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Readers’ Reactions to the original
publication of this Trilogy as a single Novel titled The
Rising:

 


“This novel imagines what might actually
occur the day after tomorrow. It should be read today—while there
is still time to avoid catastrophe from global warming.” — Bruce
Babbitt, Secretary of the Interior 1993-2000, Latham & Watkins
LLP, Washington, D.C.

 


“Pollock and Seybold have created a
fascinating cast just as they have skillfully woven a complex plot.
This is a novel worth reading.” — Gerald Haslam, PhD., Author of
Straight White Male, Workin’ Man Blues, and Coming
of Age in California; dubbed “the quintessential California
writer” by “The Californians.”

 


“I dare you to put down The Rising.” —
Philip Gagnon, Artist, Oregon.

 


 “We have poor vision
and our friend Joanna read it to us. We became so riveted by the
drama that daily after breakfast, three voices echoed, ‘Well, shall
we read?!!!’ It deserves wide distribution, for it is truly a
significant story.” — Jessica Danson & Eileen Lungee,
Arizona.
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PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

(From beginning of Trilogy)

(Ages at opening of the story)

 


Eli Barnes, 39 — San Quentin Inmate

 


Darcy Wallace Malone, 30 — San Francisco
Homemaker, Mortuary Pilot

Reinhold Malone, 33 — Darcy’s Husband, Real
Estate Deal-maker

Tierney Malone, 4 — Daughter of Darcy and
Reinhold

Finn Malone, 11 months — Son of Darcy and
Reinhold

Mariah Wallace, 55 — Mom to Darcy,
Grandmother (“Babushka”) to Tierney/Finn

Elmer Wallace, 62 — Mariah’s Husband, Dad to
Darcy, Grandfather to Tierney/Finn

 


Dr. Charles Royer, 57 — Retired Air Force
Surgeon

Rose Royer, 55 — Charles’ Wife, Air Force
Nurse

Kim Royer, 32 — Daughter of Charles and Rose,
Congressional Aide

 


Dr. Peter Addison, 57 — Professor of Earth
Sciences (his wife, Celia, deceased, was Charles Royer’s twin
sister)

Catherine Addison, 19 — Daughter of Peter and
Celia, College Gymnast

Jason Lowery, 20 — Catherine’s Boyfriend

 


Dupree Ransom, San Quentin Inmate

Erik Perez, San Quentin Inmate

James Salas, San Quentin Volunteer (whose
identity Eli uses after an escape)

 


Paisley Overcroft, 39 — Modoc County Herb
Grower

Ray Overcroft, 40 — Paisley’s Husband, Modoc
County Farmer

Maurice Beckwith, 65 — Modoc County
Retiree

Chet Ragland, 55 — Modoc County Feed Store
Owner

Robb Maxwell, Deceased Prior Owner of Modoc
County Homestead

Gertrude Whiting, 70 — Modoc County
Storekeeper

Malcolm Whiting, 51 — Son of Gertrude
Whiting

 


Jacob Manikksen, 27 — Survivor from
Berkeley

Nelson Ichimura, 25 — Defector from U.S.
Marines

Agnes Miniata, 36 — Modoc County Native
American

Yeter Gursel (nicknamed “Shaz”), 40 —
Turkish, Sufi — partner of Agnes

 


 


BACKGROUND

 


Part III begins on March 5 of the year the
oceans rise. Part I covers January 6 through March 4 of that year,
and Part II the same eight weeks. In that time, cataclysms in
Antarctica have caused sea level to rise three feet and a tsunami
to destroy the East Coast of the U.S.; civil society has come
unhinged; the California aqueduct has been rendered useless and the
U.S. military has sealed off California, condemning 30 million
people to death by thirst and warlordism. In Part I, Eli Barnes has
escaped from San Quentin, witnessed the chaos accelerate, hidden
out in monasteries, assumed the alias James Salas, and reached an
isolated cabin owned by Dr. Charles Royer and his wife, Rose, next
to the Maxwell Acres homestead in remote Northern California. The
Royer and Addison families have also come through the catastrophe
to the same cabin. In Part II, Mariah Wallace, daughter Darcy
Malone and her two toddlers have fled the San Francisco Bay Area
and have occupied the main buildings at Maxwell Acres, which Mariah
has recently inherited. Darcy’s husband, Reinhold, originally
stranded on a business trip to Russia, has managed his way to
Cincinnati, Ohio, in a desperate obsession to reach his family in
California. As Part III opens, Catherine Addison is with her
boyfriend, Jason, who was visiting the family on winter break at
their own cabin, and has suffered minor injuries helping them
escape murderous robbers while the cabin burned.

