine,” Katie continues, rubbing Simon’s other arm.  “Alex is up in the air still. Head injuries are hard to predict.  He’s unresponsive right now so we have to wait and see.”  I grab the comfrey cannabis salve.

      “We should put this on all of them.  Have you changed bandages yet?”

      “Let’s eat first, then do that together.”  Katie is calm, confident regarding patient care.

      I try to put my boys out of my mind, staying focused on breakfast, heading to the fridge to see what our choices are.  When I used to drive the kids to school, we processed our ‘gratefuls’ on the way.    When Rhasheen died, I met with a psychic who swore to me I would not have to grieve another child’s death.  I pray she was right, unable and unwilling to imagine a life without my children.  I’m grateful for the chickens and their eggs, pulling them out of the fridge to see if there are enough.  I’m grateful we put Jerusalem artichokes in the front yard and asparagus in back, but most of all I’m grateful for my children, all adults now.  My mind strays to images of Alex’s bandage when he first was placed silently on the couch.  It’s not like him to be silent.  I focus on the fridge, pulling out lunch stuff. I miss his sounds, even his raunchy mouth.  I take my lunch collection over to the cutting board to begin preparations.

      “Katie, would you go pick some kale to put in the eggs?  I think I’ll make a frittata.”

      “Sure.”  Katie heads out back.

      Jose and Rob are awake, having coffee.  For the first time in years I feel thankful for my parents’ pack-rat mentality, leaving us lots of stored coffee.  “We’re going to run out of food fast with all these people,”  I tell them, as more of the gang trickles into the kitchen for coffee, tea, and breakfast.

      “Faith and I can make pancakes,” Morgan offers.  “Why don’t you sit and relax?”

      “I’m not making pancakes for people I don’t even know!” Faith’s sarcasm leaks out.

      I stare at her. “If you don’t want to help with the pancakes, why don’t you go weed the garden.”

      Morgan looks away, clearly embarrassed.  “That’s fine.  I can do it.”

      Faith stomps away.  “Oh. My. God!”

      “I’m sorry about Faith.” Morgan looks up through her lashes.  “I don’t know what’s gotten into her.”

      I rub her shoulder.  “Don’t worry.  She’ll either figure it out or she won’t.”  I go back to my frittata. “That would be great if you’d make pancakes.  I’m making a frittata, but it might not be enough.”  I go pull my recipe box out of the cupboard.  “Let me show you my recipe box because most of what we have here is gluten free.”  I wonder how my gut will react if the gluten free products runs out. I wonder if Faith will really work outside.

      “Good morning.”  Sam breezes into the kitchen.  “We also need to make sure we have a cleaning detail, wiping door handles, door frames, surfaces, and floors with essential oils to kill the virus and bacteria.”

      “I’ve got melaleuca, citrus, and lavender.  Maybe we can combine them for a super disinfectant blend!” I suggest, pulling them out of the cupboard.  “You could mix it with alcohol or a lemon water and vinegar mixture.  I turn towards the guys. “Jose, Rob, what project are you working on outside?” I ask, grabbing the tea pot.

      “We’re still working on moving fence sections to the front.  We’re most of the way but need to make gates across the driveways,”  Rob explains, then grabs a mug of coffee, sucking it down.

      “I want to check the pears and apples in front when I get this in the oven.”  I head to check on Alex, wishing there was more I could do.  My chest hitches watching him lay in silence, unmoving on the couch.  I rub comfrey over his forehead, into his hairline, trying to get under the edges of the bandage.  I send prayers for both men, asking for all the available angels to watch over them, helping them heal.

      Then I head back into the kitchen to finish mixing up the frittata.

      “Why don’t we check the house next door from the backyard?” Rob suggests as I return.  “We’ve moved some of the fence and won’t have to deal with the unknowns of the street.

      “¡Vamos!” Jose gets up.  I admire his vigor, his tight lat muscles pressing against his shirt while he throws a coat on.

      “I’ll be along as soon as this is in the oven,” I explain. “Morgan, as more get up, could you suggest they start bringing in canning jars from the garage?” I ask, chopping the last ingredients, pouring it into the skillet.  I set it on the wood stove. “Would you tend to this?”

      “Sure!”  Morgan chirps.

      “We’ll show you what we’ve done!”  Rob says, as I shut the door.  He leads us to our neighbor’s house.  I scope out the back yard, enjoying the expanse of land with no fence, flowers next door, but no food.  “Don’t bother knocking.  We checked and they weren’t there.”  We walk through the dining room into the living room.  It’s deathly quiet in the stuffy house.

      “We used the fence sections in the front yard, but we should check the other side.” Jose heads out the back. I follow, checking the gate, while they check the fence line.

      “It looks good,” Rob adds.  “Secure.  How’re the gates?”

      “They look new, but they’d be easy to open from the outside.  I don’t like that.”  I’ve always loved how Jose made our gates lock with bolts.  It helped keep our brilliant dog in, now it’ll help keep the violence out.

      “Let’s check the fridge for milk, eggs, and other staples.”

      “Okay, but quick, I’m hungry,” Rob admits, “and you still want to check the fruit trees out front?”

      “Yeah.”  I check the fridge, finding it fairly full.  I grab the perishables, loading them into a couple grocery bags, doing the same with the freezer.  I open the cupboards, finding a variety of canned good, crackers, cereals, flour, and sugar. I pack it up since there are three of us to carry it back. We step out the front door, laden with bags, crossing to our yard.

      Just as we’re checking the pears, picking up the last few from the ground, I hear a commotion.  Peaking over the fence, I see a frantic neighbor brandishing a knife. My chest constricts with fear.  He comes tearing down the street towards us.  “They’re coming!” He yells.  “The militia are coming!”  I pause for a split second, vigilance enveloping me, thinking, should I help him or avoid him?  My professional instincts kick in as I head towards our driveway, watching as he lowers his knife.

      “Come hide behind this car!” I hiss at him, motioning to the guys to be quiet.  The man is nearly at our yard, right near the cars in the driveway. “Come on, but be quiet.  They’ll never know we’re here.” I’m whispering now.  “Where did you see them?”  Jose and Rob play along.  “Keep your knife down, but ready.”  I’m using my calming voice now, on autopilot, but a restless, anxiety is blooming in my chest.

      “They’ve surrounded the house!”  His whisper is strong, insistent, as he crouches behind our car, his balding head uncovered, a tattoo of a naked woman blooming out of his shirt sleeve and down his arm.  He should be cold, but he’s unaware of the temperature.  There’s no one else outside.  I figure he’s psychotic and I’ve dealt with them before.  “They’re coming for us!”

      “Just be quiet,” I urge him,  “they won’t know we’re here.  Shhhh!”  I duck low, to model for him, while Rob and Jose follow along.  I speak quietly, slowly, and calmly.  I’m taking deep, slow breaths to keep myself calm.  “What’s your name again?”

      “Al.”

      “I’m Eliana.  Look, they’re turning away.  They’re heading down the street.  Just wait a little more and you can get back into your house safely.”

      “They’re looking back at me!” he hisses.

      “No, Al, they can’t see you behind the car,” I remind him. “They’re just checking out the street behind them.”  I continue keeping my voice calm, looking through the car window, calming him.

      “Are you sure?”  He sounds almost pitiful now.

      “I’m sure.” I point up the street, “look, they’re getting further away.”

      “Will you tell me when they’re gone?”  he asks.  “I’m liable to get killed if I go after them.”

      “I will.” I assure him. “Look they’re turning the corner.  Have you eaten recently?”  I know that food is calming.  Food and sleep.  Simple things.  “We’ll walk you back in the house.  Come on.”  He leads us across the street.

      “My wife was trying to poison me.  It’s been a long day.  Then, my wife and kids died.  The doctors at the hospital poisoned them. I had to get out of there or they would have killed me too.” We head into his house, slightly up the street.

      “Okay.  You need food and sleep,” I tell him, heading for the kitchen.  I open the fridge, finding leftover chicken with potatoes and carrots.  I get him a plate of food, which he grabs, never thinking it’s probably the same food his wife cooked. He stands at the counter, eating it with a dirty fork.  Jose and Rob flank me, saying nothing. The food is gone in minutes.  “Now do either you or your wife have sleeping pills?” I ask.  “You will feel so much better after a good nap.”

      “I dunno,” he says, confused. “How do I know they’re not going to come back?”  We walk toward the bathroom.

      “Lock your doors,” I tell him. While I talk, I search through the medicine cabinet finding some Klonipin.  That might calm his paranoia.

      “Here.  Take two of these.  I have really good hearing. They were talking about getting to the hospital to guard the outside.  They’re on a mission and won’t be back.”  I watch him put the pills in his mouth and head for his bedroom.

      We leave the house.

      “Wow, you really know how to calm the crazies.  How long do you think that pill will help?”  Rob says, sounds concerned.

      “No idea.  It might work for 7-10 hours and it might not work at all.  Given that it’s in their cabinet and he was responsive to me, it might subdue him somewhat.” We don’t say much else as we head home.  We pick up the bags we left in the front yard to take in the house.

      “Oh, good you’re back!  It’s time to eat.”  Morgan calls from the kitchen.

      We carry the bags of groceries from next door with our pears on top, setting them on the butcher block to put away after breakfast.

      Gracie says, hugging me,  “God Mom, I was really upset when I got up, discovering you’d gone out.”

      “I’m sorry sweetheart.” I snuggle her in tight, understanding her concern. I hug Eli, who is nearby with my other arm.

      “I’m certainly ready to eat.”  The guys chorus their agreement.

      “Go eat.  I’ll put these away.  Did you bring them from next door?”  Morgan looks in the bags on the butcher block.

      “Yeah.  I emptied the fridge and freezer, packing up some of what was in the cupboards but there’s more.  We should probably do the same to the rest of the neighbors….”

      “Good idea.” While we’re getting breakfast and finding places to sit, Gracie lets me know what happened while I was gone.

      “We got the canning jars in the dishwasher and the water bath canner on the stove.”

      “I washed the pressure cooker in case we need it.” Morgan interjects from the kitchen. Faith has returned from the garden and I wonder what her contribution is.

      “Faith, how did the weeding go?”

      “Um,” she puts one hand on her hip, cocks it and says, sarcastically, “what do you expect?”

      “I would expect you would have cleared a section of weeds,” I retort.  “Did you?”

      She sighs audibly, “I cleared a little.” She evades me, looking off to the side, “God!  Is breakfast ready?”

      “I’m sure you’re hurting, losing your parents,” I express.  “I’d be happy to supply you with some paper to write about your feelings, or draw them.  I’m here if you want to talk about it, but I won’t tolerate your anger projected on me.” She looks sour, but doesn’t respond.

      Dixie jumps in. “I turned the apple sauce back on to cook down to apple butter.  Gracie says it’s so much yummier that way.”  She bounces, excitedly.

      Eight years ago, we paid for a major pruning of the neighbor’s oak tree, periodically cutting more to make sure we have great sun exposure in our backyard.  That sun now shines in the kitchen window, spotlighting our dining room table.  We have nearly a quarter acre lot, dedicated mostly to food production.  We never got rid of the swing set, which is just beyond the kitchen window.  We still have our trampoline, which was moved to the north end of the yard so the prime sun is available for gardening.  The front yard has sun chokes, sunflowers (often planted by squirrels), berries, and fruit trees.  The backyard has fruit trees, berries, and vegetables.  Jose is an educated agronomist so he has designed our yard for maximum benefit.  A few years ago, when we bought the rental houses, we added more fruit trees there.

      “This is great with peanut butter.” Morgan is effusive in her praise. “I’ve never had pancakes with peanut butter before!”

      “Is this homemade jam?”  Faith asks. I nod since my mouth is full.

      “It’s kind of like my grandma’s, but hers was better.”  Faith continues with a sour tone.

      I shake my head slightly, shocked by her rudeness.

      “Eliana makes the best jam!”  Sam adds.  “Doesn’t she guys?”  She covers Faith’s rudeness well. As we’re finishing up breakfast, Katie and I go change bandages, slathering the men with salve.

      Simon backs away, “I’ve had enough of that greasy stuff!” He complains.

      “Okay,” I give in. “You’re off the hook this time but you’re getting it later!” I

      insist.

      Alex is still out. We head out back to Jonathan’s room. I caress his forehead, feeling his fever.  “You can fight this thing, sweetheart.  Be strong,”  I say through my mask. He moans a little.  It’s better than nothing.  I turn to Katie.  “I’m going to do Reiki.  It’s pretty meditative.”  I begin the hand motions, drawing the Japanese words in the air, calling on God and my guides to direct me. Katie is quiet while I tune into the spirit world, moving my gloved hands gradually from his head to his feet. When I’m done, I open my eyes, thanking the spirit world.

      “I’ll stay here and get more elderberry syrup in him,”  Katie offers.

      I enter the house, remove the protective clothes, wash my hands, and head for the living room, sitting by Alex. I caress his forehead, “wake up, babe!  I miss your attitude!”  I kiss his cheek, then head back to the table.  “Maybe it would be a good idea to organize projects that need doing and divide into groups related to interests or talents?”  I suggest.  I grab a pad of paper and pen from the telephone shelf near the table, plopping at the breakfast table.  “We’ve got the canning projects. What else?”

      “I wonder if this keeps up, how long the water will last?”  Sam wonders aloud.

      “The water will probably last at least another few days with the reservoir up the hill.  It could last up to 3-4 weeks.”  Rob is familiar with water storage in Eugene.

      “Rob and I are going to move fence sections from Bernadette’s yard to finish the fence around the front,”  Jose adds.

      “We should probably check the other neighbor’s house too,” Rob adds.

      “Simon, could you help inside another day to give your arm time to heal?”  Sam asks.  “I could pitch in outside with you guys.  We can brainstorm water solutions.”

      “No fucking way,”  Simon argues.  “I’m working outside until my arm starts throbbing. Then I’ll come in.”

      “I’ll help with the canning until Alex and Jonathan are better.”  Katie points out another project, our sick.

      “We have a small fall crop out there, but nothing like enough for this group.”  I add, concerned about feeding 13 people.  “We’ll need a planting crew, and a recon crew.  I’d say we plant seeds in the green house and check with Nadir to see if they want to share grapes.”

      “We should clear food from as many of the neighboring houses as possible, particularly the cold food,”  Sam adds. If things go back to normal, it won’t hurt us to have a winter crop.  We’ll enjoy the veggies grown in our own yard.

      “Faith and I can plant seeds if you show us where stuff is,”  Morgan offers.

      “Don’t volunteer me for jobs!” Faith complains.  “I didn’t agree to that.”

      Simon turns to Faith.  “Don’t be such a bitch, Faith!” Faith shoots him a hateful glare, stuffing another pancake in her mouth.

      “Eli, can you show them where our good dirt and seeds are?”  I scratch his back, ignoring Faith and Simon.  “Rob, Jose, can you guys make some more planting boxes so we can start as many seeds as possible?  We’ll end up needing some temporary green houses in the garden so stuff will actually grow.”

      “We can do that in minutes,” Jose agrees.

      “We’ve got a bunch of wood out there that would be perfect for boxes like that and we’ll find row covers,” Rob promises. “We’ll have water for a while, but not forever, so we need to create some rainwater harvesting on the down spouts and plan to build a well,” Rob explains, reminding me that he has some insider’s knowledge about city water.  “I’ll have to think about what’s involved in simply keeping all the pumps running.”

      Morgan pipes in, “we have some neighbors with gardens, we can check there later on, if it’s safe.”

      “Yeah, I want to go back home and look for stuff,” Faith adds vaguely and I wonder if she wants more junk food!

      “This is so weird.  We should probably turn the news on, don’t you think?”  Eli goes to the stereo. Katie and I murmur agreement, it’s better to know what we can, I think as the news comes on the radio.

      “This is the Emergency Alert System.  The President of the United States has issued this warning.  There is an international flu pandemic of epic proportions.  Northern countries are experiencing death rates at over 90%.  Stay in your home.  I repeat, stay in your home.” It keeps repeating on a loop with no music, no news, just the emergency alert. Most of us have gone outside by now, but those of us left are in shock.

      “Did I just hear 90% of the population have died?”  Katie almost screeches.  “Jesus!”  She just stands there staring at me.

      “90%!  Holy shit.” I respond, heavily. We are immobilized for a few minutes, letting it sink in.  A heaviness descends upon me, creating a knot in the pit of my stomach.

      “I can’t believe it’s this bad,” Gracie says, finally. I walk over to Gracie, wrapping my left arm around her, then walk over to Eli, standing stiffly nearby, and wrap my other arm around him.

      “Me neither.” Dixie adds. I hold my kids for several, long minutes, heavy with shock.

      I pull myself together to rally the troops.

      “We’re not going to die. Let’s start canning,” I finally say.  “Because we’ll need to put food up for winter.” And it’s a good distraction, I think. I rub the kids backs, “We’ve got to stay focused on the positives.  We are family here, community.”

      “Okay,” she sounds melancholy.  “It’s so weird that there’s no school.  I wonder how long it will be closed.”

      “We could do school here,” I suggest. “You have your books, don’t you?”

      “It’s not the same, Mom.” She brushes me off. “I miss my friends.  I’m glad you’re here Dixie.”

      “Me too.”  Even Dixie sounds melancholy.

      “That’s hard.  I know. What about your friends, sweetie?  Does anyone live closer than Bree?”  I clue into her mood, recognizing that she needs some comfort.

      “I remember Bree saying her mom was sick.” She looks off in the distance. “I told her if her dad gets sick to come to our house.  Is that okay?  I don’t think she has any other family in this state.”

      “Of course!”  I kiss her cheek.

      “This is so freaky, Mom.”  Gracie leans against me.  “I feel strange.  I wonder how Bree is now?” I take her in my arms, relieved that she’s growing up, allowing me to hug her.  “I know sweetie, I feel strange too.  We are lucky we’re all doing well while so many are dying.”

      Katie begins working at the stove. “Eliana, we’ve got the water bath canner on now and the apple butter cooking.   We had to set the salsa off the stove for now.” We amble around coordinating our assembly line to can the sauce.  Everyone is quiet for a while.  Eli, Morgan, and Faith head out back to plant seeds.  At least Eli and Morgan are planting seeds.  Faith seems to be holding a watering can, but it’s unclear that she is doing anything.  It’s comforting that seeds are being planted.  Intermittently, I catch a glimpse of Simon, Rob, and Jose, taking sections of fence down between our house and the neighbor’s.

      Finally, Katie speaks up.  “I’ll go check on your sons and see if I can figure out your stereo.  We could listen to CDs at least.  Anything you’d like to hear?”

      “Any music would be great.  Pick what appeals to you.”  I head over to the couch, leaning over so my ear is near Alex’s nose and I listen to him breath.  “Alex, wake up, babe.  We need you here.”  I caress his forehead, going out in my scrubs to check on Jonathan.  As I’m heading out the door, I hear Katie.

      “Dope.  You have Anita Baker in here and old Pointer Sisters!  We’re gonna rock the soul chicks!” She follows me out to Jonathan’s room as Anita Baker begins singing.  Jonathan squirms, sweat beading on his forehead. Fear spurs me into action, rubbing salve across his forehead, face, and neck.  I feed him some elderberry syrup and herb tea.

      “I’m going to stay a minute but I’ll be back in soon,” Katie explains as I get up.  “I’ll get that homeopathic remedy in him.”

      I head back inside as Sweet Love makes a great background to our canning center.  I wonder how long we can listen to music.  At some point the systems will fall apart and we’ll only have our generator, wood stove, and solar panels.  Thank God we have those and the gas stove.

      “Okay.” Simon arrives.  “My arm is killing me.  What can I do with my left hand?”

      “Comfrey salve first!”  I insist.  He slumps at the table while Katie changes his dressing.  “What were you doing outside?”

      “Dad had me cleaning buckets and barrels to place under the down spouts.   It’s done now here and next door,” he sighs.

      “Ain’t no need to worry,” Katie sings along with Anita.  “This is looking kind of angry.  You need to rest it and let it heal,” she admonishes.  “You’re pushing yourself too hard.”

      I sway with the music, singing along.  Then I have an idea for Simon.  “Could he take stuff down to the cellar, stuff he can carry in his left hand?”

      “That’s probably okay,” Katie says, hesitantly.

      “Okay, can you take these?” I point to a bucket with vegetables.  “I’ve put a few in here so the rest should be kept cold.  You could sort through the liberty apples down there, see if any of them have bad spots and must be cooked?  Maybe you could make a list of what’s down there?  Can you write with your left hand?”

      “Sure.”  He grabs the bucket of squash. “I’ll be back for the rest.”

      We work all afternoon, canning the apple butter into twenty, quart jars.  There are counters full of salsa, apple sauce and pear butter.  “Dixie, Gracie, can you girls start carrying these down to the cellar?  There’s no room left to work!”  Dixie grabs a couple jars, while Gracie just stands there, pretending not to hear me.

      “Come on, Gracie!” Gracie groans, then follows her sluggishly.

      “What can I do to help?”  Katie asks, walking back in.

      “Can you help the girls carry jars out?”  I ask her, handing her jars.  “We need more room!”

      We can twenty-four pints of tomatillo salsa, ten pints of pear butter, and start the beets.  We get the drying racks out of the stainless-steel frame, filling each shelf with neat rows of figs and apple slices until I’m dragging with exhaustion.

      Katie and I check on Alex and Jonathan several times, taking care of their needs.  At one point, I take a break to do yoga, a crucial part of staying healthy.

      “I need to get outside for a little while before it’s dark.  Do you guys want to come?” I want to get food from the neighbor’s houses.

      “I don’t want to stay here if you’re going,” Gracie says.

      “I’ll go too!”  Dixie sounds more comfortable with it.

      “Let’s strap on our belts.”  I get mine from the laundry room as they find theirs.  I figure we should at least have knives.  We head out the back door, finding Jose and Rob at the north fence.  The South fence is gone, making the backyard look more expansive.  “Does this fence look strong enough to make the move?”

      “It’s still in good shape,” Jose assures me.  “What are you guys planning?”

      “Did you already check to see if Tami is still around?”  I almost say, “alive” but it won’t come out.

      “We checked.  She passed, probably one of the first ones to go. That the house stank.  We left the back door open and a couple windows.  It’ll be cold in there but shouldn’t smell as bad,” Rob explains.  “I put her behind an empty house across the street.  We’ll have to borrow or liberate a back hoe to dig a deep pit, ‘cause there will be more neighborhood dead we will eventually have to bury .”

      “Would you come with us until we get into her back yard?”  Gracie asks.

      “Vamanos!” Jose’s enthusiasm is contagious.  “Necesitas mas manos para traer cosas?”  He asks if we’ll need more help carrying stuff back.

      “Probablemente,” I agree as Jose leads the way next door.  It’s so quiet, it’s disturbing.  The only sound is the wind bringing in a layer of thick grey clouds dribbling rain. As we approach the back door, the stench accosts us, causing me to raise my collar over my nose.  The odor isn’t horrific as we traipse inside the back door, directly into the kitchen.  “Is the fridge still on?”

      “It was,” Rob says, hesitantly.

      I head over, hearing the quiet hum.  “Anyone see bags?”

      “Right here.”  Dixie grabs a bunch off a hook behind the back door. I open the fridge, loading the perishables and condiments. Gracie and Dixie work on the cupboards.  “Wow, cookies!”  Dixie exclaims.

      “Better!  Chocolate milk!”  Gracie laughs. We pack up the food in the cupboards.  She’s even got some home canned goods, jam mostly.

      “Makes you wonder if she’s got more stored somewhere else like we do?”  I empty her spice cupboard also, sending her a blessing and thanks for her supplies.  I realize we are going to need some boxes.

      “Let’s check her garage and the other bedroom for boxes!”  Rob suggests.

      We take a look around, grab first aid stuff from the bathroom, alcohol from the living room.  Then looking in the other bedroom, we find her canned food storage. There are some boxes in the garage, which we load with jars. We find jams, pickles, tomatoes, and peaches.  “Ooh, this is nice!”  I’m excited to find more tomatoes.

      “And jam to go with the peanut butter!”  Gracie laughs.  “Eli will be happy.” We load up, making two trips.  It was clear she kept enough food for her kids to visit. It’s late when we return from the house with the new supplies. We admire the canned beets lining the counter, waiting to be put away. The crew needs lunch, and I’m pleased to see the breakfast dishes are clean and put away.

      “We can get some food going.  What would you like us to cook?” Morgan asks, watching me plop into a chair exhausted.

      “You could?  Thanks.  I am so tired.  Gracie could you help?  You know where stuff is.  We could make a huge pot of spaghetti sauce.  That’s pretty easy and goes a long way.”

      “I’ll do that.  Where’s the recipe?”  Morgan offers as Gracie grabs my recipe box.

      I head over to the couch to sit with Alex.  He’s so still, it’s unnerving.  I lean over to listen to him breathe, hearing the rain pattering on the roof and against the large living room windows.  It’s darker than usual, from the clouds.  I pry myself off the couch to check on Jonathan.  Katie’s right behind me.

      “Gracie, could you start water for tea also?” I ask. “We could all use more tea.”

      “The cold fighter?”  She asks.

      “Yeah.  Add some comfrey and honey, okay?  We can all take lysine and have elderberry and Echinacea lozenges.” My body feels leaden, watching my normally exuberant son lay quiet and still on the couch.

      “I’ve got the water going, Mom, and the teapot is ready with the bag and the honey,”  Gracie informs me from the kitchen.

      “Thanks, babe.  I’m going to head out to see Jonathan.”  I suit up, dashing through a downpour to Jonathan’s room.

      “Jonathan’s pretty hot,” Katie says as I step in the door.  “I’m astonished by the heat of his forehead.”  I hand the thermometer to Katie after resetting it.

      “Would you check that?”    We’re obviously getting exposed to the worst flu in history and I am determined that we will fight it off.  I fight my exhaustion just to stay upright.

      The thermometer beeps.  “104.7.”  Katie says with finality.

      “When’s the last time he had the homeopath?  Do you remember?”

      “It was earlier.  He wasn’t as hot then, but the fever is really coming up now. We need to cool him down, make him more comfortable.” I pass her comfrey to rub on his throat, face, and forehead, and then the homeopath.

      “I could start a bath, but we shouldn’t take his germs inside,” I say.

      “Do you have a kiddie swimming pool or something we could use right here?” Katie asks, sounding hopeful.

      I sit down, heavily, thinking.  “I have a galvanized basin he might fit in. If not, we can soak a sheet and wrap him in it.”  I push aside my exhaustion and head outside.  The rain has abated and there’s a light mist coming down.  I walk back to the chicken coop and grab the basin picking up the hose on the way back to his room.

      “Fill the tub up with water,”  I instruct Katie. “I’ll go boil some water so it’s not icy cold. That would be too much of a shock to his system.”

      “Sure,” she replies. “You’re right about that.”

      I head in the house, to locate a good cotton sheet and I hear the teakettle whistle.  “Is it full enough for me to take some outside?  We’re trying to create a bath for Jonathan out there.”

      “Hold on.”  Gracie fills the tea pot to steep.  “There’s some.” I pour it in a ceramic pitcher, refill the kettle, think appreciative thoughts to the water, and set it on the stove to boil. Setting the pitcher on the butcher block, I trot back to grab a suitable sheet from the linen closet.

      “I’ll be back,” I call as I carry the pitcher and the sheet outside. Katie hands me the hose and runs out to turn it off, while I pour in the boiling water, taking off the icy edge. I shake out the sheet and push it down into the basin, noticing the clouds are lighter, relieving some of the dark. I set the sheet aside while we get Jonathan seated in the tub, then return him to the bed.

      “Here, let me help.” Katie reaches in the basin to grab the other side of the sheet.

      “Thanks.”  We twist it to get the excess water out.  “You want to head for the feet?”

      “Sure.” She heads down to Jonathan’s feet and I lay the sheet over him to his neck.

      “You ready?” I ask as she nods as we rock his body away from us to tuck the sheet under him.

      “Okay, other way now,” She says and we rock Jonathan towards us, tucking the sheet under his other side.  I can feel his feverish heat radiating right through the sheet.  “I’ll sit with him for a while if you want to go?”

      “Okay,” I agree.  “Thanks, Katie.  I really appreciate all your help.” I head back in to the couch to sit with Alex, who is groaning, groggily.

      “Mooom…”

      “Alex, I’m right here,” I say, fizzling with excitement which tingles down my arms. I can’t believe he’s talking again.  He starts to open his eyes, then closes them again.

      “Oh! Fucking shit!  It hurts like hell.”

      “Do you want some pain medicine?”

      “Do you have any CBD?”

      “Hold on.”  I go into the kitchen, getting my CBD oil and a dropper.  “Here let this dissolve under your tongue.”

      His face relaxes visibly as the CBD enters his bloodstream.

      “Is there anything to eat? I’m starving.”

      “Gracie, could you make Alex some broth?  I’ll rub you with salve.  Maybe it will help.”  I get up to get the salve.

      “I’m making tea.  Can’t Eli do it?”

      “I’ll help,” Dixie pipes up.  It’s a good thing, because Eli has gone back outside with Rob and Jose to work on the fence.  They’ve gotten half way around the front yard by moving side pieces.

      I sit next to Alex and rub his head with salve, then massage the back of his head.

      “Thanks, Mom.  This is fucking awful.  Yeah, right there.”

      “Here’s a water bottle, Alex, you need some hydration!  I hope you feel better.”  Dixie is remarkably calm for her.

      I put it in Alex’s hand.  “Can you handle this?  I want to look in on Jonathan.  Hydrate first, then we’ll talk food.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I head back outside to Jonathan’s bedroom and things don’t look good.  He’s sweating and mumbling.    I’m so glad we got him wrapped in the sheet. I pick up the thermometer, reset it, and put it gently under his tongue.  He doesn’t respond.

      When it beeps, I look at it.  “104.  It’s coming down.”

      “Holy shit!  He knows how to have a fever, doesn’t he?!”  She actually looks impressed.

      “Yeah.  A fever doesn’t have to be bad.” I state. “Let’s try to get a little of this tea in him, even if it’s only a teaspoon at a time, we need to watch for dehydration.  I’m gonna rub this salve on his neck and chest again, okay?”

      “Sure…”  Katie sighs.  “I think I’d like to give him some Ibuprophen too.  Don’t we have some?”

      “Yeah.”  I put a couple in his mouth and he eats them, seemingly unaware of the nasty taste. I offer him a drink, which he accepts before his head falls back in exhaustion. “I’m going back in. Alex woke up!”

      “That’s wonderful!” Katie high fives me.  “I’ll come soon and check his head.”

      I return, sitting with Alex, giving him a hug, then he drinks some broth.  I go get my homeopathic guide off the shelf and read through the flu guide.  I’m concerned I’m not giving Jonathan the right treatment.  I take the book back outside after suiting up again.  “How long did he have the scratchy, almost laryngitic voice?”

      “About 24 hours?”  She tells me.

      “And he had a fever last night?”  I ask.

      “Yeah.” Katie looks lost in the distance.  “He said he thought it was coming on the last couple hours of his shift, but he seemed fine in the morning.”

      “Were there any other signs while he was at work?”

      “His throat hurt a little and I think his shoulders ached.” She scrunches up her forehead, trying to remember.  “He had a headache, now that I think about it, and he was dizzy.”

      “I think we should give him this one.” I pass her the book.  “What do you think?”

      She reads the section I’m pointing to.  “Oh!  That does sound like this, with the fever coming on suddenly.  Definitely.”

      I go back to the house for the remedy.  I admire my collection and find the one I’m looking for.  Returning outside, I hand it to Katie.

      “They’re small enough that he’ll likely keep them in his mouth until they’re dissolved.  He can have some, every 4-5 hours.  Then we’ll see if there is any change in the morning.  If not, we’ll have to switch remedies again.”

      “Sounds good.”  She stands up and we hug.  She’s beginning to feel like family already.  “I can handle it from here if you just want to take care of Alex.” I squeeze her hand, then head back inside to the couch.  The bag of medicine has partly been picked up but there’s still a bottle of hydrocodone on the table.

      “You want one of these?”  I ask him.

      “Is that the codeine?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’m gonna try to wait and just listen to the music awhile,” Alex says in a strained voice.  “It’s a little better since the oil and your massage.  I’d rather have weed than codeine,” he says quietly.

      “I have some edibles,” I offer. “I could bring some near you in case you need more during the night.”

      “The tea’s ready.  Who wants some?” asks Gracie from the kitchen.

      I find edibles I made last month, bringing them back to Alex.

      “Here.  I’ll put this right here, okay?” I set them on the coffee table, while he nods.

      It isn’t long before we’re all seated around the table and in the living room eating spaghetti and salad.

      “Thanks girls, for a wonderful meal!”  I exclaim, digging in.

      “Do you mind if we hold hands and say grace?”  Jose asks.  Nobody minds.  “Thanks God for keeping us safe, bringing us together, and giving us enough food.  Amen.”

      “So, the fence is looking good!” I admire the fence, beginning to close off the front yard.

      “If a group want to go disinfect the house next door, we could start spreading out if everyone is comfortable,”  Rob offers.  “Also, we added rain barrels to her down spouts to collect rain water.”

      “Personally, I would rather sleep next door than on the floor.  My back hurts,” Faith says sarcastically.

      “If you want to sleep there, you’re going to have to help clean it,” Sam points out.  “The whole house needs to be completely disinfected.”  She looks at Rob, rolling her eyes, “We could consider moving.”

      “Let’s talk about it,” Rob says. “I have mixed feelings.  I’d still rather wait a day or two.  Give the place more time to air out and get thoroughly cleaned.  It’ll be freezing until then.  She does have a nice wood stove and a gas stove in the kitchen.” Faith groans rudely while Rob is talking.

      “How’d the planting go?”  I change the subject since people are struggling with this idea, not wanting anyone to feel like they have to move.  I’m getting a little impatient with Faith’s attitude and am thinking of talking to Morgan about it. “Faith, you’re welcome to move next door if you like. You should start the cleaning right away.” I’m ready for her to move.

      “I went with Rob and Papá next door, we found more seeds,” Eli says, animatedly.  “They made a bunch of boxes which we filled and planted.  We’ve got the green house packed with them.”

      Morgan brightens, “I marked them all carefully so we’ll know what we planted and when we planted it.  There’s a huge variety of vegetables.  How’d it go inside the house?” She  says enthusiastically.

      “We canned apple butter, salsa, and pear butter.  We dried some stuff too,” Gracie shares.  She and Morgan seem to be hitting it off.

      “There’s lots still to do,” I remind everyone.  “A good portion of stuff should keep in the cellar.  Tomorrow we should get to Nadir’s and see if he’s alive.  We were going to do that before but too much was going on.”  A shadow crosses my heart, concerned about Nadir.  He’s been a friend for decades.

      After dinner, Katie and I make the rounds, treating the guys dressings, and taking care of Jonathan.  Alex, having gone back to sleep, rouses briefly to drink tea, take medicine, and eat.  The edibles seem to be working so he sticks with it.  Jonathan’s fever has reduced a little.

      I go say goodnight to Eli.  “How are you doing, cutie pie?”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Are you glad to be away from school?”  I’m wondering what this is like for him and his sister, barely adults.

      “Kind of.  It’s weird, that’s for sure.  I’m glad Papá and Rob are here.  Is it okay for you?”  He asks, wisely.

      “Yeah.  I’m glad he’s here.  Sueña con los angelitos.  I love you.  Have a good chat with God or Rhasheen,” I whisper in Eli’s ear while hugging him as he stands in his doorway.

      “I love you, too, Mom.”

      I head to bed to find Gracie.  “Good night, sweetie.”  I hug her and kiss her.  “Sueña con los angelitos.” I say, again, sleep with angels. “I love you.” I whisper in her ear.

      I’m exhausted, ready to relax and read.  I climb in bed on the other side, leaning over, caressing her cheek.  She doesn’t say anything, never having been the verbally expressive type.
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      When I wake up late in the morning, refreshed after a good night’s sleep, I go through my self-care routine.  Most of the family is already at the dining room table.

      “Good morning.”  There is a chorus of responses.  I see Katie walk in.  “How is Jon?”

      “He might be a little better.  He cries out from time to time.  Last night his fever was still nearly 103, but it’s coming down.” she sounds uplifted. We still might save him.

      I catch a flash out of the corner of my eye and look out the big picture windows.  I see the top of my neighbor’s head over the fence, running around, yelling.  He races across the street in a haphazard fashion, a crash of shattered glass erupting.

      “Jose, Rob, get weapons!”  I run to get my knife.  “Eli, everyone, strap on a knife, in case.  There’s a crazy man outside.”  Sheba starts barking madly.  I start towards the door.

      “Cariña, wait.” Jose is concerned. But he called me darling!  I feel a little flutter inside. There’s a mad dash of our community people behind me, strapping on weapons.

      “I’ll get the gun,”  Eli says.

      “Let me,” Jose insists. Rob shows up with his shotgun. I have my knife attached to my belt.

      “I’m going out.  I’ll try to calm him, going in slow.  If he doesn’t respond well, I’ll come back.”  I don’t wait for Jose to argue.  Sheba is close by my side.

      “Stay close, Sheba. Leave it.”  I approach the neighbor, keeping a safe distance, “Bud, what’s wrong?”

      “Don’t come close.  They’re coming out of the woodwork.  They’re coming out of my pores!”

      “What, Bud, what is coming out?”  I’m staying about twenty feet away.  He runs one way, then stops, running the other way, erratically.

      “Bugs, huge bugs, they’re ripping me up!”

      “Bud, I think I know what will help.  Wait here, okay?”  He begins to run around in a ragged circle.  I go back in the house, realizing too late that Sheba didn’t follow.

      “What’s going on?”  It’s Jose.

      “Let Sheba in.  He’s psychotic, needs Seroquel.  I have some in the cupboard.  It’s old, but it may work.”  I grab the pills and a cup of water.  Sheba’s in, right behind me.  “Let’s go, Sheba, stay close.”  She follows me back out the door.  “Bud!”  He’s still running up and down the street.

      “Stay back.  They’ll get you.”

      “Bud, I have something that will help.  It’s special medicine.  It will kill the bugs and mend your skin at the same time.  I won’t get close to you.  I’ll set it here on this leaf with water and you swallow them, okay?  They’ll help you feel better soon.  You can keep running around, the exercise may help too.”

      “Stay away!”  he hollers repeatedly as I slowly walk to the edge of the yard, Sheba at my heels, and set the pills on a leaf I’ve dried on my pants. I place a plastic cup of water next to it.

      “I’m setting them right here.  Come take the medicine.”  I walk backwards, watching him.

      “Come get them, Bud.  The sooner you take them, the sooner you get control of your body again.”  He starts to come closer, then runs haphazardly again.  Suddenly, he begins to swing the hammer.

      “Don’t hurt yourself, Bud, come try the medicine first.”  I’m trying to keep my voice calm, but I have to talk loud enough for him to hear me.  He comes towards the yard, as Sheba growls.  “Come on, Bud, come take the pills.  They’ll help.”  He inches closer.

      “There, Bud, right on the wall.  Do you see them?” He scoops them up, stuffs them in his mouth and downs them, no water necessary.  I start praying.  He gives a strangled cry.

      “They’re eating my insides!”

      “If you keep moving, they can’t hurt you.”  I’m making up stories, but I know exercise will help calm his paranoid delusions.  He starts running up and down the street again. I go inside, locking the gate behind me, and check the time.  It shouldn’t take more than an hour to calm him down if it’s going to work.  It’s 8:15 a.m.  Sheba’s still growling softly as she sits at the window, keeping an eye on our front yard.

      “He took them, left the cup.  Maybe we can get it later.”

      I walk out back to check on Jonathan and find Katie there.  “How is he?”

      “He’s still hot, but not burning up.”

      Suddenly I remember some natural methods to reduce fever.  “Wait.  I have an idea.”  I rush back inside and grab a pair of Eli’s socks.  Then I run to the kitchen, grab a cloth and soak it in apple cider vinegar. Mixing a cup of lemon water to submerge the socks in, I start back outside.

      “Here you put this cloth on his head.  I’m changing his socks.  Supposedly this helps, it surely won’t hurt.  Then we can see about breakfast.  Maybe Faith and Morgan will start it, or Eli.”  I change Jonathan’s socks to ones soaked with lemon water, while Katie lays the vinegar cloth on his forehead.

      “I’ll be back in a while.”  I return to the kitchen, finding the rest of the kids in there.  Gracie has made tea while Eli is grating cheese, Morgan is chopping things, and Faith is whipping the eggs.  “Wow, guys, thanks.  This is great team work.”  I reach for tortillas and bread.

      “How’s Jonathan?”  Eli asks.

      “Better than he was. He still has a high fever, but it’s starting to come down. He’s been unconscious but seems to be making some sounds now, so hopefully that’s a good sign.  Katie and I have been spoon feeding him tea and elderberry syrup.  We’ve been giving him homeopaths, but I’m not sure if they’re helping.”

      “What were you rushing around doing?”  Faith inquires.

      “I figured it wouldn’t hurt to try lemon socks and vinegar cloths.”

      When the food is ready, Eli goes to get Katie.  “I think he looks a little better,” Eli reports.

      “God, it’s so nice to have someone else cook for a change!”  I clear my plate listening to everyone discuss the current situation, which seems to be getting worse daily.  We’re recognizing that the infrastructure may not hold up.

      “Don’t we have a transistor radio somewhere?” Jose asks.

      “I think we did.  Will you look for it?”  I go check on Jonathan, while Katie visits for a while with the others, lingering over coffee.

      “Jonathan…”  I sit next to hm.

      “Mom…”  I almost fall off the bed.  It’s just a croak, but it’s Jonathan.

      “Jonathan, you’re awake!”  I feel his forehead.  I wonder if it’s cooler or just my imagination.  “How do you feel?”

      “Awful,” he croaks again.  “Thirsty.”

      I pick up the tea on the table.  “Can you sit up?  I have tea here.” I realize that the heaviness I’ve been walking around with is lifting.

      He tries to sit up but isn’t successful.  “Heavy.”

      I grab some spare pillows from a chair, stuffing them behind Jonathan to prop up his head.  I put the tea to his lips.  “Try this now.”  He takes a sip, then several more.  “I’ll be right back.” I’m bouncing with excitement.  “I’m going to get some people you might like to see!”

      I run back inside.  “Katie, Eli, Simon,” I yell.  “I need your help.  Wear masks!  Gracie, if you want to see Jonathan, come too!” They troop out with me after suiting up, white masks covering their mouths and noses.

      “Wow, you’re awake.”  Katie is floored. Jonathan looks at her, smiling.

      “Hey, man, look what the cat dragged in!”  Simon harasses Jonathan.

      “Shut up!”  Jon croaks out.

      Eli is right there helping him sit up.  “Tea!”  Jon demands and Eli complies.  Jon is gulping tea down.

      “How about some broth?” I ask.

      “Anything,” he agrees.  The croak is fading already.  He takes a spoonful.  Then another.

      “I want your temperature,” I tell him.  I feel his forehead again, convinced it’s decreased.

      “I didn’t think you were going to make it.”  Katie is crying quietly with relief. For the first time I’m aware of a spark between them!  I had no idea.  I put the thermometer under Jon’s tongue. Katie sits on his bed as Simon and Eli leave the room.

      A minute later, Gracie pokes her head in.  “Jonny, you’re awake!”

      I pluck the thermometer out of his mouth.  “101.8! How do you like that?!”  It’s lower than yesterday morning, out of the danger zone, I think. Gracie comes to hug him, wearing a mask for protection, while I head back inside to the living room, looking out the window for Bud.  I don’t see him.

      “I’m going to get that cup,” I tell the group.

      “Oh, cariña, let me,” Jose reaches the door ahead of me.  He touches my cheek before he heads out the door.  We’ve been married for twenty years and he’s never touched me like that. I can hardly believe how sweet he’s being!  We struggled a lot after Rasheen died.  It was hard to tell if I just couldn’t love anymore, or if I wasn’t willing to tolerate being hurt.

      “Did you see any sign of Bud?”

      “Actually, he’s lying in the grass in his front yard.  I’m not sure if he’s asleep or just really sedated.”

      “Good to know that was more than enough.  We’re going to have to keep on high alert to find more antipsychotics.”

      “I put mine in with the rest,” Katie informs me. “There are a dozen bottles but they won’t last forever if we keep doling them out.”

      “How many want to go by Nadir’s and pick grapes?”

      “I’ll go,” Jose offers.

      “Me too,” Eli, Gracie, and Sam chorus.  We all head out on foot.  It’s a couple houses up, through back yards. We have to climb one fence and Sheba, who’s following, finds a hole, crawling underneath.

      “I’m trying to remember where I saw another Italian plum tree.”  I muse.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it.”  Sam pipes in.  “If you want more work to do, we could bring you whole truckloads!”

      I realize she’s teasing me, “Oh shut up!”

      “Right back atcha!”  She and I high five.

      As we walk, silently, we keep watch for anything out of the ordinary, besides everything.

      We arrive at Nadir’s back door.  No one answers so we walk around to the side, finding Nadir picking grapes.  “We came to check on you and help with your grapes.  How are you?  How’s Kristi?”

      “She died. I took her to the hospital and they said there wasn’t much they could do, so I brought her home.  She died this morning.  I don’t know what to do.  The funeral homes are not answering their phones.”  He is deflated with grief.

      I hug him.  “I’m sorry, Nadir.”

      He hugs me back.  “I need to find my son and grandkids. I need to know if they’re okay.”  Tears roll down his cheeks.  “Kevington isn’t far, but in this….”  He trails off.

      We start picking the few remaining grapes, filling the boxes he’s laid out.  Walking wasn’t the best idea, as the boxes will be heavy.

      “Would you like us to carry these inside or would you like to come stay with us?” I ask. “Then some of us could go with you to look for your kids?”

      “Yeah, in times like these it’s better not to be alone,” Jose pats his back as Nadir pulls him in for a hug.

      “Could you help me bury my wife?”  Nadir asks, his voice cracking.

      “Of course!” Silence descends as Jose heads inside with Nadir to bring Kristi’s body out.  She’s wrapped in a sheet and I let out a sigh of relief that she’s covered. The rest of us silently find Nadir’s shed, getting out his shovels. They return with her body, laying her in the grass while Eli grabs a shovel.  We work together digging a hole deep into the earth.  When she’s buried, Nadir mumbles some words in Farci.

      “Amen,”  we chorus.

      “We could make a path through the back yards, don’t you think?” Nadir’s voice croaks. “I would  like to visit her from time to time.”

      “That’s a great idea.  I’m working on a fence around the front yard too, for protection from the crazies.” Jose thumps Nadir’s back in a friendly way.

      “We can do that easily.” Nadir is half hugging Jose, now, partially releasing him, but not quite.  Nadir pulls himself together, “we’re going to have to drive these to your house.  We won’t be able to carry them.” We start loading up his truck as I hear some commotion across the way.

      “Is that your neighbor?  He sounds pretty agitated.”

      “Oh, that’s Jim.”  We watch him stagger, leaning against his truck.  He seems to be firing his gun wildly.  We duck behind Nadir’s truck, peeking out to see what Jim’s shooting at.  It’s terribly quiet, and I realize he’s shot himself.

      “Oh my God!  Do you think it’s safe now?”  I’m frozen with horror.

      “I’ll go.  You guys stay here,” Nadir suggests.

      “Wait!” Eli says.  “What if he’s not dead when you get there and he shoots you too?”  Eli grabs Nadir’s arm.  “Don’t go.  I think he killed himself.  The gun was pointed right at his head.  We shouldn’t go any closer.  We could call 911.”

      “He’s right,” I enforce.  “Calling 911 won’t do any good, though.  They don’t answer.”  With the other hand, I grip his arm, giving him time to think before he risks himself.  “Sam, does your phone still have service?”

      She pulls out her phone.  “Yeah.”  Her usual banter is gone.  “But they’re not answering.”  She’s got her phone up by her ear.  “Just that repeated loop about how they can’t answer the phone.”

      “It’s this crisis,” Katie says resignedly, “It’s hopeless.”

      “Let’s get back to the house and stay together,” I say. “Things are going downhill fast.”

      We lug the rest of the grapes into this side of the truck, not wanting to risk the other side.

      On the way home, Nadir asks, “did you ever hear of the English Sweating Sickness?”

      “Never,” I answer.  “What makes you ask?”

      “It was a virus from the 1500’s that caused similar symptoms to the way this one starts, with a rapid descent to death,” Nadir explains, pulling out of his driveway. “It was confined to England but was very serious. I wonder if this could be a mutation of that virus.  It reappeared three times back then, finally disappearing.”

      “Disappeared, yeah.  I read about that in medical school,” Katie adds.

      “It just popped into my mind,” Nadir comments, turning down the hill.

      “I remember reading about it,” Katie continues.  “People would start shaking, sweating, get a terrible headache, become dizzy. They became delirious, fell down, and were unable to rise… death occurred within 18 hours.”  She pauses.  “There are similarities.  I wonder if it could have mutated, popping back up.”

      “That’s crazy,” Sam admonishes.

      We turn down our street.

      “Pull into the driveway,” I urge him.  There’s some space behind Jonathan’s car.  “We need to be really careful.”  We each grab a box of grapes to carry inside.

      “We just saw a guy shoot himself,” I say the words but it doesn’t feel real, doesn’t seem possible the world has come to this.  Everything looks strange to me after the suicide.  It’s like I’m watching my surroundings from a distance, disconnected from them.  I set the grapes on the table, unaware. Rob comes to hug Sam, Katie hugs me, then we’re all holding each other, rocking, rubbing each other’s backs.

      There’s a jumble as everyone talks at once.  Then Rob takes the floor.  “We’ve been trying to get news on the radio but it’s all static.  I found your dad’s old transistor radio and have been searching through it.  I found someone talking from Canada.  They said there’s an estimated 90% dead.  They added that 7-8% of the people who survive the flu end up psychotic and often dangerous.  They mention a safety zone but it’s far away.  They don’t seem to know what’s going on in Europe but they ask for people to keep communicating so the few survivors can stay in touch.”

      We’re all quiet.  For what seems like many minutes we all stand by the table, saying nothing, trying to absorb the enormity of the situation.

      “How’s Jonathan?  We’re going to have to keep a close eye on him and look for opportunities to collect antipsychotics in case he gets like that too.”  I’m resigned, scared.  We need him healthy.  He’s my son, and he’s our doctor.  Seconds pass before I remember we have Katie too.

      “So far he’s been okay,” Gracie tells me.  Katie and I follow her back outside.

      “Hi, Jonnie.  How are you feeling?”  I resort back to his childhood name.

      “Better than I was.  Katie, Gracie, can I talk to mom alone?”  They look surprised but vacate the room.

      “I’ve been thinking about what happens to people who survive the flu, having seen it at the hospital.  We couldn’t treat them all, so we let them go.  I know where they keep the medicine in the hospital, perhaps we can go as a group and gather supplies in a few days.  I’ve been trying to meditate, like you taught me, but I notice that I’m getting more agitated.  I think the paranoia comes after this, and things could get worse.  I wanted to talk to you in person to make sure you know where to find medicine and supplies.  Here’s my key card in case things are locked.  You’ve been to my office, haven’t you?”

      I nod, relieved that he’s telling me what he knows, while my chest constricts with concern.  I can’t absorb what this illness means to him, much less to us. He reminds me how to find his office and the supply cabinet in case something happens to Katie. I find a pad of paper on the bedside table, handing it to him with a pen.  He starts making a list of what we’ll need. “Okay.  Now, do you still have some antipsychotics in the house ?”

      “I do.  I have some Seroquel, Klonipin, and Lorazepam.”

      “I’d get up, but I’m getting dizzy and should probably take a dose now.”

      “Okay.”  I hurry to the kitchen.  I have a cupboard there for vitamins and medications.  I prepare the dose as he suggested. I grab a cup of tea for him and head back.  “What do you think?”

      “I’ll take this.” Jonathan looks down, clearly feeling bad.  “It feels like less might be enough…Thanks.  I want to do everything I can to stay safe for you guys so we can stay together.  Plus, two doctors are better than one, right?!”  He’s teasing now, that’s got to be a good sign.   “I think I can handle most anything we come up against.”  I hand him tea.

      “Has it been bad outside?” He asks. “I think we should check the news and get over to the hospital pretty soon.”

      “I’ll go check and see if they’ve gotten anything local yet.”  Entering the house, I ask, “Have you guys gotten anything local yet?”

      “Not yet, no.” Rob is doing his best.

      “Jonathan thinks we should get to the hospital and gather supplies,” I explain. “We could wait, but the longer we wait, the greater the chance that someone else will get there.”

      “Yes! He who hesitates is lost,” Sam says.

      “I think she’s right,” Rob says.  “I think some of us should go, armed, and some should hold down the fort.”  He looks around assessing the situation.  “Sam and I have long range walkie talkies so we can stay in touch.  I think we should stop by Mazama’s Sporting goods also.”

      Jose suggests.  “You, Gracie, and Dixie should stay.”

      Rob adds, “Alex and Simon should stay since they’re injured.  Four of us can go.  We’ll stop by Mazama and if nobody is there we’ll get more guns and ammo.”

      I’m a little irritated that Jose wants all his women at home.  “Okay.  Be careful.  If you bump into survivors, talk slowly and quietly.”

      “I want to go!” Faith interjects.  “I never get to go anywhere!”

      “Take some sandwiches with you.”  I don’t want to fight about women’s equality or deal with Faith.  “Hey, Katie, when does this illness stop being contagious?

      “At the paranoid stage.” Katie elucidates.

      “We’ll start on the grapes and keep busy.  Keep in touch, try to get more walkie talkies, and lots of medicine.”

      The five of them strap on guns and knives, while we pack lunch.

      “Here, Sam, this should get you guys through.”  I hand her the bag.

      She hugs me.  “Stay safe, wifey!”

      “Right back atcha, bitch!” I pat her on the butt, then follow them outside.

      They pile into Jose’s pickup and take off. I’m standing in the garage, taking deep breaths, trying to relax the tension in my chest.  I’m glad they have their dog with them.

      Back in the kitchen, Gracie and Eli are washing and destemming grapes.  Dixie has the water bath canner on the stove.  I start simple syrup to make juice.  “Don’t you think juice makes sense?  It’s easy to make, we’ll need it later, and none of us cares for grape jelly, right?” There are murmurs of agreement.

      “I’m going to go get jars and finish this after.  Simon, Dixie, Gracie, can you come help me?”

      “Really?  All we do is work!” Gracie complains.

      “You want juice next month or would you rather drink filtered rain water?” I ask her deadpan. She just stares at me.  I get the message that her complaints were more about worry than about the work.

      “I want juice, that’s for sure!”  Simon and Dixie tease me, following me to the garage to get jars.  We load the dishwasher, which, so far, is still working.  We’re not talking very much.  There’s tension in the air, worry about having the group divided. I get the syrup made, they process grapes, and we start loading the canner.

      “I’m going to check on Jonnie.”  I decide.  It’s been an hour or so.

      I head outside. “Hey, Jonnie…”  I say, opening his door.

      “Don’t come near me.  I’m…  I’m…  Something’s wrong!” His forehead is wrinkled and his arms are in front of him, hands raised. I quiet my voice, slowing my words.

      “Okay, I won’t come closer.  You could take more medication.  Look at the bedside table.  Do you see the tea?”  I pause again.  “See the pills?  Take the big one, maybe both.”

      He hesitates.  “Don’t come closer.”

      “I won’t.  But, take your meds, okay?  It will help.” He looks at the pills, looks at me, looks down.

      “Go ahead.  Take them…”  I keep my voice quiet, calm, low, almost whispering.  I’m holding my breath almost, waiting to see if he’ll cooperate.  I’m concerned there aren’t enough men home now to force him down.  He’s taller than the rest of us. Finally, he reaches for the pills, the tea.  He pauses and I wait, baited breath.

      “That’s it,” I say quietly.  “If you swallow them, they’ll help you feel calmer.  They’ll help take that wrongness away.”  He puts them in his mouth as I begin to breathe again.  “Have some tea, sweetheart.  They’ll go down easier.”  He swallows tea.  “Good job, Jonnie.  I’ll check back with you later.”  He sits down on the bed as I back slowly out of the room.

      I head into the kitchen.  “I think we need to take shifts to watch Jonnie.  He’s getting paranoid.  I got him to take some meds, but it wasn’t easy.  It’ll be an hour before they work.”

      Simon speaks up. “I can take a turn.  I can destem grapes under the overhang in front of his door.  I’ll call you if I hear anything, okay?” Simon heads outside, with a bowl of grapes.

      I let out a long breath, relieved Simon’s there.  I start on the next batch of jars.  I begin filling them with grapes, simple syrup, and putting them to can.  I get a weird feeling in my gut, pulling me back outside.

      “Gracie, could you all finish this?”  I need to check on Jonnie.  I race out before she answers. Jonathan is standing in his doorway.

      “There’re bugs crawling all over me!”

      Simon is standing near him.  “It’s cool, man, you took your meds and they’ll help soon.”

      “I’m dizzy.  My head is scrambled!”  He stumbles, bumping into Simon. Simon reaches out to steady him.

      “Don’t touch me!”  Jonathan jerks back, pushing the space in front of him with both hands.

      “Let’s walk in the grass.”  I keep my voice quiet. Jonathan stumbles down the path into the grass, beginning to pull at his hair with his other hand.

      “I want them out!”  He slaps the air, saying, “Get them out!”

      “It’ll get better soon.”  I motion for him to keep moving. He continues stumbling between the gardens.  I back away to give him more space. He staggers to the trampoline and leans on it.

      “I can’t stand the crawling!”  His voice is intense as he pulls at his hair.

      “Maybe some exercise will help.”  I remind him quietly.  “You’re right there, climb on.”

      He rounds the trampoline towards the ladder, leaning intermittently, pulling at his hair with both hands.  “No!  Stop them!”  He screams and leaps off the retaining wall, stumbling at the bottom.

      “Are you hurt?” I watch from a distance, my hands icy cold. He pulls himself off the ground, climbing up, heading around towards the ladder of the trampoline. “Jonathan, you’re doing fine.” Remarkably, he heads for the trampoline.  I watch him climb on and start moving around the edges.  I let out a deep sigh.  This might help him get through until the medication takes effect..  I head back inside.  “Gracie can you see him from the kitchen window?”

      “Yeah, Mom.  He’s still moving around.”

      I set the timer, filling the next seven jars.  “Staying on task helps me stay calm.  Anyone hungry?”  I don’t feel hungry.  Half my family is out and Jonathan’s illness has reached the paranoid state.

      “Not really hungry.”  It’s a chorus.

      “Okay then, we all eat yogurt, apple sauce, or a banana.”  I insist we eat something.  Gracie joins me.  Eli gets a banana.

      “I’ll just eat grapes for a while,” Dixie says.

      I poke my head out the back door.  “Simon, could you eat something?”

      “I could go for something simple.”  He’s standing guard with Jonathan.

      “I’ll bring it out,” I offer. I fix him some yogurt, slice a banana.

      “Go ahead.  You need to eat some protein.  I hand him the bowl.  “Do you want to take a break, I’ll take a turn here?  You can harass Eli to eat.  All he’s had is a banana.  Can you rotate the juice and start the next batch?”

      “Sure.  I’ll go.”  He hops up. heading inside. I sit down on a patio chair, watching Jonnie slow his walk around the trampoline while I eat my yogurt.  I pause periodically to destem grapes.  Soon I’ve got a rhythm going which is kind of meditative.  I check the time.  It’s been nearly an hour since Jonnie had medication, and the guys have been gone a couple of hours.  I pick up a walkie talkie.