 



CHAPTER 1

Sunday, March 5

 


Jason Lowery wore dark glasses. His eye had
no pronounced swelling now, but a black half circle remained
beneath it, a tangible reminder of their recent trouble. Although
Catherine had no particular wish to relive the scene, she sensed it
would be a mistake to bring it up in conversation as she and Jason
hiked the trail beyond the Maxwell Acres compound after breakfast.
Aunt Rose had sensed their need to be alone and suggested they “get
some fresh air” before their meeting at the Maxwell Acres compound,
and let her do the dishes. Their breath formed puffs of white as
they trudged pensively, searching for the beginning of their
conversation.

“What do you think of James Salas?” Catherine
asked.

“What do you mean? He seems like a nice
guy.”

“He’s keeping a lot under his hat, though.
You know what I mean?”

Jason thrust his hands into his jacket
pockets. “I think he’s sincere. He’s just a quiet guy. After all,
he’s been living in a monastery.”

Catherine admired Jason and trusted his
judgments, but her doubt lingered. “I’m just not certain he’s
leveling with us. His story’s pretty sketchy, isn’t it? Maybe it’s
just intuition, but I think we need to keep an eye on him.”

“I feel responsible for him. If I’d been a
little more careful we’d have passed him on the road and never
interacted with him at all.”

Catherine nodded. “Aunt Rose is feeling the
same way, and her nursing instincts are fully activated too. I just
hope he’s not, you know, taking advantage of us.”

“Give him a break, Cath. He’s pretty well
scraped up.”

“Yeah, but he seems to be recovering pretty
fast. Do you think he might have just been exaggerating?”

He stopped walking and faced her. “What’s
going on with you, Cath? You seem determined to find fault with the
mysterious Mr. Salas. I can’t think of anything to say against him
though.”

“Well, other than the fact that he’s guarded,
sort of, the only thing concrete I can offer is that when we
unloaded the car a few nights ago, I felt something in the bottom
of his pack when I carried it into the house. It felt like a
gun.”

Jason pursed his lips. “Right. That doesn’t
seem to fit, does it?” They resumed their pace.

“But think about it,” he continued. “We’re
carrying a couple of guns too. This might not be a safe time to be
traveling alone. I say we give him the benefit of the doubt.
Catherine, if worse comes to worst, we’ve got to pull together
here. We can’t be casting suspicions on one another. What about
that farmer and his wife? We’ve got to trust them too. Everybody’s
going to have a contribution to make to our safety and maybe our
survival.”

He was silent then, and the only sound was
the scrape of their shoes on the ground and an occasional crunch of
snow underfoot.

“What are you thinking now?” asked
Catherine.

“I’m wondering about my family back East, how
they’re doing in all this.”

Catherine held his arm against her side and
pressed her ear to his shoulder. “Oh, Jason, I’m sorry. You must be
sick with worry.”

“I’ll bet that’s how they’re feeling about
me. I’m sure they want me home. I wonder if they went to our summer
place in the Shenandoahs. They might be in a similar situation to
ours.”

“At least I have my family all here in one
place, safe and together,” said Catherine. She put an arm around
Jason’s waist, and he cradled her in his arm. Her hand reached
behind his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. “I’m glad you’re
here” she whispered. I’d probably be dead now if you
weren’t, she thought. He held her close, sighing.

“We’d better get to that meeting at
Mariah’s,” said Jason. “It’ll help us get to know those folks—and
we can keep an eye on James too, if you want.”

 


Eli had shared dinner with Mariah and Darcy
for two nights, beginning after their somber walk “home” pondering
the shock of the tsunami. He felt a pattern being sown. As shadows
crept from the western ridge Tierney would run out toward the barn,
stop twenty feet short, lean over as if to bridge the remaining
distance, and shout, “Ja-ames, come to din-ner.” After washing
dishes, Eli would roll a ball across the floor for Finn to push
back toward him with a giggle, and when Tierney asked him to tell a
story he remembered Jack and the Beanstalk. Although Eli had been
awkward with the children at first, in the last two days he had
reached out to them to gather their innocence, prizing the treasure
he had squandered in his own life. Their easy acceptance of him
gave hope for acceptance by others in “society.” He had watched
them playing in the dirt as the adults worked the soil gloomily,
like drab Medieval peasants in war time, holding tight their fears.
But the children held nothing back, Tierney squatting and stirring
dirt with a trowel, talking to her work, Finn waving a stick and
babbling in imitation. In the barn Eli wrote poetry by candlelight,
including a haiku.

Early spring, morning,

I sprout stiffly from the soil

of children’s blessing.

And now on the third morning Tierney led,
tugging Eli by the finger, across the garden plot toward the main
house. He had done his meditation and eaten a simple breakfast of
bread and cheese. “Some more people are here,” she told him. “Mommy
wants you to come to a meeting.” She looked up at him to gauge his
attention. “It’s a man and a woman, but he’s her daddy.” Eli saw
charcoal clouds piling up in the southern sky.

For the second time Eli met Kim Royer and her
father. “Rose tells me you’re making a marvelous recovery, James,”
said Charles. Eli felt intimidated by the patrician, gray haired
man in a black Air Force sweatshirt and the tall, self-assured
young woman in fashionable jeans and Irish wool turtleneck. He
nodded, wondering what impression they had of him.

The entire population of Greater Maxwell
Acres seated themselves in a vague circle. Eli took a position on a
floor cushion, across the circle from the bench occupied by the
Royers, and to the left of Mariah, Catherine and Jason, in dining
room chairs. Catherine would not be likely to scrutinize him,
unless he spoke, and he was inclined to merely listen. His reserve
made him feel again as an outsider, and his lower position
emphasized his not belonging in this circle. Peter sat on the
raised hearth, as if in the position of presider, across from the
Overcrofts and Darcy, who held Finn on her lap in an easy chair.
Tierney was swinging her legs from a kitchen chair, looking
serious.

“Tea?” Mariah asked. Eli declined. He studied
each face in the circle. Catherine and Peter, he concluded, are
realizing they are essentially homeless, and are coming to grips
with the fact that their lives, once so defined and scheduled, have
now come to the edge of a precipice. Jason is facing the added
possibility that his family is either dead or in unknown peril.

Mariah and Darcy face similar fears about
their husbands. The Overcrofts have been thrown into emergency
mode, their lives disrupted, but they are no worse off than other
local citizens. As long as Modoc County has a semblance of calm,
they’re as well off as anyone else in California.

Eli himself was in a more secure position
than he would have been anywhere else he could think of—as long as
he remained James Salas. He also had the advantage now of living
with the newcomers, sharing that distinction with them. How long
could he continue as a vague stranger? Could he fall into his new
identity and make it permanent? How permanent was this situation at
Maxwell Acres, for any of them?

There was no evidence in their location of
the calamity from the bottom of the globe, and news was inadequate
to either increase or allay their anxiety. They were somewhat
paralyzed by their lack of knowledge, the absence of something
immediate to react to. Still, they were gloomy and numb, horrified,
anxious.

“It appears that Mother Nature has pitched us
a difficult state of affairs,” Peter began, as if formally opening
a meeting. “Charles and Kim, would you tell these folks where we
stand, as far as you know?”

The Royers reiterated their news. Eli studied
Kim, intrigued by her confident bearing. She was beautiful to him,
as well as articulate and passionate. Everyone north of L.A. had
been forsaken and apparently would have to fend for themselves or
form alliances of neighbors or communities. “You should have seen
him, this well-fed general sentencing millions of people to
oblivion or death.”