      “Jose?”  I don’t say it very loudly.

      “Not now.” I hear him say. What’s going on out there? I wonder.  I consciously take deep breaths while I destem.  I’ve forgotten about food.  I’m hoping to hear from Jose before I can take another bite.  I keep my fingers working.

      I look up, checking on Jonathan, who is laying down on the trampoline now, staring at the sky.  “Jonnie?”

      “Thanks, Mom.  I’m still feeling off, but the strangeness is gone.  I’m not scared, or not like before anyway.”  He sits up and I walk over to him.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Um, kind of weird?”  He moves his head around, from side to side, then rolls it around.  “It feels heavy and my mouth is dry.”

      “You wanna come inside now?  It’s pretty cold out here and we have stuff to drink inside.” He shouldn’t be contagious anymore.

      He climbs off the trampoline.  “Yeah.  Give me a hand okay?”

      I grip his hand as he descends, hugging him to me for several moments.  Then, clutching at me, we walk back across the grass, inside to the kitchen.

      “Can you pour him some tea?”

      Gracie pours tea and hands it to him.  “Are you okay, Jonnie?”

      He reaches for the tea and downs all of it.  “I’m a lot better, sweetie.”  He sways a little.  “I just need to hydrate.  I still feel a little dizzy but it’s getting better.”  He looks at me.

      I hug him.  “I’m so glad you’re okay.  A little paranoia we can manage, with medication.  We have a fair amount of Seroquel in there.”

      He hugs me back tightly.  “I love you, Mom.  Thanks.”

      I rub his back.  “Would you like some grape juice or anything?”  He’s been sick for a couple days.

      “Yeah, I’m still thirsty.  Is there more tea?  I think that stuff saved my life.”  He heads through the kitchen to the dining room, sitting at the table, putting his hand to his head.  “I’m feeling kind of faint.” I get him a mug of tea and a glass of elderberry juice made from the syrup.

      “Either one.  I am just so thirsty.  I’ll probably drink anything that’s in front of me.”  Then I head in the kitchen to spell Dixie.

      “Do you want to take a turn with Simon, destemming?”  I ask her.  “One box down!”

      “Mom!”  I hear Simon.  “It’s Jose!”  I race to the walkie talkie.

      “Are you all okay?”  I ask.
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      Reconnaissance Mission

      

      “Okay, Mazama first.”  Jose starts the pickup while the rest pile in.  “Everyone got your walkie talkies on?”

      Rob looks around at the group.  “We’re ready.” Mazama Sporting goods is only about a mile away, down streets that are like a ghost town.  The group heads there directly, entering what was a busy intersection. As they’re crossing it, Jose realizes there are abandoned cars.

      “Would you have left your car if you were sick?”

      “If you needed a doctor!” Faith says, snottily.

      The rest remain quiet looking around at dead people laying on the sidewalks, near abandoned cars.  It’s a bizarre scene.

      They turn in the parking lot, noticing a couple guys out front of Mazama Sporting Goods.  “What are they up to?” Jose asks, suspiciously.

      “Somehow, walking into two paranoid, likely violent men doesn’t appeal to me.”  Rob laughs.

      “¡Esperamos!.”  Let’s wait, Jose laughs too.  “¡Cochinos!!”  Dirty pigs.

      “They’re coming this way.”  Katie says. Faith hides. Rob opens the window a crack.

      “Stay back!  State your business.”

      They back up as one explains, “There’s an army behind us.  They’re after us!”  They turn around, shooting at the invisible army,  shattering store windows.  Turning back to the group, bullets begin flying at the truck.

      “Everyone down!” Jose yells.

      Rob puts his gun out the window, shooting as one man crumples to the ground. “One down,”  He says.  “The other one is running.  Let’s wait a minute or two before we get out.”

      The group sits in the car, stiff with anxiety, waiting for the next volley of shots.

      “This is like a war zone.”  In one swift movement, Jose leaps from the truck, dropping into an automatic crouch, expecting more assailants, remembering the guerilla warfare in Guatemala.  His senses are heightened as his heart pounds in his chest, creeping forward, he breaks into a sweat.  He waves, motioning the group forward. “Let’s go!  He’s out of sight.”

      “I’m moving the truck up to the door,”  Rob says, starting the engine.  He keeps it low, quiet, rolling closer to the store, backing the pickup bed up to the door.

      “It’s a total pain out here,” Faith complains.

      “You wanted to come so stop complaining,” Sam tells her.

      Everyone gets out as Rob stands guard out front with Faith.  Jose, Sam, and Katie enter the store.  Everyone is clear on which supplies to gather.  They divide into two groups each going in different directions.

      Katie and Jose grab large, multi-pocketed packs, filling them with ammo, guns, bigger knives than they have at home, and fishing gear.  Jose grabs a book on hunting and carving, then camo clothes in a variety of adult sizes, a couple tents, and a string of sleeping bags he’s tied together.  Heading to the truck, they throw in the supplies, heading back in for another run.  This time, grabbing more packs, they fill them with freeze dried food, first aid supplies, water purifiers, and load them in the truck. Sam is behind them with more supplies.

      Jose asks Rob.  “What else do we need?”

      Rob looks around.  “We’ll go check.  I think that guy is gone.  Lowe’s is right there, though…”  He nods at the Lowe’s next door, emphasizing to keep an eye out.

      Jose and Katie take Rob’s guard position, while Rob heads in with Sam and Faith.  They return loading more water purifiers, freeze-dried foods, tarps, special blankets, a couple more tents, and full packs.  Then they head in for more.

      Jose sees movement with his heightened sense of awareness, coming from the side of Lowe’s.  He pulls out his pistol in readiness but they’re too far away. He prays they won’t come closer. He watches them approach, every nerve ending tingling.  “Be careful everyone, there’s someone out there.  Let’s load up.”

      The walkie talkie crackles. It’s Eliana. “Jose?”

      “Not now,”  He tells her, wanting to get in the truck before communicating.

      “I think we’ve got everything worth taking,”  Rob says, carrying the last full packs.

      A volley of shots breaks out from the top of Lowe’s. A blow to Jose’s calf, crumples him to the ground. “I’ve been hit!” He yells, grabbing his burning calf as blood soaks his pantleg, dripping between his fingers.

      “I want to go to the mall,”  Faith complains

      Rob’s strong arms pull Jose into the truck, stuffing the walkie talkie in his pocket.  “Focus, Faith!”

      “Start the truck!” Katie yells as Rob revs the engine.

      “Go, go!” Jose yells.

      The tires squeal as Rob jerks the truck around in a cloud of dust.  He slams the accelerator to the floor, flying out of the lot.Katie grabs the walkie talkie off the floor where it’s sliding around.  “Eliana, do you copy?”

      As the truck roars down the road, Eliana asks, “is everyone okay?”

      Katie yells. “No! Jose’s been shot!”  Katie applies pressure to stem the blood flow as they race towards home.
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          Hubby Injured

        

      

    

    
      Sheba wines at the front window as the pickup pulls in. Rob supports Jose to the door.

      “Simon, Eli, come help me.  It looks like Papa is injured.”  My heart races in time to the knots churning in my stomach.

      “Eliana, try not to worry too much,” Katie admonishes.  “The bullet just grazed his leg.  It should heal up if you can stop it from getting infected.  We should go so we can continue our mission to the hospital.” Simon and Eli support Jose, woozy and out of it, into the house to the couch in the back room.

      “Let me look at his leg.”  Jonathan follows us over to the couch.  “Can you get me some rubbing alcohol or vodka or something to clean it with?” Jose is moaning in pain.

      “Do you have any codeine?”  Jonathan asks

      “Yes.  And there’s morphine from Grandpa.”

      “Bring the codeine.  We’ll just give him a little.”  My breath expels in a whoosh as Jonathan begins caring for Jose. While the water is heating, I get the Everclear, which I use for tinctures, from the pantry.  I get the comfrey salve, a cloth, and bandages from Katie’s supply.  I carry those in with a pair of scissors and tape.  Jonathan cuts the pants back to the knee.

      “Did you give him codeine already?”  My mind races in circles about how much he’s suffering, how badly he’s hurt, and how long he’ll be in pain.

      “I did.”  I feel tears at the corners of my eyes, not wanting him hurt.  I yearn for his touches, whatever it is we have now.  I am grateful Katie stemmed the bleeding, but it needs proper cleaning to stop infection.  I watch over Jonathan and Jose, suddenly aware that I still love him.  Jonathan soaks the wound in alcohol and Jose moans.  It will take time for the codeine to kick in.

      “He ought to have stitches, but maybe it’ll be okay without,” Jonathan says.  “Or maybe I can do the stitches when they get back from the hospital.”

      “Jonathan, we have the supplies, can you do it?” I ask.

      “Yes.” Jonathan’s whole demeanor brightens.  “Can you bring them?” I run back into the kitchen, bringing hot water and the surgical supplies.  I watch Jonathan stitch the wound, while Jose grits his teeth against the pain. He swabs the closed wound with alcohol.

      “Don’t you want to put some comfrey on it?” I ask, my chest tight.  “It will heal faster without infection”

      “Yeah, go for it” Jonathan says.

      I apply it, watching Jonathan bandage up my husband, hardly breathing.  What will I do with my love for this man if we can’t find a way to connect again?
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      Flirting

      

      God, Simon thinks, bored.  His shoulder is aching and he’s tired of destemming grapes.  He’d rather be in the kitchen with Morgan but it hurts less to sit down, so he’s at the kitchen table.  He had to sacrifice the couch to Jose.  At least he can see Morgan from here. Simon thinks, She’s got great legs and such a cute ass!

      “Hey, Morgan, I’ve got another bowl of grapes here,” Simon reports.  “Are there more to destem?”

      “I’ll get them.  I’ll bring you another box.”  She picks up the box and as she carries it in, Simon admires her.  “Here you go.”  She places the box on the table and takes the bowl.

      “Wish I could help you guys in there,”  Simon lies, partially.  He’d like to be near her, but doesn’t really want to cook. Simon listens to Eliana and Katie talk about how Jose is doing.  Such a fucking weird world we live in where going to the store can mean getting shot.  It blows his mind to think that just a few days ago the world was normal and now it’s crazy.

      “Hey, Eli, come destem with me, man!” Simon calls out.

      “Stop whining!” Eli teases, joining Simon at the table.  “Can’t destem by yourself?”

      “It’s fucking boring.”  Simon raises his eye brows at Eli, looking pointedly at Morgan.  Eli nods almost imperceptibly.  They’ve got the nonverbal communication thing down pat.
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      The reconnaissance team returns to the pickup.  “I told her the bullet just grazed his leg.  Our only concern will be if an infection sets in,”  Katie explains as they load up.

      “Let’s take the back way,” Sam directs.  “I think there will be fewer obstructions since people rarely use these roads.”  They find the back roads behind Lowe’s to be much easier to travel.  “I hope we can get near the hospital.”  Worry niggles at Sam’s mind.

      “Traffic was really bad around the hospital.  It might be safer on a residential road.”  Katie’s voice is strong, directive.  “What if we can’t get close enough to the hospital?”  Tension creeps in to her voice.

      “We can park at Eliana’s office and walk from there,” Sam reassures her.  “It’s about four blocks.”

      As they get closer, the streets get worse.  It looks like the whole city was trying to get to the hospital.  Cars are everywhere as people must have been desperate to get to the hospital, leaving their cars behind. They manage to get to Eliana’s office and park in the garage.

      “I think we should eat the sandwiches first.”  Sam passes them out.

      “Is this all we have?” Faith wines.

      Sam stares her down.  “Faith, behave like an adult.”

      After eating, they each get out with two empty backpacks per person, walking towards the hospital.  Katie’s key will let them in a back door.  It’s a little longer walk but as they see people running around in front of the hospital, they know it will be worth the distance.

      “Come this way.”  Katie directs them as they jog east, past the ER, then north towards a back entrance.  The worst traffic is around the ER which is stagnant.  There are abandoned cars behind the hospital, but it’s passable.  No one seems to be around the heart of campus but they see a small group of paranoid people beating on the ER doors.

      Sam’s shoulder’s tense, the stress of walking outside weighing her down.  Katie leads them toward a back entrance, then shifts directions as Sam sees a slender woman in jeans and black Nikes coming towards them, arms waving madly.  Sam’s heart jumps into her throat, concerned the woman is crazy.  They’re heading around the back to an inconspicuous door, not daring to stop while the woman screams.  Sam’s shoulders tighten wondering what she wants. She doesn’t seem crazy, but this isn’t a good place to find out.

      Katie swipes her card and as the door opens, they all race through.  While the door closes, Sam sighs with relief, leaning against the wall.

      “How far from here to the supply closet?”  Sam asks.

      “Not far.”  Katie reports, leading them down the corridors.  This part of the hospital is empty, thank God.  No one seems to be around.  They turn down another corridor,  hearing loud voices in the distance.  Katie swipes her key card, opening the door to the supply closet.

      Sam looks at large bottles of medicine.  Some she’s never heard of, but many are the medications Jonathan and Katie want.  Sam fills one pack first with familiar names, then less familiar.  She adds scissors, needles, tape, and other surgical supplies she thinks they can use.  Both of her packs are filled quickly.  She puts one on her back, the other like a front pack, regulating her breathing, which has gotten pretty shallow.  She turns around.  “How are you guys doing?”

      “We’re ready to go.”  Katie opens the door, peeking out.  “All clear.”  She leads them back the way they came, racing to the back door, Faith trailing behind. The woman is outside, apparently waiting for them.

      “I think we should see what she wants.  She doesn’t appear dangerous and she’s been waiting for us,” Sam suggests. “Faith, keep up.” Rob nods as Sam opens the door.  Rob slowly raises his shot gun, aiming it at the dark blonde woman.

      “Back up,” He tells her.  “Nice and slow.”

      She backs up, saying emphatically, “I’m not crazy. I just need help.  My husband has become psychotic and left with the keys to the car.  Don’t leave me here.  Please.  I’m a nurse.  I can help you.”  She sounds slightly hysterical.

      “She doesn’t sound paranoid,”  Sam says quietly to Rob.

      “Head up Alder and we’ll follow you,”  Katie says.  “You look kind of familiar.” She turns to Rob. “She might be telling the truth.”

      Rob asks.  “What have you seen?”

      “Sick people,” she sighs, shaking her head, her blonde bob brushing her collar.  “I went to the hospital with my husband where they’re minimally treating the sick.  Most of them are dying.  My husband was there for two days. At least there was food.  He seemed to get better but then he got paranoid, delusional, and violent and they sent us away. I…”  She fades off, sounding tense.

      “What happened to him?” Rob asks.

      She glances back.  “He ran off.  I couldn’t stop him or manage his delusions.  They sent us away without medicine.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Rob says, compassionately.  “I’ve been hearing about that.  Let’s turn right here,”  Rob directs.  “Where do you live?”

      “On Baily Hill.  We have a mini farm, two acres.”  She’s younger than Eliana and Sam, but older than the kids, mid 40’s.  She’s pretty, trim and fit.

      “Do you have family there?”  Rob keeps the questions coming.

      “No.  My kids went away to college.  They’re in Washington, at Udub.”

      “What do you have on the farm that you can share?”

      “We have fruit trees, a veggie garden, chickens, a couple goats, and a couple cows.  There’s a milk goat.  We have rabbits too.”

      “What’s your name?  Mine’s Rob.”

      “I’m Jessie.”  She looks back.  “How about the rest of you?” They all exchange names, trusting her.

      “How many people were alive when you left the hospital?” Sam asks.

      “God!  I don’t know.  There were four or five doctors, a few nurses, and maybe a dozen patients that were still alive.  Many of them seemed to die pretty quickly.  It was awful there.”

      “Turn right here..”  Rob looks back at us and whispers.  “I think she’s okay.  You guys?”

      Sam nods and there’s a murmur of okays around her.  On Fourteenth Street, they’re running by apartments, hearing someone screaming from an upper balcony.

      “Look!” They pause, looking up, seeing a delusional man, screaming on the balcony.

      Before they can catch their breath, he jumps. Shock registers on every face, mouths agape. They force themselves to look away as the man crashes to the ground.  Sam runs to the body, her stomach roiling, only to find his head, splattered on the ground like a watermelon.  Sam turns toward Rob, shaking her head, then clutches her stomach and vomits.  She wipes her mouth with her sleeve, walking back to the group.

      “God, I’m sorry.” Rob pats her back and they continue on.

      “I’m never doing this again,” Faith says.

      They cross the main street, skirting abandoned cars. As they near Eliana’s office, Sam’s chest hitches as many violent men, carrying a variety of weapons, clearly salvaged from apartments, swarm toward the building.  They’re blocking the garage and the only safe place might be up.

      “Up the stairs!” Sam yells, leading the group in a sharp left up the flight of cement steps towards Eliana’s office. She hears feet slapping on the steps behind her.  She pounds the steps as fast as she can go to the next landing, passing the second floor as the steps double back over the bushes.  She glances over her shoulder, pulling herself upwards, grabbing onto the iron railing. Rob, Katie, and Faith are close behind her but Jessie is near the bottom of the stairs, surrounded by the front runners of the mob. The crowd closes in, fighting each other, and throwing branches.  It’s crazy seeing one man shove another into three others as they fall like dominoes into the bushes at the base of the building. Sam’s head jerks around, hearing gun shots. Rob shoots into the crowd, booking down the steps towards Jessie.

      “Oh my God!” She swears as something huge, reflective, hits Jessie’s leg as she clambers up the first flight.  The mob grabs at Jessie, gripping her legs and feet.  Jessie falls on the steps, straining to maintain her grip on a cement stair.  From out of nowhere, Rob’s hand grabs her wrist, pulling her up, kicking at the hands that hold her.  He puts his arm around her, dragging her up the stairs.  Sam sees the clutching hands fall away from Jessie’s legs.  Sam hears her scream in pain. She pushes Katie ahead, “go!”  Then she rushes back down the steps to help Rob and Jessie.  Sam helps Rob drag Jessie up the remaining steps to the third floor. Katie and Faith meet them on the third floor on an outdoor cement breezeway that runs the length of the building.

      “How bad are you hurt?”  Sam asks.

      “I don’t know,” Jessie gasps.  She looks down, seeing her jeans saturated with blood oozing into her shoe.

      “Oh, shit.  You’re bleeding,”  Sam yells.  “What hit you?”

      “A large jar,”  Rob explains.  “It broke on impact.  It must have cut her leg through her jeans.” He helps Jessie sit on the cement breezeway, while Katie kneels down to tend to the cut.

      “Now what?” Sam asks.

      “I don’t know,” Rob sighs. “At least we’re safe.”  He looks over the bannister.  “They don’t seem inclined to climb the stairs.  Maybe it’s too much trouble.” Jessie moans as Faith rolls her eyes.

      Sam gazes downward. “So strange, just milling around, fighting with each other.“

      “I wish they’d leave!” Jessie hisses.

      “We should go inside.” Rob turns from the bannister looking at the door.  “I’d rather break this door than Elli’s.  What do you say?  Should we go inside?”

      “We could at least sit in warmth and comfort until the crowd disperses!” Katie agrees.

      “It’s a shame we don’t have Elli’s key,”  Sam laments.

      “Damn shame,” Rob jokes.  “But glass breaks easily if needed and I can pick the lock.”

      He strides back to the first door at the top of the stairs while the snarling crowd fights below them. Rob begins working on the lock.  “Do you know Elli’s password to turn off the alarm system?  We don’t need to attract attention.”

      “Oh, God!” Sam says.  “Wait!  I do know it!  She taught it to me.”

      Just then the bolt slides and Rob opens the door.  He heads back to where Katie is tending to Jessie’s leg.

      “This is a pretty bad cut.” Katie has cut the jeans away. “Apply pressure right here.”  She tells Rob.  “I’ll bind it until we get inside.  I hope I can get the bleeding to stop.” Katie binds Jessie’s wound tightly.

      “I’ll carry her.” Rob suggests.  “That should keep the bleeding down, right?”

      “That will help, definitely,”  Katie nods.

      Rob lifts Jessie’s upper body, scooping up her legs, like a baby.  “Is that okay?” he asks Jessie as she settles against him.

      “Yeah, thanks,”  she says, sighing audibly.

      They enter a vestibule with a door straight ahead leading into the landlord’s suite, a door to the left to Elli’s suite, miserable plants line the window.  Both doors are locked so Rob sets Jessie down, working on the second lock.  Sam and Katie lean in to watch.

      “Back off a little, would you?” Rob spits out.  “I need space.” Sam rolls her eyes at Jessie. Rob gets the door open, Sam stepping forward to turn off the alarm. The three of them enter the waiting room, Rob carrying Jessie.  It contains a ring of comfy chairs, a stereo, and nature scenes in watercolor on the walls.  Offices line the South wall with a storage room in the northeast corner.

      Rob places Jessie gently in a chair, saying, “Keep your leg up.”  The rest collapse in a semicircle.

      “Let’s eat.  I’m starved,”  Sam suggests.

      Rob agrees.  “This is fucked up, man.  We’re stuck here with a little water and a granola bar.” They all pull out water bottles, power bars, and begin chowing down.  Katie shares with Jessie, who doesn’t have anything. After their food is gone, Sam and Rob trudge outside to check on the gang, which continues to mill around the base of the stairs, yelling, fighting, and shoving each other around.

      “I guess we’re stuck here for a while,” Sam accepts, reentering the office suite.  “There are too many of them.”

      “We could try yelling at them to go away,”  Faith suggests.  “If they don’t we could shoot.”

      “And they could storm the stairs.”  Rob shakes his head.  “We could shoot some of them but as many of them as there are, they could get up here and do some serious damage.”

      “Good point.  Bad idea,”  Jessie confirms.

      “Guess we’ll have to hunker down for a while,” Katie says, cheerfully.

      “There’s a key to the offices back here.”  Sam heads toward the storage room, returning with a key.  “Some have couches in case we’re stuck here overnight.  They all have books and may have snacks.  I doubt there’s any real food.”  She unlocks Elli’s door.  “Jessie, you could at least lay on a couch with your leg raised.” Sam opens Elli’s door and they troop in, Rob carrying Jessie. They settle on her couch and chairs.  Sam opens Elli’s desk drawer where she knows Elli keeps snacks for her therapy group, pulling out a bag of nut-mix, a bag of chips, and a large handful of granola bars.

      “We won’t starve tonight,”  Katie smiles.

      The group sits for a while, relaxing.  “Let’s go check the other offices,” Rob suggests.  “I wonder if the water’s working in the bathrooms.”

      “You could look for more food and bottled water,”  Jessie suggests.

      They leave Jessie laying on the couch to search the storage room, finding a few packages of Lipton Cup-a-Soup and some lemon-flavored soda water.  “That’s exciting!” Rob scoffs.

      “Ah, better than nothing,” Sam snaps. They head into the other therapist’s offices, finding candy, gum, and mints, but no real food.

      “Let’s see if we can get into the landlord’s suite,” Rob suggests. “Maybe there will be some food there.” Rob leads the way, starting to pick the lock. Moments later, the door swings open.  They scrounge through half a dozen desks, collecting some roasted nuts, more candy, gum, mints, and several small bags of chips.  “Look at all this great stuff!” Katie says, brightly.

      “You’re awfully cheerful,” Sam mocks.

      “We have to keep our morale up in situations like this,”  Katie reminds them.

      Sam agrees. “Good point.” They troop back into Elli’s office, settling down to read for a while.

      “Let’s contact the home front so they don’t worry,”  Katie suggests.

      Rob tries the house, but only gets static.  “We’re too far away with all the interference.”

      Sam frowns, worry painted across her face.

      “Shit, it’s bleeding again,”  Katie says, checking Jessie’s leg.  “It needs stitches.”

      “Here.” Sam unloads medical supplies. “What do you need?”

      Katie siezes them as Rob hands her a kitchen towel, which she places under the leg.  She swabs the area with rubbing alcohol.  “It’s going to hurt so I’m going to give you some Benzocaine.” Jessie turns away, as Katie prepares the syringe. Finishing the stitching, Katie applies comfrey salve, bandaging it neatly.

      They hang out reading and playing cards while Faith pouts.

      “Gawd!” Sam complains, returning from the breezeway just before dark.  “They just won’t leave!”

      “At least Elli has candles,” Rob says, resignedly, “plus a couple blankets.  Let’s check the other offices for more.”

      “You guys go.”  Katie waves them away. Sam and Rob head through the other spaces in search of blankets to improve their comfort. After scrounging several more blankets, another towel, and enough pillows for everyone, they return to Eliana’s office.

      “Here’s another towel.”  Sam hands it to Katie, still seated by Jessie on the couch.  Jessie’s eyes are closed.  “Is she asleep?”

      “I think so,”  Katie nods her head.

      “We’ve got blankets.”  Rob sets them on the coffee table.  “God, I’m starving!”

      “Let’s heat up some soup and eat chips,” Katie says. Sam heads to the bathroom to add water to the Cup-a-Soup, returning to put it in the microwave.

      Rob says quietly, “That’s all the soup, huh?”  There are only 3 of them, not enough to go around.

      “We can each have half of one,” Katie says cheerily.  “Then we’ll eat chips and nuts.”

      Sam gets the chips, granola bars, and nuts, passing them out, putting piles of nut mix on napkins.

      Quiet descends while the gang eats, sharing with Jessie.

      “We should save some for tomorrow.” Sam points out.

      Everyone picks a couch, settling in for the night.
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        * * *

      

      It’s pitch black when Sam is jolted awake. Throwing off her blanket, she sits up, noticing Rob awake on one elbow.  “What was that?” she whispers. Rob shrugs. Standing, they strap on their weapons in the dark, creeping out of the office.

      “I hear...” Sam says, alarmed.  “It sounds like they’re up here.”  There’s banging and screaming coming from just outside on the breezeway. Rob quietly moves along the wall to the southwest corner of the waiting room with Sam right behind him.

      “Yes! They’re out there!” he hisses.

      “We better wake the others.” Sam inches back to Eliana’s office, scooting in quietly, shaking Katie’s shoulder. “Sorry to wake you, Katie, but we’ve got company.”

      Katie jumps up, throwing off the blanket, standing in one motion.  “What the fuck!”

      Jessie’s awake.

      “You stay put!” Katie commands. Faith hangs back in an office. They quietly head back to the waiting room.  It’s still dark outside, but it’s possible to see shapes in the moonlight.  They stay along the walls, waiting to see what the crazies will do and how many there are. Rob holds up his fingers so the rest can see.  He counts five crazies on the breezeway.  So far they haven’t gotten inside, they only seem motivated to fight among themselves. Time creeps past while the group hovers quietly by the entrance, watching through the vestibule at the crazies outside.  They’re yelling and shoving each other.  One pushes another one over the railing and the body drops from view. Sam, Rob, and Katie stay flat against the wall so as not to be seen.  Sam perspires, feeling shaky as she watches helplessly. The fighting continues outside, while Sam wonders how long they will hang around, how many are left.  They can’t even go out and look as long as there’s a violent group upstairs.  Elli’s office suite has no windows on the North side where the crazies have gathered, but Sam remembers suddenly that there is a North window in the landlords suite.  There’s no way to get there, though, without being seen. The waiting becomes interminable as Sam’s arms and legs stiffen, staying so close to the wall.

      “If we stay here, waiting, we could run out food,” Rob points out quietly.  “Maybe we should head out to tackle these five and hope the rest don’t come.”

      “We could try to get to the back staircase,” Sam suggests.  “It won’t get us to the truck, though.” Having watched for a while, it’s clear that these five have no weapons, only their fists and insanity. The group creeps, quietly forward, opening the door to the vestibule, then closing it behind them.  The crazies are so intent on their fight that Rob, Sam and Katie slip outside, unnoticed behind them. Rob approaches the closest one, shoving him down the stairs.  Sam and Katie circle the other four, thrusting them toward the stairs.  Two of the crazies turn on them with fists blazing.  Sam ducks, grabs lower legs, flipping a skinny one over the side.  Katie darts sideways avoiding the fists, slamming the man to the cement floor of the breezeway.  Rob hauls the crazy to his feet, shoving him toward the stairs.  The last two attack Sam and Katie, who shove them back against the railing.  The crazies push back as Rob slams one back into the railing, Sam, the other.  They manhandle them towards the stairs.

      “Go!” Katie yells. The remaining three are pushed down the stairs, yelling obscenities at Sam and Rob, “Fucking crazy!  Bitch!  Asshole!” Sam takes a deep breath, watching the three retreat down the steps, then looks over the railing.  She realizes the street is empty as her eyes adjust to the dark.

      “Wow, I think we can leave.” They troop back inside, gather their belongings into their packs, and Rob picks up Jessie.  “Thank God, we’re out of here before hunger makes me stupid!”

      Sam rolls her eyes, breathing deeply as they get to the garage, heading for the pickup.

      Rob opens the door.  “Climb in, gang.” Two go up front.  Katie helps Jessie in the back seat next to Faith, then they’re off.

      “We did great!” Sam claps Rob on the back. They head out of the garage, turning towards downtown.  There is a lot of zigzagging to get through and the tension in the pickup is so thick you could cut it with a knife.

      “Are you heading for Fourth Street?”  Katie wonders, breaking the silence.

      “Yeah, it was pretty clear before,”  Rob agrees. They head past the center to a lesser used route.  Sam notices the sun begin to rise, creating a warm, orange and pink glow on the horizon.

      “Watch out!” Katie screams. There are more screams as Rob swerves, throwing them against the doors.

      “Oh, God, that was close!” Rob’s voice is tense.  “What the fuck was that?” Jessie moans, having banged her injured leg. “Sorry, Jessie,” Rob shouts. They’re craning their necks to look out the back window.  There’s a mass of people, carrying bars, rocks, like a swarm.  The throng looks less strange as they drive further away, but up close they had a rioter’s energy about them.

      “Crazies, I guess.  They seem to be banding together, almost as if they’re attracted to each other,” Katie ponders.

      “We’re going to have to keep our eyes peeled for more of this crap,”  Rob responds.

      Finally, they’re turning west on a fairly unused, quiet road.  There are only one or two cars in the ditch. Around the corner, things get a little harrier.

      “There’s a group in the park coming towards us!” Sam points in a stabbing motion, leaning stiffly forward.

      Rob floors it, narrowly missing a huge rock.  “Fucking Christ!” Jessie looks back seeing the danger receding behind them.

      “Remember we said we’d check on Nadir’s family,” Katie reminds them.

      “Definitely,”  Rob says.

      “Up ahead,” Sam warns, “doesn’t that look like another group?”

      “Yeah,” Rob agrees.  “We could try turning sooner.”

      “Forget that idea,” Katie is firm.  “That’s a mess.  Just slow down and go the other way.  We can head through the back roads.  There’s a little quasi road just a little north of here that’ll get us further by them.”  Katie knows the area well. Rob heads north, narrowly missing the street gang.

      “Left there!” Katie yells.

      Rob passes the alley and backs up in the desolate neighborhood with no sign of life.  The alley is full of potholes slowing them down.  “This is bumpy,”  Rob states the obvious, “but, so much safer.  Thanks Katie.  This is great!” He takes a left, then a right along the train tracks.  They drive in silence for a minute until they see a big intersection up ahead.  “Oh, shit!  There’s a huge accident.  Do you think we can get around it?”

      “We have to.”  Sam doesn’t see another option.  “Otherwise we have to go back the way we came.” Pulling up to the traffic light, it becomes clear they can’t get through the intersection without moving a car.

      “Jessie, let me help you crawl up front.  Sam and I will see if we can make space.” Rob directs.

      “Be careful!”  Katie admonishes.  “I’ll come, you’re going to need my help.”  The three of them get out and walk toward the accident.  They keep their eyes peeled.

      “Jesus.  There’s a dead body in this car,”  Rob explains the stench.

      “Yeah, it stinks.  Do you see the keys?”  Sam’s keeping him focused.

      “Yep.  They’re in the ignition.”  Opening the door, he pulls the body out, it lands on the ground with a sickening thud.  “Sorry Mr. Doe.”

      “Go with God!” Sam turns away, shaking her head and clutching her stomach.  Katie and Sam stand guard while Rob starts the car and, thank God, is able to back it away from the collision.  “Shit. There’s a group of crazies coming our way!”  Sam points them out.  “Rob, come on!  We need to get the hell out of here!”  Jessie’s brought the car, despite her pain. Just as they’re opening the back door, the head of the mob comes at them with a knife.  Rob shoves Sam down, slamming his boot into the guy’s arm, knocking the knife to the ground, barreling the guy over.  There are more behind him coming fast.  A gun shot sounds, dropping the nearest one.  Sam’s frozen in shock.  Faith laid the gun right on Rob’s shoulder to avoid hitting him.

      As Sam recovers, she and Rob raise their guns simultaneously, as two more crazies approach.  They’re pulling guns out.  Sam shoots one as two fall.  There’s a scream as they yank legs in, slam the back door, and Sam yells, “Drive! Nice job, Faith!”

      Jessie floors the accelerator with the tires squealing, taking off around the collision, along the train tracks.  Sam’s in back, looking down at Faith, moaning.  There’s blood on her leg.  “What the hell happened?”  Sam asks.

      Katie cuts away her pants.  “She got stabbed by the first guy.  He got back up, but was practically under the pickup, invisible with all the other commotion until he stabbed her. I stabbed him before he could get us again.”

      Faith looks pasty, moaning, not completely conscious.  Katie ties a strip around her leg, lifting it up on a box to get it over her heart.  “That’s a deep wound.”  She applies direct pressure to the wound.  “Sam, look in the packs for pain meds, bandages, and Terrasil.”

      “Here’s some Demerol.” Sam holds it up.  “How much should I give her?”

      “150 milligrams,” Katie orders.  “Can you crush it or look for a liquid version?  I don’t think she can swallow it right now.”

      “Here’s a liquid.” Sam rotates them.  “I’ll measure out 150 milligrams?”

      “Yes.” Katie’s hands are getting bloody as she maintains pressure just above the ankle.  “Can you do that?” Sam measures out the dose, squirting the syringe into Faith’s mouth.  She nearly completed her nursing degree before an illness forced her to quit school. She watches Faith visibly relax as the medicine hits her system.

      As they turn north again, Sam asks, “Does it look okay out there?”

      “Not too bad,” Rob assures her.  “It looks worse up ahead but I think we can avoid it.”

      They turn west passing wetlands, Home Depot, then Lowes.  The traffic mess is centered on the bigger street on the other side of the stores. Soon they’re on the home stretch.

      “I think the bleeding is stopping,”  Katie reports.  “Can you open the bandage so we can put it on her leg?” She asks, rather than ordering. “We’ll keep her leg elevated until we get back to the house, clean it again, and stitch her up.”  Katie’s nimble fingers bandage Faith’s leg.

      “Shit!  More crazies.”  Jessie floors it as they head through the large intersection, once again narrowly missing an angry mob.

      “Fuckin’ shit,” Rob yells.  “They’re chasing us!  That’s crazy! “

      “That’s rediculous!”  Sam adds.

      “We’re losing them, but chasing us? That’s nuts!!”  Rob just can’t stop.  “I can’t believe they’re still chasing us.  They’re blocks away now!” They turn off the main road towards Nick’s house.

      “After this stop, could we run by my place?  It’s close and I’m concerned about my animals.”  Jessie’s been quiet most of the trip.

      “Sure, we will, Jessie,” Rob promises.

      “Will Faith be okay that long?”  Sam asks Katie.

      “I think so.”  Katie looks far away, thinking about it.  “I taped it shut, the bleeding has slowed down and it’s clean.”  Sam prays that Nick is alive along with his wife and son.

      They cruise down an empty, peaceful street, turning into a col-de-sac, parking in front of a brown, ranch style house with an overgrown lawn.  “We should stay in the car.  We can’t move Faith or Jessie,”  Katie reports.

      “That’s Nadir’s truck! He must be inside.”  Rob starts to get out. Sam wonders what Nadir found and if he came alone.

      Rob opens the unlocked front door.  “Nadir!  Are you here?”  There’s no answer, no sign of anyone in the living room or kitchen, which is open to the front room.  Rob heads down the hall, finding the bedroom.  They’re both there in the bed.  “Nick, Jenny.”  There’s no response.

      Nadir is kneeling on Nick’s side of the bed, “He’s sick,” Nadir says, face drawn.

      Sam finds Simon at Jenny’s side.  “Did you check her pulse?” Sam asks, quietly. Simon shakes his head, two fingers on her pulse. Sam’s heart sinks realizing Jenny’s dead.  There’s a young boy, of about four years, on the floor.  Sam feels his pulse, realizing he’s sleeping or sick.  She’s shocked by this horrific situation.  She didn’t know them but they were close friends of Eliana’s and the boy, Jedaiah, looks terribly skinny.

      “I’m so sorry, Nadir.  Jenny’s dead and your grandson looks malnourished.”  Sam’s chest tightens. She didn’t know Jenny but the boy will grieve.

      “Nick’s alive.  Nick, can you hear me?”   Again, there’s no response.  Nadir feels his forehead.  “He’s burning up with fever.  What about Jedaiah?  Does he feel feverish?  We should feed him.”

      Sam feels Jedaiah’s forehead.  “He feels okay.  Jedaiah, are you hungry?”   He opens his eyes, looking at Sam with huge, blue eyes, like his dad, dark eyebrows and hair like his Iranian grandpa.  “I’m Sam, a friend of your grandpa’s.  He’s over there, taking care of your dad.” Jedaiah nods, shrinking back into himself, then looks up at his mom’s arm hanging over the side of the bed. “She died, sweetie.  I’m so sorry.  Would you like to hug her goodbye?”

      “No!” He screams at them.  “She not died!  No!”  He stands up suddenly, tears leaking from his eyes.  He climbs on the bed, hugging his mom’s body, which is cold and stiff.  Sam rubs his back in neat circles with one hand, stroking his thick brown hair with the other.  “It’s okay to cry, sweetie.  It’s hard to believe.”  Sam looks around the room, finding a picture of the three of them.  It’s a good one of Jenny.  She picks it up, tucking it into her backpack.

      Nadir rolls Nick towards him, trying to lift him.  “I can’t.  Would you try, Rob?  Jedaiah, you give your mom some big hugs, okay.  Then the angels will take her to God for us.”

      “Damn straight!”  Rob moves in, grabs Nick, tossing him over his shoulder, while Jedaiah screams and cries, laying on his cold mom.

      “Okay, you’ve got him.  I know you’ll want to bury them but I don’t think we can do that now, given Faith’s condition.  Why don’t we wrap Jenny in a sheet and let the angels take her?”

      “Yeah, okay.”  Nadir looks blank, in shock. Jedaiah has quieted as Sam continues rubbing his back.

      “She’s freezed.”  He looks up at Sam with his tear streaked face.

      “That’s right, Jedaiah.  That’s how you know the angels took her.  I took a picture for you.  Would you like to show me where the medicine cabinet is?” Jedaiah nods, reaching for Sam’s hand, continuing to cry quietly.

      “Then we can go to the kitchen.  You can show me what you need.”  Sam and Jedaiah  head out.

      “I wanna my blanky,” Jedaiah whines.

      They stop in his room, find his backpack, filling it with his favorite toys, his stuffed bunny, and his blanky.  “Are these the most important things?”  Sam asks.  “We might be able to come back some time if you need more.”

      “Wait,” Jedaiah says, grabbing a couple more stuffed animals.

      Then they stop in the bathroom to clean out the medicine cabinet.  There’s not a ton of medicine but there’s a little.  In the kitchen, Jedaiah asks,  “I want my crackers, my snacks, okay?”

      “Sure, little guy.  You show me where they are,”  Sam promises. Jedaiah points as Sam lifts him up on the counter.  He pulls cheddar bunnies, organic juice boxes, and some other snacks from the cupboard.

      There’s some fresh food that’s still good.  Sam fills a couple grocery bags, passing Jedaiah a cheese stick. “Eat this sweetie, you need some good fat on those bones.” Jedaiah takes the cheese stick Sam opened, wolfing it down.  Sam hands him a second one.  The boy seems to be starving.  Simon joins them helping to clean out the cupboards.  Nadir follows, on auto pilot, cleaning food out of the cupboards.  Then Nadir runs into a back room, returning with two large backpacks full of something.  “We need to take these.  This is good medicine.”

      They drag the bags back to the car, saying goodbye to Nadir.  There wasn’t a lot left. Nick and Jenny probably ate it before they got sick.  “You wanna lock the door and take the key?”  Sam admires the adorable but skinny Jedaiah, watching him snack on crackers.

      “Yeah.  You think we can save him?  I don’t want to lose anyone else.”  Nadir’s voice takes on a high quality, clearly trying not to cry.

      They load up, filling foot space with the grocery bags, knowing they’ll need the food with all the mouths they have to feed.  They lay Nick across the packs in the back.

      “Is everyone in?”  Rob turns the pickup around.

      “I think so.   Take the quickest route,”  Katie confirms.  It seems reasonable and they’re eager to get Faith and Jessie back to the house.

      “Here, Jedaiah, would you like more cheese?”  Sam asks.  “You look hungry.”

      Jedaiah takes it without a sound, wolfing it down, still hungry. They hear the yelling of crazies nearby.  Rob is quick to turn the pickup back the other way.  “I’m glad they didn’t see us.”

      They only have to drive slightly out of town.  “First left there.”  Jessie directs.  “My little farm is on the right.  Can some of you get the fruit and vegetables in my truck along with the goats, chickens, and bunnies?  I have portable cages so we’ll have milk and eggs down there.  We’ll have plenty of space with the neighbor’s yards, right?”

      “Yes, Jessie, that’ll be great,” Rob laughs, no doubt thinking of the milk which he loves.  “Sam can drive your truck back.”

      Rob, Katie, and Sam grab huge baskets Jessie has, filling them with apples, pears, and figs.  They load up the bunnies, goats, and chickens in cages, then the produce.  It’s a tight squeeze but she has a huge truck.  They put the food in the passenger seat and in the cab.  She has a better fall garden than Eliana so they grab another basket, cutting lettuce and other vegetables,.  They discover tomatoes ripening in her green house. Then they’re packing back up to head home.  “Are those animals going to be okay so tightly squeezed in together?” Rob asks.

      “I think so.  They’re used to each other.”  She nods.  “It’s too bad the cows have to stay here in the field.”

      “I saw Sam fill up the water tank,” Rob says. They decide to cut through the hill, avoiding the main road.  Sam follows up the hill behind Rob. Finally, they reach the top, turning towards Eliana’s.  There are some cars parked haphazardly along the edges of the quiet road, devoid of people.

      Back on Eliana’s street, Sam sighs audibly about the long stressful day.  Rob backs the pickup into the driveway behind the other cars, with the tailgate facing the walkway to the house.  Sam parks Jessie’s pickup in front of the house, behind Nadir’s.  It’s past breakfast and she’s starving.

      “Aunt Elli!” Jedaiah jumps out of the pickup.
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      I’m not thrilled they’re leaving again, but I know it’s necessary.  We keep working on the grape juice steadily.

      

      “I think we should all eat lunch.  Aren’t you hungry?”  I still don’t feel hungry.  I just feel heavy with half of us gone on a risky mission and several here who are sick or injured.  Alex hasn’t responded and now Jose is hurt.  Thank God Jonathan is better.

      “I’m hungry.  Aren’t you?”  Eli picks a grape stem out of Dixie’s hair, while putting grapes in another batch of jars. She bonks him with her hip as I realize they’re flirting! There are murmurs from Gracie and Dixie regarding food.

      “I ate, so I’m good.”  Jonathan waves me off from giving him more food.  I pull out the leftover spaghetti, putting it on the wood stove to heat.

      “We probably shouldn’t be using the microwave since there is limited sun in the winter,” I say. “We have some stored energy which we should probably save for heat and laundry.”

      “That’s a good point, Mom,”  Jonathan agrees.  “Might as well use the wood stove.”

      We get the batch of juice into the canner and all sit down.

      “It feels good to sit down and eat after all that work!”  Dixie’s almost bouncing in her seat.  That girl never runs out of energy.  She flips her hair, peaking at Eli to see if he noticed.

      Gracie sits in the chair with her feet on the edge, her knees tucked under her chin.  “

      You know your father doesn’t like you to sit at the table like that,”  I admonish.

      “Just let me while he’s sleeping okay?”   I let her.  I think it comforts her somehow to curl up like that.

      “Okay.”

      “I’ll just check on Alex and Jose.”  Jonathan mixes his coffee milk as he gets up from the table.  I seem to have turned everyone onto that drink before I discovered I couldn’t drink caffeine.

      “Hey, lazy head.  Are you awake?”  I hear Jonathan harassing Alex.

      “Don’t fuck with me, man!”

      I shove my chair back, practically leaping out of it.  “You’re awake again!”  I race over to Alex.  “How do you feel?”

      “My head is killing me.” He moves it slightly.  “God damn, I’m thirsty and hungry.”  He tries to sit up.  “Oh, fuck, it hurts!”

      “I’ll get you something.” I rub his head a little.  “What do you want to drink?  You can have tea or grape juice.”

      “Juice.”  I head to the kitchen to get it, while listening to Jonathan harass him.

      “You’re gonna milk this one, aren’t you, dude?”

      “Yeah, I just love being flat on my fucking back!”  Alex’ sarcasm is brittle. “How the hell are you?  Weren’t you down with the flu? Aren’t you crazy yet?”

      “Yeah, I’ve sort of recovered.” Jonathan lifts the edge of the bandage, gently, observing the color of the wound.  “Watch out though.  I can get paranoid and freak out on you!”

      “Well, shit, we’ve got to spice things up a bit, eh bro?”  Alex chuckles.

      I return with a water bottle filled with juice.  “Drink up!”

      He accepts it, guzzling.  “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Okay, bro, I’m gonna check out your head, see how it’s healing.”  I watch as Jonathan gets Alex to follow his finger, then does a crude hearing test.  He’s doing what he can.  “Okay.  I’m going to take your bandage off in a minute.  I’ll be right back. Mom, you want to wash up and help?”

      “Sure.”  I go scrub and meet him at the couch. Jonathan has bandages, tape, and ointment for cleaning, along with salve.  He takes the bandage off, using a gauze pad to clean the wound.  “It looks pretty good, but we’ll put comfrey salve on to help it heal faster.”  I hold the salve for him while he puts it around the stitches.  “Okay, good, another bandage?”  He bandages Alex again.  “Hey, bro, that’s gotta be a record for you!  No cursing for almost five minutes!!”

      “Mom, is there anything I can eat on my fucking back?” Alex asks, cursing once again.  “It kills me to lift my head.”

      “Jonathan, wouldn’t it make sense for him to take some pain medicine?”

      “She’s right, bro.” Jonathan lightly smacks his chest. “Set your stubbornness aside and take some pain meds.  Tomorrow it could be a lot better!” I get out the CBD oil.

      “Could we just give him the oil?  I know he’d prefer it.”  I ask Jonathan.

      “The challenge is dosing,” Jonathan shrugs. “I don’t know how much to give him.”

      “A dropper full to start,” Alex suggests. “I’ll take more if I need it.” I draw the oil into the dropper and hand it to Jonathan.

      “Bottom’s up, dude.”  Jonathan squirts the medicine under his tongue and hands him the water bottle. “Then in half an hour you can sit up like an adult and eat!!” Alex shuts his eyes, reaching up to rub his own head.  I step in, rubbing it for him.

      “Thanks, Mom.  God!  It fucking hurts!”

      I remember my Reiki training, calling on the spirit world to help heal my son.  I place my hands gently on the crown of his head, taking deep breaths. I call my guides, his guides, God, and Jesus, Please, let me be your hands.  Use me as a conduit to heal his head.  I move one hand to his wound, the other to the base of his skull.  I project love at my son, checking with my guides, centering myself to listen to their guidance.  Gradually, I move my hands in sequence.  Then I hear a hint of a snore. He’s sleeping now.

      I haven’t finished my lunch.  I go get my plate, scraping the food into a small pot to put on the wood stove, thanking the spirit world for allowing us food and heat.

      I return to the table as the timer goes off on the canner.  “I’ll get them.” Morgan gets up with her plate.

      Gracie and Dixie follow.  “This is the last batch of juice.  What next, Mom?”

      “Can you guys write the date on them and take them to the garage?   Simon, how’s your arm?  We should probably change your bandage.”

      “I got this.” Simon begins pealing the bandage off, while sitting at the table.

      “Maybe you could leave the table first, eh?”  I nudge him gently.  “You’re going to need another hand, but alright.  Ladies, when you’ve got those out to the garage, would you look through the vegetable buckets and see what’s next?”  I get my food and finish it.

      “Sure, we’ve got it covered.”  Dixie’s on it.

      I head into the kitchen.  “So, what’s the scoop, poop?”

      “You’re gross, Mom!  We finished the grapes and need to start the tomatoes,” Gracie wrinkles her nose.

      “Okay.  Jonathan, how’s Jose?”  I walk over to see how he’s doing.

      Jonathan inspects the wound. “His leg looks good, a healthy color, no infection.  I’ll clean it up, put more comfrey on, and a new bandage.  You go ahead and do food!”

      “Okay.  I wish there was more comfrey to harvest.  Can you guys start a pot for boiling water to take the tomato skins off and get another pot out for diced tomatoes?  I’ll be right back to help.  Gracie will you come with me?”

      “Do you really need me?”  Gracie hedges.

      “I’d like your company,”  I explain, not wanting to force her when she’s helping in the kitchen already.

      “Alright,”  She practically groans.

      “Sheba, come on, girl.”  Sheba comes running and we head outside with Dixie’s dog, Mike, following behind.  He’s a boxer and stays close to Sheba at all times.  The yard is quiet, just the sound of chickens in the back.  We each grab a bucket, cruising the yard.  I dig up some comfrey root since the leaves all have powdery mildew.  I’m sure I won’t get it all so it will grow back next year.

      “I’ll cut more peppermint and check the persimmons,”  Gracie offers.

      I head for the fig tree and pick the last couple decent figs.  Then I cruise the garden, checking the kale for aphids.  We’ve already put all the tomatoes in the green house to ripen.  Luckily we’ve had a warm fall.  Gracie joins me as I head for the fenced section of the garden, clearly finding some food to pick.  Gracie slips in the green house, waters the seeds, emerging with a few ripe tomatoes.

      I wonder if they’ve figured out a way to save enough water for human consumption, and for watering the plants in summer if the world continues to fall apart.  We’ll need a way to save large volumes of water.  Immediately, my mind jumps to Jose, injured in the house.  He’s my solution man.  I search around the yard, finding a few more buckets, righting them to collect water.  Then I look at Gracie who’s gotten so willowy with her slender grace, admiring her thick, shoulder length hair. “Sweetie, wow!  That’s a lot of peppermint!”

      “Mom, they forgot the downspout on the shop.”  Gracie points to a large barrel.

      “Oh, good eye!”  I exclaim, scooting the barrel into place.  Sometimes I wonder if she reads my mind. We head in the house, plunking the bit we found on the counter.

      Dixie has changed the music.

      “Tonight’s the night we’re gonna make it happen!”  I sing with the Pointer Sisters as I join the tomato crew.  Maddie harmonizes with me and we hip bump.

      We harmonize through I’m So Excited.

      We’re skinning tomatoes, chopping them, putting it all in a bowl to start canning.  We have bright yellow Lemon Boys, Bolivian Rainbows, and traditional reds.  Some are huge, others moderate, all will be diced, lemon added, and then canned.  “Hey Simon, you wanna cut figs in half to put in the dryer?”

      “Sure, I can do that.”

      “Mom?”  I hear Alex’s voice from the other room.  “Jonathan, help me the fuck up man!”

      I peak around the corner.  Jonathan is helping Alex to the table.  “Watch out, dude, I might drop you on your butt!”

      “Yeah, and I might trip you on my way down,”  Alex retorts.

      “How’s your head, Alex?”

      “Nothing quite like drugs to spruce a guy up! What do we have to eat?”

      “I saved you a plate of spaghetti.  You want parmesan, right?”  I put some on the woodstove to heat, then get the parmesan out.  He was looking pretty woozy when Jonathan brought him to the table.  I’m thankful he can get up. I chop tomatoes glancing at the clock.  It’s only been a couple hours.  It’s bothering me that they could come back with someone else injured and my stomach twists.

      I get Alex’ food, “Here, cutie.”

      “Thanks, Mom, how about chili pepper?” Alex asks, always wanting his food spicy.  I get him the cayenne. The tomato proceedings continue.  “Anyone want me to save some fresh figs?”  Simon checks in.

      “Thanks for asking, but no, they’re not very sweet this time of year,” I explain.

      “I can help,” Jonathan volunteers.

      “Could you guys look through the buckets?  I want to get through the stuff with the largest quantities first.  Smaller amounts we may be able to use fresh for dinner.”

      “There’re more tomatillos.  What should we do with it?”

      “Oh, a lot?”  I ask.

      “A quart?” He guesses.

      “Okay.  Maybe we can make tomatillo soup.” We continue working on the tomatoes.

      “Shit, Mom, we stopped at my dad’s house on the way home, didn’t we?”  Alex asks.

      I realize he doesn’t remember.  “We did.”  I walk over to him, sitting beside him, and putting my arm around him.  “He was dead, sweetie. I’m so sorry.” He lays his head on my shoulder.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone.  It’s like Rasheen all over again.”  He sniffs, crying quietly.  I hold him, rub his back, and feel my own memories cause an ache in my chest.  I won’t cry now, upstaging my son’s pain. We sit like that for a while as he grieves.

      After a while, I say, “I’m going to give you some paper, a pen, and you can draw or write.  Get some of that grief out another way.”  I get up and get the art supplies.

      I walk down the stairs to check on Jose.  “Where’s your pain level?”

      “¿Que paso con mi pierna?”  What happened to my leg?

      “Ellos dijeron que una bala rozo tu pierna.” They said a bullet grazed your leg.

      “¡Dios mio! Es verdad!” My God, that’s right!

      “Since you’re awake, we should check the wound.  Jonathan!”

      “Yeah, Mom.”  Jonathan comes.  “Hola, Papá. I’m going to change the bandage.”

      “I’ll go get the bandages and the comfrey.  I think they’re by the other couch.”  I head into the front room and gather up the medical supplies.  “Hey, Alex, how are you feeling, babe?”  I rub his back a little.  He’s sitting at the table, drawing.

      “Like shit.  But I’m alive and my brain is still functioning so I’m not complaining.  I can’t believe my dad is gone.”  There’s a long pause.  “When you’re done with Jose, could you bring me something to do to help you guys?  I’m screwed in the walking department and could use the distraction.”

      “Sure, babe, give me a minute.”  I carry the supplies back to Jonathan.  “You got this covered?”

      “Yep.  Thanks.”

      “Jose, can you tolerate your pain?”  I figure the pain meds are wearing off.

      “Duele por seguro.”  It hurts for sure.  “Pero no quiero mas, gracias.”  But, I don’t want more, thanks. I feel a surge of respect.  He always tries to avoid medication.  He impacted me in that area.  I’ve grown wary of western medicine.  “Do you want me to bring you something to do?  I’m going to take something to Alex.  He can’t get around right now.”

      “Si, muñeca, quiero ayudar.”  Yes, Doll, I want to help. I peruse the work that still needs doing.  I fill a bucket with skinned tomatoes, grab a cutting board, a knife, and take it to Alex, then do the same for Jose.  Jose will make short work of this.  He’s always been fast and efficient.  I feel a light, rushing feeling, thinking of him.  “Here, we’ll keep you busy!”  I tease each of them. Jonathan is in the kitchen when I return, the ladies chattering about their friends.

      “It’s so weird, all this.  I wonder if we’ll see our friends again?”  Gracie wonders.

      “I wonder if I’ll see my family again, or if they’re all dead?” Morgan muses, sadly. “It’s so overwhelming.  I’m grateful your family took me in.  I’d probably be dead on my own.” Her eyes tear.

      “We’re glad you’re here,”  Dixie pipes in.  “We needed more feminine energy!”  She’s like her mom, always teasing.

      “Alright ladies, wow!  Look at all your progress.  This is a huge bowl of tomatoes.  And that’s a big bucket of tomatoes still to do!”  I grab a knife and a station.  “Morgan, you must feel a lot of pain, losing your parents so young.  Please, feel free to take space to grieve. There are lots of ways, crying is just one option.  You can draw it out, write about it, sing or dance, weed, meditate, or do yoga.  You can even put it into cooking.  Just put your intention out that you’re putting your grief into the activity.  Find your own way.”  I hug her, petting her hair.

      Dixie is manning the boiling water, passing tomatoes out.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll keep you in tomatoes!” She waggles her eyebrows at me.

      “Alright, who’s on music duty?”  I ask.

      “It’s new music time!”  Maddie heads into the living room to change the music.  “Woman, you’ve got good music in here!  Let’s go back to the queens of soul!  A little Billie Holiday, a little Ella…”

      “That’s it!  Now you’re talking’”

      “¡Mas tomates, por favor!”  Jose calls.  He’s so fast, already wanting more. We’re dancing and dicing after taking a new bucket to Jose.  Morgan makes eye contact, leaving the room.  I know she’s taking space to grieve.

      “Hey, bring on the tomatoes!”  Alex calls, teasingly.

      Time passes a little faster with everyone chopping tomatoes, everyone awake, and everyone getting better.
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      “Thank God that’s the last batch of tomatoes.  It’s time to start cooking dinner.  Did someone defrost meat?”  I’m ready to switch projects, but I’d rather sit down and rest.  I’m tired, a little overwhelmed with work and the other group not back yet.  Where could they be? It’s almost dinner time.

      “I got you covered,”  Dixie says, pulling chicken out of the refrigerator.  “This is almost the last of the chicken.  There’s barely enough for one more meal.”

      “I wonder if it would be safe to take a trip out to Polyrock to get meat?” I ponder. “It would be nice if we could take something to trade, but maybe they’d be glad just to have helping hands if they’re still alive…”

      “So, what’s the plan for this?”  Dixie asks, food focused.

      “Let’s do it easy.  I’m tired.  We can get a pot of rice cooking.  Ladies, could you do salad while we start rice and chicken?  I’m thinking just sprinkle with herbs and bake it.  Simon, Jonathan, you guys are on table and dish duty okay?” With bodies in motion, it begins coming together.

      “We’re running out of fresh vegetables too,” Gracie points out.

      “Is there enough for tonight?”  I ask.

      “Maybe.”  She sounds unsure.

      “Okay.  Gracie you and Dixie can take over.  You know how to do this chicken don’t you?  I can get kale from the garden.”
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        * * *

      

      Quiet descends at the table with mouths full.

      “They should have been back by now, don’t you think?” I ask, chest tight with worry.

      “Definitely,” Jonathan agrees, “something’s off.”

      “Let’s get the Cards Against Humanity out,” Alex suggests, “otherwise you’re all going to drive me fuckin’ crazy with your worrying!” There’s more tease than insult.

      We work together to clean up, then gather in the living room.  I find myself watching for headlights as darkness sets in.

      “Okay, when all else fails, I can always masturbate to…” Alex reads the black card, “hand ‘em over guys.”

      “I ain’t got shit,” Jonathan complains.

      “I’ve got good ones, here.” I pass over a card, looking out the window, and notice my chest aching.

      Alex makes a buzzer noise, dumping the dud card.  “Ah, I can always masturbate to… 72 virgins.”  Titters.  “Oh, better.  I can always masturbate to.. puberty!”

      When the game is over, I’m dragging myself to bed, aching with concern for my friends.

      “What do you think happened to them, Mom?”  Gracie asks as we head to bed.

      I stop to hug Eli.