Eli listened, pursing his lips thoughtfully,
aware of striking a pose for any who might be noticing him.

Darcy savagely gulped air. “Forsaken? What
does that mean? A government, abandoning millions of citizens!
That’s not a government, that’s…”

“But I can understand,” Charles Royer
interrupted. “Government has finally encountered a challenge it
isn’t up to.” Like the Roman Empire when the barbarians overran
its borders, Eli thought.

“Ironically, the highest officials have
ensured their own safety and continuance,” Kim added, “for the
majority of people who will survive. What are the chances they’ll
put together something for the rest of us? The military will seek
to ensure security and order. Humanitarian concerns will be
secondary.”

“Perhaps necessarily,” reasoned the
doctor.

Eli listened with intense interest, like a
medieval peasant hearing a legend of Arthur and the Knights of the
Round Table—these people lived in a world outside his experience.
They were highly educated, and prosperous. The most affluent people
he had known were drug dealers with two Cadillacs and diamond rings
on each hand. The wife of an international businessman who could
handle a Harley and fly a plane loomed like an Amazon queen of his
imagination. Kim operated among those at the highest levels of
government—he had lived at the bottom of the pile.

“It’s pretty ominous,” said Peter. “We might
have to think in terms of staying here until the government can
re-group and re-organize infrastructure, and that might be a long
time, years, depending on how bad the damage is. We’ll have to feed
ourselves and not count on replenishing our supplies from outside
our property.”

“It’s a good thing you advised us to stock
up,” Charles said. “We’d better take inventory and estimate how
long we’ll be able to keep going.”

Finn had become squirmy on Darcy’s lap. She
lowered him to the floor. “We have quite a large supply of grains
out in the barn,” she said. “It ought to keep us going for a long
while.”

“We’ve brought a lot of our stuff here too,”
said Ray Overcroft. “Mariah offered to let us use her guest house.
This morning I hauled in another load of supplies and equipment,
and pulled in my trailer with the five hundred gallon tank of spare
gasoline, too.

“Uncle Charles?” Catherine said. “Doesn’t the
government have huge stores of surplus grain? It seems we’re always
sending relief supplies to all sorts of Third World countries when
they have famines or floods.”

“Maybe,” answered Charles. “I don’t know how
relief supplies will be allocated. It was always looked on as the
country’s destiny to go from coast to coast. Only now the coasts
are apparently moving closer together. And without the Central
Valley’s agricultural output, the population might be too great to
support. And infrastructure and transportation costs are going to
be enormous.”

Thunder growled in the distance, rumbled
across the valley, and ended in a concussion just above them. Finn
scrabbled back to his mother’s lap. Tierney, sitting now at
Mariah’s feet, looked for any note of alarm her grandmother might
show. There was none. Mariah stroked Tierney’s hair.

“That’s right,” Kim said. “They’ll have to
have something more massive than the New Deal or the Marshall Plan,
with very little in the way of treasure. I’m guessing something
like the CCC, with labor for public works projects paid by food and
shelter. I’m sure Thad Parker will try to generate some assistance
for California, but who knows when?”

“I’m telling you,” Mariah said, “those grain
sacks out in the barn ought to keep us in food for months, if not
years, presuming it’s okay. And we’ve already got our garden going
too, at least in the planning stages. You’re welcome to use our
land too.”

Rain pelted the roof, a downpour that coursed
down the window panes.

“It’s funny,” Rose said. “My maiden name is
Farmer, and my grandparents had a farm in Iowa, but I never thought
I’d become one. I’m afraid we don’t have much experience.”

Paisley broke in. “Don’t worry, Rose. Ray and
I will volunteer to expand the farming operation here. We’ll just
need willing laborers, like James here.”

Eli flushed, with the eyes of the group on
him. “I’m not a very experienced gardener. I’ve had only a little
training in the monastery.” He thought of Sister Sharon’s
instruction in the monastery garden, and helping the Los Molinos
monks in their orchards. The expertise he had learned was more a
matter of respect for the land than practical knowledge. He glanced
around the room, and was arrested by Kim’s questioning look. He
felt reckless joining the circle. He realized he was building up
his prevarication, using elements of truth to promote a lie.

“Uncle Peter said you were on a mission for a
priest,” Kim said.

“Yes. It’s confidential,” he added, trying to
sound matter-of-fact. He was afraid he sounded too guarded and
curt. “Now I suppose it’s been compromised by the turn of affairs…”
He was trying to create a cushion of words to smother the curiosity
he was enflaming. From the corner of his eye he saw Catherine lean
toward him.

“Seems to me that’s not enough in this
situation.” Catherine’s voice was shrill. “It’s a little too vague.
We’re in a position where we have to all trust each other and know
where we’re all coming from.”

The note of hostility crackled, and the room
fell silent. Eli returned Catherine’s frowning stare, but kept his
face a resolute blank. Instinctively he took a slow breath and
strove for a centering point in his mind.

“It was for the abbot of Saint Mary’s Abbey,
Father Thomas…” he faltered, and looked from face to face around
the room. And he decided to give it up. “I’ve enjoyed meeting all
you folks,” he began again. “Tomorrow I’ll get to work on my
bicycle and get back on the road.”

An uncertain numbness hung in the room
emphasizing the sound of the rain. Mariah broke into it. “Back on
the road is a pretty risky proposition, isn’t it, James? You’ve
been dependable and hard working, and as far as I’m concerned
you’re welcome here. We need you.”

“Catherine, you’re right,” said Peter. “We do
need to trust each other, and there isn’t room for challenging one
another’s integrity, is there?”

Catherine’s lips were a tight line. She
nodded meekly and stared at the floor.

Eli rescued her. “I admire your
forthrightness,” he said softly. “You said what’s on your mind.
I’ve been around a lot of people who keep their thoughts hidden,
too much. It doesn’t build trust. I’ll try to be more open too.” He
was sincere, and it helped him to stay centered, relieved the
burden of duplicity. He admired her gymnast’s go-for-it attitude,
her spirit and spunk in the face of the thugs who attacked her. He
himself had been cowed by the likes of Dupree Ransom. If she knew
the truth, she would understandably lump him in with Ransom and
Perez, and to some extent, she would be right, he granted. I
hope I can follow your example, he thought. But not yet. I
don’t have the courage now.

That night Eli and Mariah washed dishes
together while Darcy read the children stories and got them ready
for bed.

“Thanks again for going to bat for me,” Eli
said. “I’m afraid Catherine is right, you folks don’t know a lot
about me.” He wondered if he was on the verge of another
confession. His secret was a weight that had pressed on him for the
remainder of the group’s discussion.

“I know a lot by intuition,” Mariah said.
“It’s surprising how much we perceive about people, sometimes more
than they understand about themselves. I think I do know a lot
about you, James. I just don’t have details.”

Like my name, Eli thought. He weighed
the possibility of entrusting his identity to her, considered her
strength and integrity. He shared a great deal with her
spiritually, he knew. “What details do you need?”

“I’m sure they’ll come with time,” she said.
“I sense that you seek healing, and that you have made a lot of
progress.”

“You’re right.” He placed a stack of plates
in the cupboard, then leaned against the counter. “It’s strange…”
His voice faltered. He knew if he composed his utterance to protect
himself, he would only create a barrier between himself and the
person he trusted most since leaving the abbey. He plunged ahead.
“Almost everybody here is oppressed by this terrible disaster. But
for me, I’m maybe as content and free as I’ve ever been.” He
listened for his words echoing in his mind. “Does that sound
strange to you?”

“Yes, frankly, it does.”

“It’s because of the healing. You know a lot
about that don’t you?”

“My husband and I have done a lot of studying
about it, a lot of working with it.” Mariah told Eli that Elmer had
been a fine athlete in college, robust and strong, before his
alcoholism took over. After he joined AA, he had contracted a
neuromuscular disease that made his muscles deteriorate, sapped his
strength. For a decade they traveled the world, sought seminars and
teachers, pored through books, and he performed daily exercises. He
had arrested his malady’s progress, and more importantly had formed
in himself a unique balance of body, mind and spirit—with the body
as the weak member of the triad.