      “They probably raided the liquor store on the way home and decided to get drunk somewhere!” Eli laughs and heads to his room.

      Gracie and I crawl into bed.  “I’m sure they’re holed up somewhere, avoiding crazies.  They’re tough, they’re fine.”  I sound more convincing than I feel.  She snuggles against me.

      I lay there for a long time, entertaining the ‘what if theater’.  What if they’re injured or trapped somewhere.  Where could they be? What if they didn’t make it to the hospital?  How long will it take for us to know?

      In my mind a group of crazies accosts their vehicle, destroying it and killing my friends.  I can see them trapped in the vehicle with a swarm of crazies beating in the windows, hitting them in the head with bricks.  I force myself to imagine beautiful places I have been in my life to displace the horrible thoughts, imagining myself hiking around Salt Creek Falls, admiring the beautiful paths and the carved rock around the falls.
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      I must have fallen asleep, because I wake up in an empty bed, awareness of a nightmare still fuzzy in my brain.  I follow my morning routine of meditation, yoga, affirmations, and expressing gratefuls.

      In the dining room, I find many at the table, the sky just beginning to lighten.  I guess no one slept well. My body feels heavy, exhausted with worry.  I can’t help glancing outside, wishing to see their pickup.  “Good morning.  No sign of them, huh?”

      “No,” they chorus.

      “You want tea?” Maddie asks.

      “Thanks, definitely.”  I head to the butcher block where it is already steeping.

      “We’ve eaten. Here.”  Maddie hands me a plate.

      I serve some scrambled eggs.  There’s not much left, but there’s a pile of fried potatoes with ham.

      I sit at the table, asking, “what do you think happened?”

      “They must be trapped somewhere,” Simon answers. “Eh, they’re fine. They’re badass.”

      “That’s true.”  I begin eating, reminding myself, repeatedly, that they’re okay.

      After breakfast it’s back to work.  Jose insists he’s okay and hobbles outside with Simon and Eli, while the rest of us continue canning.  I’ve never been able to stand letting food spoil, having spent summers and falls canning just to conserve the bounty.  If this all blows over soon, we’ll have more than we need but it will just mean less shopping.

      Just then Sheba races to the front door.

      “Maybe we can get some help.  It looks like our crew is back.”  Dixie sounds chipper.

      I run to the front window, see their pickup pull in, with a king cab behind it.  “Who is that behind them.  There are goats!”  I see Rob and an unfamiliar woman step out of the pickup with Jedaiah, while Sam gets out of the other truck.  They’re talking to each other, so I step outside, running to Jedaiah. I swoop him into my arms. “Hi, punkin, I missed you!”  He looks so skinny.  I wonder if his parents have been sick.  I lean in to Sam. “Who’s that?” I whisper in her ear, hugging her with my free arm.

      “Eliana, this is Jessie.  We found her at the hospital.  She’s joining our community and sharing her abundance with us.”  Then she leans in close and whispers, “Jenny’s dead and Nick is sick.”

      “Welcome Jessie.  We’re glad to have you!”  I welcome her, trying to process the whispered information, nuzzling Jedaiah’s cheek.  She’s leaning on Sam, yet reaches out.

      I hug her, “welcome.  You’re hurt.”

      “Thanks, Eliana.  Yeah.  I got hit by some crazies. I really appreciate your welcome.  I have a house and land, but no family here.”  She touches Jedaiah’s other cheek.  “You sure are a cutie.  Do you like bunnies?”

      Jedaiah nods vigorously.

      “You’re welcome to pet my bunnies,”  she says, smiling at him.

      “Eliana, Faith also got injured. We picked up Nick, but he’s very sick,”  Rob reports.

      I follow Rob to the back of the pickup.  He tosses Nick over his shoulder.  I’m astounded by how full the pickup is.

      Just then Nadir pulls up.  What a relief.  I was concerned about what was taking so long.  He must have needed some time alone to greive.

      “We practically emptied Mazama, then the hospital, then took most of the food and medicine from Nick’s house,” Rob explains. “The other truck also has food and animals from Jessie’s, which isn’t far if we want to go back for more.” He looks over my shoulder. “Someone is going to have to carry Faith in.  She got stabbed.”

      I realize Jonathan is behind me.  “I’ll get her.”  He steps around me, scooping Faith up.  I grab a bag of food, heading for the house.  Jessie gimps by Sam who carries a basket of vegetables apparently from Jessie’s garden.

      “I wish I could help, “ Jessie apologizes. “We’ll probably have to tie the goats up to keep them away from your vegetables until we create a pen, but I wanted to bring them so we can milk the female.”  She turns to Jedaiah.  “Do you like goats?”

      He nods, laying his head on my shoulder.

      “Well, these goats are really friendly so you can visit with them when we unload them, okay?”  Jessie rubs his arm gently.

      “Jedaiah, let’s get your coat off.”  I set him down to put his coat in the closet.  “That’s wonderful.  You have a female and a male?”

      “Yeah, they’re great, friendly too.”  Her voice softens with affection.

      “Wow. That’s great.”  I plop Jedaiah on the butcher block. “Maybe they’ll have a baby and it will be a female also.”

      “Either way it’s good,” Jessie reassures me.  “If it’s a male, we can eat it.  I brought the chickens so you’ll have more eggs. The bunnies make good poop for the garden and create more bunnies we can eat.”

      I can hardly absorb all this.   Just when we were starting to run out, we have three more members of our clan and much more food.  “Hey look everyone, this is Jessie.  And this cutie pie is Jedaiah.”  There are a chorus of introductions while Gracie comes, plucking Jedaiah off the butcher block.

      “Are you hungry?”  She asks him.  “You look skinnier than usual.”

      “I eated cheese.  Can I have a fruit?”  He asks, pointing at our fruit baskets attached to a cupboard at the edge of the kitchen.

      Gracie walks over to the basket.  “An orange?”  She knows his favorite.  He grabs the orange which Gracie will help peel.

      “He’s a doll,”  Dixie says, next to her.  “I’m Dixie, Gracie’s friend.” Morgan is admiring him from a distance.

      “Wow, now we’ll have enough salad for a couple more nights!”  Gracie is excited.  “Wow, Mom, there’re a bunch more vegetables!” My energy resurges with the return of our friends, the promise of meat and milk, and the excitement of more vegetables.

      “You guys must be hungry.  Sit and eat!”  I admonish.  Sam helps Jessie to the table while I serve Jedaiah.  Gracie puts the ketchup in front of him. Jedaiah looks gleeful, digging right in. The returned group gathers at the table to eat.  “Thank God we’re back.” Rob moans.  “I am so hungry.  Last night we shared Cup-a-Soups at your office and some nuts.  All we’ve had this morning were a few nuts.”

      Jedaiah squirms out of Gracie’s arms with his peeled orange as the calico cat walks in.  He follows her, petting her as she walks slowly, swishing her tail.

      “I can help someone with the animals,” Jessie offers.

      I head to where Jonathan has laid Faith on the couch.  “Jonathan, do you need more medicine? Jessie would love some help with the animals she has in the truck.”  Then I turn to Alex.  “Are you going to be okay upright?”

      “As long as you’ve got CBD oil, I’ll be juuust fine!”  He laughs.

      “Sure, Jessie, I’ll help.” Jonathan stands.  “Just give me a minute.  You’ve seen the crazies out there?  We’ve been keeping that side of me under wraps.  It popped out once and we’re not going to let it pop out again!”  He jokes, making me feel warm with pride.

      “So, what are you taking for that?”  She asks.

      “Right now, Seroquel,” he explains, “but if we run out of that, I’ll take whatever I can so I can continue to help.  You look really familiar.  Did you work at the hospital?”

      “Yeah, I’m a nurse.” Jessie cocks her head, one hand on her hip. “You look familiar too.  What was your role?”  She asks.

      “I’m a medical intern.” He looks down sheepishly, as if he feels bad he didn’t finish his internship before the outbreak.

      I watch them head outside.  “We put Nick in your mom’s old bedroom for now,”  Rob tells me as he heads outside with Sam and Nadir, presumably to begin unloading the pickup. I exit with Katie, followed by Jedaiah.

      “Jedaiah, you’ll need a mask and scrubs.” I grab a set for myself, putting only a shirt on him with the sleeves rolled up.

      Arriving at the bedroom, I Look at Nick’s still form on the bed as Katie checks his temperature.  It’s high, 103.8.  Jedaiah crawls up on the bed and holds his hand.  I sit next to him, following the routine we had with Jonathan.  I spoon feed him elderberry syrup, alternating with cold fighter tea.  “You want to help?”  I ask Jedaiah.

      “Yeah!”  Then I rub the comfrey salve over his head, face, and throat with Jedaiah’s help.  Then I do Reiki, feeling slightly overwhelmed.  I rest my hands on his crown to start with, just like with Alex.  I finish at the feet, asking the guides to help me draw the toxins down and out of his feet.  Please God, guides, allow my hands to be your vessel.  Please heal Nickolas. I’m always surprised that it’s so effective.  Then I give him the homeopathic remedy that I used on Jonathan.  I realize as I finish that Katie’s gone.

      I head back inside with Jedaiah, scrubbing our hands in the little bathroom.  “Is daddy died?”

      “Oh, sweetie!” I pick him up, hugging him close.  “No.  He’s very sick but you saw Jonathan, right?” He nods.

      “He had it too and he’s okay now.” Holding Jedaiah on my hip, I look right in his eyes. “We’re going to do everything we can to make your daddy just as healthy, okay?”

      “Okay.”  Jedaiah smiles briefly.  “Why mama died?”

      “I’m so sorry we didn’t get there in time to help her.”  I kiss his cheek.  “There was no one to take care of her and help her get better.”  I snuggle him close, whispering, “it’s okay to cry when you need to.”

      Jonathan is putting a fresh dressing on Faith’s wound.

      “How does it look?” Katie asks.

      I set Jedaiah down and he follows me like a shadow.

      Katie’s voice is animated, “It’s really remarkable how good her wound looks.  When I first started helping you here, I was humoring you with the comfrey. I figured I’d try it, but these wounds look better than what I’m used to in the hospital.  Their color is better and they’re healing faster.  I’m really impressed with this salve.”

      “I’m glad you’re seeing what I see.” I tousle Jedaiah’s hair. “The stuff is amazing and it grows like a weed.  I wish there was more we could harvest but it all has powdery mildew.  If we get desperate for more over the winter, we’ll have to dig for roots.  I have quite a bit of salve, though and have a fair amount of dried comfrey.”

      I head into the kitchen. “Have you thought about lunch?”

      “We’ve got it covered.  You go ahead.”  Dixie shoos me out of the kitchen.

      I head out back once again with Jedaiah’s hand in mine.  I see Jonathan and Jessie tying up the goats in Bernadette’s yard.  I appraise the molding comfrey, dying back for the winter.  “This is one of the medicines we use to help your dad.  We make a salve and rub it on his face and neck.  We think it helps heal the illness,”  I explain to Jedaiah. I browse the garden again, not finding much.  I’m heading towards the house as I see Jonathan rolling in a chicken tractor with Jessie gimping beside him.  It’s a small, enclosed, portable chicken house with a mesh bottom.  “Do you guys need some more muscle on that?”

      “Yeah, come give us a hand,”  Jessie urges.

      “Look at the chickens Jedaiah!” I bend down to his level.  “How many chickens are there?”

      “One, two, three,..”  Jedaiah counts.

      “Two of them are roosters, “ Jessie informs me.

      “That’s fantastic!  I hope those roosters are young!  Then we can get new chicks to keep us in eggs.”  I turn to Jedaiah.  “Wouldn’t that be fun?  To have baby chicks!  Jonathan, maybe we should ask Rob and Jose to extend the chicken yard so there’s room for these guys.  We’d need more nesting space.  Or maybe we could rotate them?”  I brainstorm.

      Jonathan shakes his head.  “What do you think Jessie?”

      “We might be able to.” Jessie wrinkles her forehead.  “We’ll see if there’re enough supplies.”  Jessie looks at our chickens.  “Mixing them into your flock might work with the roosters.  We’d have to watch the process.  How far do you want to go with this?”  Then she turns to Jedaiah.  “I bet you could help, right?  We might need some chicken-sitters!”  She laughs.

      “I can help!”  Jedaiah proclaims with a smile, but it disappears fast.

      “I bet you miss your mom.  It’s okay to cry, sweetheart.”  I bend down and touch his cheek, then stand. “Let’s move it all the way into the garden.”  We work hard moving it.  “There’s a section over there with no plants that we can put it in.”  We settle the tractor in the northern section of the garden where it’s been cleared of summer crop and so far, has no plants.

      “Then can you help me with the bunnies?”  Jessie looks pointedly at Jonathan.  “Would you like to see my bunnies?”  She asks Jedaiah.

      “I wanna see the bunnies,”  Jedaiah says.  “Mama don’t let me have bunnies.”

      “Let’s go see them.” I smile at Jedaiah, noticing a tear in his eye.  “Are their hutches easy to move?”  I pick Jedaiah up, snuggling him close to me.

      “I want a bunny!”  He yells, covering up his pain.

      “There are four of them,” Jessie explains. “They’re movable but they’re kind of heavy.  Do you want us to put them in the yard with the goats?”  Then she rubs Jedaiah’s back.  “Would you like to pick a bunny?”

      “I want all the bunnies!”  He’s screaming now.

      I put up a finger in a just-a-minute motion, walking away to our chicken coup, carrying Jedaiah while he throws a tantrum.  We have a chair inside the shed part of the chicken coup.  I sit, holding him on my lap, hugging him close to me.  “It hurts so bad to lose a mom.  I know how painful it is.  I bet your chest and stomach hurt.  I bet you feel weird all over.”  I can barely hear myself, but I’m talking right into Jedaiah’s ear so he can hear me. His screams transform to heartbreak.  “Maybe you feel heavy.”  I pause, thinking about how I feel sometimes.  “No one can ever replace your mom.  You’ll hurt for a long time, but you won’t hurt all the time.  Gracie and Eli’s oldest brother died before you were born and I still hurt sometimes.  I’ll miss him forever.”  He’s whimpering now, hiccupping, then sobbing, then whimpering some more.  “I’m so sorry sweetie.”  I gently press his head to my shoulder, rubbing his back in graduating circles.  “When you need a mommy figure, I’ll do everything I can.  There are lots of people who care about you.  None of us will try to replace your mom.”  His whimpering gradually abates and he leans back, looking at me with sad eyes.

      “Can I really have a bunny?”  He asks.

      “You betcha!”  He slides down off my lap, running back to the garden with me behind him.

      “I want a bunny!  Which one can I have?”  He races right up to Jessie where Jonathan is placing the bunny cages in the vegetable garden.

      “Well, I guess you figured it out!  This is exactly what I was going to suggest.”  I’m laughing. “When we have baby plants to put there, we can just move them.  It’ll be great to have them poop directly in the garden.”  I process.

      “I like the floppy bunny!”  Jedaiah points to one with floppy ears.

      “Floppy is yours then!”  She pokes him gently in the belly and he giggles.  “Sounds like a plan,”  Jessie says as she and Jonathan head to the gate for the last of the bunnies while I head back inside with Jedaiah.

      “Is he really mine?” He asks.

      “He is.  You can help feed him and give him vegetables, okay?”  I ask.

      “Oh, goodie!”  He’s bouncing across the yard now, yanking a leaf off the kale.  He races back offering it to Floppy, who munches it straight out of his hand as giggling erupts.

      “We can get him out sometimes and bring him inside where you can hold him too!”

      

      “Lunch is just about ready.” Gracie tells us as we walk in.

      “I get a bunny!”  Jedaiah tells Gracie.

      “You do?!”  She bends down to look him in the eye.  “What’s his name?”

      “Floppy!”  Jedaiah sticks his hands up by his ears, bent at the knuckles.  “He has floppy ears!”  He wiggles his fingers like floppy ears.

      People are coming in with the last of the food and medicine.  Much of it is going out to be stored in the garage and cellar.

      “Did the canned and dried goods end up in the cellar,”  I ask Katie as she comes into the kitchen.

      “Some of this needs to go in here if it will fit.  There are milk, eggs, cheese, stuff like that from Nick’s and Jessie’s houses,”  Katie explains.

      “The sandwiches are almost done,” Dixie shares, adding tomatoes and lettuce. We work to put things away while Jedaiah dances around telling everyone who will listen about his bunny.

      “We may have to put some upstairs and next door,” I explain to Katie.

      Finally, we’re all at the table eating.

      “With seventeen of us here, we really have to think about whether we all want to sleep in the same house,” Rob lays it out.

      “Is there anyone here that feels comfortable moving into one of the houses next door?  They’re both empty.  The one to the North has three bedrooms.  The one to the South has two,”  I explain.

      “They’re both accessible from the back door and the fence goes all the way around the backyards.  Rob and I have taken out the sections that divided the yards to create a fence around the front yard,”  Jose explains, just joining us.

      “Sam, what do you think?” Rob looks pointedly at her.  “If no one else wants to, we could go to one of the houses.”

      Everyone else is noticeably quiet.  “It’s okay with me,” Sam finally agrees.  “Dixie?  Simon?  How do you guys feel?”

      “I guess so.” Dixie doesn’t sound convinced.  “I’d rather stay here with Gracie, but I guess it’s okay.” The afternoon is spent working on fences, preparing neighboring houses, and canning.  The work never ends.

      After dinner and group clean up, Sam, Rob, Simon, and Dixie move to the three-bedroom south house.

      “Goodnight,”  I say, hugging them.

      “Don’t think you’re getting rid of me!”  Sam jokes.

      “Did you find anything useful when you were cleaning?”  I ask her.

      “Some.  We got most of it before.” She rubs my shoulder. They head out back with a walkie talkie.

      “I’ll go check Nick, you wanna check Faith?” Jonathan asks.  He and Katie head to check on them.

      “Hey, Jon, did you take more medicine?”  He stops at the medicine cabinet in the kitchen, nods his thanks at me, and continues on, pill in hand.  I follow Katie to the couch. “Faith, can you hear me?”  Katie asks.

      Her eyes open.  “It hurts.”  Her voice is low, raspy.

      “The wound on your leg is pretty deep.  I repaired it the best I could and sewed it up.  We’ve been putting comfrey on to help it heal.  You could have more pain medicine if you want.  It might put you back to sleep,”  Katie explains

      “Do you want something to drink first?”  I ask her.  “Tea or juice?”

      “Juice.” I head into the kitchen for the juice.  I also make a relaxing lemon lavender mint tea, but I add comfrey to help her and Nick heal from the inside out.  I take her some tea in a water bottle along with the juice.

      “Here, Faith.”  I say, finding Morgan at my heels.

      “How is she?”  she asks.

      “She’s awake and that’s a good sign,”  Katie informs Morgan.  “The wound looks good, a healthy pink.”

      I leave them to check on Nick in grandma’s old room.  “How’s he doing?” Jedaiah is holding my hand.

      “His fever is rising, 104.2,”  Jonathan tells me.  “I’ve gotten some of that in him.”  He waves his hand over the tea, syrup, etc.

      “You don’t let my daddy die, right?”  Jedaiah asks.

      “We’re doing everything we can, okay?”  Jonathan squats down.  “Just like they did for me.  Did you know that I used to be as sick as your daddy?”

      Jedaiah nods, then touches Jonathan’s face.  “You were that sick?”

      “I was.”  Jonathan takes his hand, holding it for a minute.

      “Do you want me to rub him with salve?”  I offer.

      “I’ll do it.  Could you crush some Seroquel, maybe 100 milligrams in syrup?  I want to give it to him before I go to sleep to make sure he doesn’t wake up violent and paranoid at night.  How long did it take me to get to that point?”

      “It was well into the next day after your fever was this high,”  I assure him.

      “I guess I’d rather play it safe.  I’ll be taking some in an hour or so also,” Jonathan says, laying a cool cloth over Nick’s forehead.

      Jedaiah has climbed up on Nick’s bed, his scrub shirt pulled tight by his knees.

      When we head back inside Eli asks in his game show host voice, “Anyone up for a rousing game of Cards Against Humanity?”

      “I’m in,” I say as most of the group funnel into the living room to play.  “But let’s get Jedaiah to bed first.” Cards Against Humanity is guaranteed laughs which we all need.

      “I’ll take him,”  Nadir offers.  “Come with Bubbabosorg.”  Nadir scoops him up.  “You need a good night’s sleep to hold Floppy tomorrow!” The rest of the gang settle in the front room.

      “What’s my secret power?”  Katie introduces the black card.

      The laughter begins, giggles, guffaws, a variety of sounds while the group picks their selections. She tosses some cards right out.  “What’s my secret power? Whipping it out!”  Hysterical laughter ensues!  “What’s my secret power?  Estrogen.  Cute.  An erection that lasts longer than four hours!”   More hysterics.  “That’s hilarious!  That’s the winner.  Whose card is that?”

      Alex nods.

      “I should have known!” Katie laughs.

      We play for a couple hours, gaining needed medicine in comedy relief.  Inside I’m thanking the gang that made Cards Against Humanity which helps us stay sane in a world with little humor.

      “I’m ready to call it a night.   Eli, will you lock up the chickens?”  I am grateful for the goat’s milk we had at dinner, at least there’s enough to flavor everyone’s coffee and chai.

      “Yeah, I guess papá can’t.”  He’s more mature than before this crisis, something else I’m grateful for.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Simon

          

          Obsession

        

      

    

    
      I’m not telling a soul I’m a little apprehensive about moving next door, Simon ponders. I’ve got dad on my side, mom and Dixie are strong, ass kicking women.  Thank fucking Christ for all the drugs we got at the hospital, making my shoulder pain quiet enough to sleep.

      I’m not sleeping, though, with images of Morgan flitting through my head, Simon thinks, unable to get her hot body out of his head.  His urges and their close quarters are irritating him.  He’d like to flirt with her in privacy.  He’d like to ask her out on a date, but there’s no dating in this world!  They can’t do anything without the risk of crazies.  This world is nuts, fucking nuts, he laments.

      Not sleeping, he gets up and goes to the front window.  It’s pitch, black outside with no streetlights nor moon.  He wonders of the street lights are all out.  After a while, his eyes adjust to the darkness and he notices movement across the street.  He’s guessing it’s Bud, waking from his drug induced slumber with increasing restlessness.  Bud paces around the yard, stabbing at the bushes as if he’s angry at them.  He’s not crossing the street so Simon loses interest.  He thinks it’s fucking bullshit that the doctors couldn’t have just medicated all those recuperating from the flu.  There wouldn’t be crazies all over town.  From what Jessie said, it sounded like there weren’t enough doctors to handle the need.
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          Ominous

        

      

    

    
      I wake up with a strange ache inside, making me aware, as I meditate, that I miss having someone to snuggle with.  Gracie sleeps with me but she rarely snuggles. I visualize a world of safety around our community, lush, productive, gardens with enough food all year round.  I imagine skills emerging, enabling us to thrive despite the Mortiferum Virus.  I offer up to the spirit world many things that I am grateful for.  Then I lay quietly opening myself up to listen to the spirit world, getting a strange vision of a crown with darkness around it.  I feel anxious in my chest as there is something ominous in the vision.  I ask for more clues and offer to stay open to more guidance, but nothing comes.  I try to clear my mind, shaking off the dark feeling through yoga.

      “Good morning,”  I greet the group. “Good morning cutie pie!” Jedaiah runs at me, grabbing my legs.

      “Buenas.” Jose greets me with a chorus of others’ good mornings.

      Morgan adds, “I collected eggs and Jessie showed me how to milk the goat!”

      “That’s so cool Morgan, thank you!” I take Jedaiah’s hand, leading him to the kitchen. “Katie, have you checked Faith’s leg?”

      “Yes.” She turns from the table.  “It’s not bad looking.  Not great though.  She’s awake.  I think she’d like to try to come to the table but she needs help changing her clothes.”

      “I can help,” Both Morgan and I say together.  We head back into Gracie’s room.

      “Can you guys help me change?”  Faith sounds weak but at least she’s awake.

      “Sure.”  Morgan picks up Faith’s bag.  We help her put on some loose, fitting pajamas, rather than her skinny jeans.  Her leg around the bandage looks a little angry to me as Katie indicated.

      “I miss my mom and dad!”  Faith wails and tears streak down her cheeks.

      “I do, too!”  Morgan agrees.  “And my sister.  I wonder where she is, or if she’s dead?”  They’re hugging and crying.

      I sit down next to them, wrapping my arms around them both.  “Loss is heart wrenching.  My son died ten years ago and it still hurts.”  I rub their backs as my chest aches.  “I hope you’ll both take time to draw or write, or weed out grief.” Faith looks at me with sad eyes.

      Jedaiah joins the hug, snuggling in, beginning to cry.

      Eventually, they all wipe their eyes.  “Are you ready to join the group?”  I ask Faith.  She nods and we help her move to the couch.  Jedaiah holds my pajama pants.  Jessie is awake and makes room for her.

      “How are you feeling?”  Jessie asks.

      “I can’t tolerate any weight on my leg, but I’ve had enough sleep.” She sounds less sarcastic. “I don’t really want to be isolated.  I’d rather be here.”

      “You ready for breakfast?”  I ask her. She nods. I head into the kitchen and start the teakettle.

      Gracie scoops Jedaiah off the floor, tickling him into fits of giggles.

      Morgan opens the fridge.  “Do we have enough eggs so I could scramble some for breakfast?”

      “Probably if we have them with beans, or potatoes.” I look out the back window. “It’ll take a lot of eggs to feed 16.  I’ll go check the chickens.”  I walk out back with a small basket.  Our chicken coup is directly back at the north west corner of the yard.  I pluck four eggs out of the nests.  Then I stroll to Jessie’s chickens, finding five more eggs.  I cut chives and parsley before heading back inside, pricking my ears as I pass Nick’s room, hearing nothing.

      I take the eggs and herbs to the butcher block.  “I found some more eggs outside.  It might be good to save a few in case someone wants to bake but you could use 5 more.”

      “Wonderful!” Morgan turns around.  “Ooh.  You cut chives and parsley.  Those’ll be great, thanks!”

      “I doubt Nick will be ready to eat, yet, so that’s one less,” I say, somberly.

      Jonathan appears.  “He’s mumbling a little.  I want to take some more medicine to him.”

      “If he stays out there, someone is going to have to run back and forth regularly, but it does keep the germs more isolated,”  Katie points out.

      “True, it’s safer this way,”  Jonathan adds.

      “But if he gets aggressive, we won’t know it until it gets bad.”  I feel more comfortable with everyone close by.

      “That’s a good point, but keeping him isolated is safer,”  Katie argues.  “We really need to keep the germs out of the house.” She pointedly gets all our attention.  “This illness is really severe.  You guys weren’t at the hospital.  As they get better they get really violent, throwing things, hitting, kicking, even biting.  It’s very contagious.  We don’t want it to spread.”  Her voice is thick with emotion.  I’ve never seen her so intense.

      “Maybe I’ll make scrambled eggs and pancakes,”  Morgan mumbles.

      “Okay.  It worked for Jonathan.”  I give in.  I look closely at her.  “I hear that it’s really dangerous and contagious.  It’s hard to absorb.  I keep thinking we’re just having a gathering, that tomorrow I’ll get up, go to work, and it’ll be normal!”  I realize it’s true as I say it.  I’ve been living like it’s make believe, like we’re in this community off in the woods somewhere.

      Simon and Dixie walk in the back door, with Sam and Rob close behind.

      “Here.” Sam says.  “I brought over some of what was in the refrigerator there.  You got most of it, but we went to the other neighbor’s also, finding more food.  She has a generator, which we connected to the refrigerator, until the food is used up.”

      “Hey, Simon, how’s your arm?”  Jonathan jumps in while he’s got the chance.  Simon follows him to the table.

      “This looks good,” Jonathan says, nodding.

      “So, I can help with breakfast.  What’s the plan?”  Sam asks. “I brought some sausage that should get used up.”

      Sam, Morgan, and I start cutting sausage for the eggs.  We get out beans, which I realize we’re nearly out of.  “I wonder if we should plan a trip to Hummingbird Wholesale and Grower’s Market?” It springs to my mind because we need beans, but their big walk in refrigerator would probably stay cold for some time even if the electricity was out.  “I’ve coordinated Grower’s for years now and have a key.”

      “That’s worth considering. We could get large bags of dried goods if no one else has, right?” Sam asks, smiling broadly.

      “Right.  With little foot traffic, it ought to be safer,” I point out.

      “Going anywhere right now is dangerous,”  Sam adds.  “We should propose this over dinner before making any decisions.”

      “Sure,” I agree.  “Maybe over breakfast.  It seems like we have a lot of food, but it also goes really fast with a group this size.  I think we should go to Grower’s and Hummingbird.”

      “What about meat?”  Morgan asks.

      “That’s a whole other issue,” I explain. “For meat we’d have to get into a butcher, or go to the farm.  Meat isn’t going to be good unless the refrigerators are still working.  It would be great to have a member of our community who knows about hunting, fishing, and butchering.”

      Jessie appears in the doorway.  “My husband is out there somewhere.  Maybe he’ll return to our farm.  He’d need medicine, but he’s very skilled at wildcrafting.”

      “How does it feel knowing your husband is out there somewhere sick?”  I often think about how people feel.  Our culture seems to find feelings a weakness but I consider them a strength.

      “I feel kind of lost.  We were practically separated but I still care about what happens to him,”  Jessie tries to explain her feelings.

      Eventually, we’re all at the table, eating and talking.  “I want to present the idea of going to Grower’s Market, Hummingbird Wholesale, and Polyrock Ranch.” I use my professional voice, wanting to influence agreement.  I can’t do this alone.  “A breakfast like this uses almost two dozen eggs.  The chickens won’t lay all winter.  We could take things to trade out to Polyrock if there are still people out there.”

      “When you put it that way, it sounds pretty urgent.” Rob hears my concern.

      “We’re running low on dried goods as well.” I add.  “If we wait I think we fair a worse chance of finding bags of dried staples.  In the winter months, we could eat dandelions of we had too, but we’re going to need more than vegetables to keep us alive.”  As I talk, I realize we need to gather more food for our community.

      “If we need more food, then we have to go.”  Jose places his vote, always concerned about not having enough to eat, after being a hungry child in Guatemala.  “The real question is, do we go out to the country in hopes of getting meat or do we head into town for grains?”

      “I’d suggest we go for meat first,”  Jessie says.  “If there isn’t anyone out at the farm, I know how to butcher an animal.  I’d need a meat cleaver, a miter saw, and a sharp 8” knife.”

      “I can give you a meat cleaver and an excellent knife.  Jose, don’t you have a miter saw?”  I remember my knife collection from my dad.  Most of them are less than eight inches, but a few are longer.

      “Claro.  I have one of those in my shop.”  Most of his tools are still here.  “So, we go for meat today?”

      “What can we take to trade in case they’re still okay?”  I ask.

      “Medicine,”  Jonathan suggests.  “Your herbal medicine and we could take some surgical supplies, pain medicine, and antipsychotics.”

      “So, we’re back to who goes and who stays?”  I ask.

      “I’m going this time,”  Simon insists.

      “I’d have to go in case we have to butcher an animal,”  Jessie points out.

      “Can you shoot a gun?”  Rob asks.

      “Yes,”  She assures him.

      “So, me, Sam, Jessie, Simon, Nadir? Jonathan?”  Rob suggests.  “I think we need several strong men to help Jessie with the butchering.”

      “You’re not chauvinistic at all,”  I harass him.

      “Not my husband.  Noooo!” Sam teases.

      “I’m in,”  Jonathan and Nadir agree.

      “How many can we fit in your truck?”  Rob asks Jessie.

      “We can probably get six in,” Jessie says.  “It’ll be tight, but it will work.  We could stop by my place on the way back for grains and vegetables.  We could also store meat there since I have a generator. Morgan, you can milk the goat without me, right?”

      “I can, but you guys come back!” Morgan is emphatic.

      “I’ll take a walkie talkie.  You have one, here right?”  Rob checks.

      “I do.”  I step over to the kitchen drawer, getting it out, and attaching it to my waistband.

      “I’m going to make sandwiches,”  Sam offers. “It’s always important to have food.  Remember what happened last time?”  Jonathan gets his first medical bag.

      I head to the pantry to look for my dried comfrey.  It seems like a significant possibility that we’ll have to make more salve to get through the winter.  “Get oil if you see it anywhere, please!”

      “Mom, I’m going to run out back to check on Nick.” Jonathan strides through the kitchen.  “Katie will you please take care of him while I’m gone?”

      “Of course, I will and I’ll go check on Faith.”  She touches his arm, almost a caress.

      I measure the ingredients for comfrey salve, putting them on the stove to simmer, then head out back looking for Jonathan.  I listen to the quiet movements of Jonathan tending to Nick.  “How is he?”

      “His fever is lower.” He passes me the thermometer. “Other than that, there’s no real change.  We just need to keep him hydrated and get herbs into him.”  He gets up, walking back towards the kitchen.

      I hug him.  “Come back safely,”  I tell him quietly in his ear.  “I love you!”

      “I will, I love you too.” He turns around.  “Are we ready?”

      “Yes.  It’s time to kick ass,”  Sam exclaims.

      They head out to the truck with their packs.  “Come back safely.” I call out.

      I distract myself from their dangerous mission.  “So, what do we need to get done today while they’re gone?” I ask, my stomach tightening.

      “I don’t know.  We don’t have any bread.  Could we make some?”  Gracie loves bread.

      I survey the kitchen, the buckets, and containers of food.  I don’t see any more canning.  “We can.  Do we have any whole wheat flour?  We can make a loaf of that and one of gluten free bread.” Gracie and I pull out ingredients.  Fortunately, I have yeast and honey.  “There isn’t very much flour,”  Gracie expresses, concerned.

      “We could look for more flour in the next houses.  I can’t be picky about whether it is whole grain or not.”  I take a few deep breaths to calm my nerves.

      “It looks like enough whole wheat flour for two loaves,” Gracie informs me.

      “What about the gluten free?”  I ask.

      “I’ve got enough almond flour for two loaves,”  Morgan chimes in.

      “We can make two loaves of almond bread.  We’ll keep working on these while you’re out,” Gracie assures me.

      I head to the garage, finding boxes and bags lining the walls.  I start unloading a box, then decide organizing what we have would be wise, so I head back inside.  “So, there is actually a ton of stuff in the garage and I didn’t even go down to the cellar.  Jose, Eli, come help!  Alex, can you get up and help?”

      “Whatcha need?”

      “We need a crew in the garage and cellar, organizing food we’ve picked up,” I explain.

      “I could play secretary, a food inventory would be helpful,” Katie suggests.

      Katie and Morgan follow me down to the cellar.

      “This will be easy,”  Katie laughs, beginning a ‘cellar list’.  “There’s not much here yet.”

      “I see some flour!”  I express, excitedly.

      A couple hours later we’re back inside getting the bread in the oven.

      “I’ll go check on Nick and Faith,”  Katie says, heading out of the kitchen.

      “Hey, what’s that?”  I pull the walkie talkie up closer.

      “Eliana?  Come in Eliana!”  It’s Sam’s voice.

      “I’m here.  Are you guys okay?”  My stomach clenches again.

      “We’re okay.  We had a scare at Jessie’s place.  We decided to go there first.  We found her husband, he was violent but we got some medicine into him before he did more damage than punch her in the face.”

      “Oh my God!  Is she okay?”

      “So far, so good.  We had a skirmish at Polyrock but we’ll tell you about it when we get back.  We’ll help here and head home around dinner.  How’s everyone there?”

      “Nick is still sleeping.  Alex is awake and helping.  We’re making bread and organizing the food stores here.  We should sign off.  Be careful, okay?”

      “We will.”

      “They’re fine and will be back for dinner!”  I tell the household, taking a deep breath and letting it out.

      “Gracie and I are making sandwiches with the leftover bread.”  Morgan tells me.

      In minutes everyone is eating sandwiches and drinking tea.  Thank God there’s water.  I wonder how long it will last.  “Jose, has it occurred to you that our water tank isn’t going to last forever?  Could you dig us a well?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that,” Jose says.  “I could.  We talked about this years ago and now it’s necessary.  We’ll need a backhoe and a well driller.”

      “Fortunately, you did the research when we still had the internet!”  I am grateful we thought of it.

      “It would majorly suck to have to walk to the creek to haul water!”  Gracie laments.

      “No kidding!  Not even safe!”  Dixie adds.

      

      Morgan is so motivated to pull her weight that she’s motivating the other girls to be more helpful.

      I punch down the rising dough.  “One more hour and we can bake it.  You want to help put it in bread pans?”

      “Sure,”  Katie takes over like she’s done it before.

      We put the dough in bread pans, laying clean towels on top to rise.  I put the almond bread in the oven. “This’ll be out when the others are ready to go in.”

      Jose walks through the kitchen, coming in from the back yard.  “Ooh!  It smells good in here.  Our fall crop stuff looks good.”

      “What were you working on out there?”  I ask.

      “I watered the seeds.” He pauses. “I was looking for my notes about the well.  The key is doing it in the right spot.”

      “What about gas for the stove?” I ask. “At some point we’re going to run out.  Can you figure out how to connect it to tanks?”

      “I’ll give it a shot.  Otherwise we’ll have to move an electric stove here from another house.”

      “Thanks. I’m so glad you can!”  In our old life, he chose his projects based on his priorities rather than mine.  Now, maybe our priorities match.

      “Está importante.” He agrees, heading back outside to work.

      Loud noises erupt from out back. I grab some Seroquel, fearing the worst.  I peer around the door frame.  “Katie?”

      “Over here.  Be careful.”

      I see her laying on the floor, trapped under Nick’s weight while he practically snarls at her. “You’re trying to poison me!  You’re out to get me!”  He’s yelling at her, pounding the floor by her head.

      I’m terrified at what he’ll do next.  “Nick, I have something that will help.  It’s the antidote which will stop the poisoning.  Nick, do you hear me?”  I’m walking slowly towards them but I’m not ready to get close.  He glances my way.

      “Nick, this will help.  It’s the antidote for the poison.  I can get you some plain water.  Watch me!”

      He peeks my way again.

      “Look, I’m going to get some water from the hose.  Watch!  See the hose?”  If he craned his neck, he could see the hose.  I pull it into his line of sight. He is watching now.  I fill the glass half full, putting it on a shelf which is near them, but not so close that he could grab me.  I set it down with the pills.  “If you take these, you’ll feel better.  It’s the antidote to the poison so you’ll feel peaceful inside.”  I back away, motioning, urging him to take the pills.

      “You’re trying to trick me!”  He yells at the top of his lungs.

      I hear footsteps behind me, glancing back to see Eli.  “Look, Nick, your good buddy Eli is here.  He’ll get you a glass of water.”  I motion to Eli and mouth, ‘carefully’ at him. Eli gets the glass, dumps it outside the door, and heads to the hose to refill it.

      “See, you know you trust Eli.  He’s getting you fresh water.  He’ll be right back.  See?  You know Eli’s your friend.”  I mouth, thanks at Eli.  “There now.  You can use that glass instead,”  I encourage.

      “Hey, man.  That medicine is the antidote to the poison,”  Eli says. Thank God he heard me, backing up my story.  “Take them man, you’ll feel much freer.” Nick doesn’t move.  He’s looking back and forth between the pills and Eli.

      “You don’t feel good, now, do you?” Eli asks, gently. “You’re scared.  You know that poison is getting into your blood.  If you wait too long, man, it’ll be too late.  You can leave her there.  We won’t let her get away, man.  Save yourself.”  Eli is weaving a good tale.

      Finally, Nick starts to get up.  “Don’t move.”  He says to Katie.

      “I won’t.”  She says quietly.

      Nick crawls over to the shelf.  He picks up the water Eli left.

      “Get those pills, man.  Don’t wait until the poison gets you.  You haven’t got much time!”  Eli sounds urgent. Nick grabs the pills and swallows them in one gulp.

      “How long?”  he asks.

      “About 45 minutes to an hour,”  I tell him.  “Look, see the clock?  It’s 2:45.  By 3:30 or 3:45, you should feel a lot better.”  I am praying now, that this medicine works as well on him as it worked on Jonathan.

      “I’m hungry!”  He says then.  “I want food.  Get me food!”  He demands.

      “Eli, can you go make him a sandwich.  He knows you won’t do anything to his food,”  I ask him, partly because that’s our story and I don’t want Eli here right now.

      “I want food, now!” Nick demands.  “This place isn’t safe.  They’re trying to poison us.  She’s been poisoning me!” He points at Katie.

      “We’re going to put her in lock-up to protect you,” I continue the story.  “Why don’t you sit down and drink the rest of your water until Eli comes back with your sandwich?  The water will help,”  I urge him.  Water could help.  It’s not likely but it won’t hurt.  Exercise might help.  “Let’s do jumping jacks together.  Exercise will help get that antidote into you faster.  Come on.”  I start doing jumping jacks. He doesn’t move. He continues to hold one of Katie’s wrists.

      “Don’t worry about her,” I say. “Why don’t you let me take care of her.  I’m on your side, Nick.  We’re here to help you.  Drink your water.  We need to know you can be safe so we can bring you food.” He drinks some more of the water, watching me.  I start taking deep, obvious breaths.  “Try taking some deep breaths with me.  They’ll help you too.”  I breathe deeply in a noisy fashion, so it’s apparent what I’m doing.   “Come on.  Breathe with me.”

      “I can’t let her go.  She’ll poison me again.  There won’t be enough antidote for more poison.”

      “She doesn’t have any more poison, Nick.  Look at her.  Her hands are empty.  There’s nothing in them.  She can’t poison you.”

      “Hey, man.”  Eli reappears.  “She’s right.  Katie’s hands are empty.  I’ve got a great sandwich for you.  It’s made with fresh baked bread.  Can’t you smell it?”  Eli breathes in, deeply. I can smell it.  “It’s really good bread, Nick.  Eli just made it for you.”  I give Eli all the credit, because it fits our story. Nick eyes the sandwich. Eli sets it at the table, about three feet from where Nick is by the bed.  I eyeball the distance between Katie and the sandwich.  If he comes for the sandwich, Katie could get to us. I take a real breath when I see him let go of Katie, heading for the sandwich.  He’s got to be starving, given how long he’s been in the feverish sleep, living without food.  Katie sits up, silently.

      “There’s no poison in the sandwich?”  He asks.

      “No way, man.  I’ve got your back.  That bread is sooo good!  You won’t believe how yummy fresh baked bread is.  Once you eat this, you can go to the kitchen, pretty soon the other bread will be done and you can try that,”  Eli urges. He reaches the sandwich, picks it up, and takes a bite. I glance, nervously from him to Katie.  Katie stands up, moving softly around to the far side of the bed.  He continues eating the sandwich with his eyes darting between me and Eli.  Silence descends while we wait for him to eat and see what will happen. He eats the rest of the sandwich, then lunges at us.  He’d been edging around and is close enough to grab Eli, pulling him to the floor.  I’m trying to figure out how I can help but they’re moving so fast.  Katie darts for the door. Eli rolls Nick over onto his back.  Then Nick flings Eli over, struggling as I watch helplessly.

      Then I get an idea.  I crouch down, waiting for Eli to roll Nick over again so his feet are closer to me then grab them.  I hold tight to his ankles, while Eli manages to sit on top of Nick with his knees on Nick’s arms. Jose appears at that moment, taking over the ankles for me.

      “Lo tengo,”  he whispers.  I got him.  “We’re going to hold you down until you calm down.”

      I take a book off the shelf then, reading out loud.  It’s a classic, Wuthering Heights.  “I have just returned from a visit to my landlord...”  I read, attempting a British accent.  “This is certainly a beautiful country!”  I observe Nick while I continue to read.  He seems mesmerized by this old story, so I keep reading, sitting on a chair, near him. Soon, Gracie comes out.

      “Is everything okay?”  She asks, taking in the chaos in the room.

      I keep reading, hearing Jose letting her know we’ve got this under control.

      

      Glancing up while reading, 3:30 comes. Watching Nick closely, I notice he no longer has his hands in fists. Around 3:40, I notice his eyelids getting heavy.

      “How are you feeling Nick?”

      “I’m tired.  Are you guys going to get off me any time soon?”  he sounds lucid.

      “Are you going to fight us?”  Eli asks.

      “No fucking way, man.  I don’t have enough energy right now.”  Nick sounds like his old self.  “Can I just get up and get something to drink?  My mouth is so damn dry all of a sudden.”

      I put Wuthering Heights back on the shelf.

      “I’ll bring you some juice.”

      Alex’s voice comes from outside.  “How’s Nick holding his shit together?”

      “Pretty well.  We’re coming in.”

      We head inside.  Alex is up, walking around.  “How’s the latest victim?”  Alex asks.

      “Hey, bro!”  Nick and Alex embrace.

      “So, your head is feeling better?”  I ask.

      “Yeah, I gotta keep you hoppin’!  I’m still a little dizzy with pain, but it’s bearable.  I’m tired of sitting on my lazy ass.”  Alex is standing at the butcher block having bread with butter.  “You want some juice, bro?”  He pulls some out of the fridge and Morgan passes him a glass.

      “I’m cooking tonight.  I’ll accept help but I’m cooking.  What do we have to choose from?” Alex used to work as a chef in a restaurant before he got his degree as a botanist.

      “I think all we have left is a leg of lamb.”  I tell him.  It’s defrosting in the sink.

      “Okay.  I’m all over that.  I’ll make a Moroccan leg of lamb.”

      “I think we’ve got you covered.  They’re bringing back meat so we should be okay for tomorrow.”

      “Dope!” Alex exclaims.

      Gracie checks the bread as the timer rings.  “Oooh, it smells delicious!  Is there any butter left?”

      Morgan passes her the butter which is nearly gone. I pray they’ll bring back plenty of milk so we can make more butter.
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      “Okay, load up.”  Rob says.  “You driving?”

      “Yeah,”  Sam says, climbing in the driver’s seat with Jonathan and Simon beside her.  Jessie, Rob, and Nadir climb in back. “We’re off.  I’m thinking we stay on residential roads, avoiding the main ones.”

      “Maybe we should stop by my farm first to get another set of butchering tools,” Jessie suggests. “It will be so much faster if we can all work at once.”

      “That makes sense.  I hope we don’t have to, but if we do…”  Rob trails off.

      “Look over there!  There’s a fight!”  Jessie yells, her voice tense.

      “There are eight of them,” Sam says, a slight squeak in her voice.  “Do you suppose they’re all crazies?” She glances at them.  “That’s weird.  How are they finding each other?”

      “That’s peculiar…”  Jonathan mutters.

      They turn zigzagging through the hill, avoiding main roads.  They all watch the stillness around them.  Their next turn brings them headlong into a small group of crazies.

      “Careful!”  Rob barks.  “Let’s turn around and go the other way.”

      Sam makes a U-turn, heading the other way around this circular road, screams trailing and rocks flying at them.  The other side is blissfully calm.

      “Is anyone else praying besides me?”  Jessie asks.

      “We could all pray,” Jonathan laughs nervously.  “It wouldn’t hurt anything.  Mom believes in that shit.”

      “You never know,” Sam jokes.  “We’ll just imagine a welcoming committee with a freezer full of meat!”  She turns onto the main road ahead, unable to avoid it.  There’s another group of crazies there.

      “Be careful.” Jessie offers. “Can we get around them?”

      “Maybe.” Sam’s voice is tight. “Can you guys crack your windows and have guns ready, in case?” She presses her lips together.

      “Watch out!”  Rob yells.  Shots ring out.  Things get crazy as they skid through the intersection, turning towards the farm. Sam is frozen in time, watching one of the crazies drop.  Then they’re heading out of town.

      “Is anyone hurt?”  Rob asks. All is quiet for a few beats.

      “No,”  several voices murmur.

      “No one is hurt?”  Jessie asks, recovering slightly. More no’s are murmured. Then they’re turning into Jessie’s long driveway.

      “What happened?” Sam asks.

      “One of them lifted a gun towards us.”  Rob’s voice shakes.  “I shot him.  I’ve never shot anyone before.  I think I killed him.  Jesus Christ!” They bounce and bump down her road towards the house.

      “Should we raid the garden while we’re here?”  Jessie asks.

      “I think so,” Sam agrees.  “Where will we find baskets or buckets?  We can pick while you get the butchering tools.”

      Jessie points around the side of the house where Sam and Jonathan find several large buckets.  “Around the back of the house you’ll find apple and pear trees,” Jessie directs. “There’s apple, pear, and persimmons you could check.  Over on the side there is the vegetable garden.”

      “I’ll check the persimmons, then come help you guys with the apple and pears in the back, okay?” Sam picks the brightest persimmon, tastes it, and decides they can take a few. She admires the trees full of bright orange orbs,  the reddish apples, and green pears.  Surrounded by abundance, her nerves are calmed.  Her heart rate slows down, her jaw relaxes, and her shoulders loosen.  After the persimmons, she heads to join the other group, picking apples.

      “Why don’t I help pick apples and pears and you do the vegetables okay?”  Jonathan asks.

      “Okay.  Nadir, you wanna come?” Sam asks.

      “Sure.”

      They head to the vegetable garden, gathering a variety of fall vegetables.

      “Jake, stop!”

      Sam hears Jessie’s voice, running with Nadir towards the sound.  She leaves the buckets in the garden, arriving at the shed, seeing a man with Jessie backed against the wall.  He punches her in the face.  Sam shoves him off her as Rob reappears.  “Back away from her.” She flashes her knife.

      He starts screaming.  “You’re one of them.  You’re after me!”  He’s screaming but not advancing.

      Sam thinks about how Eliana calms people, takes a few deep breaths, and speaks quietly.  She remembers the medicine in the first aid kit.  “She’s not after you.  She wants to help you.  Jessie, go get some medicine from the truck.”  Jessie staggers towards the truck, her hand on her swelling cheek.

      “Aaaah!” Jake screams, beating his head with his fists.

      Sam speaks slowly.  “They’re not going to bother you.  We have some medicine that can help.”

      Jake suddenly rushes at Sam, tackling her.  She stabs at him automatically, feeling the knife slicing as he rolls off her, screaming.  Sam sits up, seeing blood oozing down his arm.

      Jessie hobbles back, “Eat this,”  she tells him.  She puts a couple pills in his mouth, while he screams about his arm.  He seems fascinated with the blood streaming down his arm.

      “Just relax so I can treat the cut,” Jonathan directs him. “Did you swallow the pill?”  Jonathan asks.  “I know how you’re feeling because I’ve felt it too, but it will get better.  Take calming breaths.”  Jonathan dresses the wound. Sam admires how the man, Jake, responds to Jonathan.

      “You guys got this covered?”  Sam asks.  They nod.  “Let’s go work on the food, okay?  Jessie did you get your tools?” She stands up, brushes herself off and saunters out of the shed, across grass and wildflowers, hearing Jessie behind her.  “Do you need some ice for your face?”

      “I could really use some.  My face is aching.”  She grabs some tools off the wall and leads the way to the house.

      Nadir and Simon stride quickly ahead of Sam, back to the garden.

      “I’ll head out back for the other fruit,”  Simon assures Sam. Sam and Jessie disappear into the house and when they return, Jessie has an ice pack on her cheek. Sam walks to the garden to get more vegetables, while Jessie sits under a tree, nursing her bruised face. There’re a lot of vegetables here, more than Eliana has back at her garden.  Sam realizes Jessie has quite a skill.  She knows Eliana and Jose are skilled gardeners, so Jessie and her husband must be masters.

      “We’re heading for apples and pears,”  Simon says.

      “I’m going to put the vegetables in the truck,”  Nadir says with his Persian accent.

      Soon, Sam realizes they’ve harvested everything available.  As long as there isn’t a bad freeze, there will be more vegetables here, at least greens and brassicas.  She loads the buckets into the truck, joining the guys in the back, who have just begun picking pears.  A lot of the pears are on the ground, but Jessie smartly mulched with hay where there isn’t grass, so the pears are not damaged.  They pick the tree clean, putting the one’s which dropped on the top of the bucket since she knows they’ll be riper.

      They head back to check on the guys.  “How’s he doing?”  Sam asks Jonathan.

      “He’s calming down, aren’t you Jake?  He let me check out his cut.  It’s not bad.  He just got grazed.  I don’t know how he’ll fit in the truck though.”

      “I feel better,” Jake says with wonder in his voice. “I really thought you guys were coming to take me away or do something awful to me.  What a fucking relief!”

      “I can sit on Rob’s lap.  We’ll make it work,”  Sam assures them, realizing this is Jessie’s husband.

      “Wow, Jake, I’m glad you’re feeling better,”  Jessie sounds off, making Sam wonder if she’s in a bit of shock.

      “Can you get up and walk, bud?”  Jonathan asks.

      “Yeah, man, give me a hand, will you?”  Jake takes Jonathan’s hand and stands up.  “Ooh, I feel a little weird, kinda woozy.”

      “Yeah.  It takes a little getting used to, but it’s better than that awful fear, isn’t it?”  Jonathan reassures Jake, while they head to the car.

      As they arrive at the truck on the rocky drive, lined by pine trees, they pile into the silver king cab. Jonathan puts some music on the radio while they head to the main road.  No one has much to say, processing the events at the little farm.  They drive out the empty highway to Polyrock Ranch, awed by the peaceful beauty, just trees, empty roads, and some animals grazing.
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      Turning up the drive to Polyrock Ranch with its long, curvy, gravel driveway, Sam admires the hundreds of acres of land, quiet hills covered with pines, fields with Jersey cows, beefalo, and sheep. Closer to the house, horses graze.

      They park near the small, milking room, disembark, and find Jan in the barn, milking cows.

      “Oh, my God, you guys are okay!” Jan exclaims, delightedly.  “I am so glad you’re here.  Can you help?”  She shows us how the milking gadget works.  “I’m so exhausted taking care of all these animals with my son sick and…”  She trails off at the end.

      “Of course, we’ll help!” Sam leans in, watching.

      “I have a good memory for faces.“ Jan chuckles. “I know you’ve been out here before. Just don’t ask me to remember your name!”

      Sam just laughs, “Sam. Tell us what to do.”

      Jan demonstrates how to place the device on the udders comfortably.  “It’s faster.”

      Sam helps milk the cows, astonished by the number of gallons of milk each cow provides.  Jan sends the guys to feed the sheep and horses, while she feeds the pigs.

      “What else would you like help with?”

      “Thanks.  Isaac is all I have and he’s sick…” She touches my arm.  “Do you mind cleaning stalls?  There’s also the vegetable gardens to maintain.”

      Sam hears the gang in the sheep pen. “How do you know which animal is next for slaughter?” Sam asks.

      “All the meat cows are in the upper pasture.  The same goes for lambs but they’re in the south pasture,” She explains.

      “What else are you producing on the farm?”  Nadir asks.

      “Polyrock only produces meat, milk, and eggs, but we used to lease out land for vegetable and berry farmers.” Jan waves towards the massive greenhouses, beyond the animal field. “I’m not sure what to do with all the food because they’re not coming back now.  Do you guys need some?”

      “Well, yeah!” Sam laughs.

      “I’d be happy to share, maybe trade something that I need.” Jan explains, leading us to the next job. “Actually, anytime you can come help, I’ll be happy to send you home with food. Help is what I need the most.”

      We follow her to the sheep and lambs, but the guys are feeding them, so they clean stalls, then head to the house.

      “We brought you medical supplies,” Sam explains.  “So, no one’s left?”

      “My son is alive but he’s really sick.  I don’t think he’s going to make it through the night…”  Her voice cracks.  Sam wraps her arms around Jan as she begins sobbing quietly.

      “I know.”  Sam just holds her for a long time.  The tears continue, shaking her body, soaking Sam’s shoulder.  “We have two young men sick.  It’s frightening.”  That seems to open her up as she sobs soundlessly.

      Eventually she quiets.  “I don’t know what to do for him.”

      “Do you have any comfrey out here?” Sam asks.  “We think it helps fight the flu.”

      “What does it look like?” Jan perks up, lifting her head, bright eyed with hope.

      “In the summer it gets about four feet tall, making pretty, tiny, purple flowers.  It dies back in winter.  Right now, it would probably have white mold on it unless it’s in a really sunny spot.”

      “Maybe.” Jan looks off in the distance, a hopeful look on her face.  “Do you think you would recognize it?”

      “Probably.”

      Jan leads Sam around to the south side of the house, showing Sam a crop of plants.  “Does that look like it?”

      “Yep that’s it.”  Sam frowns. “It’s full of mildew.  We could dig up some root, but we have some salve for you.”  Jan rushes to grab a shovel.  “How about lemon balm or peppermint?”

      “Right over there.”  Jan returns with the shovel, pointing to lemon balm and peppermint right near the house. They dig up some comfrey root, then cut a bunch of the herbs. “Do you have a food dryer?”

      “Yeah.  I’ll put the herbs in it.” Jan leads Sam into the house.

      “Do you have any elderberry?”  Sam asks.  With 450 acres, it’s possible.  Sam encourages her to start a pot of water to boil for medicinal tea.  They put in some of the comfrey root, lemon balm, and peppermint.  “Lemon balm is a good antiviral and with the peppermint, it will taste better.”

      While it’s simmering, they head back outside to identify some elderberry bushes.  “Yeah, look, the berries are pretty dry but you can still pick them and make syrup for him.”

      “Yeah, thanks. I can handle this.” Jan sounds bright with hope.  “I can do more tomorrow.  I’ll just pick enough for a small batch tonight. You know where the freezers are.  Take as much meat as you want, okay?  Please take all the milk.  We’ve already got all we need and there will be more tomorrow.  I’ve been making cheese so as not to waste it.  You can take cheese too.  The thing I need most are worker bees.”

      “Thanks.  Here’s the comfrey salve Eliana sent for you and the medical supplies.” Sam passes it to Jan.  “We’ve been rubbing comfrey on their throats and face.  It helps relieve congestion and may help heal the throat.  Good night and good luck.”  They hug and Sam heads back to the group who have loaded nine gallons of milk into the truck. Sam hopes they can get it all in the refrigerators back home.  They back up to Jan’s freezers for frozen meat.

      Just as they’re loading up, the front door of the large log-style home crashes open,  Jan running outside being chased by her son.  “Help!” She screams.  “He’s gone crazy!”

      Simon is closest and grabs a large branch off the ground, tripping Isaac with it.

      “I’ll kill you before you kill me!”  The young man is raging.  He has something shiny in his hand, raising it towards Simon.

      Sam realizes it’s a gun. A shot rings out, knocking the small pistol from Isaac’s hand.

      Jan screams, while Jake runs to the young man, squirming on the ground.  “I didn’t hit him, just the gun.” Jan runs over, putting a steadying hand on her son’s shoulder.  Isaac lifts his head, biting her arm.

      “He’s a biter!”  Sam shrieks, shocked that he is biting his mother.  “Thank God you’ve got that leather jacket on!” They surround him.  Nadir puts a hunk of branch in the man’s mouth, blocking his bite instinct.

      “Let me see your arm.”  Jonathan requests.  Jan lifts her sleeve, exposing her white skin, marked with red, but no puncture wound, which Nadir covers with comfrey.

      “It will help the bruising.”

      Jake holds down Isaac’s arms, saying, “Thank God you guys got me medicated.  This is awful.” Rob holds his legs, which are kicking mercilessly.

      “Did you say something about medication for this?”  Jan asks.

      “Yes.  The problem is getting it and having enough of it.  Do we still have any to spare?”  Sam asks Jonathan.

      Jonathan heads for the truck. “We only have one dose to spare.”  He picks up a sack, walks back this way, looking at our group.  “I’m keeping some for the return trip.  We can’t risk giving it all away.”  He sets the sack on the ground.  “These are medications and supplies that might be useful, but not for this.”