“I’d like to meet him. I hope I get the
chance. Is he okay now?”

“He was always remarkably self-sufficient.
I’m sure he could get along all right in normal times. But I had a
dream about him a couple of weeks ago… This sounds strange to a lot
of people, but I pay attention to dreams.”

Eli felt there was something additional he
was to understand, but it eluded him. “I know what you mean. I had
a dream on the way here—before I met the Addisons. It left me with
a sense that evil was lurking around, evil men. And then I met
Peter and Catherine and Jason, and found out what happened to them.
The evil men were the ones who attacked them… It’s like the
knowledge of them was in the air.”

“In my dream,” said Mariah, “my husband
died.”

Eli blinked. “Do you think it’s true?”

“I cannot know, James. I keep it in my heart,
but I have not burdened Darcy, or anyone else, with it. Whether his
spirit is still in a body or not, doesn’t affect us. But if we form
a belief that he’s gone, our nostalgia, grief and bitterness will
take its toll. As long as it’s speculative, I’ll keep it
inside.”

“I understand.” Eli pressed Mariah’s hand
between his own.

“What about Darcy’s husband?”

“Our dreams of him are not as bad, but not
reassuring either. That’s why Darcy’s so distracted and
anxious.”

Eli’s eyes met Mariah’s. “I’ll pray for your
family.”

 


“Are you all right, Reinhold? It’s barely
sun-up.”

Reinhold had moved the couch cushions to the
floor and was lying ramrod straight under his blanket with a wet
towel plastered across his eyes. He heard Holly kneel beside
him.

“Don’t touch me,” he said. “And don’t talk
loud. The pain in my forehead, my eye sockets—it’s unbearable.”

She dropped her voice to a murmur. “I heard
you out here. Thought I’d check. You get migraines?”

“Never. Think this is one?”

Adam’s sleep-husky voice blared out, “What’s
wrong?”

“Shhh,” Holly whispered. “Migraine.”

Reinhold eased the towel off but kept his
eyes closed. He felt Holly slip her hand under his shoulder, “I
don’t think we have a prayer of getting medicine, or a doctor,” she
said. “But I know one thing that could help.”

She helped him sit up, cross-legged, with his
back to the couch. She knelt in front of him. “Keep your eyes shut,
hands in your lap. This is simple biofeedback. If you had an itch
in the palm of your hand, your attention would be focused right
there. In that same way, now, Reinhold, I want you to put your
attention into both of your hands. Imagine they’re getting warm.
They’re in warm sunshine—lying on warm sand at the beach—in a sink
filled with warm water and soft soapsuds—in the warm hands of your
wife on a hot, moonlit summer evening.”

She knelt patiently for three minutes. “Feel
them getting warm?”

He felt a warm tingle in his hands. “Way
warm. Even hot.”

“Keep doing it. Your headache should go away.
I’ll be back in a while.” Reinhold’s breathing steadied, and the
turnbuckle that twisted between his temples loosened. As the pain
subsided he felt his neck relax.

He became aware of Adam and Holly nearby.
“Better?” Holly asked softly.

Reinhold opened his eyes and nodded. “The
biofeedback did the trick.”

“They taught us at the Red Cross. I
volunteered with them after our boys joined the army.”

Reinhold ventured a diagnosis. “I think it
was a combination of wanting to get out of here, on my way, and
stress from the horrors I heard at the church.”

Reinhold had volunteered at Adam’s church. He
had quit early the previous afternoon, however, staggered by
stories from people flooding in from the East—thousands of bodies
stuck in trees, hung up on telephone poles as the waters receded,
pieces of houses, buildings, stuff from stores, mattresses, cars
and trailers, trash, debris, sewage. The government presence on the
edge of the disaster had been nil. People had stolen cars, given
each other rides, killed for cars, even walked out. The lucky few
who had made it to Cincinnati were from the edge of the
catastrophe, but they brought stories from further east that they
heard along the way. Mixed in were descriptions of police trying to
control the roads, even shooting and beating people when higher-ups
weren’t around. Reinhold lost control of his emotions when he
imagined what might be happening in California. It doubled his
desperate impulse to join the migration to the West.