      To Jan he says, “we can give you a dose.  One dose will tell you if this kind is going to work.  If it does, you’ll have to get into Veneta and find more at a pharmacy or somewhere else.  We’re finding that 200 milligrams of Seroquel is enough.”  Jonathan takes the stick out of the man’s mouth, putting the medicine in.  “Chew this.  It will make you feel better.”

      “Chew it honey.” Jan’s voice cracks. “You’ve got to do what the man says.”  Her son spits it out on his shirt.

      “Now what do I do?”  Jan squeals, on the edge of hysteria.

      “You crush it with something he likes that he won’t spit out.”  Jonathan states in no uncertain terms.  It is clear he expects no resistance. She rushes to the house with the pills.

      “You know it’s going to be a challenge for her to get more medicine,”  Jessie points out.

      “There isn’t much we can do about that is there?” Jonathan asks.

      “Not unless we either move here or let them go with us,”  Sam says, hopelessly.

      “Or some of us could stay here with them,” Jake suggests.

      “That’s impossible without medicine,”  Nadir adds.

      “Maybe they have another lockable building they could put him in, if they don’t find more medicine, but I think we have to prioritize our own,”  Rob expresses with concern.

      Jan returns then, no decision made by the group.  “Can we sit him up to take the juice?”  She asks.

      The guys lift him up, while he fights and resists, “Let me go! I’ll kill you!  I’ll kill you all!”

      “You’ve got to drink this.  It will help you feel better.” Jonathan tells him.  The problem is, he’s fighting so hard, Jonathan can’t get the juice up to his lips without risking the medicine getting dumped out.  It’s just an ounce or so of juice.

      “How about lying him back down, holding his head, pouring it in, and holding his nose and mouth shut?” Rob asks.

      They lay him down, while two more guys hold his head and nose.  Jonathan pours in the juice, and the others shut his mouth.  “As soon as you swallow, we’ll let go of your jaw,”  Simon promises.  Sam watches his throat move so it’s clear he swallowed.

      “How’s your arm?”  Sam asks Jan.

      “Oh, God.  I don’t know!”  she screeches, still borderline hysterical.

      Jonathan lets Jake take over so he can look at her arm.  He lifts up her sleeve.  “It looks good. Did someone put comfrey on it?”  Jan nods. Sam turns to watch Isaac, who starts screaming again.

      “How long do you think this will take?”  Sam asks Jonathan.

      “It was about half an hour for Jake.  Crushing it helps it work faster.  We got Jake to chew it which helps get the medicine into the body faster through the capillaries in the mouth.  He might have gotten some that way from the juice.  It’s hard to say!”  Jonathan yells over the unintelligible screams. “Isaac, take deep breaths.  Screaming only makes you feel worse.  If you can breathe deeply, quiet your voice, and start calming down, you’ll feel better sooner.”  Jonathan says this in a quiet voice, and Sam would swear Isaac’s yells become quieter.

      Sam admires Jan’s huge green houses, filling most of a large field.  Beyond the greenhouses lies a field containing trees.

      After what seems like forever, he quiets, perhaps exhausted.  The guys let up his legs which don’t move.

      “What’s growing back there, beyond the green houses?”

      “A variety of fruit trees for biodiversity.  One of those apples isn’t ripe until December.”  Jan sounds calmer.  “He’s looking better.  Are you starting to feel better Isaac?”

      “Umm…”  Isaac mumbles. The guys loosen their hold on his arms.  He lays prone.

      “I think he’s okay.” Rob acknowledges. “Maybe we’ll make a tour through the green houses before we head back to town.”

      “Okay.  Isaac, get up.  We need to go to the pharmacy to get you more medicine.”  She helps him up.  “Jonathan, can you make me a list of other options if we can’t find Seroquel?”

      “Sure.”  He starts writing.  “I don’t think I would use Abilify if I could get something else.  Haldol would also be a last choice.  That’s my opinion.”

      “Thank you.” Jan pulls Jonathan in for a hug. “You guys come back again soon.  I hope I’ll see you within a week as I can’t use all this milk.  I’ll try to make cheese with the excesses since cheese lasts longer.”

      “We’ll come back won’t we guys?”  Sam assures her.  Sam can’t imagine living on the little bit of goat milk they get from Jessie’s goats.  “Oh, you wanted us to take some cheese also?”

      “Definitely.  I’ll go bring a bag before you leave.”  Jan rushes off to the house, leaving Isaac outside to adjust to the medication.

      They all head into the green houses, picking vegetables and berries.  They each have a bucket that Sam thinks will still fit in the back of the truck.  “Holy shit, there’s a Meyer lemon in here and a lime bush!”  Sam can hardly believe her eyes.  The citrus aren’t ripe yet but they pick fall vegetables. There are lots of Brussel sprouts, which Gracie loves to cook.  Some pick berries, while others go outside to harvest fruit.

      Soon they’re back at the truck.  “What a relief to be heading back home,” Nadir says, sighing.  “That was a close call with Isaac.”

      “Wait, here’s a bag of cheese!” Jan rushes to the car. “Can you look over these medicine’s from our house to see if any of them might help?” She holds up a second bag.

      Sam rolls the window down to accept the cheese and medicine, “Thanks, Jan.  We’ll come back to help as soon as we can.”  She passes the bag of meds to Jonathan. He looks through the bag carefully.  He hands a few of the bottles back separately.  “The Xanax is an antianxiety med, which might help a little.  You’ve got Lunesta and Restoril, sleeping meds which could help.  Any of those could help, but I don’t think they’ll work by themselves.”

      “Thanks. So, we could use these sparingly,”  Jan summarizes.  “I hope to see y’all soon.” Jonathan returns the bag and she steps back from the truck.

      They drive down her gravel drive, continuing in silence until they get to Loraine highway.  The sun dips below the tree line.  Sam notices cattle in the field at Knee Deep Cattle Company, wondering if people are still alive there.  The road is quiet, empty, and Sam begins to relax, sagging into the seat, her long, copper hair falling out of the bun, cascading over her shoulders.  Everyone’s worked hard, leaving little energy left to talk.

      Nearly at the city limits, Rob asks,  “What’s that up ahead?” Jessie sits up, looking out the front window.

      “Crazies!”  There’s a group not far down the Hill.  “Can we avoid them by turning?”

      “Maybe.  They look close to that turn,”  Sam says, hesitantly.  She slows the truck.  “What are they carrying?’

      “It looks like tree branches?” Rob questions.

      “I think so.  How strange,”  Sam says. Getting close to the intersection, it is clear that the crazies have seen the truck and are charging.

      “Step on the gas!”  Jonathan yells, leaning forward stiffly.

      Sam accelerates in the turn trying to avoid the gang. The group charges the truck.  She almost misses the group, but one of them is hit.  “Keep going!” Rob demands.  “It isn’t safe for us to stop.  There are more of them than of us.” Jessie’s mouth is gaping in shock, watching out the back window as the guy gets up, limping back to his gang.

      “Thank God we didn’t kill him,” Sam says.  They zigzag through the hills back to the house, avoiding the main roads.  There are a couple people wandering aimlessly half mile up from the house. They look confused and out of sorts.  “Do you think those are crazies?”

      “Yeah.  They look weird.  Don’t stop,”  Jessie discourages.

      Soon they’re turning down the last streets, almost home.
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      We’re just sitting down to dinner when Sheba starts growl-talking at the front window.  “Do you think they’re back?”  I shove my chair back, screeching the legs on the floor as I race to the window.  “It’s them!  They’re here!”  Jedaiah’s hand grips mine.

      “Omg!” Dixie cries.

      The street looks quiet.  “We should all help unload so everyone can eat together,”  I say, striding through the door with Jedaiah, Sheba following.  “Stay close,”  I tell them.  Sheba jumps on the gang, excitedly as they get out of the truck.  There’s a stranger with them, climbing out of the truck. His worn cowboy boots emerge first, faded jeans follow, covering long, muscular limbs.

      “Eliana, this is Jake,” Jessie introduces her husband as the rest of this tall, broad shouldered man appears. “Jake this is Eliana, Eli, and Jedaiah.”  She claps Nick on the shoulder. “And Nick. You’re feeling better!”

      “Nice to meet you, Jake!” Three chorus while Jedaiah hangs back behind me, peaking around my legs.

      I walk around the back of the truck, grabbing a bucket of vegetables, handing Jedaiah a squash, and carrying them into the kitchen.  More people and food follow.  I head back out, grabbing a bag of frozen meat from the truck, carrying it to the freezer.  “Look Jedaiah, we’re going to stack them here, like blocks okay?  I’ll pass them to you.”

      “Okay, like Legos,”  he clarifies, taking the frozen bricks from me and beginning to stack them up.  He has to stop, so we can make room for more. Sam brings a couple other bags.

      “I’m trying to organize what’s in here so the meat can go together,” I explain.

      Sam calls over her shoulder, “I think we brought six bags of meat so clear two shelves completely!”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” I assure her. “This is just disorganized.  Look at this! An empty bag someone left in here!”  I realize I’m talking to Jedaiah since Sam is gone. When she returns, we work together for a few minutes reorganizing until all the meat fits.  Three more bags appear at our feet while we are working.  “Listen, this is crazy, take some of it upstairs and some next door.  There’s no sense in stressing trying to get it all in one place.”

      “Bossy, aren’t you!” Sam laughs.

      “Damn straight!”  I chuckle in return.

      Pretty soon we’re all at the table again.  The kitchen is full of bags, baskets, and buckets of food to organize after dinner.  Jedaiah scrambles into my lap.

      “Well Jake, welcome to our humble home,” I welcome him, snuggling Jedaiah in. “Do you think you both will stay on?”

      “I definitely want to stay.  I don’t want to be alone in this new world.”  Jessie makes it clear.  “We can always go back up to our farm to care for the land and forage.”

      “I think Jessie’s right.” Jake’s voice rumbles in a quiet bass.  “But do you guys have enough medicine?  I know I was violent before and biting’s not cool…”

      “We have two others who survived the flu and need medication.  We have a fair amount, but we’ll have to get more.”  I start eating and thinking about that.  What if we run out of medication and can’t get more?  I make a mental list of places we can find medication, the behavioral health unit, homes, pharmacies, doctor’s offices, nursing homes, and potentially the jail.

      The table is full of stories about Nick’s recuperation, Isaac’s madness, concerns for Jan, stories of the trip to and from Polyrock, bread making, and organization of food stores.

      “What do you say we do some clean up after dinner, find space for the veggies, take stuff to the cellar, and organize what we have?”  Sam takes charge.  “I can’t believe yesterday we were worried about food.”

      Rob and Jose move off to the side, probably to talk about well drilling, water storage, and gas for the stove.

      I start filling the refrigerator with milk.  Milk is stored next door and upstairs, while Katie and Gracie carry buckets of fruit and vegetables down to the cellar.  There are some dry goods and oils that came from Jessie’s house.

      By the time the food is organized, I’m exhausted.  “I’m heading to bed.  Does everyone know where they are sleeping?”  Jake looks at Jessie.

      “Is there still an empty house next door?” Jessie asks.

      “There is.  It’s a two bedroom.  Do you want to go there with Jake?”  I ask.

      “Yeah, we’ll go there.”

      

      I wake to a knock at the door, seeing that Gracie is already up.  “Yes?”

      “Eliana, can I come in?”  It’s Jose.   Butterflies dance in my stomach.  Is he coming to talk about us?  Would I want him to?  It’s nice having him here.  He’s always been a good man.  I realize I miss snuggling with him.

      “Sure.  Come on in.” He opens the door, enters, and closes it behind him.

      “Can I sit down?”  I nod.  He sits on the edge of the bed.  “I wanted to talk to you before breakfast.  Rob and I both agree that we need to go to Home Depot or Lowes to get some supplies.  We need to build a water storage tank, dig a well, and change the stove configuration for when the gas stops.  We looked it over this morning and we know what we need.  You were talking about needing to go to Grower’s and Hummingbird.”

      “Is your leg healed enough to go?  I know you’re not completely healed.”  My shoulders tighten, but I know this trip is necessary.

      “We need to go.  My leg has healed enough, since I’m not limping any more, and Rob needs my help.  He doesn’t know this stuff as well as I do.  What about you?  Sam likes this stuff.  Would she know food as well?  Or do you think you need to go?”

      “We’d have to take two trucks, wouldn’t we?  We’d need to fill one with food and one with building supplies.”  I’m processing out loud as usual.

      “Si, niña.”

      “I hate being here while you guys are gone and it’s probably my turn by now.”

      “Okay.  We can talk more at the table.  I just wanted to check with you, first because you know more about food than anyone I know.”  He smiles then and touches my hair.  Then he gets up and leaves.  Does he still love me?  I lay and meditate for a while, manifesting a safe and fruitful trip.  My mind keeps wandering back to Jose’s touch to my hair, feeling his hand that close to my face.

      I remember when we met at a salsa class.  He would dip me, getting very close to kissing me, but didn’t.  Our eyes would meet, and I would swim in his deep, soulful, brown eyes, feeling very connected to him. I remember him coming to my house in the beginning and noticing I needed a new fence.  It was falling down in places.  He propped it up with metal supports and then made plans to replace it. When we moved in together, I would tell him about things that made me stressed out while he held me, supporting me. I admit I’ve missed him.

      When I enter the main room, breakfast is ready and most are seated.  I grab a plate.  “Who cooked?”  There are pancakes and scrambled eggs.  There aren’t a huge amount of eggs but that’s where I gravitate.

      “Morgan and I,”  Gracie says.

      “Thanks ladies.  This is so nice.”  I scoop food onto my plate and join the group. Finding Jedaiah in my chair, he climbs into my lap.

      “I think we need to go to Home Depot. Didn’t you think we need more food?”  Jose says.

      “The guys were talking about needing stuff for a well, water storage, and the stove,”  Sam says. “We need flour and stuff like that.  I’d like to really stock up if possible.”

      “Yeah,” I agree. “I have a key to Grower’s and their walk-in refrigerator might still have some decent food in it.  Oranges at least last a while.  I am pretty familiar with Hummingbird since a friend worked there.”  I run through ideas as Jedaiah rests his head against my chest.

      “Maybe you should go with us,”  Sam suggests.

      “I could go, I guess.  Katie, you would stay to take care of Nick and Faith?” Jedaiah begins whining.

      Nick disagrees.  “I’d actually like to go with you guys.  I’m okay as long as I’m on medication.  Shouldn’t we try to get some more medicine with three of us needing it?”

      “That’s a good point,”  Jonathan agrees.  “I could see how long I think the medication will last, given that three of us are taking it.”  He gets up to inventory the medicine.

      “I should probably join the group that’s going,”  Jake suggests.

      “I’d be happy to stay here,”  Jessie says.

      “Since we need to take two trucks, I think we should have four to a truck,”  Rob suggests.

      “I’m still dizzy so I probably should stay here,”  Alex admits.

      “I want to go,”  Simon informs us.  “What about you, Morgan?”  He eyes her up and down.

      “I guess so,” she says, blushing. “I’m pretty strong.”

      “Wait.  That’s nine of us,”  I exclaim.

      “You need to go,”  Sam says.  “Morgan, you can stay, okay?”

      Jedaiah is whining again, clearly not wanting me to go.  I snuggle him close, whispering, “You’re safe here. I’ll be back as quickly as I can.”

      Morgan looks relieved, while Simon looks disappointed.  “Yeah, I can help here better.”

      I take my plate to the kitchen, setting Jedaiah on the floor, then grab my keys to Grower’s.  I go add a knife to my belt, putting one in my boot.  I strap a thin .22 Ruger on my hip, not excited to use it, but know I should take it.  I don’t know what I’m going to encounter out there.  I also grab some Seroquel, just to be sure we have it. I hug Gracie. “Pray for us, sweetie, okay.  Manifest our safe return.”

      Then I hug Eli.  “Pray babe, okay?  Send those positive vibes out.”  Neither of them looks happy about our leaving.  I pick Jedaiah up for a snuggle, then hand him to Nadir as he begins to cry.

      “I want Auntie Elli,” he screams repeatedly. Finished with goodbyes, we load into the trucks.  Sam, Rob, Jose, and Simon are in one truck, Jake, Jonathan, Nick and I in the other.  We can’t avoid the main roads now, needing to face them to reach our destination.

      We manage to turn onto the main road without incident, but up ahead there is a group of crazies near the intersection, clearly visible from the lead truck.

      “As we get close, I’m going to shoot above their heads to see if they’ll move,”  Jake reports.

      Jake shoots out the window, pushing the group back a bit, but they continue to encroach on our lane as we slide through.  I watch the other truck squeeze by, knocking the frontrunners down.  The crazies swarm the intersection again. We drive north, finding the road surprisingly empty as I let out my pent-up energy in a sigh.  Nearing the next major intersection, there’s a pileup in the middle of the road.  We skirt around it, continuing to Home Depot.

      The street behind Home Depot looks deserted.  We arrive at Home Depot, pulling around to the front entrance.  Rob parks his truck so the back end is butted up to the main entrance.

      “Jose, Jonathan, Simon and I are going in.  The rest of you stand guard, okay?  I gave you a walkie talkie, right?”

      “We’re good here.  Go ahead.”  Sam turns on her walkie talkie.

      Sam and I stand on each side of the entrance as they head in.  The waiting is the hardest, despite the empty parking lot. There are cars but no people.  We decided to stop at the Fred Meyer Pharmacy last.

      “How are you and Rob doing?” I ask, leaning against the stone wall, feeling the warmth through my jacket.

      “It feels odd, living close again, but he’s been really kind and reads the 12-step book nightly.” Sam gazes off into the distance.

      “Has he been drinking?”

      “No.  He’s been doing really well.” She looks at me.  “He’s wanted to, but goes straight to hard work.”

      She continues processing her efforts to redevelop trust with him in this new world.

      “Carts full!”  Rob laughs as they reappear, proceeding to load them in Jose’s truck.  “We need fencing materials also.  Let’s drive around for that.  We grabbed lots of useful stuff.”  Rob chuckles as he loads propane.

      When they’re loaded up, we drive around back where fencing materials are kept, working together to load up.  “I think we should drive this home, unload it, then meet you at Grower’s Market.  Let’s keep the walkie talkies on,”  Rob says.

      “Good point,” Jose agrees. “This is too much to carry across town. We won’t be able to escape a bad situation quickly.” There’s a buzz of debate regarding concerns about being separated, but we realize it isn’t realistic to drive around with a full truck, so they take it home.

      “Does anyone else feel uncomfortable separating besides me?”  I ask.

      “Yeah,” Jonathan says.

      We drive in silence for a while, leaving industrial Eugene, which remains quiet until we reach the main thoroughfare.  Four lanes of partly parked, partly crashed, partly empty street.  We all crane our necks for any sign of movement.  I consider urging our group north on Blair. If not getting a flu shot is helping people survive as some theorize, the Whittaker neighborhood, an up and coming area attracting the hippy population, seems a likely place for more survivors. They could be crazies, though, and I don’t want to face them if we can avoid it.

      We reach a main thoroughfare, turning north.  There’s a large group of them ahead.  “Let’s go back and try Lincoln Street instead,”  I suggest, thinking residential roads should be quieter.

      “That’s a good idea.”  Jake does a U-turn, heading back.

      Lincoln Street is quieter, allowing us to travel safely through downtown.  Further on, we arrive at Grower’s Market, an almost invisible coop grocery store.

      “Wow, it’s really quiet here.” My voice slows in awe.  “I’m not sure what I was expecting but not this.  There always used to be people coming out of bars. It’s like a ghost town.”

      “Yeah, and people coming off trains,”  Jake adds.

      “So, you have a key?”  Nick asks.

      Jake parks in the loading zone.

      “Yeah.”  I unlock the door to the dark room.  There are no windows and it’s pitch black until we turn on our flash lights, creating a path of light.  We go through the small, packaged section loading up canned and packaged goods.  We fill shopping carts and load it in the truck.  Then we go back for bulk goods including liquids.  We fill cart after cart, loading the truck until it’s so full there’s little space for fresh stuff.

      I open the walk-in.  “Wow, it’s actually still cold in here!  Not as cold as it was but close!” Once again, we’re filling shopping carts.  There are cases of citrus fruits and vegetables.  There’s cheese, maybe 20 pounds, dates, mushrooms, vegetables, onions, garlic, winter squash.  The list goes on, including huge bags of nuts and chocolate.  Only the spring greens are spoiled.  We start loading the truck with what will fit. We’re under way when I hear the walkie talkies, but it’s not clear what’s being said.

      “Do you think they’re okay?”  Concern fills Sam’s voice.

      “They’ve gotta be coming.”  I hug her, comforting her.

      I run over, checking the freezers and refrigerators.  Everything is defrosted and all the ice cream has melted.  What a shame.  There’s organic fast food, partly melted corn, and peas.  We move toiletries and pasta to the door.  Some of the tortillas are still good.  There are all kinds of nuts, vegetarian sausage, and condiments.

      “Wow!  This is a jack pot.”  Jake is impressed.  “This is like the best kept secret!”

      “Yeah, the customer pool isn’t huge so how many can be left?”  I ask, then faces flash across my mind and sadness descends.  The people who shopped here were my community.  This stopped being just a grocery store after the first couple years.  People here supported me, hugged me after my son died, saved food for me when my kids were sick, shared the abundance of their gardens with me, and I with them.  They were friends and now they’re gone. I only succumb for a couple minutes as tears prick my eyes, then back to work.

      Twenty minutes later, light enters the front door.  “Who’s there?”  I yell.

      “Don’t worry.  It’s us,”  Rob yells back.

      “Thank God!  The truck is overfull and there’s more to load.”  Jake claps Rob on the back.

      “You guys are okay?”  Sam asks, throwing her arms around Rob’s neck.

      “Nothing going on outside?”  I ask.

      “We’re okay.  We had some close calls, but we made it through with our wits and our purple crayons!”  Rob jokes.

      “And our fucking guns!”  Simon adds.

      We start loading Jose’s truck with the remaining jack pot.  I was excited to find large boxes of detergent.

      We spend a couple more hours loading.

      “It’s pretty empty here now.”  I look around.  “Ready to go by the pharmacy?  You all still think Fred Meyer is the place to go?” There is a chorus of agreement.  Somehow, we thought the straight grocery stores would be busier. As we climb in the trucks, I notice a group approaching.  There must be eight or ten of them.

      “Now what?”  Rob asks, wearily.

      “We could just plow through them if they get in the way,”  Nick suggests.

      “Go, guys, let’s make a run for it!”  Rob says. We accelerate out of the lot attempting to avoid the group blocking the driveway.  Jose’s truck is right behind us.  The crazy group jumps back, then surges forward chasing us.  I roll the window down a crack to hear what they’re saying.

      “They’re starving us!  They’re starving us!”  I hear them yelling.

      “I’m going to toss out some bread, we won’t be able to eat it all before it molds.”  I roll the window down further, tossing a couple loaves of bread out.  They were running at the truck, but stop suddenly to pick up the bread.  I toss another loaf.

      “They’re starving us.  They’re starving us,”  they chant. We head back the way we came, relaxing into a  peaceful drive - no sign of life on the roads. We pass under the freeways into residential neighborhoods before turning south.  Things continue to be quiet.

      “I bet Broadway would be quiet,”  I suggest, Jake turns on this underused street with no argument.  Things are quiet until we reach Fred Meyer but it’s the front entrance that’s crowded with crazies.  Both groups head for the back entrance from Home Depot as Jose suggested.  Nobody is around so we back right up to the door.

      “Alright, let’s leave a couple out here to protect our stuff.”  Rob looks around.  “Jonathan and Eliana need to go in since you two know the most about medicine.  Sam, Simon, and I will back you up.  Nick and Jake, can you stand guard?” They agree so we head in, absorbed by the darkness, light only entering through the back door.  We keep our flashlights low and our ears peeled.

      “This end looks pretty empty,” Sam whispers.  As we near the food section, we hear sounds.  We cut around the end of the cash registers to avoid the food section.  We can hear people there, but what kind of people isn’t clear.  We arrive at the pharmacy, finding the door unlocked.  Jonathan scans shelves on one side as I peruse the rest.  We duck low, all five of us, trying to stay out of sight.

      “I found them,”  Jonathan whispers.  Sam passes heavy duty bags around.  Jonathan and I start filling the bags with pain medicine, antipsychotics, antibiotics, and others that he deems relevant.  There are large gaps in the antibiotics and pain meds but nobody seems interested in the antipsychotics.

      “Look here.” He whispers to me.  He notices a back-up storage of antipsychotics in a Rubbermaid box.  “I bet these bubble packs were an order for Shelter Care.” We grab them and head out. We make it quietly out of the pharmacy, hearing arguing coming from the food section.

      We scurry down the aisle towards the back, making it past the clothes section before some guys pop out of an aisle, pointing at us.

      “They’re after us.  It’s you!”  They’re creating a lot of noise.  “You’re after us.  It’s burning our skin!”  They repeat.  We’re running towards the back doors but they’re chasing us.  I shove a bunch of stuff off an end shelf full of junky crackers, hanging onto a couple boxes.  They stumble but keep after us.  Then they start throwing heavy pottery at us.  We’re ducking but end displays explode nearby. Jake starts throwing paper weights at them, some shatter on the cement floor, but some hit with a thunk, knocking them to the floor, a loud crack as a skull hits the cement. We hide behind a center display, waiting for them to get close, then Jake shoots, drilling a hold right through one’s forehead who falls back on the floor.  The other attacks, knocking me to the ground as I scream, kicking at him, dropping the crackers. He’s trying to bite my leg through my jeans with a vice grip on my ankle.  My heart is pounding like it could explode from my chest.  Rob yanks the guy off me.  In one smooth movement he brings his pistol up, shooting the guy through the temple.  The body crumples, sliding to the ground. In the sudden silence, I watch his blood ooze across the floor.

      “Rob, are you okay?”  I loud whisper.

      “Yeah.  You?” I nod.

      “Let’s go.”  He pulls me up, snatching the crackers off the floor. We race to the doors, my tail bone aching from the fall.

      “Are you guys okay?”  Nick asks as we meet him at the truck.

      “I’m…”  I try to say I’m okay, leaning over to vomit.

      “Let’s just get in the truck, then we can talk,”  Jake says.  He takes my arm, guiding me into the truck.  We shut the doors, heading out, avoiding the busy road.

      “Sorry everyone.  I didn’t get anyone’s shoes did I?”  I ask, trying to be lighthearted in the midst of chaos.

      “Don’t worry about it,”  Nick says.

      “That was crazy,”  Jonathan adds.

      “Puking is the least of our worries.  You let off a little stress.  It’s cool.”  Jake reaches back to pat my knee.  “I think the trucks are too full to go to Hummingbird.  We should head back home and make that another day.”

      “I’ve had enough of this,”  I agree.

      “I’ll touch base with our mates,”  Jonathan offers.  “Rob, Jose, come in.”

      “Rob, here, what’s up?”

      “As full as the trucks are, we should head home and go to Hummingbird another day,”  Jonathan suggests.

      “We’re with you.  Let’s head home.”

      The wetlands surrounding us are quiet, mostly fields with a few scattered trees.  We continue through the wetlands, reaching the intersection which is surrounded by businesses. The intersection is full of crashed cars.  We slow to avoid them, making it through the intersection without incident.  I breathe deeply to calm my churning stomach.

      “Thank God the next intersection looks empty,”  Jake sighs.

      “It looks like the group is surrounding the apartments,”  Jonathan warns.  “Let’s be ready.”  He and Nick roll down their windows, guns ready if necessary. There is a gang that seems intent on getting into apartments.  As we drive by, they swarm into one, then exit, swarming into the next one.  I wonder if they are looking for food. We turn east as I observe the houses, bigger lots, and two churches in the quarter mile it takes to get to our street. Todd street looks quiet and I wonder what has become of Bud, our neighborhood crazy.
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      “That was a crazy fucking trip, man!”  Simon exclaims, the trucks laying lower with the weight.  His heart is pumping.   It’s an adrenalin high doing reconnaissance missions.  He wonders why Eli doesn’t want to go.  I’m gonna have to push him to go to Hummingbird, Simon decides.

      “That was beyond crazy.  The whole world is fucking weird now,”  Jake agrees.  “The screwiest part is that could be me out there if you guys hadn’t come and drugged me into submission!”  He chuckles, obviously joking.

      “Oh, we’re just power hungry!”  Simon jokes, right back.  He’s a cool guy, obviously knowing his way around a gun, boosting Simon’s respect for him.
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      We park in the driveway to unload.  Nadir, Alex, Katie, and Jessie come pouring out of the house.  “Are you guys okay?”  Katie asks, Jedaiah racing out, jumping in my arms.

      “Shook up, but okay,”  I tell her, and to Jedaiah, “Hi cutie pie.” I nuzzle his hair.

      “Can you guys manage the unloading, so Rob and I can get started on the well?”  Jose asks.

      “We’ve got it,”  Jessie tells him, gimping to the truck.  Then to the rest of us, “you go eat.  It’s way past lunch. You guys must be starving.  Send the others out and we can unload.”

      “Fair enough,” Nick says.

      We traipse inside.  “Gracie, Eli!”

      “Mom, you’re okay?”  Gracie’s eyes are full of questions and concern.

      “I’m fine.”  I hug her tight, Jedaiah between us, then Eli.  “You guys go help unload while we eat.”  Eli, Gracie, Morgan, and Dixie head outside.

      “Peanut butter jelly time!”  I tease.

      “Make way,”  Nick says and we crowd around the butcher block spreading peanut butter and home-made jam on fresh baked bread.  I set Jedaiah down,  grabbing some cashew butter since it’s still available and better for my gut. I sink my teeth into the fresh bread, thinking, what a relief.  I’m starving after losing my breakfast at Fred Meyer.

      Soon we’re back outside unloading the food.

      Katie takes a couple medicine bags.  “I’m going to check on Faith.  She’s been really sick, recuperating from that knife wound.”

      “You go ahead.”  We continue unloading, carrying bags and buckets of grains and beans, filling the shelves in the garage, inventorying.  Then we take food to the cellar. It’s hard work, loading box after box down to the cellar, but it’s also relaxing, seeing all the food, knowing that we’re set for a while.  We may even have to can some of the vegetables to make them last.  “You know,” I say, carrying another box through the garage, “It might make more sense to carry this into the kitchen to can rather than down to the cellar.”

      “You’re thinking about making pickled beets?”  Sam asks.  “I bet yours are great!  Wasn’t there fresh dill in one of the boxes?”

      “Yes.  And we can make Sour Kraut and Latin Cortido with the cabbage.  We should be able to store it for six months in the cellar.  It could get us through the winter.”

      “Excellent,”  Sam says, carrying a box into the kitchen, and finding the dill.

      “God, all we do is work!” Gracie moans.

      “It’s keeping us alive young lady.” My tone is harsh.  We’re all working hard and I don’t appreciate her whining.

      “Do you have a recipe for this?”  Dixie asks.

      “Look in my recipe box,” I say.  “I bet you’ll find one.  If not, you’ll find a canning cookbook on the shelf.”  I go over to Gracie.  “Can I talk to you outside a second?”  I wrap my arm around her to guide her out back.

      “Okay…”  she says, dully.

      “Listen,” I say, sitting at the table, “I know this is a ton of work, but right now we don’t know what’s going to happen. We don’t know if there will be stores to go to, or if we need to survive on what we can put up for the winter.  We’ve also never done this before so all we have to go on is Sam’s prepper knowledge about how many pounds of food we need per person.”

      “You really think this isn’t going to go back to normal?”  She asks, wide eyed with fear.

      “We just don’t know.” I shake my head, still trying to absorb the possibilities, still shocked.  Going back in time to living like Laura Ingalls isn’t what  I’d call fun.  “It’s mind boggling just trying to absorb the possibilities.  We have to plan for the worst, put up as much food as possible.”

      “I’m sorry, Mom.”  She hangs her head as I reach over, pulling her into a hug.

      “I know, sweetie.  I know.  I love you.”

      We head back in to find they’ve divided up into two groups, one to load food into the cellar, the other to make pickled beets.  Jedaiah is on a stool “helping”.

      I head down to the cellar with a box, nearly bumping into Jose on the way out.  “How’s the organizing going?”  He asks, touching my arm.

      “The cellar is getting pretty full,” I acknowledge. “Since cold weather is coming, we could probably store food in the front half of the chicken coup or maybe in your shop?”

      “Sure, if necessary.  You can store stuff in neighboring houses,”  he reminds me.

      “What are you guys working on?” I ask him.

      “We’re digging a well,” he says.  “You always wanted to, so we figured we’d do it now while the government is too busy to care.”  He laughs.  We talked about digging a well long before this. “Luckily, I researched this before the flu so I think we’ll find water.  Rob and I stopped on the way to get a drilling machine.” I notice how filthy he is.

      “Could I get some water? We’ll build a reservoir if we don’t find water,” Jose explains. “Worst comes to worst, we’ll have to retrieve water from the creek.  We’ll find a way.”

      “I appreciate your determination.” I hand him a glass of water, appreciate his hard work.  It seems so much easier to live with him now, in this crisis.  With community around us, he can do his traditional work, and I can do mine with help.  It reminds me why it worked so well in the beginning when the kids were young.  In those days I fought postpartum depression because being a homemaker with a baby kept me isolated.  Now, we have this community banding together.  I’ve noticed Eli and Dixie flirting with each other, Simon and Morgan also.

      “Well, your cooking is amazing,” he emphasizes his compliment with a steady gaze, one he’s rarely used before. “I knew I had it good when we were married but I never expressed it enough.  You cook like a chef in an expensive restaurant.  I’m glad to be back under your roof.”  He’s touching my arm again, causing a flutter in my belly.

      “Thank you.  It’s nice to hear.” That’s putting it mildly. “I better check that we have meat defrosting, speaking of dinner!”  I head into the kitchen.  “Did you guys get something out for dinner while we were gone?”

      “We did.” Gracie points to it. “We got out ground beefalo to make tacos.  We can make fresh salsa and guacamole.  We’ve got the last beets in the canner so we could start cooking.”  Gracie knows my ways.

      “That’s right! We got a case of avocados!” I’m excited just thinking about it.  It’s fun to cook with friends. “We should have a party.  We have chips, guacamole, salsa.  We can make a bean dip.  We have sour cream!  We have tortillas.  Let’s do it!  Maybe after dinner we can dance and play Cards Against Humanity!  We might as well have fun!”

      “Want ice cream!” Jedaiah adds.

      “Wow!  This is my lucky day!”  Jose says, walking in the kitchen.  “We’ve got the petrol stored and know how to switch the stove over when the gas quits coming.  I can’t imagine it will last much longer.  “Dios mio, I’m hungry!”

      “Any luck with the well?”  I pray they’ll reach water. Looking at Jedaiah I say, “Maybe we can make ice cream!”

      “We’re not deep enough to know yet, but as wet as it is around here, we’re going to get it!”  He sounds confident.

      We hear a loud banging sound in the garage and go quickly to see what it is.

      “Stay back! Don’t hurt me!”  Jake is yelling.  I don’t know what the bang was, but he clearly needs more meds.

      “Jose, please get Seroquel and water,” I whisper.  Then quietly to Jake I say, “I’ll stay back.  We’re here to help.  No one will hurt you here.”  I hear Sheba behind me growling low.  “She‘s growling because you’re yelling.”  I think she’s growling because he’s threatening me and I’m nervous.  He keeps advancing, his arms up in a threatening posture.

      Jose returns, asking,  “What should I do with this?”

      “Back off!  Don’t hurt me!”  Jake is nervous, coming at me.  Sheba attacks, grabbing his wrist in her mouth, dragging him to the cement floor.  “Aagh!”  He screams as Sheba holds him down.

      “Jake, she’s just trying to protect me,” I explain. “We’re not trying to hurt you.  I have some medicine that will help you feel better.  Will you take it if I bring it to you?”

      “I don’t trust you!” Jake yells. “Why would I trust you?!”

      “Jose, can you go crush this with jam, please?”  I ask quietly.

      “Sure.”

      “Hurry!”  My muscles are tight with worry. Jose returns with Simon and Eli.

      “Dad brought back up,”  Eli jokes.

      “Okay.  We need to get this into him.  Can you hold him down?”  They nod, moving to Jake’s side. Jake starts thrashing.  Sheba is growling at him, holding tight to his right wrist.  Simon grabs the other wrist, with Jose and Eli on each ankle.  Jake continues to thrash.  “No, stop.  Let me go!” I sit near his face, spooning the jam and medicine mixture into his mouth.  “Eat this.  It will help.”  I say it quietly. He quiets to taste it. I hold my breath until I see him swallow.

      “Let me go!”  He yells. I scrape the edges, holding my breath again, until I see it going down.

      “It should work faster like this since it’s crushed, but you’ll probably have to hold him down until it does, just like before.”  I stand up, trying to decide what else to do.  “I’m going to sing.  Don’t laugh!”  I begin to hum Pachabel’s canon, hoping it will calm him.  I watch his body relax briefly while he listens but then he starts thrashing around again, trying to escape his captors. I suddenly wonder about Nick and Jonathan.  “Do you guys know where Nick and Jonathan are?  I should make sure they’ve had medication.”

      “I think they’re loading stuff in the cellar still,”  Eli says.

      “I’ll be right back.”  I run into the kitchen to get more Seroquel and juice, heading down to the cellar.  “Nick, Jonathan, are you guys here?”

      “Yeah, we’re here.  This is getting to be a real pain in my ass,”  Nick says.

      “No kidding,” Jonathan says harshly. “This is hard work and this place is a mess.”

      “Hey guys have either one of you had more medication this afternoon?”  I ask.

      “We were going to take it before bed,”  Jonathan says, irritably.

      “Well Jake just freaked out.  Maybe all the hard work makes you need it sooner?  Or maybe twice a day isn’t enough?”  I ask, gently so as not to irritate them more.  I can tell by their tone that they’re escalating.

      “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to take some.  We’ll be upstairs soon,”  Jonathan concedes.

      “I have some here.” I offer some to each of them.  “This just makes it easier, right?  Then you can keep working if you want.”

      “Okay.”  Nick takes it from me as does Jonathan. I feel like I’ve averted disaster.  I realize that this isn’t surprising, when I remember my clients with Bipolar Disorder, many of whom took medication three times a day.  I watch them swallow their meds.

      “I’ll see you guys upstairs when you’re done.  Thanks for helping so much down here.  It’s a blessing we have so much food for now, but it does require organization.”  I head back upstairs, sit on the couch in the back room to take a few deep breaths as Jedaiah races in from the back yard.  I didn’t realize how tired I was as heaviness descends encasing me in exhaustion. Finally, I drag myself into the garage, checking my watch.  It’s close to four so Jake’s had about half an hour to respond to the medication.

      “How’s he doing?” I ask, entering the garage, holding Jedaiah’s hand.

      “He’s not thrashing anymore, but he still feels stiff,”  Eli says.

      “I can speak for myself,”  Jake retorts.

      “How are you, Jake?”

      “I still feel threatened,” he acknowledges, “but I know you guys won’t hurt me.  It’s paradoxical.  I can feel one thing yet be aware of a different reality.  Does that make sense?”

      “It totally makes sense from my perspective,”  I assure him.   Eli, Simon and Jose release his limbs, staying close.

      “Do you think you can be safe?”  Jose asks.

      “Yeah.  Thanks, man.”  Jake shakes out his wrist.  “This wrist hurts.”  Sheba has let go leaving a bite mark.

      “Let’s get you inside so Katie can fix you up,” I suggest.  “Sheba had to get you down.  You were trying to assault me so she had to protect me,”  I explain, hoping he won’t be upset that she bit him.

      Jose gives him a hand up.  “Yeah, that’d be cool,”  Jake agrees, sounding humble.

      We head inside, finding Katie in the kitchen working on beets.  “Hey, Katie, could you look at Jake’s wrist?  Sheba bit him.”

      “Absolutely. What happened?”  She walks with Jake to the kitchen table. “Have a seat and I’ll get some supplies.”

      “He got agitated and was threatening me.  Sheba was protecting me.”

      “Oh, wow, the meds wore off?” Katie asks.

      “Yeah. Thanks,”  Jake sits down.  I join in the beet production, while Katie cares for his bite.

      “It doesn’t look bad.  With Eliana’s salve, you’ll be in great shape shortly.”

      “I’m gonna swing,” Jedaiah says, heading back outside, still in his coat.

      I give him a kiss, zipping up his coat before he runs off. “So, how far along are you guys?” I ask.

      “We’ve got the prep work done, one set in the canner.  You wanna help with the next set?”  Dixie asks, bouncy as usual.

      “Since you guys have this under control, why don’t I start with the cabbage?”

      “Sound good.  We probably only need two on beets,”  Gracie adds.

      Katie and Morgan join me to work on the cabbage.  “How’s Faith doing?”  I wonder.  “She’s been unconscious, hasn’t she?”

      “She seems to be improving slowly,” Katie explains. “The cut was deep.  I had to fix her up from the inside and I’m not sure how well her muscle will recover,” she sighs. “She’s been surfacing for short periods, drinking a little. She’s using all her energy to heal.  The infection is much better.  She must have gotten something in it off the knife.”

      “Thank God,”  Morgan sighs.  “I don’t know what I’d do if she died.  She’s all I have left of my life before this.  “You guys have been up to Twenty-Fifth Street.  I’m wondering…”  She pauses, looking down, seeming unable to continue.

      “You’re wondering if we could go by your house?”  I ask.

      “Yeah.  Is it too dangerous?”  She peeks out from under her lashes.

      “There’s always a risk, but I don’t think that area has been too bad.” I say, not actually knowing. “I was even thinking that we might be able to get out and walk in groups.  What do you think, Sam?”

      “It hasn’t been that bad up there. There are some crazies, but not a big group or anything,” Sam agrees. “Why don’t we talk about it over dinner?” Just then, Jonathan and Nick appear at the doorway.

      “We’ve got things pretty well organized down there.  Here’s the inventory list.  Do you want this in the pantry?” Jonathan asks.

      “I think that’s a good idea.  How are you guys feeling?”  I wonder if they stayed in the cellar until they felt better.

      “The freak outs have gone,” Nick jokes.

      They join us in the kitchen, one group working on the sauerkraut and cortido, another finishing the pickled beets.

      

      “We might use our dinner hour as a meeting time, to discuss community needs and plan future missions.  What do you all think?”  I ask.

      “I like that idea,” Sam agrees. There are murmurs and heads nodding around the table.

      “I can take notes,”  Morgan offers.

      “We never made it to Hummingbird and although we’re in pretty good shape for food, I think it would be a good idea to go there tomorrow to get what we can while it’s still available.”  I look around the table at each member of our community, Jedaiah under one arm. “Someone else could discover it if we wait.  Also, Morgan would like to go to her house if we think that’s safe enough.  Did you want to get some of your belongings?”

      “I’d like to, if it’s possible,” Morgan admits timidly. “I’d like a picture of my parents.  I’m sure Faith would too.”

      “I think we should gather the dry goods while we’re there,” Sam points out.  “They’ll last a long time in the cellar.  Also, food won’t last as long with our growing community and then the food at Hummingbird could be gone right in the middle of winter when we need it most.  How’s the space down in the cellar?”  Sam looks pointedly at Jonathan.

      “There’s quite a bit of room there, now that it’s organized better,” he says, confidently.

      “We could just run up to the ladies’ houses briefly before going to Hummingbird,” Simon suggests, smiling at Morgan.

      “You should go with us, Eliana, since you’ve been to Hummingbird,” Rob says, pointedly.

      “I could stay back tomorrow to help with projects here so you can go, Morgan,” Jessie offers. “Could you pick things for Faith?”

      “I think so,”  Morgan acknowledges.

      “This food is incredible!” Jose raves. “Imagine having guacamole, salsa, and fabulous tacos.  We’ve got to treasure these since we may never see avocados again!”

      “This is fabulous,” Rob says animatedly. “Who made this guacamole?  It’s incredible.”

      “This is Eliana’s famous guacamole and salsa!” Sam says, complimenting my cooking.  She’s a staunch supporter.

      “After clean up, we’ll have salsa class and then cards!!”  I say, aiming to distract us from reality.  “It’s the best we can do to celebrate Hallowe’en.”

      “Any booze?”  Alex asks.

      “Not tons, but some,” Jonathan assures him.  “We’ve been gathering what we can find.  It’s enough for a good party.” He punches Jake, playfully.

      “Yeah, woo! Party down!” Jake says, fist punching the sky. Jessie looks away, frowning.

      “Some of us probably shouldn’t drink,” Jonathan warns, “namely me, you, and Nick.  It won’t mix well with the medications and worse yet, it could exacerbate the symptoms.  None of us needs that.”

      “Well that sucks!”  Nick says, dejectedly.

      Jake pounds his fist on the table. “That really fucking sucks.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t get the flu, cause I wanna get wasted,”  Alex grins, rubbing it in.  “I have some Indica you guys could have.  Don’t you think that would be okay, Jon?”

      “I think Indica would be safe in small quantities,”  Jonathan agrees.  “It would be a way to join in the fun.  Does anyone want to bake something yummy?”

      “Dixie, let’s bake cookies!” Gracie suggests. Dixie jumps up, following her to the kitchen along with Morgan and Simon.

      “I won’t want much alcohol, it just isn’t my bag,”  I announce.  “But we can try to make drinks.  I have some Everclear we could mix with grape juice.  It’s probably not a drink you’d find in a bar, but it’s what we have.” Drinks get poured. Jose and I, Gracie, and Eli begin teaching basic salsa steps, Jedaiah following along, then racing in circles, arms extended, making airplane sounds.

      Within an hour, people are getting tipsy, others are mellow on Indica, and the dancing is a hit.  “Wow, you guys know some moves!”  Rob says, complimenting Jose and me.

      Nick scoops up Jedaiah. “Let’s fly to the bathroom!” He takes him off to get ready for bed.

      “I would hope so, after twenty-five years of dancing!” I laugh.

      I watch Simon dancing Morgan out of the kitchen. It’s obvious they’re attracted to each other.   Eli is teaching Dixie and I’m pretty sure there’s a spark between them, too.  Jose dips me as a rush goes to my head, causing a light, almost dizzy sensation.  As he rights me, my belly tingles with excitement and I hope he’s flirting with me.

      At some point, Alex turns the stereo off.  “Let’s play cards!”

      Rob draws the black card to start.  “Blank, kid tested, mother approved.”

      “Oh, I got a good one!”  Alex slaps a card down. Morgan giggles, adding hers to Alex’s.

      Nick sniggers, adding his.

      “Who wants cookies?”  Dixie dances into the room, passing cookies around.

      Everyone adds theirs as Rob scoops them up.  “Is this all of them?” Eli hands him his card, grabbing a cookie.

      “Okay.  Here we go.  A fart so powerful that it wakes the giants from their thousand-year slumber, kid tested, mother approved.  Oh, yeah!  More laughter erupts.  “I’m going with balls, kid tested, mother approved.  I love the double entendre.  Whose was that?”

      “Mine,”  Eli says, gloating.

      

      “What a great end to the evening!”  I exclaim at as we’re cleaning up.    “Hey, Jonathan, while you’re taking your meds, could you check in with Nick and Jake about theirs?”

      “I can,” he says. “Come with me as back up in case either of them get agitated, okay?”

      “Hey Nick, did you get your Seroquel for this evening?”  Jonathan asks.

      “The last time I had some was in the cellar,”  Nick responds.

      “How are you feeling now?”  I ask.

      “Kind of agitated.  I just want to be alone.  I think some quiet time might help.”

      “That’s understandable.  It’s been a big day. Let’s go upstairs and you can have some more Seroquel,”  Jonathan says.  We follow him up the stairs and Jonathan gets a glass from the kitchenette, handing it to Nick.  “Here.  This should do it.”

      Nick swallows it.  “When you come up to bed, just be quiet, okay?”

      “No problem, man,” says Jonathan. “I’m going to need that too!”

      We head downstairs to look for Jake.  As we enter the main house, I hear yelling.  “What the hell?  Is that Jake?” Part of the group are still in the living room.

      We walk quietly through the family room and kitchen to the living room.  Jake is yelling, fisting his hair. “I’m sick of this shit!  They’re after me.  I can see them in the driveway!” I look outside.   It’s dark but I don’t see anything there.

      “Jonathan’s got something that will keep them at bay,”  I tell him quietly.

      “I’m not taking any of that shit.  It didn’t help before.  They’re back and they’re after me.  Keep away.  Don’t come near me!”  He screams, shifting his weight, back and forth, like a boxer in the ring.

      “Maybe we should try a different med?”  I lean over, asking Jonathan in an undertone.  “Good idea.  I’ll just slip out and get him a dose of Zyprexa.  It should work just as fast.”

      The remaining people have made a protective circle around Jake.  Jake is standing in the middle, yelling and darting about. Jessie stands horrified at one end of the circle.  Eli is watching him from behind, near the big windows with Simon nearby.  The girls have left already.  Nadir stands near the front door with Jose.  Sam and Rob are near the table and I’m standing near the entrance to the kitchen.  We’ve made a natural ring around him with everyone keeping their distance. Jonathan edges closer to him.  “I brought something different than before since the other one didn’t help.  Try this, man.  I think it will help you keep them at bay.”  He uses his therapeutic voice.

      “No way, man.  I ain’t fucking with that shit again!”  He seems to be getting more agitated, stabbing the air, like he’s pushing away imaginary foes. Jonathan motions to some of the other people in the room to slowly close in on him.  Then Sheba appears, growling low in her throat.  She slinks toward him; her eyes never leave him.  He doesn’t seem to notice her.  He’s so focused at eye level, on something I can’t see. The men move in, carefully, in the hopes they can contain him.  He is distracted by hallucinations of enemies.  “Back off.  Don’t come near me!”  He continues to stab the air. Then Sheba grabs his pantleg, pulling him off balance.

      Jake screams.  “They’re on me!  They’ve got me!  Help!”

      Jonathan, Eli, Simon, and Nadir rush him, pull him to the ground, pinning him down.  Jonathan eyes me.  “Can you crush this in jam?  We need it to work fast!”

      I grab the medicine, racing to the kitchen. I crush it with my mortar and pestle, mixing with a spoonful jam, and head back. I force the spoon between his teeth, holding his mouth shut with the flat of my hand under his chin.  “Taste this yummy jam, Jake, it will help.” He tries to spit it out but I hold his mouth closed. Nadir suddenly reaches down, grabbing Jake’s nose, forcing him to swallow. He swallows it, yelling again.  “Let me go!  Leave me be!”  His agitation continues, without enunciating actual words. I start to sing, quietly humming George Winston’s Autumn, hoping it will help calm him.  He continues to struggle, sometimes making sense, often not, while the guys hold him down.  Sheba remains at his feet, holding his pant leg.

      Dozens of minutes pass while he grapples with the men, trying to get free. No one speaks while we wait for the medicine to take effect.

      Jonathan is holding the arm nearest me.  “He’s calming down.”  He has stopped yelling and the room has gone quiet, the only sound is my voice, continuing to sing.

      Eventually I get up.  “Jake, how are you feeling.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “Do you think you’re ready to get up calmly?” I ask.

      “Yeah.  I’m okay,” Jake says again.

      “Okay, it’s been a long day,” I say. “I think we’re all ready to go to bed. Jake, you need to get a good night’s sleep.”

      They release him, allowing him to get up.

      Jake gets up, slowly, adjusting to the new medication.

      “Good night everyone.”  I start heading for the bathroom to brush my teeth.  I notice Jose at my elbow.

      “I never realized how good you are with people who are struggling. I don’t think I ever appreciated you enough before,”  he says, running the back of his hand down the side of my face.

      “Thank you, Jose.  I really appreciate you saying that.”  On an impulse I hug him.  He holds me close for a moment or two.  “Good night.”
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      The next morning, I awaken, go through my self-care routine, then walk out of my bedroom, hearing Simon talking to someone.

      “Don’t you think you’d rather sleep in a bedroom?” Simon asks in a low voice. “There’s an extra room next door where we’re sleeping.”

      “Kind of,” Morgan answers, hesitantly. “I like being here with the group, but it would be nice to have a bedroom.”  There is a teasing sound to her voice that I haven’t heard before.

      “I’d sure be happy to see you first thing in the morning!”  Simon says, coming on to her. I stay in the hall, giving them privacy.  I decide to use the bathroom, rather than pass them now. After I brush my teeth, I head out to the living room.

      “Good morning, guys.”  Most of our group are at the table, drinking coffee. Gracie is in the kitchen with Dixie, cooking breakfast.

      “Do you ladies want some help?”

      “Sure.  Could you set the table?  We’ve got food covered.”  Gracie likes to take over the kitchen sometimes. I take utensils, leaving plates in the kitchen for serving, as Jedaiah climbs onto his dad’s lap, ready for breakfast.

      “Are you guys talking about the mission?” I ask. “We already decided who’s going, right?”

      “I think so.  It makes sense for you to go because you’ve been to Hummingbird before,”  Rob acknowledges.  “Jake, you and I are gun savvy, so we should go for safety’s sake.”

      “Absolutely,” Jake agrees.  “Eliana, where do we keep the medicine?  I should take some.”

      “Here,”  I say, pointing to the cabinet.  “Maybe you could get it out for everyone.  We gave you Zyprexa last night, but the other guys are still taking Seroquel.”

      “Yeah.  That Zyprexa seems to work better.”  He gets up, grabbing the medicine from the cupboard.

      “Gracie, have you guys made tea?”

      “Yeah, Mom, it’s on the butcher block.”  I pour myself a cup of tea.

      “Have you guys got the first aid kit, weapons and so forth ready for the trip?”

      “Yeah, Sam and I packed up first aid kits for each truck, weapons, and lunch as well,” Rob explains.  “We’re ready except for breakfast.”

      “And breakfast is ready,”  Dixie exclaims. She and Gracie carry plates to the table.

      “Thanks sweeties, we can come for our own plates.”  I stroke her arm while everyone gets breakfast, gathering around the table.

      Katie appears then.  “Guess what?”

      There is a chorus of “what?”

      “Faith woke up. She’s hungry!  Could one of you guys help me get her to the table?”

      “She’s up!  Oh, thank God!”  Morgan sighs with relief.

      Rob follows Katie to get Faith from Gracie’s room.  “I’m starving!”  Faith says.  She’s limping but Rob supports her to the table.

      “Okay, then, let me get you a plate of food!”  Dixie hops up.

      “You’re a ray of light on a dark day!” Morgan says, hopping up to hug her friend.

      “What needs to get done while you guys are gone?”  Gracie asks me.

      “Watering in the green house and you guys could make granola, maybe even granola bars, “ I suggest. “Don’t we have a lot of oatmeal?”

      “Yeah, okay.”  Gracie and Dixie enjoy making goodies.

      I head into the kitchen to rinse my dishes, then get my belt, gun, and knife.  I strap my belt around my waist and check the holster in my boot.

      “Okay, I’m ready.”  I tuck good leather gloves in my belt.  These crazies aren’t zombies, but they bite and human bites are full of contagions.

      “Are you guys ready?”

      “Yeah, let’s go.” Sam encourages us.

      “Vamonos!”  Jose adds.

      “Love you.”  I hug Eli, kiss Gracie, then Jedaiah.

      “Everyone take care of each other while we’re gone, send us good energy and prayers for a safe return!”  I remind them. We load up and start down the main road.

      “So far, so good,”  Rob says as we turn left with no incident.  “But, I already see a group of crazies at the intersection.  I think we can skirt around them, but it looks bigger than before.  I wonder what the deal is with that?”

      “Let’s crack the windows,”  I suggest as nerves constrict my chest.  The group does look bigger than the others.  It seems odd, watching them mill around. Before we reach the corner, we see some of them go into an apartment while the rest head around the back.  I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “That was fucking close,” Jake adds.

      We meander around the crash site through the next big intersection, discovering, to our horror, a large group of crazies near the corner.

      “Watch out!” Nick hollers.

      The group surges into the street, crowding into the center as my chest tightens, aching in fear.  Jake swerves around them, narrowly missing the stragglers.  Jose made it through the intersection ahead of us. Beyond the intersection the road is empty, remaining that way to Home Depot.  There are numerous cars oddly parked.  We weave in and out as before, soon turning towards the river.  We pass the large crash site with the path still visible that we created before on the way home from the office.  I breathe a sigh of relief. Soon we’re pulling into the parking lot for Hummingbird Wholesale.  The parking lot is nearly empty.

      “Should we bother trying the front door?” Jake asks me.

      “They’re probably all locked, so we just need to start somewhere.  Let’s try the back door.  It has a small window which isn’t visible from the road.”  We drive around the store, backing up to the door.

      “It’s locked,” Jake says.  “I doubt anyone is inside, but we’ve got to get in somehow.”

      No one argues as he breaks the little window with the butt of his gun, reaches in, and unlocks the door.  We hear yelling, realizing someone is in there.

      “We need medicine from the first aid kit,”  I hiss at Jonathan.  He opens it, pulling out a couple pills.  We open the door and look around.  Jake and I enter first with Sam and Simon guarding the door, the rest following.

      “Stop right there!” We hear a man yell from inside. “No one is allowed here.”

      “We’re not government,” Jake yells back. “Are you okay in there?”

      “We’re fine.  There’s a large group of us camping here.” We continue to edge closer.  “He doesn’t sound crazy,”  I whisper to Jake.  “I don’t see a large group.”

      “Stay back!”  The voice yells again.

      “Hey, man.  We’re not trying to threaten you.  I’m Jake. This is Eliana.  We have a small community and we’d like some of the food here.  How are you surviving here with only dried goods and no way to cook?”

      “We’re doing okay.  There’s water.  We mix the flour with the water and use honey.  It’s edible.  Are you guys able to cook?”  He sounds intelligent, not crazy.

      “I’m Rob.  We have a house with solar panels so we still have a little energy.  We’re fixing up the gas stove to run on tanks.  How many of you are there?”  Rob is in front now.

      We’ve gotten fairly close and I only see two people, the tall, slender man looks about twenty, the willowy woman a little older.  “It looks like there are only two of you.  Have you been here since the beginning?”  I use my therapeutic voice.

      “We have a house nearby but we don’t have much there,” the woman shares.  “We didn’t stock up.”

      “Were you really planning to stay here?”  I’m really curious.  I think they’re just scared.

      “I’m Justin and this is my sister Maddie.  We’re just trying to survive like you guys.”  He seems to be relaxing a little.

      “Have you guys got a truck?”  I ask.  Then whisper, “Should we invite them to join us?”

      “Let me feel them out a little more,”  Jonathan whispers back.  “Do you guys really have a big group somewhere in hiding?  Or maybe you’d like to?  What kinds of skills do you have to share?”

      “Maddie was in master gardener training.  We have a loom, back at the house.  I can hunt and I’m good with my hands.  I just started college,”  he says proudly.  “But we have a big group here.  They just went back to the house to get some things.  They’ll be right back.”

      “Maybe we can help you guys and you can help us,”  Jonathan suggests.  “Are you finding milk, eggs, meat, that kind of thing?  Or are you trying to make do with what is here?”

      “There’re plenty of beans here,” Justin insists. “We don’t mind eating beans.”

      “What about in a few months?  How long do you think this stuff will last?  You’re here in this industrial area.  There are no gardens, no farms, how long do you think you’ll last here?”

      As we talk, we close the distance between us.  “Um,…”  He pauses with this.  “We’ll just have to gather canned goods from the stores.”

      “It’s hard to get into big stores with only two of you.  You need back up,”  Jonathan moves closer until we’re right in front of him, not believing the big-group story.  “Listen, man, we’re not here to hurt you.  You guys seem like decent people.  We have a nice group in the south hills with access to farm land and growing vegetables.  I bet there are seeds here we could use.  We have meat, eggs, and milk.  Granted, it’s not a lot of eggs, but so far, we have enough milk and meat, and access to more.  If you’ll share these dried goods, we could load them up and take them back to where we’re living, take you with us, and you could eat cooked food.  We have solar panels, a wood stove…  How are you going to keep warm as it gets colder?” Jonathan sticks out his hand to shake theirs.  I’m right behind him.

      “Maddie, you’ll get lonely here just the two of you.  Wouldn’t you like to have more women around?”  I reach my hand out, a peace offering. Maddie comes forward first.

      “I don’t want to stay here.  I’d like to join you guys.”  She reaches out her hand as I pull her into a hug.

      “You must be scared.  Is it just the two of you?  No parents left?”  I whisper into her ear.

      “They’re gone.  They died.”  She starts crying on my shoulder. Justin reaches out then, shakes Jonathan’s hand.

      “Sounds like your camp wins out.  It sure would be nice to eat meat.  I haven’t had any in several days and honestly, we’re hungry.  There’s only dried stuff here and condiments.  The only fat we’ve had has been nuts.”

      “So, have you got a truck we can load up?”  Rob asks.

      “Yeah, I’ve got a truck.  I know my way around here, where all the back stock is.”

      “Why don’t we divide into two teams with you on one and Maddie on the other?” Rob suggests.  “I assume she knows her way around here too, right?”

      “Yeah, we can show you around.  Follow me. We’ll go get a few hand trucks.  Some of this stuff is heavy.” We spend several hours loading up trucks.  I’m amazed by the wide variety of stock.  The real question is whether we can get it all in three trucks.

      “I think we should take a break and contact the home fort,” I suggest. “We’ll let them know we’re bringing back two new members to our community.”

      “Yeah, I’m with you,”  Sam agrees.

      Maddie and Justin are looking very weak.  They kind of slump to the floor.  “I’m beat and starving,”  Maddie says.

      “Me too,”  Justin agrees.

      “I’ll give you half my sandwich,”  I offer.  “Maybe we could all share sandwiches and eat some of the nuts and dried fruit, which aren’t packed yet.”  I hand half of my sandwich to Maddie who devours it.

      “I’ll share,”  Sam offers half of her sandwich to Justin, who gobbles it down without a word. They’re clearly hungry.  Others in our group offer half of their sandwiches so Justin and Maddie have whole sandwiches.  They’ve had plenty to eat, but no meat.  They’ve also had no fresh fruit or vegetables.

      “I’ll have some of that candy!”  Simon chuckles. We sit around in a circle on the floor eating.  I get up first and head over to the seeds.

      “These are going to be great, nice organic seeds.  After this we’re going to have to collect seeds ourselves.  We’ll have to make a point to let at least one of each plant go to seed.”  I grab a box and start loading stuff up.

      Sam joins me, while Rob contacts home getting only static.

      We spend a couple more hours loading up everything we can fit in the three trucks. I make a point to stuff some bags of trail mix in my coat pocket.  “I don’t think it’s all going to fit.  Do you have keys, Justin?”

      “Yeah, we could lock this place up.  We’ll have to cover that window.  I’ll get a hammer and nails from the work room.”  He heads in the back.

      “We could use some of the shelving to cover that window.”  Rob grabs one of the shelves and carries it over to the window.

      Sam and I start carrying individual bottles, jars, filling the corners of the truck beds and much of the foot space.  It is clear that we’re going to be leaving quite a bit behind.  The food that was on the sales floor is in the trucks, but Justin showed us the back room and a cellar beneath the floor where there is more food.  It’ll keep cold down there and we can come back later if no one else finds it.  At least the stuff we’re leaving behind is less obvious.  If someone comes that has never worked here, they might not find the cellar.  We have two one-ton pickups and a half-ton full.  Thankfully, we brought tarps to cover the truck without a canopy and Justin has a tarp for his truck.

      “Hold this, okay?”  Jose grabs a hammer, while Rob holds the board in place, hammering two of them over the window.

      “Okay, let’s load up,”  Sam calls. We head out into the cold November weather.  It’s raining now, a cold, pelting rain.  I’m grateful it didn’t start until now, so we could load up the food and stay dry.  I watch the western sky as the clouds get progressively darker.

      “So, should we just follow you guys?”  Justin asks, sounding concerned.

      “Why don’t I drive with you guys so we can help you make it okay?”  Jake offers.

      We load up and begin driving around to the front of the warehouse, stopping briefly at Justin and Maddie’s house to grab a few personal items. It’s cold, wet, nasty weather but the street is deserted allowing me to breathe easier. We wind our way back traversing the same road we came on.  Things are quiet and peaceful as we circle around the crash once again. We turn right, following the train tracks until we’re nearly at a huge intersection, which is filled with a large crowd of crazies.  We’d have to back track a lot to avoid this group, likely facing large groups on other main roads. We try to circle around them, but there are so many that it’s slow going and they start beating on the trucks.  My gut twists adding to the ache in my chest.  “What should we do?”

      “Let’s crack the windows and tell them to back off so we don’t hurt them,”  Jonathan, who is now driving Jake’s truck, suggests.

      I open the window a crack.  “Back off guys!  We won’t hurt you if you give us room.”  My gut rumbles. Some of them seem to back off, but others don’t.  Jonathan hits one, who falls down.  Many more surge forward.  We’re in the front and have to decide what to do quickly.  Realizing we can’t subdue this large group with calm talk or medicine, my chest constricts further, while my gut roils.  I stick my longest knife out at someone near my window, “Back!  I don’t want to hurt you!” Jonathan sticks his gun out the window and shoots over their heads.  More back off but the group is large, surging forward.  They seem to be chanting something that’s hard to understand.  I hear a gun shot and stab at the hands reaching toward me.  I hear screams, one falls, taking several others with him as my breath stops, eyes widen, while we move forward. More come at us as my breath hisses.  Jonathan plows some of them down with the force of the truck, pushing them to the side.  We can’t avoid violence at this point. I’m on high alert, my breath short, stabbing at the hands that reach for us.  Nick is in front with Jonathan, his gun pointed out the window.  Shots are fired and I have no idea where they’re coming from or what’s happening.

      All the sounds fade away as I detach from the trauma around me, continuing vigilantly, to stab at hands as they come, my heart hammering, my mind racing.  It feels like time is standing still and moving fast at the same time.  Then I realize that the group is opening up and we’re moving through them. We break out of the group and I begin to hear the noise again as my racing heart seems to skip beats.  I look back, watching Justin’s truck barely making it through the crowd.  They also have their windows cracked.  Jake is shooting crazies down, avoiding our truck.  I grab a gun, shoot above the group. I’m trying to back them off, making space for Justin’s truck, my stomach still tight with concern.

      We near the turn off, slowing down, and waiting for Jose’s truck.  Finally, I see it, breathing a sigh of relief. I suck in a deep breath, trying to make up for lost time, relaxing my tight muscles and stomach. We turn left, speed up, and watch first Justin’s truck, then Jose’s, round the bend.  “Thank God, thank God!” I hiss at the empty, quiet street.  We make it to the back of the strip mall, turn right, heading around behind Home Depot and Fred Meyer.  The rain pelts down harder if that were possible as we slide through the intersection, avoiding the cars. Bailey Hill appears empty, barren, even at the big intersections, as if crazies don’t want to be out in the pouring rain.

      “Wow, what a relief,” Jonathan finally speaks.  “Are you guys okay?”

      “I think so,”  I say looking at my hands, which appear strange, distant, encrusted blood on my knuckles. Then I look at Nick.  “Are you okay, Nick?” I’m so totally not okay.

      “I’m fine.  My hands are a little scratched up, fingernails or sticks, maybe, I don’t know.”  He sounds okay, if a little strained.

      I look more closely at my hands.  “We need to wear gloves when we go out,” I tell him in a dazed voice.  “How are you, Jonathan?”

      “I’m physically okay.”  He doesn’t say any more.

      We turn onto Todd street as sighs of relief fill the truck’s cab.  Other than that, the silence is heavy, leaden like my chest and the lump in my throat.  Did we kill people?

      We arrive to find the driveway cleared, the other cars in the street.  They’re ready for us.  We pull in, making room for Justin’s truck next to ours.  Jose pulls along the end of the driveway.  Help comes pouring out of the house.  The garage door opens from the inside.  I climb out of the truck, hugging Eli and Gracie, “God, it’s good to see you guys!”  I cling to them for a minute or two, grateful they tolerate it.

      “Was it bad out there, Mom?”  Eli asks.

      “It was worse this time.  The crazies are grouping up.  It was hard to get by them and it got violent.”  Everything feels distant, like I’m watching my life on a stage.

      Jose comes over then and hugs me.  “Are you okay?”  He asks.

      “Yeah.  You?”  He nods.  “Everyone in your truck okay?”

      “We got scratched up a bit and I think Sam got bit, but we’re okay.”

      I walk over to Sam, “I want to see what happened.”  She shows me her hand.  It’s red, bruising, and marked like teeth.

      “It isn’t that bad,” she insists. “The guy had to bite through my gloves.  They protected me from exchanging fluids.  Do you think I would have gotten sick if I hadn’t had gloves?”

      “It seems more likely,” I acknowledge.  “Come here a minute, okay?”  I grab her hand, walking to the other side of the yard for privacy.  “We killed people, didn’t we?”  I ask her, struggling to believe it.

      “We did.”  She looks down with shame, then looks me in the eye.  “We had to, Elli!  It was them or us!  I don’t think we had a choice.  Do you?”

      “Not really.  It just feels awful, wrong, but I can’t think how we could have avoided it.”  I’m hanging my head now, feeling terribly guilty.  “If we hadn’t, they would have blocked our cars and we’d have gotten stuck.  They could have damaged our vehicles, broken windows, hurt or killed us…”  The guilt fades a bit as I process with her.

      “I really don’t think we had a choice,”  she affirms.  She puts her arm around me and we walk back to help unload.

      “Wait a minute,” I tell her, stopping her by my medicine cupboard.  I grab the salve and rub it on her bite. She smiles her thanks.

      Morgan and Katie are out along with Nadir, Alex, Dixie and Jessie.

      “If we all work together maybe we can get these trucks emptied, stored, and catalogued before dinner.”  I start grabbing what I can carry, using the distraction, finding Jedaiah at my side. I hand him something small to carry.

      “I’ll go get our hand trucks,”  Jose offers.

      “We brought candy, chocolate chips, and lots of flour.  I think you could bake if you wanted,”  I suggest to Gracie and Dixie.

      “As soon as we’re free, right Dixie?”  Gracie gets animated.  “Talk about timing.  We were out of chocolate and flour!”

      “Darn right.” Dixie puts her hand over Gracie’s.  “We’ll make everyone a reward for all the hard work.”

      “Dinner first, ladies!”  I force a chuckle out.  They always make me feel better, but deep inside my chest aches with grief. We unload boxes of grains, granola, nuts, and dried fruit.  We make an assembly line to the cellar, where Jessie is cataloguing what we have.

      “Ooh, look at all this sugar!”  Gracie coos.

      “And there’s xylitol and stevia, way more than we got at Grower’s!”  I exclaim, trying to feed on their excitement. Hours go by until we’re all tired, hungry, and have unloaded the last of it.  I head out to the chicken coup to deal with the trauma of the day.  I pick up a friendly chicken, sitting on a bench, petting her, meditating a little until the tears come.  I remind myself we had to protect ourselves. When my tears abate and my chest is relaxed again, I walk inside, grateful that a small group of us quit working earlier to start cooking.  I can smell it.

      “Aah!  They’re making chili and cornbread!”  Maddie exclaims.

      “I’m already drooling,”  Justin adds.

      “You’ll be in heaven!”  I tell them, finding them organizing in the garage.  “We’re good cooks.”

      We saunter inside while Jose shuts the garage door manually.

      “It smells like heaven in here!”  Justin remarks, sidling up to Gracie, who is stirring the chili.  “You really know how to cook!”

      He’s flirting with her.  I wonder what she’ll think.  I realize he’s a good-looking young man, fit, lean, and tall, six feet easily.  He’s got golden brown, curly hair cut very short on the sides.  His skin is light but not pale and he has dimples.

      Simon is right behind him.  “Morgan, you are cooking up a feast!”  He gives her all the credit, ignoring Dixie completely.

      “Yeah, and I’m chopped liver!”  Dixie teases.

      “Actually, they’ve done most of it.  I’m just the back up!”  Morgan responds, modestly.

      

      “Okay, does everyone have what they need?”  Dixie asks before sitting down.

      “This food is marvelous!”  Maddie exclaims.

      “We use the dinner hour as a time to talk about community needs,”  I explain, admiring Jedaiah on Nick’s lap.

      “We want to make this a community where people can choose their roles and everyone pitches in,”  Rob adds.

      “We might start with sharing what we noticed while we were out earlier,”  Sam begins.  “I thought the infected were gathering into groups.  They’re getting more dangerous as a result.”

      “That’s true,”  Jose agrees.  “There were bigger groups, more violence.”

      “I think we have to face that we may have to protect ourselves with any means necessary,” Simon states.

      “That’s for sure,” Justin shakes his head. “I wasn’t with you guys before, but we were going back and forth between our house and the warehouse. This definitely looks like the situation is getting worse.”

      “It’s true,” Maddie agrees. “We occasionally saw a couple crazies together, but nothing like the groups we saw today.”  Maddie speaks assertively with a firm tone in her voice.

      “I didn’t see any police out there,”  I add.  “I wonder if there are any officials left in governing positions?”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if there are some, but I’d bet my left tit they’re settled down somewhere safe, just like us,”  Jessie adds.

      “They’re probably in some underground bunker eating like kings, sending out the lowly National Guard to keep themselves safe.” Jake pounds his fist down on the table, making his dish jump. “Officials are nothing but trouble, full of greed and selfishness!”

      “Hey, baby, have you taken your medicine?”  Jessie asks him quietly.

      “I don’t need any fucking medicine!” Jake hollers.  “It just makes me more of a target!”

      Jonathan comes over to him. “Hey, man.  I don’t like the medicine either.  It makes me thirsty, but we have to take it if we’re going to live with our families.”

      “I don’t like the medicine either,” Nick adds.  “It makes me feel like shit!”  He’s getting loud too.  He jumps to his feet, knocking his chair to the floor. Nadir is there in an instant.

      “Listen Nick, the same goes for you.  If you want to live here with family, you’ve got to take the meds.” This all happens simultaneously while Jake shoves back his chair and almost knocks Jonathan over, banging into him.

      “This is bullshit!”  Jake screams, the veins in his neck pulsating.

      Jonathan says in a low, stern voice, “Simon, come help me, now.”  Jonathan moves in closer, grabbing an arm as Jake tries to punch the table again. Simon comes in from behind, taking Jake down to the floor in a wrestling hold. At the same time, Nadir and Rob muscle Nick back into his chair as he starts to get violent.  The rest of the group has divided, circling to one group or the other as backup. I get meds for each of them, taking water to Nadir.  Then I rush back to crush Jake’s medicine in a little jam since he’s on his back.

      “Go ahead and give it to him,” Simon encourages. “He’s ready to take it now, aren’t you Jake.  You want to stay here with Jessie, don’t you?” Jake squirms a little, yells obscenities, and I spoon the jam in. Nick isn’t putting up much of a fight as Sam gives him his medicine, while Rob and Nadir hold him in the chair.

      “What’s going on with these guys?”  Justin asks.

      “They had the flu and survived,” I explain.  “They’d probably be the same as those guys outside but we can control it with antipsychotic medication as long as they take it.”

      “I’d be like that too, if I didn’t take mine,”  Jonathan explains.  “I’ve been diligent about taking mine, three times a day.  I got aggressive once when I hadn’t had a midday dose.  I won’t make that mistake again.”

      “You mean to tell me that every single one of those crazies outside could be controlled with medication?”  Maddie asks.

      “It’s possible, yes,”  Katie confirms.  “The problem is that there are too many of them, not enough of us.  Statistics were suggesting 8 sick to 1 well.  My guess is they were underestimating.  There are even fewer doctors.”

      “I completely agree,” Jonathan confirms. “We were at the hospital in the beginning.  There could have been 20 crazies for every person that didn’t get sick. Everyone who got sick either died or ended up psychotic and aggressive.”

      “That’s just creepy!” Maddie shakes her head. “To think that all this could be managed, but we don’t have enough doctors.”

      “It’s sad.  No doubt about it,”  I agree with her.  “You guys got this covered?” I ask Nadir and Jonathan.  “The rest of us could eat.”

      “You go eat.”  Nadir shoos us away, holding a crying Jedaiah on his lap. We return to the table while Jake and Nick exchange yelled obscenities.

      “What would happen to you guys if we couldn’t find more medicine?”  Gracie asks Jonathan.

      “We’d probably have to go live somewhere else,”  Jonathan says, glumly.  “But there’s a lot of this medication around. The only ones that know to use it are psychiatrists and other therapists.”  The guys are quieting down.

      “Probably not other therapists,” I reassure everyone. “What are the odds that another therapist survived that specialized in treating the severely mentally ill?  I think you’re right, Jonathan.  The only thing that is going to interfere will be the groups of crazies in the roads.”

      “I’m done eating.  I’ll take my plate in, then I can take over for one of you guys.”  Eli whips into the kitchen, rinses his plate, then returns.

      “Why don’t you let Jonathan eat.  Eating on a schedule tends to help stabilize instability,”  I suggest.  Eli takes Jonathan’s spot by Jake so he can return to the table.

      “I’ll take over for you,” Jose says, nudging Simon. Katie and I take over with Nick.  He doesn’t seem to be resisting.

      “Nick, how are you feeling?” Katie asks.

      “I’m okay,”  He says. I realize it’s been over half an hour.  I loosen my grasp as does Katie.  “Really, I’m okay guys.”  He sounds pretty calm.

      “Do you think you took your midday dose?”  I ask Nick.

      “I’m not sure.  I don’t think so.”  He hangs his head.  “I’m sorry.  This really sucks for you guys.”

      “I think we just need to make sure everyone comes to the kitchen to take meds at the same time,” Katie suggests.  Is that okay with all of you?”

      “It’s okay with me.” Jonathan makes a good leader.  I’m proud of him.  I taught all my kids to pay attention to their bodies so they can take good care of themselves.

      “I don’t mind,”  Nick adds.

      “I’ll agree, so I can stay here with Jessie.”  Jake is beginning to sound normal. Both men come to the table.

      “Do you guys want me to heat your food back up?”  Dixie carries her empty plate to the kitchen.

      “That’s okay.  You guys have done enough already.  This is great, even lukewarm!”  Nick raves, digging in.

      “Yeah.  We’ve been big pains in the ass!”  Jake jokes, pointing to his ass.

      “I can help at the table if there’s anything I can do here….”  Faith suggests a willingness to help, which is reassuring.

      “We should go check the seeds!”  Eli hops up to go.  “Dixie, come help!”  He’s inviting, not demanding.

      Dixie follows him out.  “I love your eagerness regarding the baby plants!”  Dixie teases him, emphasizing the baby part.

      “I have to with you around!  You have a babyish charm!”  He teases her right back.  The door shuts behind them.

      “I think we should put the music on, eat some of this candy, and play Cards Against Humanity.  Or we could have another salsa lesson!  What do you guys think?”  I want the kids to suffer as little as possible.

      “Definitely!  We need to part-ay after the violence we dealt with during the day,” Sam backs me. “Plus, we have candy and Hallowe’en’s the day to eat it!”

      “I’ll get the music!”  Jessie offers.

      “You guys cooked, Justin and I can do dishes. Then we’d love a party!  I feel so much better after that incredible meal!”  Maddie exclaims.

      Justin moans.  “I feel human again!  Wow!  I never realized how badly my body needs meat!  Plus, it’s really hard to eat dried goods without a stove…”  He peters off.  He gets up, heading for the kitchen.  “Yeah, I’ll be happy to help with dishes!”

      “No candy!” Dixie declares.  “Baked goods!”
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      I wake up feeling pretty contented.  As bad as things are outside, they seem pretty good inside our community.  Last night, Jose came to say good night to me, telling me that he, Rob, and Nadir are gradually making paths through the backyards by transferring fence pieces from back to the front.  They’ve also been chopping lots of wood, filling our wood shed and the ones next door.  The yard to the north has too many trees, interfering with their growth.  They’ve been thinning the yard for wood to cure for next year in case we’re still struggling with no electricity.

      I meditate, manifesting safety, abundance, and a loving community.  I visualize the seeds sprouting up happily, making lots of food, then I do my morning asanas.  I find myself imagining Jose and I falling in love again.  I wonder if he feels the same.

      I get up, padding into the dining room.  People are always awake before me,  not being a morning person.  “Good morning!”  I greet Jose, Rob, Sam, and Jessie, sitting at the table drinking coffee.  Jedaiah comes in, installing himself on my leg. I take Jedaiah’s hand, heading him into the kitchen to make tea.

      “Good morning!”  Morgan and Gracie are there making breakfast.  “We’re having oatmeal this morning with grape sauce.”

      “Sounds yummy.  My stomach doesn’t digest oatmeal well but I like it.  I’ll digest it in the garden I think!” I accept a bowl for myself and Jedaiah.

      “Now you’re talking!”  Morgan says, cheerfully.

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm!  Do you need any help?”

      “No.  You work hard enough, go have tea,”  Morgan insists.

      I prep my tea pot, heading to the table.  “So, what’s on the agenda for today?”  I ask as Jedaiah snuggles in my lap to eat his oatmeal.

      “There’s still wood to chop,”  Rob offers.

      “And we’re working on clearing the passage through the back yards up to Ellen Street.  Anyone is welcome to help,”  Jose says.

      “We should check the garden.  Don’t you think Eli?  I wonder if those seeds are coming up yet,”  Morgan ponders. Eli nods.

      “I need more exercise than yoga,” I say.  “Do you think there are few enough crazies that we could go for a walk?  We need to stay in shape so we can run faster than them.  Maybe we should start running the hills.”

      “That’s a good idea,”  Sam encourages me.  “We really do need to stay in shape.”

      “I think we’re getting enough exercise building fences,”  Rob teases.

      “She’s right, though, about the running,” Sam continues. “Maybe we should run up hill with back packs, checking houses on the way down.  It could be a form of scouting.” We discuss which roads are the safest, considering running around the water tower. There should be fewer crazies since there are no houses.

      Others trickle in, filling the table and the room.  My tea kettle whistles.  “I’ll get that.”  Morgan pats my shoulder, gently.

      Sheba walks over to me and I scratch her head absently.  Dixie’s dog, Mike, hangs around, nudging Dixie for scratches.  Sheba rushes to the front window, growling.  I head over, setting Jedaiah on my chair.

      “Who could that be?  I don’t see any crazies, but there’s a car out there.”

      Gracie is right behind me.  “Wow, that looks like Bree’s car.”  She presses her face against the glass.  “I think that’s her, mom!  Let’s go out and meet her, okay?”  She’s practically dancing.

      “Her little sister’s there, but who’s that woman?” I ask. We head out to greet Bree, realizing quickly, that she’s not with her mother.  I don’t recognize the woman with her.  “Gracie!”  Bree rushes at Gracie, nearly knocking her down.  “Oh, my God!  We’ve been through hell!”  Bree bursts into tears, quietly, while Gracie holds her.

      “Hi, I’m Danielle, their neighbor,” the small Asian woman speaks up.  “The kids hid at my house, while their parents fought crazies.”

      “Come inside, please, it’s safe here.”  I hug her and she grips me, desperately, shaking.  I take her hand, leading her into the house with Bree’s little sister, Gini, who hasn’t said a word.  She’s 16. I motion to Nadir to take Jedaiah to play.

      We settle in the living room with Eli, Dixie, and Sam who all know them from school.  “What happened?”  I ask Danielle, holding her hand.  Jose and Rob stand, listening.  They knew the girls from overnights, but not as well.

      “Their parents sent them to my house, through the back, when some crazies got on their porch,” says Danielle. “I’m afraid they got into the house.”  I feel her hand grip mine.

      “Mom told us to run to Danielle’s,” Bree cries out. “She and dad would fight them off.” Then she dissolves into tears, while Gracie holds her.  Gini just leans on my other side. I’ve wrapped my arm around her.  She is silent, glassy-eyed, obviously in shock.

      “I took the girls down to the basement and went to see if I could help.  It was quiet when I got there…”  Danielle shudders, then leans in to me and whispers, “It was a blood bath. They crushed their skulls!  It was horrific.”  Then in a normal voice, she says, “They had trashed the house and left.  I went to check their parents but of course there was no pulse!”  She sobs, loudly, then pulls herself together.  In a quiet voice she says, “There was a mark on their cheek in sharpie.”

      “What did it look like?” I ask.

      “It was like a crown,” Danielle says, confused. “What could that mean?” I just shake my head but in the back of my mind a memory pops up.

      “I didn’t know what to do,” Danielle says between sobs. “I knew I couldn’t protect them by myself. Bree told me about you guys.  She felt so sure you would all be alright.  I packed their backpacks with salvaged clothes, grabbed everything I could think of, then left.  I rushed through everything, grabbing a picture of their parents and racing back to the girls.  They stayed put, thank God!”

      “She told us Mom and Dad were dead!  They’re dead, Gracie!  My God, I can’t believe they’re dead!”  Bree bursts into a new wave of wracking sobs, held by Gracie. I feel Gini shudder under my arm.  I glance over at her as a single tear trickles down her pale cheeks.

      “I threw the bags into the car,” Danielle explains.  “I loaded it all into their minivan.  I suctioned the gas out of my car so we’d have a full tank. Eighteenth Street looked awful, with crowds of crazies.  We used back roads.”  She looks scared, but she won’t say it.

      “It’s awful,” I agree. “We need to stay in groups and help each other.  Was your trip bad?”

      “It was rough,” Danielle shakes her head.  “I zigzagged through the hills to avoid most of them.”

      “I understand,” I say, squeezing her hand.  “We’ve gone on some missions to get supplies. I’ve seen it first-hand.”

      “We had to run over some to get through.” She reaches out and I hug her, holding Gini in my other arm. “I wanted to pull over and figure out what to do but it was too dangerous.  We had to keep going.  I can hardly believe we’re here and safe.  I don’t know if we’ll ever be the same…”

      “Do you have any family out there?”  I ask her gently.

      “My husband died a week ago…”  She trails off.  Then she says quietly, almost to herself,  “I don’t have anyone else on the west coast.”

      I hug her tighter.  “No worries. You can stay with us. We have plenty of love to share.”  I lean over, kissing Gini’s head.  I’ve known her since she was about three, when Bree and Gracie started kindergarten.  Her mom and I were becoming good friends when my son, Rasheen, died.  She began avoiding me.  It must have been overwhelming for her to think of one of her own children dying.  Some friends just disappeared at the time I needed them most, but those who could handle it became closer.

      She pulls away.  “I’m so glad you guys are here and welcome us.  I don’t know what I would do without you all.”

      “Of course, It’s the only way survive now. Shall we unload your car?  Then we can talk about where you’d be comfortable sleeping.”

      “Yes, thanks.” She zones out, not moving, the shock settling in.

      I look over at Bree and Gracie.  Gracie has her arm around Bree, who continues to hiccup and cry.  Then I look at Gini, who’s numb with shock.  “Gini, do you want to come with us to get things from the car?”  I start to stand up as she follows the movements of my body without a word.  We walk arm in arm, nudging Danielle to the door.  Simon, Dixie, and Sam follow us.

      I check the street, which looks quiet.  “It looks okay.  Sheba!”  She races to my side as we head out to the car.

      “You were in a hurry!”  I exclaim, looking at the mess of bags thrown into the car.  “But it looks like you did your best.”

      “This will be useful!”  Sam adds grabbing a bag with first aid supplies.

      “This is the kind of stuff we needed!”  Simon jokes, taking out a bag of liquor.

      Even Gini reaches out to get a bag.  Everyone takes bags into the house.

      “I’ll put this in the pantry,”  Simon offers.  I admire the quantity Danielle managed to pack. We sort fresh and canned food, clothes and first aid supplies, putting them away.  Gini seems to be recovering a little bit, helping out.  Then she just slumps against me. Danielle gets distracted often, perhaps dissociating.

      “What will I do without my mama?”  She asks quietly, laying her head against my shoulder, beginning to cry.  We stand in the kitchen for a while, me holding her, letting her cry.

      “You’ll cry.  You’ll hurt, a lot.”  It’s simple yet horrific.  I remember when Rasheen died, how hard I tried to hold myself together for Eli and Gracie.  I’d pick them up at school, tuck them away in the back seat, then cry quietly all the way home.  Then I’d tuck my grief away long enough to get them a snack and started on homework, while I hid doing my crying meditation.  I cried four or five times a day for a long time.  Sometimes I’d cry for over an hour until I was completely exhausted.  I understand her need to cry, relieved she’s able to as I lead her gently to a comfy chair.  She continues to weep until it changes to keening.  I hold her, stroking her long, wavy blond hair. Eventually she quiets.

      I hear Danielle asking what needs to be done, while Gracie talks with Bree about sleeping arrangements.  It sounds like Gracie is thinking about sleeping somewhere with Bree, offering my bed to Gini.  I return to Danielle, “You need an opportunity to draw or write about your experience.  Would you like some privacy?”

      Danielle just nods.  I lead her to a back room, giving her supplies.

      “Bree said we could stay here,” Gini says. “Who will be our family?”

      “We’re your family now.  Sam and I have known you since you were three years old.  We’ll be your aunts.”  I won’t suggest we’ll be her mothers, since she just lost hers, but I want her to know she has family.  This isn’t just a place to stay.  “At night, would you like to sleep with me for a while until you feel safe enough to sleep on your own?’

      She nods, almost imperceptibly.

      Eli manages to get Gini to go out with him and Morgan to check the seeds.  The rest divvy up chopping wood, moving fences, making bread, and working in the garden.  I amble out to the garden, knowing my stomach is going to react to the oatmeal.  Eli has gotten there ahead of me.

      “How do the seeds look?” I ask.

      “Come see them!  They’re starting to sprout!”  He’s animated.

      I head over and sure enough, there are sprouts coming out of the earth.  “Look at those!  They’re sprouting already.”

      “Maybe they actually do respond to song....”  Morgan wonders.

      “Good for you!”  I admire the nearby cilantro, which is small but big enough to pick a little.  I lift a bucket, moving toward the apple tree.  I pick a bunch more apples, visit the chickens to gather eggs, then I gather up our dwarf bunny, Ciarran, and carry him to Gini.  “Would you like to hold Ciarran?”

      “Ooh, yeah.”  She takes him in her arms, smiling, briefly, for the first time.  It reminds me of how Gracie used to bring me her hamster to hold just after Rasheen died.  That adorable little animal, racing up and down my arm, always managed to make me smile, despite my sadness.  She carries him over to the outdoor table, sitting down to snuggle him.

      “You could sit with him in the pen when you’re done snuggling him and let him run, eat grass, and dandelions,”  I suggest.

      “Okay.  Where is it?”  She looks somewhat interested and I am glad I thought of getting Ciarran out.  Her cheeks have a blush, her green eyes gaze at Ciarran.

      I point out the pen at the bottom of the slide. “You can put him down in here if you want, but keep an eye on him, okay?  We can’t let him get out.” I do some weeding, then return to the kitchen, Jose and Rob behind me.

      “We found a short-wave radio!”  Rob says.

      “We’ll set it up!” Jose is equally excited.  “Do you want to come listen?” I follow them into the living room.  Jose turns it on, as Jedaiah climbs in my lap, allowing the staticky sound to enter the room.  He fiddles with the dial, listening for voices.  A couple times we hear something, but as he tunes, they disappear.

      “There’s got to be someone out there!” I cry out.

      “I’m sure there are people out there,” Rob assures me. “It’s just taking people some time to establish a safe place, figure out survival and food, and feel able to focus on communication with others.”

      “That makes sense.”  I let out a breath.  “We should try to communicate with others.”

      “Always the trusting one,” Rob warns. “You’re so ready to open your heart for anyone and I love that about you, but we need to be cautious.  Our community is very small and we don’t know who is out there listening.  I think we’re better off staying quiet,”  Rob warns.

      “Even the crazies might work out a short-wave radio and they could be coordinated enough to seek us out!”  Jose’s concern is apparent.  “We should create an antenna on the roof, then try again in the evening.  Radio waves travel better in the dark.  Maybe we’ll have better luck then.”

      “Good idea.  Let’s go see if we have the supplies we need.”  Rob and Jose stride off.  Jose looks back at me, smiling warmly.

      I return to the kitchen, looking for work to do.  “Hi, Jessie, what are your plans for those herbs, tea?”

      “Basically.  Or anything else we can think of.  I cut a bunch of peppermint and lemon balm.  There’s so much out there, it will grow back in the Spring.  You could use more dried lemon balm, you don’t have very much.  This isn’t the best time of year for harvesting herbs but it’s better than not having them.”

      “I can help.”  I join in, removing the dried leaves from the stems.

      Jose enters.  “I’m pretty filthy.  Could I get a glass of water?”

      “Sure.”  I get a glass, fill it, following him back outside.  “Quiero hablar en privado.”  I explain that I want to talk privately.

      “Vamos.”  He says, let’s go.  We walk past others working and head for the chicken coop.  “We can talk in my office!”  He jokes.

      “Did you hear what Danielle said about Bree’s parents?”

      “Yeah.  I’ve been thinking about that.  They didn’t have a fence, did they?”

      “No.  But do you think a fence is going to be enough?”  I ask, concerned that crazies could attack our community.

      “I don’t know.  I hope so.  The fence should at least slow someone down so we have warning.”

      “I need to talk about something serious.  Danielle told me the killer left a crown symbol drawn on their skin.”

      He looks confused.  “What’s that all about?”

      “I had a client who did that.  I would never have seen him but he was referred by his mother.  She said he had PTSD, but he was a hardened criminal and sociopathic.  He’d spent 35 years in prison.  His MO was raping girls and marking a crown somewhere on them in sharpie.  He was never convicted of murder, but I always suspected him.”

      “You worked with this guy?”

      “It was weird,” I slowly shake my head. “He was beginning to really talk to me about the crazy stuff he lived through as a child.  His parents were in a cult and I guess the head of the cult wore a crown and called himself the King.  The cult leader was attracted to my client and abused him regularly and horrifically.”

      “Rob and I can put our heads together.  It’s a long shot he’s actually out there.”

      “But the crown,” I say.

      “That’s probably a coincidence but we could top the fence with barbed wire.”

      “Barbed wire is a good idea,” I say.

      “I’ll go run this by Rob,” Jose says.

      “Go ahead.”  I head back inside, gathering folks to bring dirty laundry.  I want to see if we have enough solar energy to wash laundry.  I’m walking out of the laundry room when Rob comes in the back door.

      “I think we need to get everyone some target practice,” Rob says.  “I want to make sure everyone knows how to use a gun.  Do you know where Jake is?  He could lead this.”

      “I’m not sure.  Jessie?  Are you in the kitchen?”  I enter the kitchen with Rob.

      “Yeah, what do you need?”

      “Jake needs to teach gun safety and accuracy,” Rob says.  “Do you know where he is?”

      Jake comes in the back door.  “Here’s the flour you wanted, Jessie. Hey guys, what’s up?”

      “Jake, I need you to teach gun safety.”

      “I’d love to.  Jessie knows her way around a gun. She could help.”

      “I’m making bread.  Let me know when the targets are ready.”

      “Sounds good,” Rob says.  “Sam is setting them up now.”

      “What’s that I hear about target practice?  I’d definitely like some o’ dat action!”  Alex comes in just then with Jonathan right behind him.

      “Count me in,”  Jonathan adds.

      Rob nods. “Sam is setting up hay bales and scrap wood to use as targets.”

      We depart, Nick catching Jedaiah, following Rob to where Sam has targets set up in the yard to the south.  Rob hands out firearms.

      “Remember to always watch the muzzle, pointing only at something you intend to shoot,” Jake explains. “Treat every firearm with the respect due a loaded weapon.  Keep your finger outside the trigger until you’re ready to shoot.”  He walks around the group introducing us to our guns, showing us how the safety works.  Alex and Jonathan are familiar with guns but need practice.

      We all stroll into the next yard for target practice.

      “Now I want you to know how to load the firearm.”  He demonstrates and watches us try.

      “Like this?”  I ask.

      “That’s it.  Good job.”  He pats me on the shoulder.  “You guys look like you’ve done this before.”  He’s talking to all of us. I’ve done a little target practice before with someone, God knows who.

      “Okay, let’s all line up here and aim at the target.”  He hands out ear plugs.  “Aim with your dominant eye.  Aiming with both eyes is impossible.  It will probably line up with your dominant hand.”

      “How do I know which is my dominant eye?”  I don’t remember this part.

      “Hold your fingers like this, extending them to arm’s length to look through them at the target.  Now move it toward your eye.”

      I follow his instructions, pulling it toward my right eye.

      “That’s your dominant eye,”  He informs me.  “Now align the front and back sights with your dominant eye.  Focus on the gun sights.”

      We practice shooting until my shoulder feels like it’s been ripped out of the socket. My aim is improving dramatically.

      “God, I’m dying!”  I complain about my shoulder, entering the kitchen.

      “Then you’re damn lucky that I’m cooking!”  Jessie exclaims.

      I grab some comfrey cannabis salve, drop in a chair, massaging it into my aching shoulder.  “How long did you suffer like this when you were learning to shoot?”

      “I don’t know,” Jessie shrugs, not much help. “A couple days maybe.  It’s hard to remember.”

      “Somebody beat you up?” Dixie asks, bouncing into the kitchen.

      I laugh and shake my head.  “Just learning to shoot.”

      The gang settles at the table to review the day and plan for tomorrow.

      Eli shares, animatedly, “I’m really good with a shot gun!”

      Rob discusses fencing and their progress extending our yards.  “We extended our land up two more houses to the south and north.”

      “Tomorrow we need to get gasoline and a pump to siphon it.  Rob has a small one we can use, but it’s slow,” Jose explains.

      “We need to return to the farm.  We said we would check on them and we need more milk,” Sam adds.

      “If it’s possible, I’d like to stop by my farm to check on my cows,” Jessie suggests. A debate ensues about group priorities.

      “I want to go by my house to get our food.  I know we have good snacks there.”  Faith is dying for more snacks.

      “Faith, we have to focus on needs, not wants,” Sam explains firmly.  “If we’re going to take risks to go outside where there are groups of violent crazies, we have to think about how much we need these things.  Snacks don’t qualify.”

      “How does stopping by Jessie’s qualify based on that?”  Faith asks.

      “That’s a good question,”  I validate her concern.  “We have to evaluate that.  Her farm is right on the way, so we’re not risking another trip.  She has vegetables and fruit; her animals could be milk or meat.  We might stop there on the way back if all goes well at Polyrock.”

      “I’m with you,”  Rob says.

      “Assuming all goes well with gas collection, we can then head to Polyrock,” I summarize. After a lengthy discussion the groups are decided.

      “Danielle, where would you and the girls like to sleep?” I want to make sure everyone is comfortable, feeling as safe as possible. “The neighboring houses have a room each.  Here we don’t have any rooms that are empty, only floors.”

      “Bree, Gini?”  Danielle checks in with the girls. I look at them and they both look stricken.  It hits me that they are probably terrified, not wanting to leave this house.

      “I want to be with Gracie and Gini, here with you guys.”  Bree looks right at me.

      I walk straight over, hugging her.

      “I understand.  We’ll make room, even if it’s on floors.”

      “Faith and I could go next door with Jessie and Jake, couldn’t we?”  Morgan looks pointedly at Faith.

      “I guess,”  Faith says lazily.

      “I could sleep on the couch that’s getting vacated,”  Katie offered.  “That would open a bedroom.”

      “Gracie, will you be in there?”  Bree looks at Gracie, waiting.

      “I guess I could.  I’ve been sleeping with my mom but I don’t need to.”

      “Gini, would you like to sleep with me?”

      She just nods, walking over, leaning on me.

      “There are some mats in the house next door,” I assure her. “We could bring one over.”
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      After breakfast they leave.  “Bye all.  Safe voyage.  No tripping!”  Eliana and Sam hug.

      “Watch it.  I could get klutzy!” Sam flicks her hair back, like being klutzy might be cool.

      “Better not.  We don’t take Klutzes on these missions!”  Rob shoulders Eliana, then hugs Sam.  “Take care of our girl,”  he whispers.  They’ve become better friends than ever these last few days, like siblings almost.

      Jose walks up to Eliana and holds her close.  Sam knows he still loves Eliana.  She doesn’t think Eliana realizes it, but it’s obvious to her.  Sam can’t hear what he says, but she is curious.

      As they leave, Sam turns to the remainder of those still at the table.  “What do we need to get done around here while they’re gone?”

      “I think we should just have a party to distract us from worrying about them!”  Jonathan suggests.

      “Let’s party!”  Morgan agrees.

      “Let’s get some cute guys!”  Sam goes along with it for fun.

      “Gardening always needs to get done.  Plus, the fencing still needs work up the hill,”  Jose gets serious.

      “Cooking is a constant.  We never have leftovers anymore with a group of how many?  Twenty?” Sam can hardly believe they’ve gathered that many together.

      “Wow, there’s twenty of us?  I can help cook or garden,”  Danielle offers.

      “Last night, when we were getting ready for bed, mom and I talked about making soap,” Gracie suggests. “I know we have the ingredients for it, that’s another possibility.”

      “With twelve of us I bet we could do all those things if we just divide up.”  Dixie hops out of her chair.

      “Papa?”  Gracie checks with Jose.

      “The fence-work is priority. You guys can figure out the work in here.”

      “I’ll work on weeding the front yard while guarding the house,” Jonathan suggests.

      “I’ll help.”  Jake is on the ball.

      “That could work.  I can take Eli with me to move fence sections.”  Jose looks pointedly at Eli.

      The rest divide into a soap group and a cooking group.  The girls want to make soap, while everyone takes turns at the stove.

      “I leaded the cows to lunch.  Now I’m hungry!” Jedaiah exclaims, abandoning his blocks and wooden animals.

      “Here, babe.” Gracie sets Jedaiah at the butcher block with cheese and crackers.

      “Gotta have music to manage this freak show!”  Sam horses around, bouncing one way to tickle Dixie, bouncing the other way to gently tickle Gini.

      “Gotta dance to keep us motivated!”  Dixie hip bumps Sam and wiggles.

      “Dixie, can you get the lye down?” Gracie points. “It’s in the cupboard above the fridge.”

      “Sure, baby!”  Dixie wiggles sideways, making Gracie laugh.

      “Danielle, do you want to dice an onion, while I go pick some meat to cook?”  Sam heads for the large freezer.

      “Just one?”  She asks.

      “Two,”  Sam says, heading towards the garage.  The freezer is thinning out.  Sam hopes they manage to get to Polyrock today.  She takes out three pounds of ground beefalo, thinking meat balls, a couple loaves of their home-made bread.  She heads back into the kitchen.  “I’m thinking we make meat balls.  How does that sound?”

      “Great, yum!” They work steadily for an hour or so, mixing meatballs while the girls mix soap ingredients.

      “I think we’re ready to pour it into the mold,”  Gracie says.

      Sheba starts growling at the front window.  “What could that be?”  Sam asks as Jedaiah starts crying.  Gracie picks him up, murmuring in his ear. They run to the front window as Sheba starts barking furiously, viciously.  Alex, Jake, and Jonathan are in the front yard and Bud’s head can be seen over the fence, with several other crazies.

      Sam runs to get her knife and gun.  “Get armed, now!  Gracie, take Gini and Bree and go hide in the cellar.”

      Morgan, Dixie, and Danielle grab knives and guns, racing back to the living room, while the other girls head for the cellar.  Bud has dropped into the yard with two other men. Sam assumes they are crazies.  Alex is pointing a weeding tool at them.  Jonathan and Jake have guns drawn.  Sam heads out to help.  “Watch my back,”  She tells the others.

      “Back up, get out, or get shot!”  Jake is saying as Sam enters the yard.  The crazies don’t appear to have guns but have knives.

      Bud swoops down to grab at Jake’s feet, stabbing at his legs.  Jake shoots Bud at point blank range, right in the head.  Bud drops like a stone.  Sam holds back vomit, as blood and brains pour over the grass.  The other crazies move towards Jonathan and Alex, but there is enough distance for Sam to aim her pistol, hitting one in the shoulder.  He falls as Alex stabs the other one with his weeding tool.  Screaming, he goes down, kicking Alex’s ankles out front under him.  Jonathan pulls Alex back, leaving the guy screaming and frothing on the ground.

      “You guys have been plotting to get us, plotting against us but we’ll get you now,” the crazy spits out.  We’ll come after you again, when you’re not looking.  There are more of us than you know over the fence.”  He rolls over, starting to drag himself up. Jake’s Ruger flashes in the sun as he shoots the crazy in the back. He stiffens as he lunges toward Jake with the knife, dropping to the ground.

      “Two dead, one injured,”  Jake summarizes.  “What do we do with them?” Sam runs to look over the fence.

      Jake says, knowingly.  “No one, right?” Sam nods. The other guy is moaning.

      “We need to get them out of here,” Alex says. “They’re going to stink.”

      “Burying them is going to be too hard.  I think we should put them in the side yard across the street,”  Jake suggests.

      “They can decompose there….” Sam trails off.  The world seems far away.

      The last guy begins to pull himself up with his right arm.  Jonathan puts his boot on the guy’s back.  “You’re done moving.”

      The crazy attempts to crawl toward the fence. “I’m leaving but I’ll be back.  You’ve been plotting to get us all this time.  We had to come after you to protect ourselves.  We know you’re part of the government, using normal citizens to test your poisons on.  You won’t test them on me.  No way!”  He bucks, Jonathan losing his leverage.  He pulls on Jonathan’s ankle, knocking him to the ground.  He stabs the knife at Jonathan as Jonathan grabs his wrist.  They’re so close, Sam can’t get a shot in.  In a flash, Jake discharges his gun in the crazy’s temple, before the crazy stabs Jonathan.

      Sam leans down, hugging Jonathan.  “Are you okay?”  She pulls away looking him over, carefully.

      “I’m okay, Sam.  Thanks, Jake.  I could have a serious knife wound if you hadn’t done that.  He tried to stab me but hit my leather boot…”

      Alex pulls the body toward the gate.  “Sam, can you open the gate and cover us so we can pull these guys across the street?”

      “Sure,”  Sam feels nauseous, opens the gate, and vomits in the street.  She spits and heaves again.  “God, I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry.”  Jake says, dragging a body down the steps.

      Jonathan takes the remaining body, following them.  Sam covers them with her pistol. She is rigid on high alert.  It’s surreal, watching them take the bodies to the side yard of the house and return.  Then everyone heads indoors, sagging onto the couch in silence. Minutes pass.

      “Is everyone okay?” Sam asks, hearing every tiny sound, magnified.

      “There’s blood here,”  Jake begins unlacing his boot.  “Weird.  How’d he get me?”  He gets his sock off, finding more blood.

      “He must have stabbed you right through the eyelet.”  Jonathan bends down to look at it.  “Hold on, while I get the first aid kit.”

      “Are you guys okay?”  Gracie and Dixie chorus, followed by Morgan, Bree, and Danielle.  Gini trails at a distance.

      “Basically,”  Sam assures them, not wanting them to worry.  “It was just scary and shocking.”

      Jonathan returns, cleansing the wound and putting comfrey salve on before the bandage.

      “I’ll make some tea.  I bet we all could use something.  Lemon?”  Gracie heads back in the kitchen to start the teakettle boiling.

      Just then Jose and Eli walk in the back door.  “What’s going on?  It looks like a group chat or something,”  Eli teases. They come through the kitchen, Jose peering closer at the group.

      “What happened?  You’ve had a wound bandaged.”

      “We had some crazies climb over the fence to attack us.  We had to kill them.  One of them stabbed me and the knife got through the eyelet of my boot,”  Jake explains.

      “They stabbed me but my boots protected me,”  Jonathan adds.

      “¡Cochinos!  I guess we do need barbed wire above the fences,”  Jose exclaims.  “Maybe we need guards?” No one answers.

      “Have we heard from the other group?”  Jose asks. Sam looks toward the kitchen.

      “Not yet,”  Dixie says.

      “If I’m out and they check in, ask for a large spool of barbed wire from Home Depot,” Jose says.

      “Okay,”  Gracie and Sam chorus.

      “What about you, Sam?”  Jose asks Sam then, coming over.

      “I don’t know…”  Sam’s spaced out.  “I need to pull myself together.”  She’s talking to herself more than to anyone else, disconnected from reality, which seems far away.

      “Should you go lay down?”  He asks. Sam heads toward Gini, tense and vigilant.  Gini stands rigidly, eyes wide, as Sam reaches for her hand, pulling her close.  They walk to the couch as Gini snuggles under her arm.

      “We’re safe and Eliana will be home soon.  Don’t worry, Gini.  It was just a shock but we’re all okay.”
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      “Alright load up guys,”  Rob says as we reach the trucks.

      We divide into two groups and pile in.  Rob and I, Nick and Faith in one truck, Jessie, Simon, Nadir and Katie in Jessie’s.

      We head down to the main road. Cruising through an intersection, we narrowly miss a group of crazies, exiting the apartments and streaming into the road.  They begin throwing rocks at us, while Rob peels away from the intersection, barely avoiding the missiles.  My breath hitches, chest and stomach tight.  We zigzag a little, moving in and out of abandoned cars.

      Reaching the next intersection, crazies are swarming the Fred Meyer.  I crane my neck, stiffly watching, wondering how it will be at the gas station.  We head around the back to Home Depot.  It’s pretty quiet.  We park and disembark.

      “I’d like to go in with Nadir.  We’ll need a couple more hands.”  Rob says.

      “I’ll go.  Katie, you want to come?”  I suggest.

      “Sure.  Nick, you guys want to keep watch?”

      They nod and we head in.  “Nadir, can you go with Katie and look for rolls of barbed wire and whatever else you think we could use?  I want some supplies to reinforce our fence line for more security.  We’ll go look for a siphoning tool.”

      “Done and done,”  Katie says, heading off toward the other side of the store.

      Rob leads the way as we head down long aisles of tools.  We push a basket and Rob begins putting things in it.  I hear noises.  “Did you hear that?”

      He stops, whispering, “Yeah. Let’s peak around the end of the aisle.”

      I nod, not making a sound.  My heart speeds up, pounding in my chest.  We peek out the end of the aisle, spying a group of adults, perusing the aisle.  We pull back.  “Should we wait?”  I ask, unsure.

      “Yeah, let’s wait,”  He whispers back.

      We crouch, silently, waiting, listening to the group move further away.  We creep out the end of the aisle.

      “All clear.” I tell him, still quiet.  We make our way past more tools, gaskets, and hinges, then turn a corner, and Rob slows down, perusing the shelves.

      “Here.  This is what we want.”  We’re still quiet.  It’s the biggest siphon and claims how fast it is.  He puts it in the cart.  It’s still hand-pumped but nearby is a foot pump.  I grab some gas stabilizer.

      Just then, the group shows up in our aisle and Rob’s gun is out before I’ve thought of mine.  “We’re just here to get a few things and we’re leaving,”  Rob explains.

      “We don’t want any trouble.  Are you guys healthy?”  The other guy asks, pointing a gun at us.  He’s youngish, thirties maybe, a little scruffy brown hair with a few days of facial hair.  He’s lean, dressed clean.  I realize the rest of the group look clean and calm.  There are three men and two women all in their thirties or forties.

      “Yeah.  We’ve been lucky.  You guys okay?”  Rob asks, guns are still held but less firmly.

      “Yeah, if you call this lucky!”  He chuckles a little.  “So, we could all lower our weapons, right?”  He sounds friendly.  I nudge Rob.

      “Slowly, okay?  I think we’re good.  You guys have more folks in your group?”

      The guns are lowering.  “We have a few more back at the house.  We’re trying to get some fencing supplies to secure the area.  I’m Judd, by the way, this is Jason, Nate, Justine, and Sasha.”

      “I’m Rob.”  We walk towards each other to shake hands.  “This is Eliana.  We’re working on fencing too.  Are you guys nearby?”

      “Just up the way, Hawkin’s Heights area.  There are about fifteen of us up there.”

      “We’re near there too, closer to Eighteenth.”  I inform them.  “We’ve got a few more than you.” We clarify locations so we can meet up later.

      “Do you have enough sun? Are you growing any food?”  I wonder how they’ll survive.

      “Not much.  We’re gathering food from neighboring houses.  Why don’t you guys come up and visit?  It’d sure be nice to see some other people who’re healthy once in a while.  How’re the crazies down your way?”

      “Violent, but not many until you get onto Eighteenth.  They seem to be banding together.  You guys are welcome to visit us too.  You’ll see the fence out front and know where we are.”

      We have a brief discussion about trading and head back towards the front door.

      Just then Rob’s walkie talkie crackles with Simon’s voice.  “Rob, Faith’s been shot!  We need help out here. Be careful.”

      We race, nearly reaching the front door, crouching behind the service desk.  Shots ring out.  Rob’s gun is out.  I get mine out, knowing my aim isn’t as good but better than nothing.  I see someone shooting and return fire.  They drop to the ground and I can’t believe my aim, until I realize that Rob was shooting too.  My focus is razor sharp as my vigilance amps up, agitation tingling in my arms and chest.

      “How many are there?”  Rob asks into his walkie talkie.

      “At least four,”  Simon says.  “Three down.  One to go.”

      “Is anyone else hurt?”  Rob asks.

      “Just Faith.”

      I see movement and shots ring out again.  “Damn, he got away!” Simon laments.

      Rob aims his gun as more shots ring out.

      “God Damn it!” Rob hisses. The figure continues moving toward us.  He’s dodging parked cars. Pausing, he grants me a look at his face as my heart nearly stops. The dark, gaunt face, the unbearable height which has haunted my sleep.  Shots ring out again but I’m frozen.  There’s a scream as he darts behind the car.  I think he saw me but I’m not sure.  I back behind the service counter, taking deep breaths to calm my racing heart.

      It was him, my old client, sick and dangerous.  Knowing his history, his tall, lanky form with the broad scar, running diagonally across his left eye from his hairline to his cheekbone, sickens me.  The scar is from a knife fight in prison.  In therapy, he was starting to get to the core of his trauma but he quit coming.  I thought he’d gone back to jail but he’s obviously out now.  He talked about his need to rape teenage girls to get excited, unable to get a hard-on any other way.  He was beginning to develop empathy, feeling bad.  He’d finally started talking about his childhood, how he was raped and tortured by the man who called himself King when he was a little boy.  We figured King had been raped by his father.  He was very abusive and controlling to female members and the young.  My client admitted drawing a crown on his victims in sharpie, sometimes in blood.  He was accused of murder but never admitted it, was never convicted.  The DA was putting evidence together, connecting the rapes and the murders.

      I peek out again as more shots ricochet off cars.  He’s moving away.

      “Do you think someone injured him?”  I ask, hopefully.

      “I think I got his shoulder,”  Rob says.  “But I’m not sure.  He’s good, agile.”

      We keep shooting while he moves away, not injured enough to die.  He’s still out there making me edgy, light-headed, thinking of Danielle’s words. Soon, he’s out of sight behind the St Vincent de Paul across the street.

      We creep out.  “Stay low,”  Rob says.  “I wish we could warn Judd and the rest.”  Almost crawling, we get to the shattered doors, finding Nick to the side, behind some potted trees, holding Faith. Simon and Jessie are nearer the doors.  We all head behind the trees.

      “Let me check Faith out before we move her,”  Katie says, heading over to them.

      I crouch down next to Faith, watching Katie check her pulse and inspect the wound with her gloved hands.  She quickly switched her leather gloves for rubber.  “This is a bad wound but it looks like the bullet exited.  She’s still breathing.  It has damaged her muscles.”  I can see that the bullet entered near her left shoulder.

      “That guy was the same one who killed Bree’s parents.”  I’m in a daze, detached from reality.

      “Holy Fuck!”  Rob says, wheeling around, the shock registering on his face.

      “What?” Katie asks. “He killed her parents.  How do you know?”  She asks, stuffing gauze in the bullet hole.

      “It’s a long story but I recognize him,” I say with resignation.

      Katie puts a hasty bandage on Faith.  “Let’s get the hell out of here!”

      We load Faith in the back of the pick-up gently.

      “I think we’re going to have to take her home,”  Katie laments.  “Do we have enough gas?”

      “My truck’s low.  I think it’s risky to go any further than the next gas station.  What about you, Jessie.”  Rob sounds concerned.

      “I’m in the same boat.  I think we have to stop for gas or we could get stuck somewhere on the way.”

      We drive around behind the stores, coming out on Baily Hill, where a large group of crazies throng around Fred Meyer.  “I don’t think we can get gas there safely,”  Rob says, picking up his walkie talkie.  Then to Jessie, “Let’s head out west to the next gas station.”

      It’s a short drive, moderately free of crazies.  I’m antsy with nerves, fairly confident my former client shot Faith.  The crazies don’t seem attracted to this stretch of road and we enter the gas station easily.  Rob finds the tank valve, opening it with a sledge hammer.  I pass him the tubing.

      “Let me know when to start pumping,”  I say. Simon has the first truck ready.  Nick, Jessie, and Nadir stand guard, while Katie cares for Faith.

      “How much is in there, Dad?”  Simon asks.

      “Plenty.”

      Gas cans get filled after both trucks have full tanks.  It’s arduous and boring filling gas cans after filling the trucks.

      “Let’s rotate, this foot pump is killing my leg,” I say.

      We rotate, filling all the cans.  Then we head to Polyrock with Jessie, while Katie, Nick and Faith head home with the gasoline.

      “I know a short cut to Polyrock out this way,” I explain.  “We’ll have less crazies with all the empty farmland.”

      “Good!  I’m tired of dicking around with crazies!”  Rob jibes.

      “They are dicks, I’ll give you that!” I agree, laughing.

      “And when we want dicks, crazy ain’t part of the picture!”  Jessie adds, giggling.

      “You want dicks with muscle and brains?”  Simon jokes.

      “Muscles, brains, and emotional stability make a nice addition to the dick!”  I’m in with both feet. The stress dissipates, passing trees, fields, and animals, with no crazies in sight. Soon we’re pulling into Polyrock Ranch, up the quarter-mile rocky road.  It’s peaceful, but there’s no sign of Jan or her son.  We drive to the house and outbuildings.

      “I wonder where Jan and Isaac are?”  I ask, opening my door.

      “Let’s see if she’s at the house,”  Jessie suggests, disembarking.

      “You guys want to check the house and we’ll check the barn and milking house?”  Rob suggests as we all get out and stretch our legs.

      “It feels different here somehow…”  I comment to Jessie as we head to the house.

      “You think?”  She asks.  “Maybe they all left!”  She’s joking now, lightening up.

      “Wouldn’t that be wild?  We could move out here and have over 400 acres to create a community on!”  We’re laughing as we reach the door.  The door is stained glass so you can’t see through it, but I swear there’s movement. The movement becomes a figure approaching the door.  I feel for my knife.  The figure appears to fall with a large thud.

      “Think we should open it?”  Jessie asks.

      “Yes.  Be ready, okay?”

      Ready for what?  I’m not sure but I’m vigilant.  I open the door a crack.  “Jan?”  Jan’s lying on the floor. There’s a moan of response.  I push the door open a little more.

      “Jan, what’s wrong?”

      “Sick,”  She croaks.

      I open the door wider, stepping in.  Jessie’s right behind me.  “Jan, can you get up?”

      She takes my hand.  “Help.”  I notice the smell of old urine.

      “Let’s roll her over,”  Jessie suggests. We gently roll her onto her back.  She looks ashen, gaunt, and sweaty.  I feel her forehead, which is hot. She’s clearly become incontinent with the illness. Her mouth opens a little but no words come.

      “Let’s try to get her back on the couch,”  Jessie suggests.

      We try to lift her but she’s dead weight.  “Let’s either get the guys or wait for them,”  I suggest.

      “I wonder what happened,”  Jessie says.  “She’s hot and obviously weak.  I hope she doesn’t have the Mortiferum Flu!  I wonder where Isaac is?”

      Jan starts weakly crying, dry eyed.  “I wonder if Isaac left or got injured or what?”  I pull comfrey salve out of my fanny pack, grabbing a pillow, tucking it under her head.  “Jan, I’m going to rub some comfrey salve on your neck and head.  Maybe it will help.  I really don’t know.”  I rub some on her, gently.  “Jan, I’m going to look at your legs and arms and see if I find an injury.” I lift each sleeve, finding only the bite from last week, healing well, then each pant leg.  “Ooh, look at this!”  I find an ugly gash on one leg.  It’s swollen and hot, clearly infected.  “Holy shit, something happened here! Can you cook some plain comfrey, fast?”  Jessie does it, while I explain to Jan.  I wash the cut using the comfrey leaves and their liquid, then rub comfrey salve all around the cut, coating all the swollen area I can see.

      Jessie and I look at each other.  There’s a nonverbal message passing between us, both of us concerned about Jan, her son, and Polyrock.  This farm is a key to our survival, providing milk and meat without having to fight large groups of crazies.

      Jan continues crying softly.  “Let me see what she has.  She looks dehydrated.”  I head over to the kitchen and open the refrigerator.  I know she has a generator.  Sure enough, the refrigerator is running.  There’s milk, lots of it, cheese, some bacon, and a few other things but no juice.  I put some water on the stove, adding honey, salt, lemon, and comfrey leaves I see drying on the counter. When the tea has steeped enough, I add some cold water, pouring it into a water bottle.  “Can you lift her upper body?”

      Jan groans as Jessie slips her arm under her shoulder’s, lifting her head.  I hold the bottle to her lips and she drinks.  Her eyes are bloodshot.  Something’s clearly wrong, both illness and sadness.  She drinks greedily.  “Thanks… more?”  She’s talking again.  She drinks most of the bottle.  “Help milk cows?”

      “Of course, we’ll help.  The guys may already be milking them.”

      “He left.  Wouldn’t take meds.”  The first tear slips from her eyes.

      “What happened to your leg?”

      “The new bull gored me.  It was accident.  He didn’t mean to…”  She pauses, breathing like talking is exhausting her.  “It’s gotten so infected.  I tried to milk the cows this morning but I couldn’t finish.  I’m exhausted here, lonely.”  She tries to get up.  Jessie and I help her to the couch, while she moans in pain.

      “Where is your room?  I can bring you some clean pants.”

      “Upstairs.  Thanks.”

      “I’ll go,”  Jessie says.  “Maybe you can find her something to eat?”

      “Jessie’s right, you need to eat.”  I head back to the kitchen, getting out the yogurt and canned fruit.  I grab a spoon and take it to her. She takes it from me, but she’s shaky.

      “Jan, let me do it.  You’re too weak.”  She doesn’t fight me. Before the bowl is empty, she reaches out again to take it from me, demonstrating her shakiness has lessened. Jessie returns with the pants and we help her change.

      “Thank God you came.  I couldn’t go on…  Holy shit!  It just occurred to me that my leg doesn’t hurt as much.  That stuff is amazing!”

      “I know.  It’s like God’s gift to man, the natural elixir! I’m always surprised by what it can do.”

      “I’d love some help and companionship,” Jan says. “You think any of you guys might like to live here?  I don’t think I can take care of all this alone.”

      “I’m game,”  Jessie laughs.

      “I have quite a cellar here.”  Jan shakes her head.

      Just then there are footsteps on the porch and a knock at the door.  “I’ll get it.”  I head over to the door, opening it to welcome Simon.  “Are the guys milking?”

      “Yeah.  They’ve got it under control.  How many cows need to be milked?  Some were obvious.”

      “I think there were two left.  I milked the others but I just couldn’t keep going,”  Jan informs him.

      “I did one and left the other to Rob.  Is there anything else that needs to be done?”

      We all sit down.  She explains the milking needs, feeding Jersey cows, beefalo, sheep, horses, pigs, and dogs.  She tells us the chickens and cats pretty much feed themselves.  Then she talks about the green houses, which are growing far more food than she can eat or care for.

      “I’ll be happy to stay,”  Jessie offers.  “Would anyone else stay with me, do you think?  We could rotate who comes out to help if there aren’t people who want to live here all the time.  How much room do you have?”

      “This house has five bedrooms and with help, we could build another house if more want to live here,” Jan explains sounding eager. “We have 450 acres which I’d love to keep going but not alone.  I’m worn out.  Isaac was helping until he left.  Then I went downhill with exhaustion.”  She peters out, leaning back on the couch.

      “Do you think we could come back in a week?  Maybe more of us could stay then,”  Simon suggests.

      “I think that’s possible,” I agree. “Let’s talk with Rob and Nadir when they’re done milking.  What do you need done in the garden?  Regular stuff like harvesting and weeding?”

      “Basically, yes.  I have a generator keeping the irrigation on.”

      “Okay let’s head out and take care of the garden.”  We head for the door.

      “Find some buckets out back and take as much as you want,”  Jan urges.

      We tromp out back, grab buckets, and head towards the green houses.  “So, Jessie, are you really up for staying here?”

      “Sure.  As long as you all come back.  I could use a break from Jake!” Jessie sighs. “It’s weird.  He’s better now, but I really don’t trust him.  He was drinking a lot when we were together.  We don’t have much at the house, do we?”

      “Not really.  We’ve gathered some alcohol from different houses, but not much.  He’s going to have to live without booze!  Look out there!”  I point toward the back of the green house we’ve entered and start heading that direction.  “That looks like weed!  I’d rather have some of that than alcohol any day.  We should have another salsa class back home!  You and Jan can have one here too!”

      “Do you know anything about harvesting marijuana?”  Jessie asks.

      “Alex knows a lot.  I bet he’ll want to come the next time.  I know what he’s taught me.”  We walk back and look at the plants.  “They’re pretty big and they look healthy but I don’t think the buds are ready yet.”  I glance around at a nearby desk.  “There’s a jeweler’s magnifier.  I think that’s how you check readiness to harvest.”  I pick up the magnifier and look at a few buds on different plants.  “Some of these might be close.”  There are canning jars and gloves.  I snip 1-2 buds from each plant, put them in their own jars, labeling them with the strains.

      “What do you think?”  Jessie asks, admiring my work.

      “I think they’re close but not quite ready yet.  I think it’s usable near harvest, maybe a week or two on each side.  We’ll show Alex. He’ll know. I’m sure he’ll want to come baby these plants.  He could make RSO, and I can make salve.”

      We place the little canning jars in one of the buckets, working our way toward the vegetables.  “Oh, my God.  There are tomatoes here!  I wonder if they’ll ripen!”  Jessie is floored by the abundance.

      Personally, I’m in awe.  “This is the motherload!”  We weed beds and harvest vegetables to take home.

      A couple hours later we head out to a water tank, putting some water at the bottom of each bucket, after removing the canning jars.  This should help keep the veggies fresh while we head back home.  We load them up in the truck, heading back to the house.

      Back at Jan’s house we find the guys, washing up after working.  “How did it go?”  I ask.

      “Fine.  No kicks, no problems, and lots of milk.  There must be eight gallons down there.  What do you do with it all?”  Rob asks Jan.

      “I used to sell it.  Now I’ve been trying to make it into cheese.  How much can you guys take with you?”  She asks.

      “As much as you want to give,”  I assure her.  “We have twenty people in our community including several young men like Simon here.  They devour a lot of milk and cheese.”

      “Do you have enough refrigeration?”  Jan asks.

      “I think so.  We have at least four refrigerators working.”

      “Then take it all.  I have more in here with more coming tonight.  Take a bunch of cheese too.  Can you bring back more comfrey salve when you come?”  Jan asks.  “My leg is starting to hurt again.”

      “Here, let me put more salve on it for you.  I’ll leave this here.  Where did you put the bag from the hospital? You’re going to need antibiotics and I’m sure there was some in there,” I ask.

      “It’s in the upstairs bathroom,” she explains. Jessie runs upstairs to find the antibiotics, returning with a dose.

      “We need to decide who’s going back and who’s staying here.  Jan has a lot of work here and can’t do it all, particularly with her leg like this,” I say.

      “I’m staying.”  Jessie lets the guys know.  “Can you show me how to make the salve?  I could make it for her here.”

      “Absolutely.”  I grab a pen, writing down the recipe.

      “I could stay,”  Nadir offers.  “As long as you guys come back in a few days.  Maybe Nick would like to stay out here for a while.”

      “I think Alex will want to come too.  He’d like to baby your marijuana plants.  Do you know how to care for those?”  I ask Jan.

      “I know a little but mostly those were Isaac’s project.  You really think Alex knows how to care for them?”  She looks relieved.

      “He’s a botanist with a special interest in marijuana.  We make medicine with it.”

      We make plans for how soon we’ll come back; load up milk, cheese, and frozen meat.  Jan has a large store of oil in her cellar and insists we take some. Soon Rob, Simon, and I have said our goodbyes and are heading home.

      “Let’s stick to the back roads.  It’s slower but safer.”

      “You had enough of the crazies?”  I tease as we turn off the highway onto the back road, which passes by several wineries.

      “Damn straight.”  He laughs.

      “Why don’t we stop on the way and fill the truck with wine? You’ll want to cook with it even if we don’t drink it!” Simon laughs.

      Rob asks, “Sweet Cheeks or Hinman?”

      “Let’s go to Sweet Cheeks first.”  We pull up their drive, finding the place locked.  I sigh with disappointment.

      “Don’t sigh yet.  Let’s see if we can get in.”  Rob pulls a doohickey out of his pocket, fiddling with the lock.  With a few tries, he gets it open. We move into the cold warehouse, finding it full of wine.

      “Well shoot, let’s take as much as we can fit in the truck!”  Simon practically giggles with excitement.  Once the truck is full, we’re back on the road.   It’s quiet out here and the road into town is empty.

      We stop by Jessie’s briefly to check her garden, grabbing a few more vegetables, caring for her two Red Angus cows, then continue on.

      Soon we’re zigzagging through the hill.  As we near the end, I hear the racket.  “Sounds like more crazies.”

      We get closer, finding the crowd is alarmingly large.  “Oh, my God!”  Rob says, stopping suddenly and reversing.  The crowd begins stampeding toward us.  There must be fifty or more, racing in our direction, some trampling others.  Those still upright begin heaving things at us.  The crash made by the projectiles against the truck is alarming.  Rob burns rubber, swiftly turning the truck around to head the other way.  We skirt the group, trying to get back to the same road at a different point.  We’re quiet with tension; you could cut it with a knife. We reach our goal, hearing the racket, but at a distance.  I begin breathing deeper as we turn towards home.

      “Jesus, that was freakin’ close,”  Simon sighs loudly.

      “A little too close for comfort!”  Rob agrees, driving up to the hill past Faith and Morgan’s house.  Thankfully it’s quiet.

      “You guys up for a drive by Judd’s community?”

      “Sure, let’s.”  I’m excited to see their group.

      We continue over and head up to Hawkin’s Heights.  “I wonder if there are any people my age there?” Simon muses.

      “You mean, hot girls, right?”  I tussle his hair.

      “Hot girls are right up my alley!”

      “Your mind is always in the gutter!”  Rob ribs him. “He said right up here?” We’re near the top of Hawkins.

      “Yeah,” I say.  What did they have that we might want to trade for?”

      “It didn’t sound like they had much.  I was really thinking we’d meet everyone and if we like them, we could consider inviting them to come live with us.  We can easily clean out a few more houses on the block, don’t you think?”  Rob checks in, looking for land marks and the address of the main house.

      “I think that makes sense,” I say. “We’d have more hands and could create more gardens down there where there’s sun.  We can use the space left by our lost neighbors.”  Dead, is what I really mean. “We also need to warn them about that creep.”

      “True.”  Rob parks in front of the main house, where there are a couple people sitting on a balcony, watching us.  They stand up, aiming guns at us.

      “We met Judd, Jason, Nate, Justine, and Sasha at Home Depot earlier today,” I call out. “Did they make it back okay?”

      “Hold on a second,”  The guy says.  We watch them confer, then one heads inside.

      A couple minutes pass.  “You think this was a waste of time?”  Simon asks.

      “I doubt it,” Rob responds.  “They’re just playing it safe.  Makes sense if you ask me.”

      The front door opens.  “Hey!  You came!”  It’s Judd and Sasha.

      We head up the steps, pulled into hugs.  “This is Simon, my son.”  Rob introduces them.  “He was outside on watch.  Did you guys have any trouble leaving the store?”

      “No.  It was quiet but we were concerned about you guys.”  He leads us inside.  “There was blood out there.”

      “One of ours was shot,”  Rob explains.

      “She was acting stupid,”  Simon adds.  “She literally jumped up, waving at the guy!  I couldn’t believe it, then his group starts shooting at us.  It was crazy.  That girl is nuts!”

      “Oh, Jeez, that’s bad news!”  Sasha moans.  “That would make me crazy! But she’s okay?”

      Simon nods. We enter an open living area, connected to a kitchen.  There are people at the dining table chopping, others mixing something, more in the kitchen, preparing food.  Sasha introduces us to them.  They’re nice people, all in the twenty to Forty age range, with one older woman.

      “There are a few more of us in neighboring houses, some are out working on a fence.  Let me give you something to drink, okay?” Janet heads into the kitchen.

      “Sit down!” The older woman says.  She has an accent, probably from Mexico originally.  “I’m Luz, nice to meet you!”

      “We won’t bite!”   The other, adds, laughing, “I’m Lisa.”

      The others sit on the arms and back of the sofa, near the table.

      “How do you feel about your ability to survive up here through the winter without farm animals or a garden?”  I ask.

      “It’s where we are,”  Judd says.

      “I’d rather have a garden and animals, but we don’t,”  Sasha adds.  “We didn’t feel comfortable just taking over other houses that might have crazies in them when we have these houses.”

      “Well, it’s worth thinking about,” Rob explains. “We are expanding down the hill and there’s a lot of sun. We also wanted you to know that there is a dangerous man out there who’d not infected.”

      “Worse than the crazies?” Judd asks.

      “He works with intention.” I emphasize, then change the subject. “We have a connection with a farm out in Crow,” I explain. “They have a huge garden and lots of animals and they need worker bees.  We’re planning on driving out soon.  We just left. A couple of our people stayed to help.  The farmer is alone now and needs help.”

      “That’s amazing!” Luz says.  “I’m sure some of us would be happy to go help out, wouldn’t we?”  She asks Sasha.

      “Definitely,”  Sasha agrees.

      “Can we come visit you tomorrow to plan it?”  Judd asks.

      “Absolutely,”  Rob agrees.  “We should get going.  We have food we need to put away and the rest are undoubtedly worried!”

      “Is there anything you need that we could trade you?  We’d love anything fresh!”  Sasha proclaims.

      “I don’t know,”  I muse.  “We should have a meeting back home and get back to you.  Ammunition maybe?  Medicine?  What do you feel like you can afford to share?”  I ask, cautiously.

      “We have a lot of ammo.  What kind of medicine?”  Judd asks.

      “Antipsychotics, antibiotics.  We’re using antipsychotics regularly so we’re going through what we’ve found,”  I explain.

      “I’m pretty sure we don’t have any of that, but we could keep our eyes out for it to trade with you.  I guess we could check all the nearby medicine cabinets.  Do regular people use antipsychotics?”  Judd wonders.

      “People with Alzheimer’s disease, Bipolar Disorder, or Schizophrenia would use it,”  I explain.

      “Well, we should really get back.”  Rob reaches to shake hands.  Judd pulls him into a hug, while at the same time, Sasha pulls me into a hug.

      “I am so glad to know you guys are right down the hill!”  Sasha’s voice cracks.  The others get up, shaking hands or hugging us.

      “Please come back any time,”  Judd encourages.  “And we’ll come down soon.”

      We head outside and down the stairs.  “I’d like to offer them some vegetables and a couple jars of milk.  Is that okay with you guys?”  I ask.  “It’s good will.  It would be great to have others gathering medicine for us.”

      “I’m all over that,”  Rob agrees.

      “Me too.”  Simon’s the last vote.

      Rob grabs out a couple gallons of milk, while I gather a variety of vegetables and we head back up the stairs.

      The door opens just as we reach it.  “I wondered… oh my!  Are those for us?”  Sasha has shock written all over her face.

      “Yeah.  We thought we could share our bounty and we’d love any help you can give us with the medicine.”  I hand her the bucket of vegetables.

      “We found some you can look at.  I really don’t remember what you were looking for but we don’t know what these are.”  Sasha says, holding out an apron full of medicine.

      Judd comes up behind her.  “You guys can spare all this?  Milk too?”

      “I think so,”  Rob says.

      I go through the bottles in her apron.  Some are unfamiliar to me but several are antipsychotics.  “Most of these are familiar to me.  The others I could show to my son.  He’s a doctor.”

      “Oh my God!  You have a doctor down there?  My son is in bed with a terrible infection.  He got cut with a knife by a crazy,”  Sasha gushes.

      “Can I look at him?”  I ask.  “I’m not a doctor, but I know some herbology and have a salve with me that will probably be helpful.  I’m sure my son would be happy to look at him when you come down.  Can he travel?”

      “It would be hard.  Come in, please,”  She waves us in.  “Justine, can you find me a bag to put these bottles in?”

      “Sure,”  Justine answers.

      “Follow me.”  Sasha gestures me to follow her.

      I’m glad I have extra salve in my fanny pack.  She leads me down a hall, opening a bedroom door.  “Rudy, I’m bringing a woman that may be able to help you.”

      Rudy is in the bed.  “Could you?”  He asks weakly.  “It hurts so much.” Sasha pulls back the blankets.  He has shorts on and I see a streak of red coming up his leg out of the bandages near his left ankle.

      “Can you get some clean bandages, some boiled water, and a sterile cloth?”  I ask her.  She nods, rushing off. I poke my head out the door, “Rob, see if we have some antibiotics with us, okay?”

      Rob heads for the truck.

      “Hi, Rudy.  I’m going to take off the bandages.  We’ll clean it, then put on some herbal medicine that I think will make the infection go away. My friend is looking for antibiotics as well.”

      He just moans.

      I begin removing the bandages.  The wound is swollen, angry looking, very red with yellowy crust is some places.  The streak I saw before leaves directly from the wound and travels up the leg.  He’s obviously in a lot of pain and is feverish.

      “Here are some gloves.”  Sasha hands them to me.  I put them on while she continues.  “Here’s a sterile cloth, careful it’s hot, and the water.  I brought some hydrogen peroxide too.”

      “Thanks.”  I begin cleaning his wound, first with warm water, then hydrogen peroxide.  Then I put salve on his wound.

      “What’s that made out of?”  Sasha asks.

      I describe the ingredients.  “It’s the comfrey that relieves pain, reduces inflammation, kills infection, and the allantoin promotes cell regrowth so it speeds up healing.”

      “That’s amazing.  I’ve been so worried, watching that red streak move up his leg.  I didn’t know what to do.”

      I rebandage the wound, thinking about how she’s going to need to do this several more times.

      “Do you have enough to share some?  I’m guessing we’ll need to put it on more than once.”  She sounds worried.

      “Yes, you should put it on every time you change the bandages, several times a day, ideally,”  I explain.  I stand up, having finished the bandaging.  “Do you have a small jar I could put some in it for you to use?”

      She leads me to the kitchen.  “Of course.  Thank you so much!”

      Rob hands me the antibiotics, turning back to an intense discussion with Judd, while Simon flirts with Justine.  I listen to Simon with one ear, intermittently listening to Judd telling Rob about an arborist, just home from work when this mess hit.  He tells Rob how this guy has all his equipment and can cut down large trees for firewood.

      Sasha hands me a small canning jar. “Here.  Go ahead and give him some antibiotics while I get you some salve.”

      She rushes off with the pills. I scoop out a spoonful of salve.  Sasha returns quickly.

      “This should be enough for repeated applications.  A little goes a long way.”  I pass it to her, putting mine back.  After hugs, Sasha passes me the bag of medicine.

      She begins to cry a little on my shoulder.  “I was so afraid I would lose him.  I’ve heard it can cause a heart attack.”

      Rob gets up, frowning.  “We really should go.  The family is probably frantic,”  he says.  “Hey, Simon.”  Simon comes, smiling broadly at Justine.

      “Thanks again!” Judd says as we head out the door.

      “Thanks for everything,”  Sasha says, sounding teary.

      “God, I can’t believe it’s after six.  I’m starving,”  Rob says as we pile in the truck, then head down the hill.

      “Me too.  Did you have fun, Simon?”  I nudge him a little.

      “She’s awesome!”  he says.  “It’s nice to know there are other women out there!”

      “Never enough women, huh?”  Rob teases.

      The trip down the hill is smooth.
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      Sam lays with Gini on the couch.  She seems a little more insecure with Eliana gone.  Sheba rushes the window, growling in her friendly way.  Mike, the boxer, tails her as usual.

      “Could they be back already?”  Sam asks, feeling confused.  Gini burrows in closer, tense.  “Listen to Sheba.  Do you hear her tone?”

      Gini nods, not saying a word.

      “That sound is only for people she’s close to.  You can be certain there are no strangers outside.  I promise.”  Sam feels her begin to relax while Sheba’s growls help Sam breathe easier.

      The door opens, Katie walks in, fends off Sheba’s excitement, while holding the door for Nick who carries Faith over his shoulder.  Jedaiah races into the room, clutching Nick’s leg.

      Sam untangles Gini, heading to meet them.

      “What happened?  Is anyone else hurt?  Where are the others?”

      “Don’t worry.  The others went to Polyrock.  We came back to bring Faith and our truck.  It’s full of gasoline and other supplies,”  Katie says.  She heads to the bathroom, while Nick lays Faith on the couch Gini vacated.  Sam finds Gini glued to her side.

      Katie returns to the couch with her supplies.  “Can you bring the salve?”

      “Sure.  Gini, can you stay here and help Katie?”  Sam gets the salve, returning to Katie.  Gini eyes the wound.

      Katie removes the bandages after putting gloves on.  “Can you bring boiling water and a sterile cloth?  You can put it, very wet, in the microwave for two minutes.”

      “Yep.”  Sam heads back to the kitchen, microwaving a wet cloth.

      “Sam, do you have a minute?”  Nick asks, coming into the kitchen without Jedaiah.

      “Sure.”  Sam moves away from the group making lunch, hearing the note of concern in his voice.  “What’s on your mind?”

      “I wanted to tell you about what happened at Home Depot.  We were on watch in front, spotting a group lurking around the Chinese restaurant.  As they darted from car to car, getting closer to us, Faith started bitching loudly about being on watch. Then she ran out of hiding and the shooting began.  I managed to pull her inside,”  Nick explains quietly.

      “Wow!  That’s crazy!  I don’t know what to do about that girl.  She doesn’t seem to have any sense,” Sam retorts quietly but emphatically.

      “She put all our lives at risk today.  Those guys might not have even seen us if she’d been quiet,”  Nick adds.  “I wonder if we should talk to Morgan about it, or have a meeting or something?”

      “Let me talk with Eliana, but I’m inclined to agree with you about having a meeting.” Sam pats his arm.  “What are you guys making for lunch?”

      “Soup.  We’re making a curried winter squash soup with meat,”  Gracie informs her.  “It ought to have chicken but we couldn’t find any.”

      “That sounds delicious.”  Sam rubs her back a little, carrying the sterile cloth back to Katie.

      “Thanks,” Katie says. “This is nasty.  She may lose partial use of her arm.  I can sew it up but I can’t be sure it isn’t damaged beyond repair.”

      “I don’t know why she put herself in this position to begin with.  Were you there?”  Sam wonders.

      “No,” says Katie. “I was in the store.”

      “Lunch is ready!”  Dixie calls.

      “I’ll come when I’m done,”  Katie says.

      Sam heads to the table.  The girls put the soup on the table.  There are some biscuits they’ve made and tea. Sam realizes it was unwise to allow Faith to go. “This looks and smells wonderful.”

      Everyone that’s here is around the table or the butcher block.  “Let’s exchange updates,”  Jonathan requests. Nick recounts Faith’s complaining and getting injured at Home Depot, glossing over the danger with Jedaiah listening.

      Alex gives a lively rendition of the boundary violation by the crazies.  “They fuckin’ climbed the fence!”  He begins, ending with, “left Jake with a foot wound.  They were a pain in my fuckin’ ass!”

      Sam turns to Jake.  “How’s your foot?”

      He shakes his head.  “It’ll heal.  The key is to prevent those assholes from penetrating our fort again!”

      “We were talking about getting some exercise, scouting other houses, and so forth,” Sam says. “Eliana thinks it’s important for us to be in good shape, to be able to outrun crazies if there are too many to fight.  I tend to agree with her.”

      “I have to agree,” Alex says.  “They seem to be getting more fuckin’ aggressive.  It’s the shits.”

      “True.  We need to keep them out.  Some of us will need to stay here, guard the fort, and care for Faith.  We need to work on installing the barbed wire on top of the fences.  I’ve been out, so why don’t I stay?”  Katie offers.  “I’ll find a project for Jedaiah.”

      They organize tasks.  Alex and I, Morgan and Eli, Dixie, Gracie, and Jose go.  “I can show you how far we’ve gotten with the fence relocation effort,” Jose explains.

      Justin looks at Katie, “I’ll help with the barbed wire.”

      “We got lots of it from Home Depot.  We can figure out how to install it on the fences in front,”  Katie informs us.

      “Perfecto!” Jose calls out as we head out the back way.  “When we get back, let me know if you need help with the fences, okay?”

      “I think we can handle it, man!” Jake punches Jose on the shoulder as he heads out, clearly a guy thing.

      They walk right through the yard next door.  The goats bleat as we walk by.  “They have a garden here!” Sam says, startled.

      “I don’t think there is anything growing in it,”  Dixie dismisses it.

      “Let’s check.”  Sam walks over to the garden.  “There are some vegetables here.  There might be carrots.  Look, Jose, what are these?”  Sam’s impressed with how easy it is to find food.  This is obviously a fertile area.

      “There are a bunch of brassicas here!” He exclaims.

      “Let’s keep moving and focus on the fuckin’ exercise.  Then on the way back we can stop and fill our packs,”  Alex says. They mumble agreement, continuing the hike.  There are flattish, grassy areas where they can jog, but most of the yards are lumpy with long grass, bushes, and uneven ground.  Sam makes a mental note to take Eliana to look at potential fruit trees.

      “Okay, this is the last yard, so we’ll have to climb this fence, watch for crazies, and if it’s clear, cross the road,”  Jose explains.  The fence has a board at mid height so it’s easy to boost up and peek over. They scope out Ellen Street, admiring the quiet, before they hop to the ground and cross.  The first house has no fence and a mess of rotten apples litter the side yard.  They continue through several blocks of apparently empty houses.

      “Did you hear that?”  Eli hisses at them to stop.  They hide behind a group of bushes, listening.  Three crazies come barreling out of the house ahead to their right.

      “It’s the government, trying to get rid of us,”  one says loudly.

      “We’ve got to band together to stop them!”  another agrees.

      “They’ve been following us.  They’re out front now.  We need to escape.  I bet we can get away if we head up the hill.”

      They sit silently, unmoving, waiting for the group to move away.  They head up the hill, then off to the right.

      “I think we can move again.”  Sam pats Eli.  “Nice ear.” They continue up the hill, weaving through residential roads, cautiously crossing streets, staying in back yards.

      “My parents had a garden in their back yard.  She had a winter crop too.”  Morgan says quietly.  “I remember her being very big on carrots and beets.  I’m sure she has other things too.”  Her voice cracks, sobbing before she stops it.

      “I’m sure she was a wonderful gardener!”  Sam responds, rubbing her back. They cross a few more yards.  “It’s hard walking through back yards!”  Sam grumbles.  The houses all appear empty. They continue towards Morgan’s house.

      “Shhhh!” Gracie says. They all stop, taking cover behind a tree and some bushes.  Sam notices people at the back door of a house just ahead.  A man steps out on the porch with a gun in his hand, another man follows similarly armed.  They’re conferring together but Sam can’t hear what they’re saying.  A young head pops out and is pushed back in.  A child.  There’s no guarantee crazies wouldn’t have a child with them. They stay still, silent, none of them confident that these people are safe.  The men come out, perusing their yard.  Then one looks right at the group, leaning toward his friend, pointing.

      “Hey, guys, we’re healthy.  If you guys are too, stick an arm out of the bushes and wave it, like this.”  He sticks his left arm out to the side and waves it.  “It’ll be the peace flag,”  he says, chuckling a little. Those of our group on the edges, stick an arm out, waving. The guy nods.

      “Okay.  I see your peace flags.  We’re going to lower our weapons slowly.  Please lower yours and come say hello!”  He and his friend lower their weapons as the group lower theirs.

      “Let’s go.  Looks like we’ve found another group of normies,”  Sam teases.  “We can stay cautious, not going indoors until we feel it out.”

      The group comes out of hiding, heading over.  “They seem cool,”  Nick says.

      “You guys gave me a fucking heart attack!”  The guy chuckles again.  “I’m Jay and this is Nate.” Jay is a forty something, barrel-chested guy with a mop of brown waves and circular wire rimmed glasses.  His hearty chuckle is warm, relaxed. Next to him Nate is notoriously quiet, a blonder mop of curls encases his head, yet they’re clearly related.

      “My heart was attacked as well,” Jose laughs.

      “We met crazies a few blocks down,”  Sam informs them.

      Jay chuckles again.  “This is a crazy world we’re living in.”

      “Do you guys have a safe place?”  Nate asks.

      “Yeah, man, we’ve got a place a mile down, a little closer to the fucking mobs, but it’s okay.” Alex laughs.

      “You guys want to come in for a minute.  I’m sure the group would like to know there are other healthy people.”  Jay’s chuckle is like a cat’s purr.

      They look at each other.  Sam offers the slightest of nods as does Jose, then follows them in.  “How many have you gathered?”  Jose asks.

      “There are eleven of us.  Some of us are out looking for family, we hope they’ll return,”  Jay explains as we enter.  “Sweetheart, they’re nice people,” Jay says to a door.  “You can come out now, it’s okay.” A woman and a little girl enter the room. The little girl Sam saw before stays close to her mother, both sharing the slender frame and blonde curls of the young man.

      “Please come in, sit down.  I’m Elise, this is Sahara.”  She ruffles Sahara’s curls, leading us to the living room.  “Please sit.”

      “How’re you managing?  Your husband mentioned there were eleven of you?”  Sam asks sitting near her.

      “Eleven?”  She pauses.  “There were eleven…”  A tear leaks from her eye.  “There aren’t anymore.”

      “What happened?”  Sam asks, touching her arm.

      “Nate, could you take Sahara and read her a story?”  she implores.  Sahara nestles even closer to Elise.

      Nate comes over.  “Sahara, you and I are due for some snuggling.”  He burrows his face into her belly.  “And some tickling!”  He says, blowing a raspberry on a crack of skin.  “And I’ll read you a book when you’re all worn out!”  He picks her up and she hangs around his neck, burrowing in.  He carries her off down the hall.

      “It must be bad,”  Sam says, keeping her hand firmly on Elise’s arm.

      “It was awful.  My daughter-in-law was out front with her older daughter, picking pears…”  She chokes.  “A group of crazies came out of nowhere…”  She pauses, crying.  “Oh, my God!  They came with weapons,”  she starts crying in earnest, leaning on Sam, quiet, racking sobs.  “So much blood!  They crushed their skulls and we had to stand in the house and watch!”  Her sobs stay quiet but intensify in her body.  Sam can feel the tenseness in her muscles, the grip of her fisted hands, and the soaking of Sam’s shirt from her tears.  No one says a word while she cries.  Sam notices her husband turn away, looking at the floor.  He seems overwhelmed with the guilt of the protector.  Sam hears Nate and Sahara’s laughter from the other room.

      Elise’s crying continues for several minutes, gradually abating.  “I’m so sorry,”  she says.

      “It’s okay.” Sam sits back awkwardly. “We’ve all had losses.”

      She smiles then.  “Let me offer you something to drink.”

      “Water would be fine,”  Sam tells her.

      Elise gets up, bringing a tray of waters.  They all have some.  “How many are you?  Are you nearby?”

      “We’re down the hill on Todd street, about a block from Eighteenth,” Sam  explains.

      “We’ve got about twenty in our group, but a few of us are out getting food,”  Dixie explains in her chirpy way.

      “Wow, you’ve got a big group!”  Jay’s chuckle is noticeably absent.

      “The bigger the better,”  Jose laughs.  “More survivors to find, more hands to get the work done!”

      “We didn’t see a garden when we came in.  Are you guys growing any food?” Sam asks.

      “We have a couple fruit trees in front and a few small raised beds in back but not much, not anywhere near enough for this group.”  Elise’s voice falls a bit.

      “We didn’t figure we could grow anything at this time of year,”  Nate adds, returning with Sahara under his arm.

      Sam rubs Elise’s shoulder a little.  “My dear friend has a connection with a local farmer.  Our group should be out there now.  When they get back we’ll have a better idea how things are at the farm.  We’ve been getting meat and milk from them in trade, partly for working.”

      “Nate and I are hard workers.” Jay’s hand settles on Sam’s shoulder.  “We’d love to join you next time you go, if that would be okay.”

      Sam looks up at him standing behind the couch.  “We’ll know more this evening.  I’m guessing they would be glad for the help.”  Sam stands up.  “We should probably continue on.  You guys are welcome to visit us down the hill as well.”

      The group begins heading for the door. Jay looks at Eli.  “Are you always this quiet, young man?”  He has a teasing tone in his voice.

      Eli smiles a little.  “Kinda.”

      Jay claps Jose on the back.  “It was great meeting you guys.  Us normies got to stick together, huh!?“

      Elise and Sam hug. “Thanks for the shoulder,”  she says quietly.

      “No problem.  It needed a work out!”

      Morgan tussles Sahara’s hair.  “You sure are cute!”

      They walk out, waving to their new friends.

      “Can we drop in at my and Faith’s houses?” asks Morgan. “We’re so close.”

      “Claro que si,”  Jose says.  Of course.

      They head further up the hill, Morgan staying in front, showing them how to cut through the back yards to arrive at her house.  They head inside, lifting their shirts up to cover their noses, the odor of decomposing flesh assaults their senses.  Morgan heads immediately to her bedroom, while the rest head to the kitchen.

      “Why don’t we go jog around the water tower first, then pick up what we need from here?”  Sam looks at the others as Morgan returns. They nod and, heading cautiously out the front door, across the street, and begin jogging up and around the water tower.

      Returning sweaty from their run, they load up dried goods, filling several packs.

      “I have a little more room in mine.”  Morgan says entering the kitchen.  “I’d like to get a few things for Faith from next door.  Could someone go with me?”  Her voice cracks and Gracie hugs her as she breaks down in sobs.

      “I can go,”  Jose says as her sobbing subsides.  Eli follows along, while the rest remove the remaining food from the kitchen.

      “Let’s go check the garden.”  Sam starts out the back door with Alex, Dixie, and Gracie following. Gracie vomits, just to the side of the door.

      “Sorry.  I couldn’t wait anymore.”

      Sam rubs her back a little, “I know.  I almost did too.”  They head to the garden.

      “I’m keeping watch,”  Alex states.

      “Wow, there’re lots of carrots, beets, and even lettuce here!”  They take all the carrots, beets, and the last few heads of lettuce from the ground, beating off the dirt.  They pick brussel sprouts and kale, loading the last back packs down with produce.

      “Oh, good, you’re getting the vegetables!”  Morgan cries as they return.

      “There’s a lot!”  Jose exclaims.  “We’ll have to come back with a truck.  Faith’s parents have a pantry of food and no one is left alive in the house.  There’s just the foul odor.”

      They’re all relieved to be outside again.  They head back up to the porch to get the full packs left there, then head down for the return trek.

      “Maybe on the way back, we’ll know where to be fucking cautious!”  Alex laughs. They wave at Jay and Nate on the way by, staying quiet to listen for crazies.  The packs are heavy, making the hike harder work than before. The return trip is quiet and soon they arrive home.

      “Well, look who’s here!”  Maddie says, rushing to hug us as we walk in, Sheba growls, dances around them, and jumps up to give kisses.

      “Come to papa!”  Alex teases as Maddie offers him a hug.

      “I’m so glad you guys made it back okay.  Any problems on the way?”

      “We had a brief crazy scare,”  Gracie shares.

      “But the big news is we met some more normies up the hill!” Dixie is bouncing with excitement, her black corkscrews bouncing on her back.

      “Where is everyone?”  Sam asks, watching Jose head to the front door.  “Are they all outside working on the fence?”

      “Yeah, the fence was the priority.  Katie comes in from time to time to check on Faith.  I’ve been in here making bread.”  Maddie waves her hand over the hot loaves she has just removed from the oven, with the dramatic flair of Wheel of Fortune assistant, Vanna White.

      They head out front, admiring the progress.  There is barbed wire around the front yard. Six people working on continuing the barbed wire atop the fences of the neighboring yards.  Even Gini helped.  They added a two-foot frame to the top of the already tall fences, attaching the barbed wire to the wood at the bottom and winding it around the frame at the top.  Rob, Justin, and Jose already added a gate across the driveway so there is no open access.

      “I’ll stay out here to continue the barbed wire installation until dinner.”  Jose gets right to work.

      “Yeah, this is the right fucking job for me,”  Alex adds following Jose.

      They divide up naturally by interest.  Sam follows Maddie back inside to put food away before starting dinner.

      “I’ll take the picture to Faith and put our things away. I’ll be back soon.”  Morgan heads towards the couch, where Faith is sleeping.

      “Wow, you guys brought back the motherload!”  Maddie exclaims as we begin unloading packs.

      They take much of it to the cellar, adding the contributions to the list on the wall.  “It looks like we have a lot of food but we need 1800 pounds of food to feed us for a month and that’s modest,” Sam explains, mentally calculating how much they brought back today, 150 pounds if they’re lucky.

      Maddie just stands in the little path in the cellar with her mouth open.  “It seems like so much.  It’s packed in here.”

      “It’s crazy isn’t it?”  Sam heads for the stairs.  “That’s not all of it either.  I’m going to see if we get to eat meat for dinner.”  She tromps out to the freezer.  It’s looking pretty depleted.  There is frozen fruit from all the berries they picked in the summer, which haven’t been used yet, as they eat fresh apples and pears.  But, as for meat, she’s not finding much.  She digs around, hoping to scrounge up something.  She begins organizing the berries, salsa, and frozen vegetables.  “Oh! Look!”  She cries, finding two pounds of buried salmon.  It’s not enough, but it’s better than nothing.  She carries it inside.  “Look what I found!”

      “Salmon!  Wow!”  Maddie and Gracie shriek in unison.

      “It’s not enough.  We’ll have to add beans or quinoa to have enough to eat.  I thought we could make a salmon chowder.  What do you think?”

      “Good idea!”  Dixie claps.  “Does Eliana have a recipe?”

      “Any chowder recipe will do. We can make two pots, one with potatoes and one with sun chokes.  I’ll go dig some up.  Thankfully we’ve had a frost, there’ll be less gas!”  She’s laughing as she walks to the front window.  No one is in the yard as the fence crew has moved on.  She grabs her coat, both dogs following.  She finds a small shovel and gloves, a bucket, and goes out to dig.  Eliana planted these tubers several years ago and they’re aggressive.  She used to complain about how difficult it was to contain them.  Now Sam’s grateful for the food. Filling a bucket is easy.  She hauls her load to the hose.  The pressure isn’t what it used to be, but it’s sufficient.  She rinses the roots, draining out the filthy water.  “Well there is no shortage of sun chokes!”  She says walking inside.

      “Wow!  That’s a huge bucket!”  Dixie is impressed.

      “We’ll see how well you digest them!  We’re used to them,”  Sam chuckles.  “Eliana saw to it that we had these a number of times to adjust.”

      “My mom says some people call them fartichokes!”  Gracie laughs.

      They begin the usual banter while they prepare the pots of soup, varying the recipe to suit what they have.

      “We’re used to them but the rest of you beware!”  Sam teases.  “Actually, the rest of you could have a few sun chokes and eat more of the potato chowder to adjust to the sun chokes.  They’ll keep us in food. Luckily you all have the opportunity to get used to them slowly.”

      “That is fortunate!” Maddie laughs.

      The soup begins simmering as they take loaves of bread from the oven.

      Sheba begins growl-talking.

      “Ooh, I hope that’s them!”  Sam follows Sheba and Mike to the front window.   “Yep.  That’s Jessie’s truck.”  She scopes out the yard and driveway before stepping outside to help them unload.  Rob, Eliana, and Simon get out.

      “Oh, no!  What happened to Jessie and Nadir?”  Sam’s voice is raised in horror.

      “Don’t worry,” Eliana explains. “Jan needed help so they stayed.  Isaac ran off and she couldn’t manage all the work herself.  We’ve promised to return within a week to bring more help and rotate workers.”

      “We visited Judd’s community in Hawkin’s Heights on the way back,”  Rob adds.

      “Where is everyone?”  Eliana looks around.  “I thought Alex would want to go because they have a marijuana grow.”

      “They’re working on the fences, adding barbed wire,”  Sam tells her, soberly.
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      It’s so good to be back.  “Let’s create an assembly line, don’t you think?” Sam gushes, “Oh, look there are the rest!  Are you coming back to help?  Or just to see what they got?!”

      “I just want to see what shit you got!”  Alex teases.

      “I got something for you to look at when we unbury it!” I say, excitedly. “They’ve got a marijuana grow out there.  Isaac was handling it but he got sick and ran off, so you’re the man. I brought you some cuttings with strain information so you can see how close they are and check the quality!” I thump him on the back.  “Doesn’t that just make your day?”

      “You know it!”  He rubs my arm.  “Let’s do this thing!”

      I follow Sam to the back of the truck and we get an assembly line going.  I begin passing things out with storage instructions, starting with milk, then medicine, then the cases of wine, and the marijuana for Alex to check out.

      “Hey guys, take a break and come eat!”  Maddie calls from the house.

      “Okay,”  Sam puts milk on the table.

      “There’s more milk that I thought,” I say, confused. “I thought there would only be five after giving some to Sasha!” We sit down to eat dinner, then split groups into unloading, organizing food, and kitchen cleanup.

      “Mom, this weed is almost ready!”  Alex bursts into the kitchen.  “Another week might do it!  This’ll be good to smoke though.  Anyone want to try some?  It would make cleaning more fun!”

      Several of us drift outside to share the pipe.  “Jonathan, do you think this weed is safe for us?”  Jake asks.

      “Mom, you’ve dealt with a lot of psychotic people.  What do you think?”  Jonathan defers.

      “I think if you want to try it, try an indica, preferably with CBD,”  I suggest.

      “I’ve got your ass covered!”  Alex laughs.  “This Blue Shark is a nice CBD/THC and I can add a little bit of this Kush to it.  Let’s grind it first.”

      A few others trickle out to join us.

      “Now you’re talkin’!”  Jake laughs.  “That’s nice stuff.”

      “You’ve done this before?”  Rob asks Justin.

      “Hasn’t everybody?”  Justin laughs.

      “Now we can have a cleaning party!”  I’m laughing along with the rest.  “And, we’re hoping to return to Polyrock within the week.  Alex, I figured you’d want to go!”

      Sam joins us, taking the pipe.

      After a few minutes, she philosophizes, “I have to wonder if the universe created this apocalypse to save the world, stopping global warming…”

      I clue right in, “Whoa! I realize that’s been brewing for me also!”

      Alex poopoos us both, “This is just a typical governmental fuck job.”

      We head back inside.  “Look, here’s more food that didn’t get put away.”  My tone is part disgust, part laughter.

      “Mom, wasn’t Justin going to put that away? Could you tell him where to stick it?”  Eli asks as we head in.

      “He can stick it up his ass!”  I die laughing. Eli laughs, then others join in. I’m laughing hysterically with them.

      “It’s not that funny, mom.”  Gracie is disgusted with me.

      I begin to calm down.  “I thought it was.”

      The cleaning gets under way as we all rib each other.  Dixie finishes the stove.

      “That’s really shiny.”  Eli runs his finger along the newly polished stove, then flicks one of her curls.

      “Thanks,”  Dixie chirps. I catch the flirtatious tone.

      “You guys did really good today!”  Jose says, standing next to me.  “You brought a lot of good food back, wine too.  People are going to appreciate that!”

      “Thanks.”  I begin to notice him grazing my arm or hand as I pass things to him.  I hear the buzz of the others socializing as we unload the truck.

      It takes a while to organize food beyond our overfull cellar to other houses we’re using, upstairs, and to other cold locations.  We distribute the milk to different houses, load the freezer, and put vegetables in each fridge.  While working, I mention,  “I’ve been thinking about how to make the food go further.  It seems like we have a lot but it’s going to get thinner in late winter and early spring unless our new sprouts do really well.”

      “That’s a good point,”  Sam agrees.

      “I’ve been wondering about this too,”  Maddie adds.

      “The cabbages out there grow a lot of outer leaves, which in good times we would throw to the chickens, but which we could eat, don’t you think?”

      “Absolutely.  I agree,”  Maddie backs me up.  “Beet greens, turnip greens, and dandelion greens are all good too.”

      “Sounds like we’re on the same page.  Ladies?”  I check in with the rest.

      “Damn straight,”  Sam agrees, while others nod their support. “We may not have to worry so much with access to that huge green house.”

      The gang is tired, unloading the truck took a good portion of the evening and most are ready to hunker down.

      “It’s getting cold,” Rob points out. “It’s been in the upper 50’s during the day, but that’s still chilly, but it’s down in the lower 40’s at night. Last night was 37.”  Rob is concerned about people’s warmth in their respective sleep spaces.  “Some of your spaces are further from the fire. I’m wondering if everyone is warm enough at night?”

      “The bedroom is pretty cold.”  I put in.  “I’ve had enough blankets and another body in there so it’s tolerable, but it’s getting harder to get warm enough to sleep.  How about you, Jose?  Isn’t that back living room pretty cold at night?”

      He looks down.  He doesn’t like to complain.  “It is getting pretty cold and the blankets don’t stay on the couch well.”

      “Jessie’s at Polyrock, so you could sleep next door tonight.  It might be warmer in a bed,”  Sam suggests.

      “We need to build a big fire before going to sleep.  I’ll do it tonight,”  I suggest. Rob and Jake nod.

      “We need remember to damp it down,” Rob says.

      “We should look for more blankets,”  I add wood to the stove, blowing on the coals to get the fire going before heading off to bed.  I have a mental flash of Jose in my bed keeping me warm.  He was always my radiator.  Now I have Gini in my bed, snuggling with me, but it’s not the same as snuggling with a man I love.  I check the cupboard where we store blankets.  There’s not many but I pull out the last few, handing them to the kids.  “Here’s a few more blankets.  We’ll look for more.”

      “Thanks, Mom,”  Eli grabs them, passing one to Alex.

      I wander back to the laundry room, up to the attic, finding a few down comforters which I hand out.

      Having worked out the arrangements, I head off to bed.  I hug Eli, Gracie, Jedaiah, and Bree, then climb in bed with Gini.  “Do you want to snuggle?”  I ask her quietly.

      She doesn’t say much, but she rolls over, cuddling in my arms.
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      I wake up with Gini nestled close to me.  The weekend has been remarkably peaceful.  I hold her close for a while, meditating, visualizing a safe world, abundant gardens, plenty to eat, with close friends and family, safe and sound.  I focus on which day it is, hoping for a day of rest.  I start yoga, wondering about my sisters who live in Portland.  We haven’t been close since Rasheen died, not that we were close before that.  I tried to connect with them but they didn’t seem to welcome my efforts.  Eventually I gave up, figuring if they ever reached out to me, I’d welcome them. I released the effort to bind my birth family together.  I do my affirmations while completing yoga.  Gini wakes, watching me quietly.

      “How did you sleep?  Still having nightmares?”  I ask, watching her nod.

      “At least with you I’m able to get back to sleep,”  she says quietly.

      I finish dressing and caress her cheek.  “Thank God for that. I’m going to have tea.  You come when you’re ready.” She grabs my hand, pulling me back on the bed.

      “I miss my mom…”  She begins to weep.  “I miss my dad.”

      I lay down next to her, holding her while she keens with body tensing wails.  I rub her back in neat circles.  “I know it hurts.”  I caress her some more.  “Reach for them when it’s quiet.  I bet they’re here with you.  Watch for signs.”

      She cries for most of an hour before she’s exhausted and able to stop.  “Do you really think they’re here?”

      “I’m sure they are.  After Rasheen died, he was always nearby, talking to me, hiding things from me, and leaving me coins on the road.  You just have to open up your heart to figure out how they’re communicating with you.  Rasheen was a prankster but your parents may have a different method.” A thoughtful look spreads over her face.

      I head out to the bustle of another day.  Jose and his fence crew have gotten most of the way around our little compound.  We’ve included several houses around and behind us, including Nadir’s.

      “Good morning!  Are you guys already eating?”  Most of the group is eating as I settle in to join them for pancakes.  So far, there’s still almond flour for me.  When it’s gone, my gut may suffer.  “Thank you all for making almond pancakes!”

      “The early bird gets the worm!” Gracie teases.

      “The late bird kills the early bird and takes the worm!”  Eli laughs. While we eat, we review the progress of the fence line, gardening issues, the growth of the seeds, and other concerns. Soon, we’re off on other projects.

      “Eliana, come hear this!”  Jose comes in, excitedly to get me.  “We’ve got a safe zone coming in!”

      “Really?”  I’m so surprised.  Somehow this mess seems more real if there are really “safe zones” popping up.  I allow myself to be pulled into the back room where the radio is crackling intermittently, but mostly the voice is clear.  Sam, Eli, and Simon are there, too.

      “Welcome listeners, this is the University safe zone, 140 strong and welcoming people anytime.  Newcomers are quarantined for twenty-four hours for observation.  If there are no signs of paranoia or violence, they are welcomed into our village.  We have two doctors and a few nurses, teachers and students mostly.  Everyone works hard, doing their part.  We’ve heard of several safe zones around Oregon and the world.  People are saying we’re down to about one percent healthy people from the original population, with eight percent infected.  We hope one day that all infected will be able to have treatment but for now, there aren’t enough doctors and nurses to explore their needs.  We wish all of you out there a safe place in a safe community.”

      “They’ve been repeating that in a loop for a while. I’m glad you could hear it!”  Jose is excited, pulling me into a hug.  “Isn’t that amazing!”  He loud whispers in my ear. Tingles trickle down my spine all the way to my toes.  It feels so good to be held, even briefly.  He lets me go as Rob takes Sam’s hands.  They just look at each other.

      Sheba’s growling causes us all to check our hips for knives and race for guns.  Jake, Jonathan, and Alex are up the street, working on the fence and my chest constricts thinking of them exposed.  Maddie has shut the blinds and I peak through them afraid for what I’ll see.

      “Portia?  Oh my God, that’s my sister’s car!  She’s come all the way down here from Portland?”  I just stand there frozen.  I watch her get out of the passenger seat, my other brother-in-law and his adult son, get out as well.  They grab back packs and move towards the door.

      Finally, I’m able to move, walking out the front door with others trailing behind me.  Portia runs to me, “Eliana!  You’re alive!”  She wraps her arms around me, her shapely, petite figure leans in, her brown curls bobbing by my ears. Stephen’s strong arms wrap around both of us, hugging us close, rubbing my back.  His 30-year-old son, Nate, comes over and I reach around to pull him close.

      Stephen almost growls in my ear.  “We feared you’d be dead.  Are the kids okay?”

      “All of them are here.  So is Jose.  Come in!”   I’m taking both their hands, in shock since Portia has barely spoken to me since our mother died, and who was awful to me after my son died, blaming me for his death.  Stephen and my sister, Kaitlyn rarely visited due to their unforgiving work schedules, so I thought I would never see them after The Mortiferum Virus took over.

      We head inside.  “Sit, sit, would you like something to drink or eat?”  I’m still so surprised they’re here and aware of who’s not.

      “Please!  It took us way longer to get here than we thought. We’ve been scrounging food on the way,”  Stephen admits.

      “Come to the table.”  I head into the kitchen, finding a plate of pancakes left from breakfast.  It’s a ceramic plate, so I lay a bowl over it and set it on the wood stove top to warm up.

      “Mom, I’ll get plates,”  Gracie offers.

      “Thanks, dear.”  I grab peanut butter and jam while Gracie gets plates and silverware.

      Nate looks a little green.  His short strawberry blonde curls wave over the top of his head, his nearly red eyebrows look furrowed and tense.  Something went wrong.  I wonder about my grand-niece.  I put a pot of tea on the stove and bring the pancakes, now warm, to the table.

      “Thank God!”  Nate breathes, attacking the pancakes with gusto, like my sister and his dad. They load on peanut butter and jam, sucking down most of a cup of tea before they start talking.

      “What happened to Katlyn, Aiden, Penny and Priscilla?”  I finally ask.

      “Katlyn died of the flu.”  Stephen slumps in his chair, staring at his plate.

      “Aiden, too,”  Portia chokes out, tears leaking from her eyes.

      “Penny also,”  Nate reports about his wife.

      I walk around the table, hugging each of them, then sit by Nate.  “What happened to Priscilla?”

      “You don’t want to know,”  his voice breaks.

      “Tell me,”  I say calmly, firmly.

      “We made it to Junction City, but we were so hungry,” he says, his voice cracks.  “We stopped at a grocery store just off the freeway.  She wanted to stay in the car so we told her to lay on the floor so she wouldn’t be seen.” He begins shaking, and covers his face with his hands. I scoot my chair up close, holding him while he cries.

      “We couldn’t get in the store with just the three of us.  There were so many crazies.”  Stephen takes over the story.  “We tried, circling around to the other door.  We got into the store, but the crazies were swarming through it and we had run for our lives.”  He stops, choking on his words. Portia is crying now, so I move over to hold her.

      “When we got back to the car, she was dead.”  Stephen’s voice shakes and I realize he’s crying.  “She’d been drug from the car, beaten, and raped. Her jaw was broken and her body was stretched out on the asphalt.” He looks like he might vomit.  “There was a crown drawn on her lower abdomen in sharpie… She was only thirteen!”

      My gut clenches like I just got punched.  The Crown Killer.  How could he hurt two people I feel close to?  I rub Portia’s back and without a word, go back to Nate and hold him while his tears intensify.  His daughter and wife, both dead.  I’m crying too.  We weren’t that close but she was my niece and I loved her.  Then it hits me that my sister is dead along with my brother-in-law and my nephew’s wife.

      We move to the living room.

      “So much loss…”  Sam utters.

      There’s a glass in front of me which I drink from.  Someone has placed cups of tea in front of us all.  Tears leak from my eyes as I begin to absorb the loss of my sister, nephew’s wife, and great-niece.  I can’t believe they’re gone.  “It feels so unreal…”  I murmur.  I realize my shoulders are getting wet from my own tears as images of my sister, Kaitlyn breeze through my mind, followed by images of Penny and Priscilla, then Rasheen.  My tears begin falling in earnest, my body wracked with heavy sobs. I feel Sam’s arms around me as I lay my head on her shoulder, grieving.

      “You just let it out, sweetie,” Sam murmurs in my ear.

      When my tears subside, the room has thinned out as others in our community have gone back to work.  Their murmurs were comforting as they were leaving.  I begin wondering what made Portia come down, when I think of the conflicts she and I have had over the years.  She had been jealous of me since I was born.  When I was two weeks old, she told my mom, “you can send her back now.”  My whole life she was either mean to me or ignored me. Our relationship got a little better when Jose and I got married.  She was getting divorced at the time and visited more often.  She confessed to me that she wished she had had children but by then they were divorcing and it was too late.

      I was in my first trimester when we got together for Christmas and she insisted on using ingredients that, combined with hunger, made me nauseous. She had brought a home-made salsa with her from Portland and all my family members were snacking on it.  I got hungry waiting for dinner so I began snacking too.  She turned around and screamed at me not to eat it before dinner.  I was so shocked that I snapped at to her.  She crumpled to the floor in a dramatic act, dissolving into tears, screaming that I had been awful to her.  That was the end of our relationship, basically.  After that I only saw or spoke to her about our parents or Rasheen.  Then, when he died, she blamed me for his death, accusing me of parental abuse.  Her behavior was appalling, causing me to believe our relationship as sisters had ended.

      I peek up at her sitting near me on the couch.  “What made you come?”  I ask.  “I’m glad you came.  I’m just surprised.”

      “You’re a survivor,”  she says.

      “You guys traveled a long way to get here.  What made it seem worth it?”  I press her for answers.

      “It was time,” Stephen says. “Of all the things that became crystal clear with this crisis, this became icy clear.  I’d had enough of this old feud.  I told her, ‘one of your sisters is dead.  Go get your other sister back.’”  Stephen looks me dead in the eye, his support clear, and I sigh, audibly.

      “Right back at ya.” Nate high fives Stephen, then meets my eye with a clear nod.

      I notice the silence in the room.  Portia doesn’t say a word, doesn’t look at me.

      “Well, I’m glad you came,”  I  say.

      “You’re all absolutely welcome,” Sam adds. “We have three houses in our compound that available to settle into.”

      “I’ve got to work to keep my mind off this mess.” Nate’s voice quavers.

      I get up, moving closer to him.  “You need to let yourself cry,”  I whisper in his ear with my arm around him.

      “I can’t believe they’re gone!!” He squeaks, his voice cracking, tears streaming down his face.

      Stephen gets up.  “I imagine there’s work to be done outside.  You probably need wood cut for heat?”

      “I think we’re getting kind of low,” Sam says. “Jose and Rob will know. They’re out back.”

      I get up to follow, not really wanting to be alone with Portia.  “Are you guys growing anything?”  Portia asks.

      “We’ve got seeds sprouting, green houses to grow them in, and an overwintering crop. You’re welcome to come check it out if you like.”  I continue toward the kitchen, where our young women are running things.

      “Looks like you guys have enough hands in the kitchen.” Portia walks over to hug Gracie, then gets introduced to the other ladies.

      “Yeah, we’ve got it covered,”  Gracie agrees. She and Dixie laugh. Bree and Gini are somber, still struggling with grief.

      Portia follows as I head out back, Jedaiah holding my hand, straight to the green house.  “Did you just start these a week and a half ago?  They’ve already got a set of leaves!”

      “Yeah.  They’ve been sung to, babied, and loved.  It may be helping.”  I’m feeling hesitant. Jedaiah starts humming.

      “Well, they’re off to a great start,” she acknowledges.

      “I also brought these in, to keep them alive,” I explain, pointing to several herbs, a tomato plant and a few hot pepper plants.

      “Lemon verbena, tarragon, and lemon grass. What’s that?”  she points at a large, furry plant.

      “Cuban oregano,”  I explain as she steps back outside.

      We walk by one garden, butted up against the green house.  “Ooh, you have lots of cilantro!”  She admires the bed.  “What’s in that one?”  She points to another bed as we cross the yard. “I mean the peppermint is obvious, but what’s behind it?” Jedaiah runs to the trampoline, climbing up to jump, making silly faces at me.

      “Asparagus.  It’s been producing for a few years now.  Over here you can see brassicas, roots, fruit, and berries we’ll enjoy next year.”

      “It was hard to leave my garden, but I don’t have that much food,” she says.  “A lot of it was ornamental.  So, what about back here?”  She heading for our biggest garden.

      “There’re more brassicas, herbs we’re trying to over winter.  Then Jose and Rob are building cold frames to grow food in during the winter.  I don’t know how they’ll do, but we’ve got to try.”

      “Thank God!”  She puts her hands, firmly on her hips.  “It’s hard to imagine a winter without vegetables.”

      “We’ve also made note of where there are gardens up the hill, so we can get more vegetables. Worst comes to worst, we can pick dandelion greens.”

      “Well, there’s that!  I could help out here.  I’ve discovered some methods to sustainably enhance the growth of plants in back yard gardens.”  She is a landscape architect but got her master’s degree in some form plant enhancement.

      “Good. We’re going to need all the help we can get.  You, Jose, and Alex can put your heads together.”  I head to the chicken coop to see if there are any eggs. “You’re such a great jumper, Jedaiah!”

      “Look, Eliana! The apple tree is healthy!”  Jose is animated about this Golden Delicious, which was sick for years.

      “That’s amazing.  It’s producing great apples.”  I pick a few more apples.  “My sister wants to help with the gardens.”

      “Let her know I’m working over here if she wants to come help?  I can bring the eggs when I come,”  he offers.

      “Okay.” I say and to Jedaiah, “You’re jumping really high!” I head back over to where she is perusing the vegetable garden.  Alex is heading out.

      “Hey cutie.  How ya doin’?” I ask.

      “I’m fuckin’ fabulous!  I tried out some of that bud and it’s really close, really good shit!”  He heads past.  “Portia, you fuckin’ drove all the way from Portland?”

      She hugs him, “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “Portia, Jose wants to show you…”

      She interrupts me.  “Not necessary.  I’ll just talk to Alex about the gardens.”

      “This was something else, but if you don’t want to listen, we can talk later.”  My chest aches from her disregard.

      “See.  This is why you have problems with your relationships!”  Her tone is harsh. I’m shocked.  She interrupts me, laying on the insult.  I’m about to answer, then I turn around and head for the house, finding Jedaiah holding my hand.  If she’s insulting me, it’s obviously not a good time to talk.

      Jose stops me crossing the yard.  “Hey, I heard you guys talking about what happened to our niece.  I think we should get the group together at lunch and plan a watch crew.  Hopefully, sick people like that won’t ever find us, but I’d rather be prepared.”

      “You’re right.  Should we talk about it at lunch?  It’s important the girls are aware.”

      “I’d rather Gracie didn’t know but I think it’s unavoidable,” He looks pointedly at Jedaiah. “It’s probably better everyone knows we’re taking precautions.”  He starts to reach for me, then stops.

      “It’s okay,”  I tell him.  He was going to hug me, I’m sure of it, but I’m not quite confident enough to hug him.  He just looks at me and doesn’t reach out again.  I head inside with the apples to what sounds like a party in the kitchen.  “Hey, guys, don’t party without me!”  I head through the mudroom, to the kitchen.  “Whatcha guys makin’?”

      “We’re making some kick-ass soup!”  Maddie exclaims.

      “Yeah, this broth is amazing,”  Gracie adds, plucking Jedaiah off the floor.

      I walk over to Gracie and hug her one armed while she stirs the soup.  “You gonna give me a taste or do I have to beg?”  I’m trying to stay light hearted but I’m hurting inside from Portia’s insults and Jose not continuing his effort to connect.  I was doing fine without Portia here.  I still wonder why they came, given that it was a two-hour drive before the Mortiferum Virus, and their trip took days.  My thoughts bounce between Portia, family members showing up, and wondering if I’m ready to resume a relationship with Jose.  I always struggled with his lack of communication about emotionally intimate issues.  We could always talk about kids or household issues, now some of that would translate into new solutions for a new world, but not our own intimacy.

      “Here.”  Gracie lifts the spoon and gives me a taste, juggling Jedaiah.

      “Yummy.  Is there meat?”  I’m hankering for chicken.

      “It’s got beef in it.”

      “I wanna taste,” Jedaiah whines.

      When everyone’s seated, Jose looks at me, pointedly.

      “Many of you probably heard Stephen’s story about my niece.  We heard a similar story from Danielle a while back.  Clearly things are changing and becoming more dangerous. Remember what happened yesterday? I think they’re becoming more organized.  Jose and I were talking about developing a watch crew.  Does anyone have an opinion on the matter?”

      “I have to agree with you guys,”  Rob interjects.  “Jake and I were talking about the same thing.” A number of others in the group have similar concerns, while the rest are quiet.  While we eat, Sam offers to develop a schedule.  She organizes jobs that need to be done, people interested in the watch crew, and creates a rotating schedule for all chores based on interest and skill.

      “We’ll have to avoid having anyone who has had the flu on guard at night, because lost sleep could exacerbate the mental problem.”  I clarify this as Sam creates the schedule because some people are offering to do jobs that are not wise for them. “But they can help with guard duty during the day.”

      “That’s a good point.  It’s possible we would get worse with lost sleep.”  Jonathan has seen similar things and knows where I’m coming from.

      Sam gets the schedule done and people head off to their designated jobs.  I’ll be cooking tonight but don’t need to start right away.  I’ll check out my options, size up the freezer, and how much meat we have.  We have twenty-three people now. We’re cooking at least 3 pounds of meat and that’s stretching it.  I head out to the freezer to have a look.  Assuming we can get more at Polyrock, I think we will have enough.  I get out a leg of lamb to defrost.  Dixie and Gracie are in the kitchen with Bree.  Nadir takes Jedaiah.

      “Are you guys on kitchen duty?” I ask. “I’d love some help.”

      “Yes.  Thank God,” says Dixie.  “I do not want guard duty.  Laundry’s not too bad, we’re on that tomorrow.  Music is getting rationed now since we have to survive on generators, but it’s easy to charge a phone while the washer and dryer are running!”  She gushes.

      “We can dance while the washer is running!”  Gracie teases.

      Gini walks in.  “Portia said I could go.  She didn’t need help in the garden.” I practically gawk at her. She hasn’t said that much since she arrived.

      “I’d rather work in here too.  This is the warmest room in the house except by the wood stove.”  Gracie rubs up against me teasingly.

      Rob walks in from the back yard.  “It feels like the weather is turning.  I’m afraid it’s going to freeze tonight.  I’m going to take Sam, Alex, and Jake into some neighboring houses to bring down more blankets.”

      “Make sure they’re not from an infected house,” Sam insists.

      “Thanks, Rob,” I say. “I’ve been wondering how people are doing who are sleeping alone.  We need to make this a regular check in as we move through the winter.”

      That night at dinner, our issues are addressed.  “I would like those on guard to check in and I’d like to hear if people are warm enough at night.  We need to think more about keeping warm this winter.  I think it may freeze tonight.”  Rob introduces his concerns.

      “It’s been pretty cold on the couch already.”  Jose informs us.

      “It’s cold on the floor too,”  Alex adds.

      “I’ve been cold,”  Faith adds.

      “We could use bed warmers: a hot brick, a hot water bottle, or a jar with hot water in it.”  Sam points out.

      “It got cold enough that we decided to share the bed,”  Gracie adds.  “When it gets really cold at night, Danielle joins us.  It gets really tight.  We can’t get three in the bed all night long.”

      “No, that’s not practical,” I agree.

      “Yeah, sometimes I just get in with them for a while to warm up.”  Danielle is a little embarrassed.

      “We will bring a bunch more blankets down from some of the empty houses,”  Rob explains.  “It’s going to get colder this month, and in December, and January.”

      “With the bed warmers and enough comforters, we won’t need to worry,” I point out. “Rob, keep your eye out for down comforters.”

      There’s a buzz of conversation as people process the issue of something as basic as warmth.  It does get quite cold in the winter, nights well below freezing is normal as winter deepens. We’ve even had some winters as cold as Finland since global climate change.  It’s a killing cold and I hope we don’t experience another winter like that for a long time.  There’s going to be limited energy from the solar panels this winter so we’re going to have to depend on wood heat, to avoid using the gas.  We’re also going to need to avoid lights to save the energy for more important things, like the washing machine.  We’re already hanging clothes to dry on wooden racks in the laundry room and near the wood stove.  Thank God I have my mother’s kerosene lamps and candle sticks.

      “We could have rotating shifts to keep the fire going during the night,”  Jessie suggests. Danielle nods.

      “I’d be happy to take a bed partner!”  Simon banters.

      “Oh, yeah, I’m down for that!”  Eli elbows Simon, knowingly.

      “I’m fuckin’ ready!”  Alex adds loud enough for anyone to hear.

      ”We’ll just have a lottery for who gets to sleep with whom!” Maddie says, sarcastically.

      “On a more serious note, maybe some of us could bunk together, just on a friendly basis,”  Danielle suggests.  “At least in the bigger beds.  We might check tomorrow and see if any more of the empty houses have wood stoves.”

      “I know there are more wood stoves in the neighborhood.  I think there’s one a couple houses up, maybe the one just south of the house you guys are in,”  I say to Sam and Rob.

      “For now, we brought some camping mats and sleeping bags down since I got the impression you guys wanted to stay here tonight,” Danielle says.

      “I’d be happy to help with fire duty,” Stephen offers.

      “Me too,”  Nate adds.

      “It is actually pretty cold next door.  The house is pretty big, but there’s no wood stove,”  Sam explains.  “We use the oven to heat the kitchen in the morning.  We may have to quit using that house and move up one.  It’s just too cold.  This one is much better insulated.  Nice job, Jose.”

      He grins his thanks.  “I guess we could work on insulating the other houses.”

      “That’s great,”  I say.  “I just want everyone to have a warm bed.”

      “I think I’m going to sleep on the front living room couch since it’s vacant.”  Jose claims it.

      “We’ll be fine on the floor tonight,”  Nate emphasizes.

      “Danielle, if Bree doesn’t need you here, you’re welcome to come sleep with me.  I’m in a queen-sized bed next door,”  Maddie offers. “But it is cold.”

      “Do you think more blankets would help?”  I ask, concerned.

      “Maybe. Bree, is that okay with you, since you have Gracie?”  Danielle asks.

      “Yeah, that’s fine,”  Bree agrees.

      “How about you, Gini?”  She walks over to Gini and touches her back.

      Gini just nods, agreeing.

      “I guess I’ll take you up on that!”  Danielle agrees.  “Then maybe we won’t need additional heat!”  She, Maddie, and Justin head out.

      Rob and Jose bring in the mats and sleeping bags.

      “I’m going next door to get that wood stove going,”  Jake says, heading off.

      “Sam, you want to help me in the kitchen?”  I ask brightly. “I bet we could get the kitchen spiffed up in no time!”

      “Don’t leave me out!  I know you guys are going to make it a party in there!”  Dixie laughs, heading into the kitchen, teasing and hip bumping.

      “Portia, would you like to help me in the garden?” Jose asks. “It’s dark, but I have head lamps. It feels like it may freeze tonight so we should cover the plants.”

      “Yeah, what do you have to put around the plants?”  Portia follows Jose out back, with Alex following.

      “We have good mulch.”  Alex’s voice fades as he heads out the back door.

      When the kitchen is done, we return to the living room for a game of cards.  Alex returns just before we start.  “Can I talk to you outside?”

      “Do you guys mind waiting?”  I ask the girls.

      “Go ahead.  We’ll recruit some more players!”  Bree and Gracie giggle.

      I follow Alex through the garage and outside for some privacy.  “What’s on your mind?”

      “I’ve been thinking about the marijuana at the farm.  The buds we have are pretty close.  A couple of the strains are high CBD strains, good for sleep and anxiety.  One of them encourages appetite.  You wanna try one with me? It’s an indica/sativa hybrid. I think it’s going to be really nice.”

      “Sure, I’ll try it with you.  I’m pretty shaken with Portia showing up.  It could help right now but I’d rather stick with mostly indica so it won’t interfere with my sleep.” We’re quiet while he loads his pipe.

      “I’ve got just the one for you.”  We smoke a couple hits.  “Are you good?”  he asks.

      “Yeah.  I’m good.”  We stand there for a few moments feeling it relax us.

      “I’d like to get out to the farm again pretty soon to check on the plants,” he reiterates.

      “We need to go because we promised and we’ll need more meat.”

      We head back in, bumping into Nadir and Jedaiah.  I hug him, “Good night squirt.  I love you.”

      “I love you, aunt Elli.”

      Stephen, Nate, and Portia are now in on the game.  “Some of you could sleep upstairs if you wanted.  There are a couple mats up there which are vacant.  They’re on a thicker rug too.”

      “We’re good down here tonight, but we can talk about other options tomorrow,”  Stephen says.

      The game gives us an hour reprieve before we head off to bed.  Jose follows me to the bathroom.  “Can I join you to brush my teeth?”  He asks.

      “Sure.”

      “It’s nice being back here,”  he tells me.  “I just miss you at night.  It feels so cold without you next to me.”  He reaches out, touching my cheek.

      “You were always my radiator,” I smile. “Gini’s been sleeping with me, but maybe now that Danielle went next door, she’ll want to sleep with the girls soon.”

      He steps in a little closer, whispering.  “It’s driving me crazy living here and not sleeping with you.  I miss your legs…”  He reaches down, running his hand along my left leg.  “Your body still looks like you’re twenty.”

      “Aww,  That’s sweet. You look pretty good yourself,”  I tell him.  His hair is jet black with no obvious grey, but he has a receding hairline.  I touch his cheek.  We struggled being together but it was never that bad.  My problem was his lack of willingness to cook but now in this community, there are lots of people to cook so it doesn’t matter as much. I think of all the work he does outside with fences, security, the well, and the garden.  He’s a crucial member of our community. The nature of our relationship is changing.

      “So, how is the well coming?  Have you found water?”

      “We have!”  He gets animated.  “We were struggling to find a spot to dig when Justin came out, saying he’s a water witch. He used a stick and was pulled towards that spot at the bottom of the slide.  So, we dug there and struck water with that amazing drill!  Está muy nitido!”  It’s so cool.

      “That’s amazing, not to have to carry water from the creek up the hill!”  I just stand there, marveling over how much work he helped us avoid.  Our water pressure has been waning the last couple days and we figured our days of running water were numbered.

      “Let me think about it and talk with Gini,”  I say, finally, responding to his initial request.

      He reaches to pull me into a hug.  “I’ve never stopped loving you,”  he whispers into my ear.

      I lean in, feeling his arms around me, secure and comfortable.

      Later in bed with Gini snuggled up next to me, I ask her, “Now that Danielle is moving, do you think you’d want to sleep with the other girls?”

      “I dunno, maybe.  I miss my mom and dad…”  The tears begin. Maybe she’s not ready yet.
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      Days pass without incident.  Portia and I cross paths briefly, politely without any extensive conversations.  Having meditated, I climb out of bed and do yoga. Walking to the kitchen, I think about how low our freezer looked last night.  The meat was slim pickings.

      Portia is leading the kitchen crew.  “Good morning!”

      “I made you tea.”  Maddie points to the tea kettle, moist with condensation.  It’s a stainless-steel pot that I never used on the stove because it doesn’t whistle.

      “Thanks Maddie, you’re so thoughtful.”  I pour myself some tea.

      “I wanted some too.  You have great tea here!”

      “Do you have any black tea?”  Portia asks.  She starts fishing around in the cupboard. She looks at me, “I only drink black tea.”

      “Yeah, there are a couple flavors in here, but lots more in the garage.”  I notice she hasn’t found them yet.  “Do you want some help?  I know where they are.”

      “I can find them just fine on my own.  I’m looking through what you have.”  Her voice has attitude in it, which I can’t understand.

      “Suit yourself.”  I head to the fridge to look for milk, grateful there’s still some cream.

      Once everyone is seated, Jedaiah snuggling on my lap, Rob organizes our meeting.  “What are our top concerns this morning?”

      “I think we need to head out to Polyrock.  We’re out of milk and almost out of meat,”  I report.

      “Okay.  Anyone else have any concerns?”

      “We’re getting down to just winter squash and a little kale,”  Maddie adds.

      “The new plants are growing well but they’re still just babies,”  Eli adds.  “We could pick dandelion greens.”

      “We should do that, for sure,”  I encourage his willingness, “but we can see what there is at Jessie’s and Jan’s too.”

      “It sounds like a trip to Polyrock is on the agenda for today.  Who wants to go?  I think we take eight people, two trucks, and I’d like to go,”  Rob adds.

      “More wine would be great if we can get it,”  Jake laughs.

      “I want to go check out those fuckin’ green houses.”  Alex’s in.

      “Jan needs some people to stay and help.” I look around.  “Who is willing to go work for a week to help Jan?”

      “I’d like to go since Jessie’s out there,”  Jake adds.  “And I wouldn’t mind staying for a week.”

      “I could stay,”  Alex adds.

      “Do ya know, I’ll go,” Nadir adds. Jedaiah whines. “It won’t be long and you’ll have Aunt Elli.”

      “I’ll go.”  Sam’s in.

      Maddie and Justin are added to the ranks.

      When breakfast is over we pack up.  Jose helps load up milk bottles.  We know she had a lot of jars left by people who aren’t getting milk anymore, so it’s not a concern.  I pack up some tea, coffee, medicine, and some of the packaged food which I don’t think she has.

      “I’m making us sandwiches to take along,”  Maddie informs me.  Sam and Bree are helping.

      As we’re loading up the trucks, Rob asks.  “Does everyone have their weapons?”  Everyone nods.  “How about a first aid kit?”

      “Check,”  Jake says.

      “Let’s hit the road.  Walkie talkies?” I ask.

      “Roger that!”  Jake high fives, taps his walkie talkie as we pile in the trucks, heading up the hill.

      Alex and I are with Rob and Sam.  “Let’s use the same route,” Rob says into the walkie talkie.

      “Roger that,”  Jake replies. I observe the empty street.

      “Desolate or peaceful, I guess it’s your point of view.”

      “I’d fuckin’ call it the Apocalypse!” Alex busts out.

      “It’s the Psychopalypse!”  Rob adds, joking.

      “You guys are psycho!” Sam teases. We bust up laughing.

      “Can you play some music?  There’s got to be an old CD in here,”  I request. Sam loads a CD in as we drive through a crowd of infected.  There must be thirty of them, mostly in the yards, bumbling around haphazardly, appearing confused, slow.  We pass through easily.

      “Drive faster!”  Jake screams from the second truck.  “They’re starting to attack. There’re a few who raced out of the crowd, throwing something at the truck.  Didn’t hit.  Thank God!”

      My heart pounds.  “All the ones I saw looked spaced out or something, but if one starts the attack, the rest will follow.”

      “You notice that too,”  Sam adds.

      “What do you make of that?”  Rob asks.

      “They remind me of Bipolar people transitioning from mania into depression.  If we’re lucky it’ll be a calm winter.”

      “Shoot, we live in fuckin’ fertile Eugene!  It’ll be a breeze!”  Alex jokes.

      “Good point, man, even when everything dies, there’re always dandelions!”  Rob laughs.

      We all join in.  “More than that we could eat pine needles and bark, rose hips, and nettles,”  Sam adds.

      “True.  There are wild onions, garlic, and Queen Anne’s lace too,”  I add remembering Eli and Gracie finding the garlic in school yards. “You know those are wild carrots?”

      Alex looks surprised. “Really? And mushrooms,” Alex adds.

      “Don’t forget Burdock,”  Sam adds.

      “I guess this will be our study group,” I tease.  “We could make a list in case we get stressed out and forget.”  Near the creek there’s a late apple tree in December.”  I pull a pencil and pad out of my fanny pack, writing them down.

      “Cattail roots, young shoots as well as acorns are edible,”  Sam adds.

      “We should also go to Doris Ranch next and collect all the hazelnuts we can find,”  I remind them, writing it on the list.

      “Crab apples are another option,”  Rob adds.  “Cranberries too if we see any.  If not, maybe we’ll see elderberries.”

      “We might find duck potatoes or ground nuts near the creek at Polyrock,”  I add. We’re heading out of town now, going the windy way.  “We could drive out to Florence for clamming if we have enough gas,”  I add.  “Wow!  We’re rolling now.  This is great brainstorming!”

      “The inner bark of some trees is also edible,”  Sam adds.  “Birch, aspen, maple…”

      “Pine and willow,”  Rob laughs, adding to her list.

      “We might get skinny, but we won’t die,”  I titter.  “Hopefully we’ll keep getting protein.”

      “Remember we’ve got Jessie’s rabbits too,”  Sam chuckles.  “If they keep fucking like bunnies, we should be able to keep eating.”

      “Lots of gardens have kale, parsnips, and Brussel sprouts,” I add.

      We continue winding through the forested countryside.  “It is freakin’ peaceful out here,”  Alex sighs.

      Quiet descends as we curve around, slowing for deer, admiring the trees.

      “Here!”  I point.  Soon we’re turning on to Territorial Road, then up Jan’s driveway.  “It looks like they’re trying to disguise the entrance,”  I say.  The sign is down and the gate is disguised by piles of branches.

      “I wouldn’t have seen it if you hadn’t pointed it out,”  Rob agrees.

      Inside the gates it looks the same, Jersey cows munch grass on one side, Beefalos on the other, then sheep as we get closer to the house.  There’s a small field of pigs with horses in a field behind them.  Beyond them are the green houses.  We park by the milk room.  “Jan, Jessie, Nick?”  I holler.

      “Back here,”  Jan calls from the milking area.  “I think Nick is in the gardens and Jessie’s managing the cheese inside.  God, I’m glad you guys are here!” We troop back to her.

      “You want me to take over?”  Rob offers.

      Jake takes over the teats.  “Take a break, woman.  We’ve got your back.”

      “You’ve obviously done this before.  Thanks.”  Jan stops, stretching.  “There’s only one person left at the neighbor’s farm, so we’ve been going over there and helping too.  They’d be glad to have some of you guys stay there too.”

      “We’ve got more who can stay this time,”  I tell her.

      “Woohoo!!”  She fist bumps the air, then leads us to the house.  “We’ve got a bunch of harvested fruit and vegetables that need to either be canned or go with you to be eaten.”

      “I’m heading to the gardens,” Alex says.

      “That-a-way.”  Jan points

      Justin follows Alex.

      “So, how’s it been?” I ask her.

      “A hundred times better with help.  We could use more.  How many of you can stay this time?”  She opens the heavy front door with the stained-glass upper half.  “We’re still working our tails off but there’s progress being made.”

      “At least four of us can stay this time.  If Nick wants to stay, Nadir will stay with him.  Alex plans to stay and help in the gardens, harvesting the marijuana.  Jake will stay with Jessie.  Sam, Rob and I and one more need to drive back.  We don’t want anyone driving alone.  Plus, if it’s okay with you, we’ve met a couple other communities who would love to come work in trade for food!”

      “Excellent!  If you trust them, I’d love to have their help out here and so would the loner next door.”  Hours pass in the kitchen, making feta cheese, and two other kinds which will need to sit in the cellar for a while.  We can and store fruits and veggies.

      Around lunch time Alex and Nick burst into the kitchen.  “Look at this!”  Alex is carrying jars of bud, Nick has buckets of fruit and veggies.

      “This is the last of the pears and apples.  There won’t be any more here.”  Nick laments.

      “Then that’s the end of the fruit. At least we still have vegetables,”  Jan explains.

      We sit down and eat cheese sandwiches with lettuce, tomatoes and pickles.  “These are fabulous!”  Rob exclaims, wolfing his down.

      “Eliana, you got the last of the gluten free bread.  We need to make more.”  Jan pats me on the back, understanding my gut issues.

      We get right back to work for the rest of the afternoon, canning pear and apple butter, making sauerkraut, and starting more cheese.   “I’ve made jerky as well, thanks to Nick and Jessie.  There was a bison that had to get slaughtered before it got too old to eat.”

      We finally stop to eat dinner, review our progress, and discuss who stays.  Maddie decides to return with us while Justin stays.  We pack fresh fruit and veggies, some canned stuff, cheese, meat, marijuana, and all the milk she has. There will be more milk in the morning. Everyone is excited about the beef jerky.

      “Thank God you guys are taking the milk!  We’ll have a day off from cheese making!”  Jan laughs with relief. We tell her about the two groups up the hill and our positive impressions of them.  She agrees she’d be happy to have more helping hands.  “Soon there will be more animals to slaughter and I’d rather share it than get buried in work.  Bring ‘em next time you come.  With more hands maybe, we could build another house out here.  But there are also spare bedrooms at the neighbor’s farm.”

      The four of us load up and head back.  “There must be twelve gallons of milk back there!  Not to mention the cheese and meat!”  I’m excited to have the protein.

      “I still want to stop for wine!”  Sam laughs.  “Thank God I talked to Rob about that since he’s in front.

      “And we have to stop at Jessie’s to check on the animals,”  I add.  “How are you and Rob doing?  Is there any hope?”

      “It’s possible.  You know we’ve separated a couple times over the years.  Each time we get back together it’s better.  The other times he relapsed.  Well, you know…  But this time it was more addict behavior, selfishness, and he shed that fast with this apocalypse, so… we’re making progress.  How about you?”

      “Kind of similar.  You know how tired I was of doing all the domestic chores, all the cooking, practically all the cleaning, but with this community, there’s always help in the kitchen so I get more variety.  On his end, no one expects him to cook or clean, there’s too much other work to do, between making fences, chopping wood, and working in the garden, I don’t need him working inside.  He’s sweet, affectionate, and appreciates me. I’m starting to feel something for him again.”

      We pull into Sweet Cheeks Winery, parking right where we did the last time.  We don’t have a lot of space but we have some.  “Salsa parteh!!!”  I hiss whisper as we all head to the door.

      “Shit, I just wanna get drunk!”  Rob laughs.

      “You can dance dude, but drunk ain’t on the menu!”  I laugh.

      “I wish I could get drunk first and then dance!”  He laughs back.

      “Not if you want to live with me!”  Sam isn’t laughing. Rob looks down at his feet.

      We load up wine, then we’re off, traveling the dark curvy roads.

      We pull up Jessie’s drive, nearly reaching her farm before we spot a light along the road, coming in staccato flashes from the neighbor’s farm.

      “That’s S.O.S!”  Sam says, startled.

      “Thank God you noticed.  Three short, three long, three short. You’re right.”

      Reaching the top of the drive it’s no longer clear where the light was coming from.  “Get out of the trucks!”  The voice is up high, in a tree.  “Show me you’re safe.”

      I take a crumpled, white handkerchief out of my pocket, waving it out the window.  I roll it down in time to hear Rob,  “How do we know you’re safe?”

      “Well, you can read Morse Code, so you knew I was asking for help.  We had a bunch of infected here earlier, some of us were injured.  I’m not hurt badly, but we need help.  Do you guys have any medical knowledge?”

      “Not a lot, but one of us has some herbal knowledge.  Come on down.  Let’s meet here in the open first.”  Rob and Maddie climb out of the truck.

      Sam and I follow cautiously.

      The tree near us shakes as feet appear below the thinning leaf layer, then a thirty-something woman drops to the ground, turning quickly.  “You’re not attacking.”  It’s a statement, but the relief is clear.  “I’m Savannah.  I heard you coming.”

      “I’m Rob.  This is my … Sam.”  He stumbles, not knowing what to say.

      “I’m Eliana, this is Maddie.  Let me grab my first aid kit and we’ll see if we can help.  Who’s injured?”

      “Follow me.”  Savannah leads us past a garden and fruit trees, to the house.  “My husband is injured, so are my older kids.  They came at us unexpectedly.  It had been so quiet out here.  If I hadn’t been outside in the garden, I never could have saved them.  Climbing that tree with a skirt full of big rocks saved us and I’ve got good aim.  I chucked them at those guys, hit one in the head.  They’d caused quite a bit of damage by the time I chased them off.”  She’s angry, with red eyes from crying.  I hadn’t realized her tears until she wipes her face.  Touching her back, she comes toward me.  I hug her and she leans in briefly, then pulls away.

      “Hurry!”  She leads us through the living room into a back room.  Her husband and adult children are laying on the floor.  He has a head wound and the kids lay nearby.

      I rush over to her husband, cleaning the wound.  “I want to make sure it’s good and clean first.  It doesn’t look like it needs stitches.  Was it bleeding a lot before?”

      “A lot…  I stemmed the flow with pressure.  I’m worried about his brain and infection.”  Savannah says, kneeling beside me.

      “This is a salve with comfrey, copaiba, and cannabis.  It will stop infection, promote healing, and relieve pain.”  I slather it on, then bandage him.

      He moans.  “Oh, my, that helps…”

      “I’m Eliana.”  I introduce myself to the young lady.  “Can you talk?”

      “Yeah.  I’m Sofia.” She avoids my eyes.  “It’s my ankles, my wrists.”

      It looks like she’s been tied up.  Her wrists are raw and swollen.  I clean them but they’ve been cleaned before.  I put the salve on.  “This should help the pain and the healing process.”  Then I bandage her wrists and ankles.  “Do you have any other injuries?”  I worry she’s been assaulted.

      “They tried.  My mom chased them off before that, thank God.”

      “What about you?”  I turn to her son, lying next to his sister.

      “I yanked him off my sister as another grabbed me from behind.  I don’t know if I have any visible wounds.  He yanked my arms behind me, dislocating my shoulder, threw me on the ground, then slammed his boot in my back.”

      “I’m going to bind your arm so it doesn’t move and put comfrey salve on it for pain.”  I bind the arm, rub salve around each shoulder, pulling his shirt aside to gain access.  He’s lying face down on the floor.  “Now I’m going to lift up your shirt to look at your back.”  I lift up his shirt, finding a boot sized bruise across his back.  It’s quite swollen.  I gently apply salve all over the area.  I look up to survey the room, realizing a younger boy is sitting in the corner.

      “What about you, young man, are you okay?”  Sam is asking him.

      “He ran inside quickly and didn’t get hurt….physically.”  Savannah explains, walking over to sit next to him.  He looks about twelve, maybe.  “Cyrus, where’s Cecelia?” He just shakes his head.

      “Sofia, when did you last see her?”

      “She was picking the last of the pears with us.”  Sofia’s voice shakes.

      “Cyrus.  Did you ever see her come inside?”  Savannah asks gently. He shakes his head again.

      “Help me find her, please!”  She turns to me with a desperate face.

      “You stay here Eliana, we’ll go.”  Sam and Rob say simultaneously. I watch as Maddie goes to sit by Cyrus, quietly holding his hand. The door shuts behind them.

      “So, you know my name.  What’s yours?”  I ask her husband, wondering how coherent he is.

      “Oliver.  Thanks.  My head feels a bit more bearable.”  He hasn’t opened his eyes.

      “Can you open your eyes?”

      His eyes flicker open for a split second.  “No.  Too painful.”

      “I think you need something stronger.  Are you allergic to anything?”

      “No.”

      “I have some opiates here.  I’m going to crush it in the kitchen.  I’ll be back.”  I get up.  “Sofia, which way to the kitchen?”

      “That way.”  She points toward the door we didn’t enter.

      I enter a moderate kitchen, facing the back of the house.  I open the fridge, pleasantly surprised that it’s running.  They must have a generator.  I find some jam, then a butter knife and use the handle to crush the pills in a small bowl.  Adding jam, I mix it well, and take a spoonful back to the living room.

      “I’m going to put a spoon to your lips.  It has jam with the pills crushed and mixed in.”  I spoon the jam-medicine into his mouth.  “Sofia,… how are you feeling?”

      “It’s tolerable.  Spencer, how are you?”  She asks her brother.

      He tries to move, groans, and stops.  “Not too bad if I don’t move.”

      I stand up.  “I’m going to mix up some opiates for you also.”  Returning to the kitchen, I repeat the process.

      “Thanks.  Thanks for coming, for helping us,”  Spencer croaks.

      The front door opens.  “Eliana, can you come here a minute?”  It’s Sam’s voice.

      “I’ll be right back.”  I tell them, heading for the door.

      “Come outside a second.”  Sam tugs me out, shutting the door behind her.  “Her daughter has been raped, assaulted, and killed,” she pauses.  “She has the Crown Killer mark.”  She’s holding Savannah, who’s crying, hiccupping and then crying some more.  “Come hold her, okay? I’ll go in and stay with the others.” I take over for Sam, while she and Rob go inside.  I gently nudge Savannah to a bench, sitting beside her.

      “Oh, my God!  She’s dead!  My baby’s dead!”  Her tears cascade down her cheeks.

      “I know.  I know.  It’s unbearably painful.”

      “How can you?  You don’t know!”  She spits, pushing me away.

      “I do.  My own son died.  The pain has never left me.”  My chest hitches remembering that first shock. She leans back into me, weeping on my shoulder.  We stay like this for what seems like a long time.  It reminds me of my first waves of grief, lasting 11/2 hours before I was so exhausted I couldn’t cry anymore.

      Eventually she stops, sniffling.  “What will I do?”  She asks me.

      “Just get through each moment and survive,”  I tell her.  “And cry.  Many times, a day.”

      “I don’t want to stay here,”  she says.

      “If your family agrees, you can come with us, if the rest can be moved.”  She resumes crying quietly as I take her hand, leading her into the house. She walks straight to her husband’s side.  “I don’t want to stay here.  Oh god, I don’t want to stay!!”  She crumples to her knees on the floor, falling over his chest.  “They killed our baby!”

      “Cecelia?  They killed Cecelia?  Oh my God!” A cry is wrenched from deep in his chest.

      Sofia howls in grief while Spencer’s face tightens.  Cyrus looks bewildered.

      “What do you think, guys?  Could we move him on a sheet?  Make a stretcher?”  Sam looks at Oliver.

      “It’s possible.”  Rob says.  “We could also give you opiates.  Do you even want us to try to lift you?”

      “For Savannah.”

      Rob leans over his head.  “I’m going to try lifting your head, see if it’s tolerable for you, okay?”

      “Mmmm.”

      Rob lifts.

      “Aaaaah!” He screams in pain. “Noooo!”

      “Do you want to try opiates?”

      “I gave him some already,”  I explain. “Does your car run?”

      “Yeah,” Savannah says.

      “Toss me a pillow while his head is up.”  Rob suggests while Oliver moans. I toss a couch pillow which Rob tucks under Oliver’s head.

      “Savannah, do you have a strong sheet, or preferably a duvet?  Oliver, do you still want to go, considering your pain?  It may get better with the opiates.  How long has it been since you gave them?”

      “Ten, maybe fifteen minutes.  Let me get Jonathan on the walkie talkie and see what he thinks of this.”  I grab the walkie talkie.  “We should be close enough. Hello?  Anybody there?”

      It crackles to life with Dixie’s voice.

      “We’re okay.  Can you get Jonathan or Katie?”

      “Katie!  Take the walkie talkie.  It’s Eliana!”

      “Eliana?”  It’s Katie’s voice.  “Are you guys okay?”

      “We’re fine but we responded to an S.O.S. call from Jessie’s neighbors.  The dad was hit hard on the head.  I’ve cleaned the wound, put salve on and bandaged it.  It hurt him so badly I gave him opiates in jam.  There’s still tremendous pain when his head is lifted.  They don’t want to stay here after having been attacked by crazies.”

      She reviews the location and severity of pain, point of attack, range of motion, and detailed information about the wound.  “So, you’re going to bring them here?”

      “If possible.”

      “Go ahead and give him another dose of the opiates if necessary.  Do you have bud from the farm?”

      “Oh, God!  Yes.”

      “Do you have a pipe?”

      “I’ll check the truck.  Probably.”

      “Give him the CBD first.  If it doesn’t work in 5-10 minutes, then give him another dose of opiates.”

      We sign off.  “Can one of you go to the truck and look for a pipe, and a CBD bud?  I’m pretty sure Alex brought them and left one in the truck.”

      “I have one in my room, in my bed side table,”  Spencer admits.  “If you have bud, that would be great.  Maybe we could have some too.”

      “Which room?”  I’m up.

      “I’ll get the bud.”  Rob heads out.

      Spencer directs me and I head up the stairs to his room, grabbing the pipe and his lighter, then race back down the stairs.  Rob meets me in the back room by Oliver.  I load the pipe, put it to his lips, then pass it around to all the family members.

      “Does this have THC?” Savannah asks.

      “The bottle says 19.6% CBD and .9% THC,”  I explain.

      She nods, allowing Cyrus to have some under these shocking circumstances.  After she has some, she heads out, returning with a duvet cover.  “Can you help me bury my daughter?”  Her crying renews. Rob, Jake, and Sam follow her out.

      “Will you guys be okay for a few minutes while I go water the cows?” I ask. They nod.  I head over to Jessie’s farm filling the water troughs.  I pick some vegetables from the garden in the dimming light.  Then I head back, leaving the vegetables in the truck.

      “Okay, man, let’s try again?”  Rob is asking as I walk in.

      “Yeah, it’s less painful.”  Oliver opens his eyes.

      “We’ll start at the other end this time,”  Rob explains.  Rob, Savannah, and Sam begin lifting him gradually onto the Duvet.  “Spencer, Sofia, can you guys walk now?”

      They’ve been shifting a little.  “Let me put more salve on.”  There are no complaints as I salve up all three, rubbing it around the bandages on Oliver’s head.

      Sofia and Spencer gradually get up, walking to their truck and climb in the back seat. Savannah rolls a mat out in the bed of the pickup. We get Oliver on the Duvet, moving him to the bed of the truck.  Savannah climbs in the front seat of Rob’s truck, staring vacantly while Sam goes to drive her truck.  Cyrus and I load up their backpacks and a large basket, which they settle on their laps.

      “There’s more food here, if we ever get back,”  Savannah tells us.

      “Is there a cellar?” I ask.

      “Yeah, we have food in a cellar,”  she says in a monotone, tears continuing to leak from her eyes intermittently. Sofia and Spencer cry quietly.  Cyrus looks shocked.  I wonder if he witnessed Cecelia’s assault.

      At the last minute a German Shepherd comes out of the trees, jumping in the truck.  “Wolf!  You came!  Oh! He’s bleeding!” Sofia exclaims.

      We’re ready to leave.  “Is the bleeding slow or fast?”

      “It’s slow,”  Spencer reports.  “He’s licking it.”

      “Here.  Put some salve on it and let’s get home.” As we’re pulling out, I contact our house.

      “Hello?”

      “Eliana, how are they?”  Katie asks.

      “We managed to get them in their truck, we’re filled to capacity, and on our way back.”

      The return trip is easy and we arrive back at the house, tired, thirty-three strong.
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      Nate, Stephen, Katie, and Jonathan are on the porch, coming to greet us.  Savanna stands shell-shocked as I pull her to me, holding her in my arms.  Her tears resume.

      “Let’s get Oliver inside,”  Rob instructs. I lead Savannah, watching the teens follow.

      “Is anyone else hurt?”  Katie asks, following me inside.

      “Sofia and Spencer are both injured.  They are all in shock, having suffered from the attack of the Crown Killer.”

      “We can save the couch for your dad,” Katie explains.

      I notice Gini at my side.  “Hi Gini.  How are you, sweetie?”

      She snuggles into my side.  “Okay.”

      Jonathan takes over Oliver’s care.  “Do you have salve handy, Elli?”  He begins to peel off the bandage.

      “He’s worse than me.”  Sofia points to Spencer. I grab the salve as Katie begins checking Spencer.

      “It’s my shoulders and my back,” he says.

      I take the salve to Jonathan, “Anything else I can do?”

      “You’ve done a great job already.  This looks really good.  Oliver, I’m going to put a bit of local anesthetic on it and give you a little morphine so I can give you a few stitches.”  He turns back to me.  “Can you get my bag?”

      “Sure.”  I go bring it.

      Returning, I hear Katie speaking.  “I think your back muscles are bruised.  You may have strained tendons and I’m pretty sure you have a broken rib.  It’ll heal on its own but you’ll have to be careful.  No lifting anything beyond two or three pounds and we need to get salve on you several times a day.  You could also be drinking comfrey tea.”

      I rub neat circles on Cyrus’ back. “I’m here for you when you’re ready to talk.”

      I hand Jonathan his bag.  “Thanks.”  He gets to work.

      “You want me to help salve up Spencer?”  I ask as I head over to Katie.

      “Yes.  That would be great.  All over his back and shoulders.  I’ll check Sofia.  When you’re done, can you make them some comfrey tea?”  She moves over to Sofia.  “Can I see your injuries?” She asks Sofia.

      “It’s my wrists and ankles,”  Sofia says blankly.  “Oh! Careful!”  Her voice gets tight with the pain.

      “How are you managing Spencer?”  I ask, rubbing salve on his shoulders.

      “I don’t know.  Better than if you guys hadn’t shown up.  I can’t believe my little sister is gone.”   His voice tremors.

      “It’s a painful road, losing someone so young, someone who wasn’t meant to die yet.”  I find myself thinking of Rasheen. My chest constricts with the ache of loss.  I see him in my mind, animated with the excitement of showing me his newest tattoo, standing in his grandparent’s home lifting up the leg of his shorts to show me the design on his knee.  I push my grief away, listening to Spencer, hearing the sounds of someone trying not to cry.  “Okay.”  I pull his shirt back down.  “I’m going to get something for you.  I’ll be right back.”  I go to the kitchen, gathering drawing paper and colored pencils.

      Portia says, critically, “The freezer’s full?  Well, it’s probably a mess.  I’ll go have a look.  I bet I can make room for more.”

      “Wow, she always says stuff like that!”  Gracie comments quietly.

      “Yeah.  Well, at least she’s helping, but you’re right.  She’s got a hair up her butt,”  I agree, pulling out the water color pencils.  I put the teapot on.  “Can you put some of the tummy ache tea and some comfrey in a bag for when the water boils?”  She nods as I head back into the living room to Spencer.  “Can you sit up?”

      He shifts, moaning quietly.  “Yeah.”

      Turing to Cyrus, I say, “I want you to try drawing your feelings.  Or you could try drawing your family before Cecelia died and after.  You need a way to process your grief, so I thought I’d give you some ideas.” I hand some supplies to Spencer and Sofia also. Spencer nods, accepting the pencils.  His eyes are wet with tears.  I stroke his hair, avoiding his back. I get Nate involved too, but Stephen declines.

      “You did a good job on the bandages,”  Katie tells me.  “Would you take Sofia into another room and check the rest of her for bruising?  I’ll help you get there.”  Katie looks back at Sofia. She murmurs as we help her to the back bedroom.

      “Is it okay if I lift up your shirt?”  I ask her. She nods.

      I lift it gently.  I see bruises and scratching around her hips.  “Can I move your pants down?”

      She begins to cry.  “They kept yanking on my pants!” I gently move her pants down, taking them off.  The bruising and scratches all seem to be around the waist band and on the hips.  They injured her but I don’t think they got her pants off.  I begin putting salve on her scratches and bruises, while Katie caresses her.

      “I want you to know it’s not your fault.  They are sick, terribly sick people.  They didn’t manage to get your pants off, right?”

      She shakes her head as I start putting them back on.  “Can you look in my pack to see if I have anything loose-fitting?”  Her voice squeaks with the tears.

      I head out to get her back pack, stopping to check on Spencer.  I pat him and Cyrus, “Good job.”  I see they’ve started drawing.

      I pick up Sofia’s pack.  “How’s the unloading going?”  I ask Maddie who is putting things in the cupboards.

      “We’re making head way.  We’ve got milk in every functioning refrigerator on the block!  I can’t believe how much you brought back!” I give her the thumbs up, while heading back to Sofia.  I set the pack on the bed.  “Do you want me to look?” She nods. I unzip it and look inside.

      “Here are some long underwear or pajamas.  They look like they might be snug to the body.  Here are some leggings.  Will they be soft enough?” She nods again and I help her put them on.

      “Do you want to stay here or go back to the living room?”  Katie asks.

      “The living room is fine,”  She says quietly.

      We help her to the living room.  “Here’s some drawing paper for you also.  Spencer and Cyrus can share the pencils.  Draw something about how you feel, what happened, or something about the way your family was before and after, okay?  Drawing will help you process your trauma and your grief.” She nods, accepting the paper.

      I head back into the kitchen.

      “I got the tea bag ready.  Do you want honey in it?”  Gracie asks.

      “Yeah. Thanks sweetie.”

      “You guys missed dinner.  Do you want me to serve you?”  She asks, reminding me I’m hungry.

      “Thanks, babe.  I’ll go see if the others want to eat.”  I head back in the living room.  “Hey, guys, dinner is ready.  Gracie is just going to heat some food up.  Usually we eat at the table, but I know you guys are hurting so you can eat in here.”

      “I can come to the table,”  Savannah says dully.  “I don’t know if I can eat.”

      “You need to eat something, even if you don’t feel hungry.”  I put my arm around her, walking her to the table.  “I know you’re suffering from shock.  It will protect you somewhat, but remember I’m here to support you.”  I pull out a chair. Gracie sets a couple plates down.

      “Ooh, that smells good.  Can you take a plate to them?”

      “Sure, mom.”

      I sit across from Savannah.  I start eating and watch her fiddle with her food.  The lamb chops are delicious with mashed potatoes or sun chokes.  Sam dug up tons of them recently and I am grateful to have them instead of potatoes, which hurt my joints.

      “Eat a little, Savannah.  You’re going to need the energy to cope with your grief.  Crying takes a lot out of you.”  I watch her put a spoonful of potato in her mouth.

      I’m getting full and notice Savannah has made a good dent in her food.  “Would you like a private place to grieve or prefer distraction right now?”

      “I don’t think I can face being alone,”  she says, looking glassy eyed, like nobody’s home.

      “Come with me.  We’ll work.  Guys, are you done?  I could take your plates.”  I walk towards them.

      “Thanks,”  they say dully, in unison.

      Cyrus doesn’t say a word, just passes me his plate. I take the plates to the kitchen with Cyrus on my mind.  I return to him, saying, “Cyrus, would you come with me for a minute?”

      He silently gets up to follow me.  I lead him to the bedroom and guide him to my rocking chair.  I kneel before him with my hands on his knees.

      “Something happened to you.  You don’t look injured, physically, but you’re in shock.  I wonder if you saw it happen?”  His face flinches almost imperceptibly.  “It wasn’t your fault, Cyrus.  If you had tried to help her, you’d probably both be dead now and your family would be grieving both of you.”  He begins to shake as the tears come, quietly, his mouth thin, his eyes shut.  I lean in as he falls onto my shoulder, shuddering with tears.  “It’s not your fault.  It’s not your fault.”  I whisper over and over. When his tears finally cease, he leans back, dries his eyes on a soft old cloth I keep around for periods of grief. Getting up, he follows me silently back to the living room.

      “If you get tired of drawing and want a book to read for distraction, ask Gracie or Eli.  They have whole libraries in their rooms.”  I meet Savannah, putting my arm around her to lead her to the garage.  “Do you guys need help?”

      “Definitely.  There’s a lot to unload.  We’ve made a lot of progress.  All the cold stuff is put away and we’re working on the rest.”  Rob says, indicating the bed of the pickup. We begin unloading.

      “I would love a glass of wine,”  Savannah says.  “Could we open a bottle?”

      “I don’t see why not.”  I grab a couple bottles and set them by the door to go in.

      When all the food is unloaded, we go inside to the living room to figure out where everyone can sleep.  Eli and Simon volunteer to sleep upstairs so Sofia and Spencer can have real beds while they’re suffering.  Savannah will sleep on the living room floor near her husband.  I offer her the paper and pencils recommending she draw out some of her pain also.

      “I wonder if you have some paper I could write on?  It helps me to write about my feelings,” she explains, “and could we open that wine?”

      “Sure.  I’ll find you something to write on.  We should raid the art supply store!”  I bring her an empty journal, luckily finding one I’m not using.

      “This has been a hell-of-a day,” Sam says. “Let’s dance to end the night.”

      “Great idea!”  I’m game.

      “I’ll try to dance!”  Rob laughs.

      Morgan enters the room.  “Faith is better, but she can’t dance yet.  But I’m ready!”

      Maddie says, “I’ll put wine and glasses on the table so you all can help yourselves!”  She pours herself a glass, sipping it.  “Music, anyone?”  She ambles over to the stereo, starting the music.  “Bachata?  Eliana, Jose, can you show us how?”

      “We’ll help too.”  Eli offers, grabbing Dixie’s hand. Much of the healthy part of our group gather, moving the chairs near the wall, rolling up the rug, and sliding the coffee table away.

      “Dance class begins!”  I laugh as Jose and I begin teaching. Eli and Dixie demonstrate from the other end of the room.

      Simon takes Morgan’s hand.  “Come here, okay?”  He pulls her close, leading bachata.

      “Fake it till you make it!”  Sam says, laughing.

      Rob takes her hand.  “I’ll fake it with you, no problem.”  There’s flirting and teasing all around as they begin dancing. I dance over to Jose who’s having a wine cooler.  Eli comes around the corner, bumps into him, knocking his wine cooler on the floor.

      “Shit on a broomstick! “ I exclaim. “Would you clean up the mess?”

      He gets a rag, cleaning it up.  “Look at all that grumnatch in the wine.  We must have dirty floors, huh?”  Eli asks, emphasizing the word ‘grumnatch’, teasing about Grandma’s old lingo.Simon takes a little wine.

      “Let’s get out the cards!”  Eli grabs the cards.  A group follow Eli to the coffee table.

      “Yeah,” Alex agrees. “Let’s fuckin’ play cards.”

      Jose puts bachata music on and we begin teaching those who want to dance, reviewing what we taught last time. The group shares a relaxing evening together after a rough day.
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      I wake up well rested, meditate, do my affirmations, then yoga.  I stroll in for breakfast.

      “Eliana, we’ve got the short-wave radio on.  We’re getting that safe zone at the U of O again.  They’re still welcoming people.  They say they have over 300 members now!”  Rob is excited.  “We’re beginning to get other safe zones in other states and more in Oregon as well!”

      It takes a while to get everyone settled for breakfast.  There isn’t enough space at the table but this is our main house, where people gather for tea, coffee, and our morning meeting.

      “Let’s review any needs that may be arising,”  Sam suggests.

      “Yes.  I’d like to go to Oregon Art Supply if there aren’t higher priorities,”  I suggest.

      “I’d like to go back to the hospital and raid some other supply closets,”  Katie explains.

      “How’re our food supplies?”  Rob asks.

      “I think they’re pretty good for now,”  Maddie assures us.  “We don’t have a lot of room to store more food.  Isn’t this the only house with a cellar?”

      “Yeah.”  I agree.  “As far as I know.  Cellars don’t seem to be very common around here.  We dug ours to accommodate my needs,”  I laugh.

      “I have a cellar up at my farm and you have a cellar, right, Savanah?”  Jessie reminds me.

      “We do,” Savannah acknowledges quietly. “There’s a fair amount of food in it as well.”

      “I think it would be helpful to find a large truck,”  Rob suggests.  “If we ever have to move, we’ll want a way to take our supplies with us.” Some conversation ensues about where to get a large truck.  Ideas are thrown around with a number of options near us. After significant discussion, we decide to send out a scavenging group to recover an eighteen-wheeler, to gather medications, and art supplies if it’s safe enough.  It turns out Justin has a CDL which will come in handy.

      “Who wants to go on this trip?”  Rob asks.

      “I’d like to go to gather art supplies,”  I assert, Sam nodding with me.

      “Yeah.  Me too,”  Sam agrees.

      “I’d like to go too,”  Morgan adds.

      Jonathan, Stephen, and Nate volunteer, Morgan, myself, Sam, and Rob are in, and Justin makes eight.  “We’ll cram all eight of us in the pickup and then divide up when we find an eighteen-wheeler.  Let’s take some empty gas cans to syphon gas out of other rigs.”  Rob continues organizing the trip.

      “Then should we go to the art supply store after we find the eighteen-wheeler so we have more room in the pickup?”  I ask.

      “I think we should head back to the hospital or stop at a pharmacy for medications.”  Jonathan puts in.

      “Yeah.  Let’s put the canopy on for protection,”  Rob suggests.

      “I can help with that,”  Jose offers, following Rob out.

      “Let’s pack some lunch,”  Maddie suggests, heading into the kitchen to pack fruit and sandwiches.

      “Gracie, Dixie, come help, okay?” I ask.

      “Sure.” Dixie comes right away, with Gracie trailing dispassionately. “You guys want pickles?”  Dixie asks.

      “Definitely!”

      We pack up fruit and sandwiches, finishing up just as Rob and Jose return.   “Let’s blow this pop stand!”  Rob slams his hand on the table.  “Let’s head to Lowe’s first.  I think they have big trucks in back for deliveries.”

      We load up and head out.  “We’re going to have to face Eighteenth Street.”  Rob warns.  “Does everyone have guns and knives ready?”

      There are murmurs as he starts the truck.  “Not necessarily,”  I argue.  I remind him of a back way that will skirt around the worst of it.

      “Good idea.  Let’s do that,”  Sam agrees, heartily.

      The trip is quiet.  “Can’t we play music?”  Morgan asks.

      “Damn straight!”  Rob puts on old Tom Petty, which blares out of the speakers as we drive the back way through the hill.

      I sing along.  “I’m learning to fly, but I ain’t got wings…” We all just listen to the music for a while.

      “What now?”  Rob asks at an intersection. I direct him to zigzag, heading back to the bigger road when it becomes unavoidable.

      “So far so good,” I say.

      More singing ensues. As we near the corner, there are infected around the intersection of the large apartment complex.  There aren’t many but they are right in the middle, throwing rocks towards the cars.  “This is just as bad.  Let’s head back,”  I suggest.

      “Yeah,”  Rob agrees, turning around.  We return finding fewer infected nearer the other apartments.  “We can get past these mother fuckers.” We sail through the intersection attracting infected who turn towards us, throwing things.  Nothing hits the truck and we slip through the next, big intersection, observing only a few wandering infected.

      “I wonder why this is only a fraction of the infected we’ve seen before?”  I ponder.

      “Pretty weird,”  Sam says.  “There were so many before.  I wonder what’s going on?”

      “Eliana, you worked with people like this before.  Did you notice any pattern?”  Stephen asks.

      “That could be it!  People with Bipolar Disorder often have manic moods in the summer, followed by depressed moods.  Could these infected have a similar cycle? That would be so cool!”  I am excited by this revelation.  It could make it safer in the winter, also. “The cycle wasn’t 100% consistent.”

      “Even so, it could make a huge difference to us in the coming months!” Rob adds.

      “Almost there,”  Justin says. We turn into Lowe’s, driving around the back to their truck fleet.

      “Okay, let’s head in and find keys,”  Justin suggests.

      “Let’s fill up these gas cans.  Sam and I’ll stand guard, while you guys stay in pairs,” Rob instructs.

      We begin checking the trucks.  “We’ve got a nearly full tank here.”  Justin and Nate head our way with keys.  Screams erupt drawing us quickly around the truck to the sound.

      “He’s got Morgan!”  Jonathan is on one knee, his arms locked in position, aiming his handgun. Everyone freezes in horror as they recognize the Crown Killer. He’s gripping Morgan in a choke hold, using her as a shield against Jonathan’s gun. His other hand is buried in her dark hair, yanking her head back at an unnatural angle. His thin, pockmarked cheeks stretch into an ugly grin, seeing everyone’s fear. He walks slowly backwards, dragging Morgan with him. I see his scar apparent beneath his black wool hat. Morgan gurgles, eyes rolling in terror, struggling to breathe as he compresses her neck. They disappear behind a truck.

      “We need to follow him,”  Rob says quietly.  “Sam, are you willing to go with me?  I think we’re the best shots here.”

      “Wait,” Stephen objects. “That guy is dangerous”

      “We have to follow them,” Sam argues.  “You know what will happen if we don’t.”

      “We can’t wait here,”  Justin says.

      “I can’t believe this is happening.” I angrily, scale a ladder to look around.  I watch horrified as the Crown Killer drags Morgan across a street and through a field.  I drop to the ground as we pile in our pickup. “This is awful!”  I whisper.  We pull forward as a van pulls up for Morgan and the Killer.

      “I know,” Jonathan mumbles.  “He grabbed her when my back was turned.  She must have forgotten to keep her back to me.”

      Behind us I see Justin and Nate load into an eighteen-wheeler to bring it home.

      We’re pulling away from the curb a little behind the van with Morgan in it.  “I’m afraid he’ll rape and kill her before we get her back,” I moan, as Rob tries to keep up with the van, weaving around, passing Home Depot, turning up another street, then disappearing.

      “I think he pulled in at Lanz Cabinets,”  Sam exclaims. We pull in there but don’t see him.

      “Maybe around back,”  I suggest. He’s not around back either.  “I can’t believe we lost him when he was right in front of us.  He did pull in here, didn’t he?”  I ask, disembarking.

      “He did, definitely,”  Rob agrees, standing by the pickup.

      We look around.  There’s a big garage door in the back of Lanz Cabinets.  “Do you think he went in there?”  I ask.

      Rob tries the door, finding it locked.  We try any number of methods to get it open but can’t.  “Damn.  I don’t know what to do.  If we had a chain, we could try to yank the door open with the truck, but there’s no way to do it.” The tension is high as we brainstorm, as we’re sure they’re in the cabinet store.

      “Let’s try to get in the front,”  Stephen suggests.

      “Some of us should wait out here in case they leave,”  Rob says emphatically.

      “I’ll wait with you,”  Sam offers.

      Stephen, Jonathan, and I go inside, searching the store.  “This is crazy.  They can’t have just disappeared!”  Jonathan hisses.

      “There must be a door from this part of the shop to the garage,”  I insist, searching the back wall, finally discovering a door disguised by a large cupboard.  We move the cupboard so we can access the door. Jonathan picks the lock.

      “There!”  He gets it open.  We enter, finding lots of storage, but no truck.  “He must have left already, knowing we were coming. Hurry, let’s go out and see if we can catch him.”  We throw open the garage door, but there’s no sign of the van.  Sam and Rob are gone.  My walkie talkie is crackling.

      “Eliana, Sam here.  We’re following them.  I shot out a tire so they’re going slow, but I’m not sure she’s with them.  It only looks like two in the van.”

      “Keep us posted,”  I tell her.  “And be careful.  We’ll go back in and look around.”  I can’t believe he got Morgan.  My gut roils thinking of what he’s going to do to her.  “Maybe Morgan is locked up inside somewhere?” We race back inside, searching the area, silent, heavy with worry.  We open closets and cupboards, move things, call out, and find nothing.

      Sam strides in,  “Eliana, gang, where are you guys?”

      “Any luck?”  I ask.

      “He got away.  I don’t think Morgan was with him,”  Rob says.  “We were doing well, but he managed to get to a place where others covered for him and there were too many shooters for us to have a chance. Morgan wasn’t with them.”

      “What could have happened to her?”  Sam practically shrieks.

      “We’ve looked everywhere here,” Jonathan interjects.

      “Let’s radio the house and let them know.  Maybe she escaped somehow?  Maybe we interrupted something when we came…”  I pick up my walkie talkie, trying the channel for home.

      “Mom, is that you?”  Gracie asks.

      “Yes.  Can I talk to Jose?”  I don’t want to tell Gracie unless we have to.

      “I’ll look out back,”  she offers.  “Papa!?  Mama quiere hablarte.”  Mama wants to talk to you.  “He’s coming.”

      “¿Como estan?” he asks.

      “We’re fine.  But Morgan’s not.  The Crown Killer got her!  We followed them as far as we could, but we can’t find her.  Keep your eye out.  Maybe a few could drive toward Lowes while we search for her?”

      “Claro que si.”  Of course.  “You guys finish your job.  Justin is back.  He’ll know your route.”

      We sign off.  “Justin made it back.  Some of them will retrace our steps looking for Morgan in case she escaped.  Let’s search for her outside?”

      We head outside looking for rustling in the bushes.  “What was that?” Stephen asks.  It sounded like a cry or a meow.  “A cat?”

      “Let’s look around the back of the building, just on the off chance,”  Jonathan suggests.  The back of the building is filled in with thick underbrush, and further still are fields and wetlands.  We walk through the bushes.

      “Morgan!  If you’re out here, make noise so we can find you,”  I shout.

      “You’re safe,”  Stephen adds.

      “He’s gone.  We chased him away,”  Jonathan explains.

      There’s a cry deep in the bushes.  “Did you hear that?” Stephen asks.

      “Yes.” We struggle through brambles, getting scratched in the process, to where the cry came from.

      “There,” Jonathan points.

      “Morgan!”  I call, seeing her ahead.  Her clothes are ripped and bloody.

      “Stay with her, I’ll run for my medical bag,”  Jonathan says, rushing off. Stephen and I flank her.  I put my hand gently on her head, beginning reiki.

      “We’ll stay with you.  Jonathan will be right back.  Can you talk?” Stephen asks quietly.

      I am silent, moving deep into a meditative state, connecting with my spirit guides.  I sense a broken arm and move my hands over the arm, not touching it but staying close to the break infusing it with healing energy.  I sense trauma, fear, bruises, and scratches, but no rape.

      “Hurts,”  Morgan says.

      “What hurts?”  Stephen asks.

      “Arm is worst,”  she says.

      “Did I hear the arm is the worst?”  Jonathan asks.

      Stephen moves aside to make room.  Jonathan feels her arm gently.  “It’s definitely broken,”  he murmurs. Then he begins to feel her neck and check her head.  “Does anything else hurt as bad as your arm?”

      “Sweetie,” I look deeply into her eyes.  “I need to ask you this. Were you raped?”

      “No. Just scared.”  Morgan sounds shaken. “I jumped out of the van before he could.  He threatened me that it was coming. That’s when I broke my arm.”

      “Okay, we’re going to help you up.  Can you walk?”  Jonathan asks.

      “I don’t know.”  Morgan tries to move and cries out.

      Stephen and Jonathan manage to get her up.  “Where else does it hurt?”  Jonathan asks.

      “My chest and neck.” They help her to the building, finding Sam and Rob have returned in the pickup.

      “I’m going to feel your ribs,” Jonathan says, crouching next to her, moving his hands lightly down her sides. She cries out pitifully. “I think you have broken ribs.  I’m going to give you pain medicine.”

      “Thank God!” she cries.

      “I should radio the house. Hopefully we can stop the search team.”  I take out the walkie talkie again.  “Hello?”

      “Eliana, we’re just pulling out to look for her,”  Justin assures me.

      “It’s not necessary.  We found her in the bushes. She must have escaped. She’s alive.”

      “Thank God.  Okay, Be careful!”

      I sign off.  “Do you think she’ll be okay while we go to Oregon Art Supply and for meds, or should we head home?”  I ask Jonathan.  “I’ve got CBD oil I can give her.  It’ll work fast.”

      “Yeah, give her that and I’ll give her some opiates before gently putting salve on her.  I will splint her arm, then, when the pain meds kick in, we’ll go.”  Jonathan gives me a hand into the truck bed, cuts the sleeve of her coat and shirt, pealing them back to allow access.  “Be careful over the humerus.”  He motions over her upper arm. I nod, taking the CBD oil out of my fanny pack, I place some under her tongue. She visibly relaxes.  Jonathan gives her a couple Norco while I take the salve from my pouch, gently applying it to her arm.

      She moans, saying, “I’ll put that on my ribs myself.” I pass her the salve.

      “She’s going to need a new coat.”

      “There’s no rush, she won’t be going out right away.”  Jonathan brushes off my concern.  “I’ll stay back here with her.  You go ahead.” While I climb out, he’s pulling the sleeves back down to keep her warm and puts the splint on.

      Everyone piles in and we’re off.  “So, it’s still okay to go to the art supply store and for meds?”  Rob asks, driving toward downtown.

      “I wonder how long these roads will remain functional for driving?”  I muse.

      “Probably a couple years at least, depending on how bad the freezes are,”  Rob says.

      “Jonathan says Morgan will be confined for a while with those broken bones, but she’s going to need a new coat,”  I point out. We cruise easily down the back roads.

      “It’s amazing how few crazies we’ve seen today!”  Sam stares intently out the window.  “Where do you suppose they’ve gone?”

      “I don’t know.  I wonder if there is some sort of mood component to this causing hibernation?”  I keep wondering about this.  Could they be getting depressed for the winter?  If so, will they stop coming outside?  Will they eat?  Will some of them die?

      “That’s an interesting theory.  It does seem like there are fewer, but I wasn’t sure.  We haven’t been in Eugene for very long,”  Stephen muses.

      “There are way fewer,”  Sam adds.  “You have to really look for them now and you don’t hear them.  It’s quieter.”

      “That’s true,” Jonathan adds.  “It’s like a morgue out here.”

      “I wonder if they’ll go into some kind of hibernation or if you’re right and they’re just getting depressed.  That would be amazing!  It would make the winter so much easier.”  Rob sounds kind of excited.

      We turn, heading towards downtown.  “Wow, look at that couple there in the yard! They seem catatonic, not violent!”  I giggle nervously. “They could die over the winter.”

      We turn again, avoiding bigger roads.  “This is kind of weird, isn’t it?”  Sam asks. “It’s bizarre.  The last few of us would have to repopulate the Earth.”

      “Or just fade into the woodwork!”  Stephen chuckles.

      “I don’t think I have a problem if the healthy among us survive,”  Rob comments dryly.

      “There are a few milling around the fair-grounds but they look confused,”  Stephen points as we pass. We’re quiet, watching our world change before our eyes.  Rob turns again towards the art store.  Soon we’re parking.  It looks pristine, like no one has thought of getting art supplies.

      “Ready?”  Rob asks. We unload, heading around the back to include Jonathan in the conversation.  Rob opens the canopy top and drops the tailgate.  “So, have you noticed how few crazies there seem to be?”

      “It’s hard to see from back here, but it does seem quieter.”

      “Do you want to stay here with Morgan?  Maybe you could hang out and keep watch?” Rob suggests.

      “That sounds good.”  Jonathan crawls to the end of the truck and sits on the tailgate.

      “I’ll stay, man, and keep watch.”  Stephen heads off to the other end of the truck.

      The rest of us grab empty duffel bags.  “How about Sam and I go left and you go right?” Rob nods.

      “What do you want us to grab?”  Sam checks in.

      “A large variety of art supplies!”  I laugh as we turn the other direction.  “Will you pack drawing paper and other supplies from the first aisle?”

      He nods.  “Sure.”

      I head into the inner aisle, stuffing nice pens, pencils, other writing implements, markers, and other art tools in the bag to use for therapy.  I also grab drawing paper, painting supplies, and more. In less than an hour we’re loading it into the truck, Jonathan crawls in near Morgan, and we head to the hospital.

      “Wow, that was easy!”  Rob laughs.

      “Easy, peasy, lemon squeezy!”  I laugh back.

      “God, it would be incredible if the whole winter could be like this!”  Sam is laughing too.

      We head off, admiring the empty street, empty of infected anyway.  There is a lane down the center, while abandoned cars line the edges haphazardly.

      “Think of the things we can do this winter if the crazies continue to be catatonic!”  Sam is winding up.  “We could gather more generators, gather wool socks, more fleece PJs, hit grocery stores, get seeds, good dirt for planting!  The possibilities are endless!!”  She says, excitedly.  “We could get liquor for tinctures!”

      We turn on Thirteenth towards the hospital.  “I think we’re going to have to head over to Fourteenth again.  Look at all these cars!”  The road is jammed. “We can try to get closer than last time.”

      “Good idea.  It’s cold and we’ll have to leave Morgan with someone in the truck.  We’ll need Jonathan to go with us,”  I concur. They turn, finding the roads jammed completely.

      “Damn.  We can’t get through Patterson.  I think we should go back and park in your garage so Morgan is safer.”

      “Yeah.  It’s best.”

      He turns around, heading back for my parking garage.  “Sam, would you stay with Morgan?  I think we need someone who’s a good shot,”  Rob suggests.

      “Yeah.  That’s true.  I’ll lay low in the back,”  Sam agrees.

      We head out again with two packs each.  “Let’s jog to keep warm, okay?”  I suggest.

      Rob takes the lead.  “Sounds good.” We weave between cars heading towards the back of the hospital, to avoid the emergency entrance, crowded with crazies.  We cut through parking lots, finding the shortest route.

      “The employee entrance is this way.”  Jonathan leads us toward a door which was unnoticed.  The quiet is alarming, no traffic, no music, no people, and most remarkably, no crazies.  He lets us in, leading us down a hall to a supply closet that looks just like the one we found last time.   I feel a slight ache of guilt having to take things, but there’s no way to avoid it.  We need supplies to keep our people safe and healthy.

      “Thank God it’s still mostly full!  Let’s load up as much as we can, grabbing all the antipsychotics.”  Jonathan directs us, pointing to the priorities.  We clear shelves of medicine and surgical supplies, filling our packs to the rim.

      “That was a good haul,”  Rob boasts.  “Let’s get the hell out of dodge!”

      “Can you believe how quiet it is here?”  I listen to silence, no screams, no footsteps, no buzzing, nothing.  “I’m almost surprised there isn’t a safe zone in the hospital.  Maybe just because it’s near the U of O.”  We exit the closet, hurrying for the exit through the silent, institutional hallway.  We race back across the parking lot, towards the car.

      It’s so quiet, we’re back to the truck in minutes with no interference.

      “Are you both okay?”  Rob asks Sam as we pile in.

      “All good,”  she confirms.

      “Now we’re busting some ass!”  Rob laughs as we turn west, cruising easily through one of the busiest parts of town without a single interruption.

      “Driving is a breeze now!”  Stephen’s laughter sounds drunk on our own safety.  “A song, mate!  How ‘bout a CD?’  Stephen jokes.

      “Right on!”  Sam finds a CD, putting it in.  ABBA blares out of the speakers.  “If you change your mind, I’m the first in line…”  She sings.

      “Take a chance, take a chance…”  I back her up.

      “I can’t believe how quiet it is!” Stephen remarks, interrupting our song.

      “We could practically have a dance party in the street!”  I laugh.

      “We’ll invite the U of O contingent.  Downtown block party.  We’ll get a live band, wear party clothes, and dance!”  Sam laughs.  “Maybe we should head to a liquor store now, while it’s so quiet!”

      “That’s a great idea,” I agree.  “It’s so easy driving and I need some alcohol for tinctures.” Rob takes a quick left towards a nearby liquor store. We cruise down the main drag, into the business district, bantering and fantasizing.

      “Wow!  Look at this, rows of stores and no crazies anywhere!”  Stephen remarks, laughing, then becomes subdued.  “I can’t believe this.”  His voice cracks.  “If we had just waited to come, maybe Priscilla would still be alive…”

      I interrupt him. “Don’t do that to yourself.  She wasn’t killed by an infected, she was killed by a mad man.”  I interrupt him, angry at the whole situation. He looks out the window with tears in his eyes, nodding. “He draws a crown on his victims.  I don’t see infected doing that.  They don’t seem very well organized.”  I’m not ready to share my experience with this sicko.  I worry Stephen will share it with Portia who’ll find a way to blame me.  The car quiets, my mind racing back to Rasheen’s death.  She was horrid, blaming me for my son’s death.

      Suddenly, Rasheen’s happy face appears in my mind, his dimpled smile and dark sparkling eyes. Then my chest aches, the grief settling on my heart.

      “Be careful…” I sense his words in my mind.  About what,  I wonder.

      “Him...”  The message penetrates my mind. “The Crown Killer.  He’ll find you…”  The pain in my chest shifts as I begin feeling fear.

      Rob pulls into the large parking lot with the liquor store. There are a few infected milling about, but they seem unmotivated, even tired.  I notice how strange this is, an area that is usually bustling with shoppers, heading to the Big 5, going to eat at Subway, or grocery shopping at the Market of Choice.

      “Arrived and not a single issue with those psychotic nuts,”  Sam exclaims.

      Rob parks in front of the liquor store.  “Look, the store’s empty!  Lucky for us.  I’ll stay away on guard.”

      “We’ll stand guard again, but it doesn’t look like it’s going to be much work,”  Jonathan says.

      We enter the store.  “I only need some vodka and Everclear for tinctures,” I say.

      “Maybe we should get a few other things, just in case,”  Sam says, grabbing a box.  Stephen and I get two more.

      We return slowly to the front, filling the boxes with bottles.  “Is this hard for you?” I ask Rob.

      “A little but I’ll be okay,” he says. I notice Sam packing rum, vodka, and gin. When the boxes are full, we each heft one out.

      We crowd in the truck laughing about our haul.  “Can you believe all that just sitting there for the taking!”  Stephen laughs.

      “There were a lot of empty shelves but I was surprised by how much was still there!”  Sam laughs right along with him.

      Rob heads west out of the lot.  “This seems like a better route back home.”

      “God it’s so quiet.  Let’s drive by the other house and make sure it’s okay,”  I suggest.

      “Yeah, okay,”  Rob agrees, heading towards our rentals.

      “Let’s check the fruit trees,”  I suggest.  We continue on Lorraine Highway. We slow down, pulling into the driveway behind Rob’s pickup. “It looks okay, doesn’t it?”  I ask, hesitant.

      “It looks fine!”  Sam agrees.

      “Stephen, you guys take the watch.”  Rob says, opening the door as we pile out.

      “Sure,”  Stephen agrees.

      We stroll to the trees.  “The persimmons don’t look ripe, do they?”  Sam asks.

      “It doesn’t look like it.  Wait, there’s one over here that might be ripe.”  I walk towards the south side of the tree.  I pick the brightest one and taste it.  “Mmmm, good.  We should be able to pick a fair number from this side.”  

      Sam follows me.  “What about the apples?”  She picks one, biting into it.  “Oooh, these are great!  What kind are they?”

      “Cripps Pink.”  I keep picking the persimmons.  We found some 5-gallon plastic buckets, abandoned in the yard.

      “This is so cool, being able to pick fresh fruit this time of year!”  Sam exclaims, helping me top off the persimmons bucket with apples. Back in the truck, we’re jamming buckets of apples and persimmons onto our laps since our space is limited.  We were disappointed the pears were all gone.

      “Anybody else feel less stressed heading back onto the road?”  Rob asks, crunching on an apple.

      “You know it!”  Stephen agrees.

      “God!  Is anyone hungry?  We forgot to eat lunch!”  I can hardly believe it.  I shove the bucket of apples over, trying to find the mini cooler at my feet with the sandwiches.

      “Hey, watch it, girl, you’re squishing me!”  Sam complains, teasingly.

      “Better squished than starved!”  I tickle her just a little, knowing she has to hold the buckets and can’t fight back.

      “You bitch!”  She gasps, elbowing me.

      I stick a sandwich in her mouth.  “But a Jewish mother bitch is better than just any bitch!”  I pass sandwiches to the others, eating as we drive west towards home.

      “God, this was so much worse when we came awhile back!” Sam has a sound of wonder in her voice. “It’s eerily quiet, isn’t it?”   The conversations dies down as we drive through empty streets, empty yards, and apparently empty houses.   Soon we crest a hill, topped with large empty houses, huge evergreens and oaks full of autumn leaves.

      “It’s peculiar!”  I agree.

      “Nice driving though, let me tell you!”  Rob chuckles.

      We turn on Todd Street, grateful to be home.  “Wow, that truck looks huge on this residential street!”  I remark, admiring the Lowe’s truck, filling up nearly half the road.
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      Family and friends pour out of the house as we drive up.  Katie rushes to the back of the truck, opening the canopy door.  “How is she?”

      “Out right now.  She has some broken bones.  Let’s get her inside.”  Jonathan and Katie take Morgan inside.

      “¿Como está ella?”  Jose asks, coming up to me.

      “She’s traumatized and scared,” I tell him. “She escaped him!”

      “¿Y tu, como estás?”  He cups my elbow, whispers close to my ear, asking if I’m alright.

      I explain that I’m okay physically.  Everyone starts unloading the truck.  I grip a bucket of fruit, finding Portia beside me grasping another.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,”  She says quietly beside me.  “I was worried.”  She slips something in my back pocket.  “Read that later, okay?”

      I look at her questioningly, “Okay.”  

      “Hey Mom, what did you get?”  Gracie peers into my bucket.  “Oooh, the persimmons.  I wonder if ours are ready.  Did you get the apples too?”

      “Of course, silly.  Go get a bucket!”  The youth traipse out to the truck for more buckets.  

      Later, we’re all inside, the truck unloaded, the food crammed into storage.  The cellar is full.  Those who aren’t busy with a project join us in the living room to catch up.  Katie and Jonathan are noticeably absent.

      “Does the truck lock?”  I ask Justin, thinking about the Rasheen’s warning.

      “It does,”  he assures me.

      “I’m thinking we use it as storage for food, maybe even think about parking it in front of Nadir’s house, put some first aid supplies in it, some basics for each member, but leave space for the people, in case something bad happens and we need to leave.”  I look around at each, thankful that the younger one’s among us have chosen other activities.

      “We can work on that but I don’t think there’s any rush, do you?”  Rob asks the others at the table.

      “It doesn’t hurt to be prepared,”  Sam backs me up.

      “It seems like continuing with the barbed wire around our compound should be a priority,”  Stephen suggests. The group goes back and forth, choosing priorities.

      “One group could focus on the fence, another on loading the truck and moving it?”  I ask. That idea reaches consensus.

      “God, I’m starving!”  Sam exclaims.

      “Dinner is just about ready!”  Dixie chirps.

      After dinner, Jonathan taps me on the shoulder, “could you join me out back?  I’d like to talk to you, Jose, Rob, and Sam.”

      “Okay.” I catch Jose’s eye across the table and motion out back.  He nods, understanding.  “Hey Sam, let’s go check on the chickens…”  She gets my drift, following me with Jonathan and Rob.  We grab coats bundling up.  “What’s up?”

      Jonathan doesn’t say a word until we’re all crowded in the chicken coop.  The chickens don’t seem very happy with our intrusion.  They shuffle about on their perches.  “I wanted to talk to you guys.  Morgan woke up briefly, terrified.  She said he told her that if she escaped, he would hunt her down, kill her, and her whole community.  I don’t know if there is any way he could find us, but we need a plan.”

      “Oh, my God!”  The light goes on regarding the warning I received earlier.  “When we were driving to the liquor store earlier, I got a message from Rasheen, telling me to be careful because he’ll find us.”  I feel a hitch in my chest, focusing on the raw wood of the chicken coop.  I look at the straw on the floor.  “I think we need to take her fears very seriously.  The real question is: do we leave before he gets here, or do we try to prepare enough for when they come?”

      “He might not find us,”  Jose insists.

      “I’m being told he will find us.  Whether it’s true or not, we should be prepared,”  I affirm.

      “Better safe than sorry,”  Rob agrees.

      “Definitely,”  Sam adds.

      “We may be hesitant about mom’s spiritual beliefs,” Jonathan says. “ We don’t have to believe she heard a warning, but it would be negligent to ignore the possibility.”  Jonathan addresses everyone’s thoughts.

      “Okay.  Fair enough,” Rob agrees. “Let’s add that to the work groups for tomorrow.  Right now, I have to get on guard shift.”

      “I’m with you.”  Jose follows Rob out of the coop.

      “I don’t think we can keep this from the others.  We need to make sure everyone’s Bug-Out-Bags are ready and each person has basic supplies in the eighteen-wheeler,”  Rob emphasizes.

      “I guess you’re right,”  Jose agrees reluctantly.  He’s always trying to protect the kids, despite them being adults. Times are changing, everyone needs to informed about the severity of the situation. I let out a pent-up breath as we traipse back towards the house. We enter to a noisy household debating having a dance party.

      “Guys, hold up.”  Jonathan quiets the troops.  “We’ve had a heavy day with Morgan’s abduction and we need to have a meeting.  I don’t think it’s going to be safe to have a dance party for a while.” Everyone settles down somewhat.

      “We need to update you on a new development,”  I say, firmly and loudly to get everyone’s attention. The room quiets down, some are sitting, many are standing, but all are present.  Rob, Jose, and Jonathan pull up kitchen chairs.

      “I think you all know that Morgan was attacked today,”  Rob begins.

      “He threatened her, that if she got away, he would find her and kill her along with her community,”  Jonathan explains.

      “We need to make sure that guard groups have infrared vision sensors with them always,” Rob continues. “Tomorrow we’ll start loading supplies into our big truck, move it to Nadir’s house. We hope that if something bad happens, we’ll be able to meet at the truck to escape.”

      “We’ll make sure everyone’s Bug-Out-Bags are prepped, each person has basic supplies in the truck, and room to sit.  I don’t know what else we can do to prepare, except maybe more shooting lessons…”  I express my concern.

      “That’s a good point.  We need to have more target practice.  Does anyone else have any ideas?”  Rob invites ideas.

      “I think we should have a watchman on the house next door, visible to the main road, to provide an early warning system,”  Justin suggests.

      “We have walkie talkies to communicate, so information can be transmitted quickly,”  Stephen adds.

      More ideas are tossed around.  Another crew volunteers to fill this new need, heading off to the house next door to see if Eighteenth Street can be viewed from there.

      “I’ll build up the fire,”  Jose offers.

      “So, it sounds like we should postpone the dancing. Damn!”  Sam summarizes.

      We play games, until bedtime comes around. I stop by Gracie and Eli’s rooms after hugging and expressing love to Jonathan and Alex.  I hug them, express my love, then head to my room.

      When I get to my room, take my pants off, shake them out to fold them, and put them away, a paper falls on the floor.  I’d completely forgotten the thing Portia stuck in my pocket.  It looks like a letter.  I put my pajamas on, climbing in bed next to Gini.  “Good night, sweetheart.  Sweet dreams.”  She’s nearly asleep.  I curl up on my side, retrieve a flashlight from my bed side table and open the letter.

      

      Elli,

      I wish I had done this before; writing to apologize and let you know I love you.  Since the outbreak, I have been working harder to compose my thoughts.

      I cannot imagine the excruciating pain you suffered losing Rasheen. I imagine it may be painful to you that he and I were close those last couple years.

      He shared about his childhood and I know you were a young parent then, making mistakes, as every parent does.  I encourage you to forgive yourself for any decisions you may have made that were painful for him.  Acknowledge how far you've come as it has become so clear to me.  This is so important.

      I need to apologize to you, because I have been so unkind.  I struggle immensely judging and criticizing others as well as myself, and I know you have been the focus of those nasty attitudes of mine. I am so sorry.  Please know that it's something I work on daily. I am terribly sorry for how much I have hurt you.

      Now with my husband and our sister’s passing, our niece-in-law and their child’s horrific murder, it feels so important to me to put aside our differences, work hard on our challenges, and acknowledge the meaning of our family ties.  I love and care about you, and hope you feel the same.

      In caring,

      Portia

      

      I realize I’m crying as the tears fill my left ear, dripping down my neck.  Why would I care if they were close? I think.  I suffered because he died.  Does she really think I blame myself at all?  The very thought upsets me.

      I read it a second time, realizing she loves me, is acknowledging it, while I wasn’t clear she even cared for me.  I always felt such disdain from her, yet am humbled by her loving words, grateful that she’s still alive, and we have a chance to work on our relationship.
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      God, Simon thinks, I slept like shit last night!  This crap we’re dealing with sucks.  Every time things seem to get better, they just get worse after that.  I’m so sick of this bullshit.  I barely start getting close with Morgan and now she’s injured and under medical surveillance.  They say she’ll be okay physically but she’s going to be traumatized.

      He drags himself out of bed.  Luckily, no one’s in the bathroom so he can get his head under the shower, which isn’t hot or powerful, but it’ll wake him up.

      He strolls over to Eliana’s to check in.  “How is Morgan doing?”  He asks, walking into the kitchen.

      “She woke up once, I think,”  Maddie answers.  “Would you open this jar?”

      “Sure.”  He takes it from her, opens it, and hands it back.  “Applesauce?  What are you making for breakfast?”

      “Oatmeal,”  She answers.  “There’s a little bit of triticale meal.  Eliana’s going to try that and see if her stomach handles it better.”

      “Nice of you to think of her.  You want me to set the table?”  She hands Simon plates. After setting the table, he heads into the living room to check on Morgan.  “How’s she doing?”

      “She’s healing,”  Katie responds.

      Morgan opens her eyes.  She looks at him, makes eye contact, then looks down, apparently ashamed.

      “You know it wasn’t your fault,”  Simon tells her.  “That guy is just a fuckin’ dickhead!”  He can’t believe she feels at fault in this.  But of course, that mother fucker wants her to feel guilty.  Tears leak from her eyes. He kneels down, reaching out to brush them, gently, away.  “It’s not your fault,”  he whispers in her ear.  “You’re just a casualty of his insanity. You were so brave to escape! You’re amazing!”

      She looks up with a tiny smile and tears in her eyes.

      “Breakfast is ready.”  Maddie calls.

      He remains by Morgan, gently brushing her hair out of her face and tucking it behind her ears.  He wipes her tears away, caressing her cheek in the process.  Her skin is smooth, soft.  “I’ll check on you, later,”  He tells her gruffly, then heads to the table to eat.  “Anything happen last night?”

      “It was quiet.  It may take him a while.  We’re damn sure we injured him.  He may want to heal up a bit first,”  Rob states.

      “So, our priority today is Bug-Out-Bags, the truck, and the fence line?”  Simon asks.  “Do you think the fence line will make any difference with that creep?”

      “Better to make it harder for him,”  Stephen points out.

      After breakfast they divide into groups after everyone reviews their Bug-Out-Bags with Sam or Rob overseeing for contents.  Rob assigns a rotation plan to load thing to the truck. Everyone gets a chance to put a small bag of stuff there for themselves in case they can’t get their bag to the truck.

      They spend the whole morning, moving buckets, boxes, and cans of food from the shop, chicken coop, and garage to the truck.  “We should cover the cellar door with something that looks like flooring, so if we leave, maybe they won’t find our food before we can come back and take them out!”  Simon laughs. “They don’t know who they’re messing with.”

      “That’s a great idea!”  Jose is all over that.  He heads out back while the rest continue loading the truck, each taking a bag of their own stuff to the truck. When they return, Jose has set an armload of flooring supplies by the cellar door.  It’s kind of recessed into the flooring and Simon sees the possibility of his half-joking idea take form.

      “Wow, you’re really going to do that?”

      “I’m going to try,”  Jose agrees.

      Rob joins him on the floor, brainstorming ideas while Simon takes another load to the truck.

      “You think they’re really going to figure out how to disguise that door?”  Nate asks Simon, carrying a box of canned goods.

      “If anyone can figure it out, my papá can,”  Eli says, confidently.

      They pack more boxes into the half-full truck.  “I think we should see how many will fit in here.  We can get three up front, so we want to get thirty people back here.”  Simon climbs in, motioning them to follow.  Three of them sit with their backs against the supplies, then various places, trying to figure out how much space they need.

      “We need to get some more people to test this out.  It’s hard to tell with just us three,”  Nate suggests.

      “Yeah, man, we sure as shit do.”  Simon climbs out of the truck, surveys the empty street, and heads to the house.  Entering the house, he says, “Hey everyone, party in the truck!”  Simon waltzes into the kitchen.  “Gracie, Dixie, Maddie, Bree, we need help measuring space in the truck for evacuation.”

      “Okay,”  They chorus, following.

      “Where’s our moms?  They should come.”  Simon rounds up a few more in the living rooms before returning to the truck. Eliana, Sam, and some others follow along, piling into the truck, sitting along walls to get a sense of space.

      “It looks like we could put some more supplies in the middle of this section,”  Simon decides.

      “I think you’re right,”  Sam agrees, patting him on the back.  “Nice work!  We’ve got two trucks over here and ought to bring the RV.”
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      I fell asleep fast, dead tired last night. I woke up at 4:30 in the morning, restless, unable to sleep, worrying about the Crown Killer, and thinking about Portia’s letter.  Insomnia had me in its grips, fearing the Killer’s impending attack.

      I’ve been meditating for an hour, might have dozed for a few minutes, but haven’t actually slept.  I manifest safety and security, discovering a feeling of foreboding.  Should we give up and leave?  Is it safe to stay?  Will Portia become a supportive sister?  The thoughts won’t let me rest, so I climb out of bed, weary with lack of sleep, get dressed, do yoga, and head for the kitchen.

      For the first time, I’m the only one here.  People are still sleeping on the living room floor and it’s cold.  I tiptoe quickly back to my bedroom and put wool socks on.  I check the thermometer in the hall and find it has dropped to 53 degrees.  It is likely cooler than that in the bedroom.  I head back down to the kitchen, finding it slightly warmer.  I check the fire quietly so as not to wake those sleeping nearby on the floor.  There are no embers left.  I arrange a log cabin style fire, lighting it, adding another log on top, shutting the wood stove.

      “Good morning,”  Stephen says quietly.  “It will be warmer to get up after a few minutes.  Thanks!”

      “I couldn’t sleep and it’s pretty damned cold in here,”  I whisper.  “I’m going to see about breakfast.  You want to get up and help?”

      “Sure.  Just give me a minute.”

      I head into the kitchen, checking our egg supply, turning on the stove, starting water for tea, prepared to turn it off before it whistles.  There aren’t enough eggs.  Better to save them for another day.  I take out potatoes and sun chokes, then find bacon in the freezer.

      “What can I do?”  Stephen asks.  He often cooked for my sister so I know he’ll be a good help in the kitchen.

      “I thought I’d make two big frying pans, one with sun chokes, one with potatoes.  We can add onions, garlic, bacon, a little egg, some olives, and pickles.  What do you think?”

      “That sounds fabulous!  Where are the onions?”

      We start prepping the root vegetables while I start cooking the bacon. More community trickles  into the kitchen.

      “You want me to make coffee and tea?  I’m the one who’s on kitchen duty today,”  Sam offers.

      “Okay.  I just woke up early so I thought I’d get started.  I couldn’t go back to sleep.  I kept worrying about that creep out there.  Do you think we should consider just leaving, going to the rentals, or the country?”

      “There aren’t that many of them.  I hate to give this place up with all the work we’ve done and supplies we’ve collected.  What about you?”  she asks Stephen.

      “I don’t want to leave.” Stephen shakes his head. “We left home already. That creep could destroy things.”

      “If we planned, we could take the animals with us, but we won’t be able to take everything.”  I am pulled in two directions.

      “I want to stay,” Jose says, entering the kitchen.

      “I don’t want to run!”  Rob says harshly walking in just then.

      “None of us does,”  Sam agrees.

      “I don’t know.” I look down. “I’m partial to staying too.  I mean this is my home.  But what about everyone else?  Maybe we should bring this up at breakfast and vote?”  I feel concerned with my bias.  Even though it’s my house, with all my things in the drawers, part of me wants to leave.

      “Good idea,”  Stephen agrees.

      “We should leave strategically,” Rob suggests, “or make it look like we’re gone, and watch from one of the houses behind here, with a higher view point.  We could watch from a distance, plucking them off!”

      “We’d need as many different spots as he has guys or they’d just come find us.”  Sam points out.

      “How many supporters do you think he has?”  I ask, thinking about how they chased them down.

      “Seven, eight max, right?”  He looks at Sam.

      “Yeah, eight max.”  She looks back at me.  “Let’s table this until we get to the table!!”  She laughs at the double entendre.

      I’m mixing the roots with the onions and bacon.  Sam is cutting olives and pickles which I sprinkle around both skillets.  “I think I’m going to add eggs to this.  There aren’t very many, but even a few will be good.” Sam goes to the fridge to get them out.

      “Cheese too?” she asks. Hopefully, there are more eggs outside but there won’t be very many at this time of year.

      “Definitely! Could you grate it?  I want to sprinkle some over the top.”  My stomach is growling with hunger.

      Soon we’re ready to serve.  “You go drink your tea.  You weren’t supposed to be cooking this morning!” Sam teases me, play kicking me out of the kitchen.  “Go on!  Get!”

      “Okay, okay, I’m getting!”  People have been coming through to their respective jobs.  It’s still early as the sun begins to rise.  I get milk, sitting at the table with my Teeccino, grateful we found more. Jose comes into the kitchen from the back door.

      “Is there coffee?  Oooh, thanks.  Mmmm!”  He moans over the skillet.

      “Tell Eliana.  She did most of it!”  Sam laughs.  “Breakfast is ready to serve.  Would you tell the others who are working outside?”

      “Claro que si!” Jose agrees heartily, slurping some coffee.

      Soon the table is full of early risers.   Sam made some oatmeal so there would be enough for our entire community. There is light conversation while people eat.  As the plates empty and more of the community shows up, Rob opens the discussion regarding evacuation. Jedaiah climbs into my lap, snuggling.

      “I’m sure you know that Morgan was kidnapped while we were out.  She escaped, but was threatened before she got away.  We’re concerned that her attacker may find us.  We’re going to vote on a potential evacuation plan.  Before you vote, feel free to ask questions.”

      People traipse in from the back.  “We couldn’t hear everything back there.  Can you go over that one more time?”  Justin asks.

      Rob agrees, repeats himself, then opens the discussion up for questions.

      “What makes you think he’ll find us?”  Portia asks.

      Sam looks pointedly at me and I cover Jedaiah’s ears. “We really don’t know if he will, only that he threatened her that he would find us, killing us all,”  Sam explains.

      “We’ve crossed paths with him a couple of times, making us suspect he could have followed us or had us under surveillance.  We just can’t be sure that this compound will stay safe,”  I add.

      “If we decide to stay, we’re deciding to fight and possibly kill, right?”  Justin clarifies.

      “We’d have to do that, yeah,”  Rob agrees.

      “So, we probably need more information in our voting,”  Maddie clarifies.  “We need people to say if they’re willing to fight.  If so, we’ll need names.”

      “Good point,”  I acknowledge.  We need to have enough people who are willing to defend our home.  “We can prepare to flee, but have to be ready to fight,”  I agree.

      “Do you know how many he has?”  Nate asks.

      “We know how many we saw, eight men.  It’s possible he has more or that he’ll find more,”  Rob explains. We keep fielding questions while people scrounge their minds and feelings for what they need to know.  When it quiets down, Rob asks.  “Are you all ready to vote?”

      There are mumbles of ascent.  Sam passes a yogurt container around for their answers.  Then she takes each scrap of paper out, dividing them between stay and go piles.  Maddie scoops Jedaiah up when he stops eating to take him outside. “It looks like most are staying but a few want to go.”

      “Those who stay will need a plan of defense,”  I clarify.

      “You all who want to leave can go to Polyrock Ranch and we’ll continue with our evacuation plan,”  Rob suggests.

      “That’s a good idea.  I don’t want anyone forced into something they aren’t comfortable with,”  I validate him. Once the papers are sorted, it’s clear that many are willing to stay to secure our compound.  Only a few want to leave. “We could try to plan another trip to Polyrock to rotate people.  What do you think?”  I propose.

      “They could come while we’re gone…”  Rob is hesitant. More debating ensues.

      “Maybe those who want to leave could drive themselves?” Savannah asks.  “Then, if other residents want to return, they could bring the truck.  We could let them know what’s going on so they’re prepared with weapons ready?”

      “Yeah!”  Faith emphasizes. This suggestion gains consensus.

      “Okay, we’ll set you up with a truck, supplies, and shotguns,”  Rob agrees, getting up to prepare.

      “Are you sure Oliver and the kids can travel?”  I feel concerned.  “Some of you will have to be able to work when you get there.”

      “We can work,”  Spencer says, firmly.  “Your comfrey salve is helping a lot.” His sister nods.

      “I can work also.  I need to be busy to cope with my grief,”  Savannah adds.  “Oliver has been upright a couple hours so he’s recovering.”

      “Mom, if you guys can live without me, I’m going to harvest the marijuana before it’s too late,”  Alex reminds me.

      “You’re right.  I hate for you to leave, but that is important for all of us.”  They get packed with Faith and Alex. Morgan catches my eye.

      “I would like to go with them.  I’m already up and I’m able to work and I’m terrified of staying here!”  She has tears in her eyes.

      “Oh, Morgan!”  I pull her in for a hug.  “Of course, you can go!”

      Rob comes up as she heads off to pack, saying,  “I’m going to move our vehicles over to Nadir’s place.  Keeping them here doesn’t make sense right now.”

      “True,” I confer. There’s a flurry of people leaving the main room, those who are leaving to pack, and those who are staying to divide into work groups.   One heads out to check the fence line is secure. I’m on kitchen duty, meeting with the team to make bread, yogurt, and lunch.  Another group checks the Bug-Out-Bags, guns, and ammo, others go relieve the guards currently on duty.

      “Is there enough bread that we could make sandwiches in case there’s some delay on the road?”  Savannah asks, walking into the kitchen.

      “Absolutely!  You can certainly take what there is.  Would you like help making them?”  I ask, touching her shoulder.

      “Would you?”  She hugs me.  “You guys have been great to us.  I really appreciate it.  We’re terrified about bumping into this guy again.  I appreciate your understanding.”

      “Of course.”  We all work together to get sandwiches made. “We should pack up some dried goods too, with nut mix and granola bars.”  She and I pack a couple boxes of things they can use on the way or upon arrival.

      “Bon Voyage!”  We wave at them as they leave, then return to our cooking projects.  “I’ll miss Wolf, he’s been a great dog!”

      “Yeah, he’s a sweetie.”  Gracie and Bree agree.

      We work hard in the kitchen, then the dogs, Sheba and Mike, rush the window, growling.  “What is it, Sheba?”  I grab a gun, cautiously heading to the front room.  “Girls, stay back here and get a weapon in case!”  I’m looking out the front window from an angle so I won’t be easily seen.  Both dogs are barking now.  There’s a strange truck in front.  I doubt it’s the Crown Killer.  “Oh, my God!  That’s Nate and some guys from up the hill!  It’s safe, ladies.”  I open the door to greet them.  “Hi guys, come on in!”

      “Thanks Eliana.  This is Jimmer and June.  They were out when you came by last time.”  Nate explains.  They troop in, shutting the door.

      “I’m Eliana.  Welcome.  It’s nice to meet you guys.”  I walk to the table.  “Have a seat.  Would you all like some tea?  Gracie, could you start the tea pot?”

      “We’d love some!”  June responds, sitting at the table.

      “We wanted to talk to you about that farm.  We’d love to go work in exchange for food,”  Nate explains.  “Do you think that’s still an option?”

      “Definitely.  A group of ours are going out there.  We need our other members to return since one of our members was recently kidnapped by the Crown Killer.  She escaped, but he threatened to come try to kill us.  We’re getting prepared to defend ourselves,”   I explain, feeling strangely disconnected from the danger of it all.

      “Wow!  Do you think that’s the same guy who killed my sister?”  He asks with a look of horror on his face.

      “It’s likely,”  I acknowledge.

      “I’ll stop back at the house and send our marksmen here.  We want that guy dead.”  Nate shakes his head like he’s trying to erase a memory.

      “Wow, thanks! That’s exactly what we need.”  I exclaim.

      Nate shakes my hand. “Thanks. We’ll head up the hill and they’ll see you in a few.”

      “Thanks.” I look him straight in the eye.

      “Be safe!”  They chorus, heading out.

      “Do you think they’ll really send more help?”  Gracie asks.

      “I hope so.”  I head back to the kitchen.  “We could sure use it.”

      The back door opens.  “Oh man, that smells good!”  Justin’s voice wafts in.

      “Ooooh, man.  I wanna eat!”  Simon exclaims.

      “Looks like it’s just about done.”  I turn to see plates lined up with sandwiches on them.  “Oh!  Good!”

      “Yeah, people are ready for lunch.”  Bree waves in the general direction of the back door.

      “Come grab a plate!”  I call.  Simon and Justin choose plates, while I serve bowls of soup.  Soon there’s a line. We’re down twelve people, with just eighteen left, so everyone can eat at the same time.

      “While I was cooking, I wondered if it makes sense to defend this place?  Isn’t is possible that if we just left for a while, he’d quit looking for us?” I ask.

      “You’re thinking we should just walk away from all we’ve built here?”  Sam asks.

      “It’s not easy, but we could rebuild at Polyrock.  If we leave before he gets here, we could potentially take everything with us.  Then, none of us gets killed or injured.  If we fight him, we could lose people…”

      “We voted on this before and everyone who is still here wanted to stay,”  Rob reminds me.

      “I know.  I just don’t think we really considered how dangerous this could be.  We think he’ll come with only eight people, but we could be wrong.  If we leave for a significant period of time, maybe we could come back, fighting him when he least expects it.”  I am emphatic, concerned that we didn’t consider all the angles.

      “You have a point.  We didn’t really talk about the worst-case scenario,”  Justin acknowledges.

      “I hate to leave our home,”  Jose almost moans.  “But it’s just a house.”

      “Well, even if we decide to leave, we have to be prepared to fight, in case he comes before we leave,”  Rob points out.

      “That’s a really good point.”  It’s an eye-opening realization for me.  “We could really do both, prepare to leave and be ready to fight.”

      “I have to agree that that’s the best solution.”  Sam pushes back her chair.  “I’m thinking we hide our Bug-Out-Bags somewhere near Nadir’s house so we’ll have access to them, even if we have to leave fast.” The group agrees, splitting up after lunch to continue preparing to leave, while preparing to fight.  Groups divide into guard shifts, target practice, and moving preparation.   The group working on moving preparations begins moving Bug-Out-Bags to Nadir’s house.

      “We can hide them under his back porch!”  I suggest.

      “I’d like to see how well disguised they are.”  Stephen follows with Nate, Sam, and Maddie. Each of us carries two Bug-Out-Bags.

      “Let’s keep our eyes and ears out for anything that looks or sounds unusual.”  Sam says, her voice and movements a testament to stealth.

      “Let’s walk in different areas so we aren’t creating a path.”  I lead us behind a tree, crossing over in an unused area. As we arrive at the back of Nadir’s house, I point to the south end of the house which juts out, creating a space below the porch, completely blocked both east and south.

      “This is pretty good.  Let’s disguise them more.”  Sam points as we unload our packs, disguising them with branches.  “Excellent, let’s head back for more.” We transport all the bags over to Nadir’s house, keeping them disguised,  returning for dinner duty.

      “Look you can’t even tell there’s a cellar down there!”  I exclaim returning from the garage with meat for dinner.

      “I was admiring that,”  Sam chuckles.

      “I hate to leave our animals,” I say, thinking about fitting them in the truck.

      “Let’s move them now,” Sam says, “We can care for them in the truck if necessary.”

      “It’s cold, but we still have gas for the grill, right?”  Stephen asks.

      “Yeah, for the grill or the stove.”

      “Why don’t I cook tonight while you guys load the animals?”  Stephen offers.

      “Deal!”  Sam shoos him out the door with a plate of lamb chops with shawarma seasoning.

      “I hope the guys from up the hill come…”  My chest aches and my stomach is upset.  “I’m feeling really stressed out about this guy.  He might not find us, but if he does, he’ll fight dirty.”

      “We’re prepared, Eliana.  We’ve got three teams keeping watch.  They’ve all got walkie talkies to alert us if they scout anything.  We’ve got two dogs on hyper alert and we need to go move animals.”  Sam tries to calm my nerves.

      “What if they don’t see him?” My mind is churning with worries.  “Aren’t you worried?”

      “Well, sure, a little.  But we’re doing all we can do, so there’s no sense worrying about what we can’t control.”  Sam is so logical.

      “You’re right, of course.”  I realize I’m extremely conflicted, not wanting to leave and not wanting to fight.  Sam and Eliana get help from the group to move goats, chickens, and rabbits into the truck with feed.  They tether the goats, moving Jessie’s animals in their cages and create a temporary cage for Eliana’s chickens.

      “There’s no way life is going to be easy in an apocalypse,”  Sam reminds me.

      “Damn it all to hell!” I say as we return wearily to the house.

      “Hey, all.  Looks like the chops are done!”  Stephen sets two large plates on the butcher block.  “I’ll go get the rest.” Soon we’re all at the table, or nearby, except those on watch crew.  People are pretty quiet while we eat.

      Sheba starts barking with Mike joining in.  I jump up along with a bunch of others.  We’re all hypervigilant with concerns about the Crown Killer showing up.

      “God, forbid!”  I hiss, heading to the window by the front door to peek out.

      “Does everyone have their guns?”  Stephen asks. There are murmurs of assent.

      “That’s Jay with some other guys!  I think they’ve come to help!”  I’m so excited by this development.  I didn’t think they’d come.

      “Far out!”  Stephen laughs.

      I open the door, commanding Sheba to her bed, and Mike to his.  “Jay and gang, welcome!”

      They come inside.  “You guys are a sight for sore eyes!  Sit down.  Make yourselves at home.  Have you eaten?”

      “We ate,”  Jay says.  “But we’re short on food, so if you have some to spare, we won’t turn it down.  By the way, this is Dan, Andy, and Hameed.”

      We shake hands.  “Nice to meet you, guys.  Where are you from, originally, Hameed?”  I ask, always interested in culture.

      “Yemen.  Never thought I would have stayed here.  Wonder if it’s just as bad there?”  His accent is strong, yet easy to understand. I realize then that they look a little thinner, perhaps.  More of our group leave the table to make room.

      “Go ahead guys.  Sit down.  We’ll bring food,”  I urge them.

      Maddie gets up, heading for the kitchen.  “We’re only short on plates.  Give us a minute to wash some.”

      “Looks like nearly one chop each,” I observe. “I’ll serve these guys some food.  We want their stomachs full so they can focus on the battle ahead!”

      “Damn right!”  She passes me a plate which I fill with meat, potatoes, and salad.

      “Would you like milk or grape juice?”

      “Wow!  This is fantastic!  Milk.  Thanks.”  Jay accepts the plate as Maddie brings milk. I fill three more plates.

      “So, do you guys have any idea when they’re coming?”  Jay asks, when his mouth is empty.

      “We don’t know,” I explain. “He told us he’d come.  We figured it would take him a couple days to heal up ‘cause we shot him in the shoulder.”

      “He should be in some severe pain for several more days, don’t you think?”  Nate asks.

      “I would think a week or more,”  Jonathan agrees.  “But we need to be ready.  He could go off half-cocked and come earlier.”

      “That’s a good point.  A sick fuck could make rash decisions,”  Dan agrees.

      “So, will you guys sleep here if nothing goes down soon?”  Jonathan asks.

      “Do you guys have space?”  Jay asks.  “And enough food for morning?”

      “I think so.  Don’t you, Mom?”  Jonathan looks at me as I nod.  “Four of us are out at the farm and eight just left.  It might mean sleeping on a mat on the floor if you don’t mind.  We definitely have enough food for the morning.”

      “That decides it for me,”  Andy laughs.

      “That was a great meal.  I am happy to eat well again tomorrow!”  Hameed chuckles along with the other guys.

      “I haven’t felt this comfortable in days.  We’ve been going hungry to make sure the kids eat,”  Jay admits.

      “When this crisis is over, you guys come with us to the farm, work your tails off, and take home a bunch of meat and milk,”  I promise.  “We have a spare mat and bed upstairs and a bedroom next door.  Why don’t you two follow me upstairs.”
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      The walkie talkie crackles to life as I’m getting in bed.  “Eliana, a two-truck caravan sited.  Eight men, possibly more.  Be ready!”  It’s Rob’s voice from the roof of the north house.

      “Shit!  Get your guns!!”  I’m yelling, jamming my boots on.  “They’re here!” Feet race, things rustle as everyone bolts for their weapons and places. I hear Sam in the other room.

      “Let’s go!”

      “Two north,  two south,”  Rob says,  “Dan, Andy, NOW!”

      “I’ll take the south.  Hameed, Jay, with me!”  And they’re gone. I watch Jose go, feeling my chest tighten.

      “Girls, guns ready!”  They’ve trained hard. I know they can do it. I send the younger girls and Jedaiah out back, where it’s safer. I hear the first gun shots, darting to the front room.

      Suddenly, the front window explodes. I’m showered in glass, knocked to the floor. A small cannister, pouring smoke lands on the floor nearby. A stabbing pain erupts in my left arm.  I look down to see a dagger of glass, which has opened a cut on my arm. The house fills with smoke.  My throat is raw. Blood runs down my arm. My eyes burn and I force my way up.  My breathing becomes labored, pain escalating as I stagger for the back door. Sheba pushes me along.  I jerk it open, bursting into the fresh air.  My legs buckle as I reach the patio, falling to my knees.  I claw at my chest, coughing, gasping for breath.  Sheba nudges me away from the house.  I see a dim outline of Gracie in the chicken coup, near Ciarran’s hutch.  Struggling for breath, unable to talk, I try to get up the path to my daughter.  I gesture wildly, pointing towards Nadir’s.

      Gracie runs towards me, holding Ciarran, her bunny, under her chin. I attempt to talk, only croaking, “Go… Nadir’s!”

      I stagger through the yard towards Nadir’s as the girls race ahead of me. Sheba noses me intermittently in my injured hand or thigh, letting me know she’s there.  I pass into Nadir’s neighbor’s yard, no fence to block our path.  I stumble again, steadying myself with Sheba’s ruff, coughing, lightheaded from the smoke.

      The staccato of gun shots erupts behind me.  I’m trying to count them but my head is fuzzy and I don’t know who is shooting anyway.

      Gracie tosses me my Bug-Out-Bag.  “Mom, you’re bleeding!” She hisses.  She pulls a crumpled bandana out of her pocket, tying it around my arm to stem the blood flow.  “Jonathan can do better.”

      The girls seize the packs, heading for the truck, shouts and gunshots behind us.  We check cautiously for crazies around the side of the house, unable to see much in the pitch dark with no street lights.  Sheba streaks by us to the truck. We make it under Nadir’s grape vines, devoid of leaves, walking stealthily toward our truck.

      “I don’t hear anything,”  Gracie states quietly. Bree reaches the truck first, fumbling for the key under the fender.  She finds the key, unlocking the back door.  The girls help me into the trailer, plopping Jedaiah beside me. Sheba leaps in, nuzzling me and licking my face.  Then she sniffs around the chicken cages.

      “Can you find the first aid kit?  There’s got to be something that will help my mom!”  Gracie sounds hysterical.

      “Doesn’t she always rub everyone with that salve of hers?”  Bree asks.  “Let’s try it on her throat until Katie or Jonathan arrive.  Here.”  Bree opens the box and rummages around.  “I think this is it.  It says Comfrey,”  she says, shining her flashlight on it. My rasping cough continues.

      “Yeah.”  Gracie opens it, rubbing it on my throat.  “Can you get her water bottle out of her pack?”  she asks, continuing to gently rub my throat with salve. Bree passes her my water bottle and I put it to my lips, drinking the cool water like an elixir.

      “Is there any honey in that first aid kit?”  Gracie asks.

      “I don’t see any,”  Bree laments.

      “Could you look around the food.  I bet there’s some packed in here,”  Gracie begs.  “We’ve got to soothe her throat.”

      “Can’t you do Reiki like she does?”  Gini asks. I start to heave from the intense coughing, feeling like I might vomit.

      “I could try it.  I’ve watched her enough times.”  Gracie begins making the motions and saying the chant.  “Choku rei, choku rei, choku rei.”  She continues silently.  “Darn.  I can’t remember it all.”

      Time seems to stop, or spread out endlessly.  The pain seems unbearable, my lungs tight.  If I could just take a deep breath.

      “Maybe you should rub more salve on her,”  Gini suggests.

      “Aunt Elli…” Jedaiah cries, scrambling close to my side.

      “Here’s some honey!”  Bree exclaims, bringing it to us. Gracie rubs more salve on my throat, opening the jar and sticking her finger in it.

      “Open up, Mom.”  She puts her finger in my mouth and I gratefully suck the honey from it as I continue coughing, but less severely. I’m able to swallow the honey which soothes my throat. I drink more, finding the relief instantaneous.  I guzzle swallow after swallow, the cool water alleviating my cough.

      “Wow, she’s drinking a lot.  Is that helping?” Bree ask.

      I nod slightly, then lean heavily against a box as everything goes fuzzy.
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      “Look at those motherfuckers!  Isn’t that them?”  Simon gets his gun out, having it ready. Andy flops, belly down, propping his gun on the peak of the roof. Dan crouches nearby.

      “It is.  Eliana, a two-truck caravan is coming.  Get ready!”  Dad warns the other house.

      A shiny, black pickup pulls onto Todd street.  Simon braces his gun on the peak of the roof, watching until it gets closer. He aims for the driver, his rifle shot echoes in the night.

      “Good shot!”  His dad hollers as the truck swerves, crashing into a mailbox, the driver slumps forward, slamming on the horn.  Two more shots ring out.  The second black truck pulls up the street as it’s tire pops.  The second truck crashes into the first one, the driver covered with blood.  Simon begins to shoot wildly at the grill of the truck, not wanting these assholes to get anywhere near his sister or mom.  This is brutal shit.  This asshole targets young girls, doing things that make me sick. The windshield splinters.  The driver opens the door, falling onto the pavement spitting blood.

      “There are more in the back of the truck.  Keep shooting.”  Simon shouts.

      “How many are there?” Andy asks.

      “I can’t tell!” Dan yells.

      Simon quickly aims for the dark forms, jumping out of the back of the truck.  Simon sees them, hiding behind the truck but they’ve got to come out eventually.

      Aim and fire, pop, pop.  More shots.  Another one down.  Two are sneaking up to the gate.  Simon reloads, barking at the others, “take those guys out,” gesturing towards two men on the driveway.  Simon and Dan discharge their weapons simultaneously. One man drops silently to the ground while his companion crumples slowly.

      A cheer erupts as his dad high fives them all.

      “Wait!” Simon points.

      Everyone’s gaze follows his finger as a long shadow moves into the light. The tall, wiry frame strides out of the wreckage, with a dark, flat brimmed hat, the stampede strings slapping against his gaunt cheeks as he moves rapidly up to the gate across the driveway. He climbs the fence, ignoring the barbed wire. He pulls his right arm back, holding a cannister in his hand.

      Rob says, “Take him out, guys!”

      All three shoot as the tall man jerks with the impact, throwing the cannister toward the front window, falling out of site as the window implodes. They cheer with elation.

      “That’s the last of them!” Andy calls.

      “Guys… Look!” Dan calls.

      They look to see the figure’s hat appear through the barbed wire.

      “How can that be?” Simon whispers, horrified. He rushes to the back of the roof, watches Eliana exit, coughing. “Dad, are you checking in with the others?”

      “Yeah, hold on.  North house, come in.”  Rob listens.

      “North here,” harsh coughing, “got one down, lots of smoke.”  More coughing.  “We’re vacating.”

      “North can you still fight?”

      “We’ll come around from outside.”  North responds.

      “North roof, come in!”  My dad listens again to crackling.

      “North roof, we’re on the ladder.  Where do you need us?”  It’s Justin’s voice.

      “Come around to the north side of the house.  See if you can see them inside.  You have infrared?”  Dad asks.

      “That’s affirmative,”  Justin assures him.

      “South house, come in!”  More crackling as dad listens.  I keep my infrared focused on the back of the house.  We’re coming down, moving between the house and the shop, staying in the shadows.

      “We’ve got smoke in here, but have exited the premises. No one hurt.  We’ll come around through the yard.  No one came in the house here yet,”  Jonathan reports.

      “How many with you?” Dad asks.

      “Two.  Two more coming off the roof.  All are accounted for,”  Jonathan confirms.

      Suddenly, there’s the staccato of machine gun fire.  Simon runs around the back of the shop, trying to escape the shots.  They’re coming fast and close.  It sounds like two sets.  He runs around the west side of the shop, looking for protection.  There’s none here.  It’s wide open.  There’s nowhere to hide.  More automatic rounds come from the house.  There’s no way to fight these guys with their automatic weapons, smoking us out, and dead men who rise again.

      “This is bad, let’s head for the truck!”  Dad urges and they run, knowing the terrain well which could save them.  They race through the vegetable garden, crossing to the back yards behind them.  There are old trees for cover and they dash between trees, arriving at the truck.

      Once in the truck, Justin fires up the truck, a rumbling of the diesel engine, coming to life.  “Do you think he’ll find us at the farm?” Maddie asks.

      “We can’t stay here,” Simon says, “and we need to bring him down!”

      “And recover our home,” Eli insists.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      First, I want to thank my husband and children for their support.  They were generally very understanding of the considerable amount of time spent writing.  Only a few times did I hear the complaint, “Mom, all you ever do is write!” by my twelve-year-old daughter.  Of course, I promptly set aside my writing and played a game with her except in those last two crunch weeks.  I also want to thank my husband for reviewing and correcting the Spanish for me.  I can speak it, but my writing skills aren’t very good!  I give special thanks to Sebastian and Elias, two of my boys, (young men) who actually read part of my book and gave me feedback.

      Second, I want to give extra special thanks to my dear friend, Gabriel.  She was there every step of the way, talking with me about the book, reading, editing, and giving me feedback, helping me build on the intensity of the scary scenes.  She has been crucial, impacting my writing, editing blog posts, essays, books, and encouraging me all along the way.  One day she came with a silly gift, but it meant a lot to me.  It was a sign, reading, “Caution, novelist at work, bystanders may be written into the story.”  It was a clear message that she believed in me, while few others did.

      I also must thank Sarah Lyons Fleming for writing her End of The World series and City Series.  Honestly, I got the first book, never having read an apocalypse book before, certainly not Zombies!  I wanted her feedback on my blog https://ericalhernandez.com and on my non-fiction novel: My Life’s Honor, which will be out soon.  I figured I could force myself through one Zombie book, but I was hooked by the second page.  I sucked all her books down in rapid succession, eventually asking her when the next one would be out!  As I finished her books, this story began to take shape.  I kept reading other apocalypse books for research, but none of them could hold a candle to Sarah’s books, which I reread, 3 times in total.  I’ve never read another book that many times!

      I also thank my good friends, Billie and Brandess, who read my book and raved about it, encouraging me to keep working on it.  Brandess even read it to her twelve-year-old son, who loved it and wanted to hear more.  These things kept me going.

      I also thank my son, Shawheen, though deceased for nearly four years because he got me writing again after giving it up as a young adult.  As my spiritual guide, he kept encouraging me and telling me I would get published and that people would benefit from my writing.  That has always been my goal, to help more people.

      I also thank Roseanna Smith, an accomplished photographer, who agreed to design my cover.  I firmly believe a great cover attracts people to read a book and I knew she could create a beautifully magnetic cover.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Erica Hernandez is a licensed clinical social worker, blogger, and writer who lives in Oregon.  She has published at http://scars.tv/cgi-bin/framesmain.pl?writers and authored a research article on Dark Therapy, regulating circadian rhythms.  She loves to write, help people learn to feel better, spend time with her kids, and dance. This is Erica’s first published novel. https://ericalhernandez.com

      

      Reviews are crucial to indie authors!  Five-star reviews encourage other readers to purchase books. Please consider leaving a positive review at Amazon.com

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Pinterest] Pinterest

        [image: Goodreads] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

      

    

  

cover1.jpeg
ERICA L. HERNANDEZ