“Just take it easy and get some food inside,”
Adam said.

As they ate, Adam laid out his progress. “I
set things up with the Captain. He’s a good man, willing to help
you on my word. The barge has a crew of nine, and I pretty much
trust most of them. We push off tomorrow. I brought some manuals
for you. You’re already a merchant marine, so you’ll pick it up
right off.”

Reinhold took the manuals. “It seems the
government doesn’t want people moving around. Think they’ll make
trouble?”

Adam continued with the plan. “I’m going to
give you Barney’s papers.” He stole a look at Holly. “They’re still
in my desk. I got him a job on the barge a month back. Ivan
Barnabus Frankel. The crew knew him as Barney. We’ll call you
‘Ivan’ and the papers will only be for the military. The Captain
okayed it.”

Reinhold rubbed his chin. Holly stared at
Adam.

“You grow a small mustache,” Adam went on,
“chop your mop to a crew cut, and I swear you’ll match his photo ID
to a tee. Holly doesn’t think it’s such a great scheme, but it’s up
to you, Reiney. If you want to try it, you’ll just have to risk it.
Given what’s happening—well, in my opinion you’re in an
all-or-nothing game anyway. But you call the shot.”

Reinhold said, “Hell, I’ve come this far
against rotten odds. Start calling me Ivan now, though. Okay?”

“Okay, Ivan,” Adam grinned. Holly took her
dishes to the kitchen without comment.

 


 



CHAPTER 2

Monday, March 6

 


Kim Royer kept to the high side of the muddy
rutted road from the Royer cabin to the Maxwell Acres compound,
stepping as much as possible on patches of grass or gravel. She was
on her way to offer assistance to Mariah and Darcy. Her parents and
Uncle Peter didn’t need her to take inventory of their supplies.
Clouds were sweeping north, revealing an occasional slat of blue,
but the southern sky was low and black. The storm would resume
soon. She saw her young cousin approaching, picking her way among
puddles with nimble grace.

“Did you get Jason moved in?” Kim called.

Catherine looked up. “Hi, Kim. Yeah, he’s got
a room next to James. They’re making him a bed now. I’m surprised
how comfortable looking that barn is.”

Jason had had enough of sleeping on the
living room couch at the Royer cabin, had asked Mariah if he could
bunk in the barn. “She’s really nice,” said Catherine. “She said to
tell you there’s room in the main house for you, and me too if I
want to stay there. I was just coming to tell you.”

“I’d like to follow up on that. I’m afraid
our cabin wasn’t meant for our two families to stay for a long
time.”

Catherine fell into step alongside her
cousin. “That sounds really depressing, ‘a long time.’ Are you
pretty sure this isn’t just temporary?”

“I wish I could be more positive. I thought
it was a dream when I heard General Austin talking about shutting
down the Western power grid and writing off millions of people.
After Nine-Eleven people said it with heavy hearts: the world has
changed.”

Catherine squinted at the scudding clouds, as
if estimating the speed of approaching calamity. “It’s
unbelievable, Kim. In fact, Ray and Paisley went to town to try to
find some confirmation of what you and Uncle Charles are
saying.”

“Last time I saw you, you were about to
compete against—Stanford was it? Now, for practical purposes,
Stanford doesn’t exist.”

“That feels like ancient history. I’m
terrified I might have to let go of practically everything in my
life, except for Jason. Will there ever be a normal to return
to?”

“Not to return to,” said Kim. “We’re going to
adjust to a new reality, but who knows how long it will take for
that to establish itself. I’m not sure what it will look like.”

“Kim, you had a great career going, doing
important things—and dating the richest man in California. Now what
do you have to look forward to? Becoming a farmer?”

An image of Morgan Clark flashed in Kim’s
mind, his blue eyes earnestly trying to communicate his integrity.
Accepting him might open the door to easy living in the worldly
sense, but to no less challenging a life in its way than what faced
her now. It could not have occurred to her then that Maxwell Acres
was what her life had prepared her for.

They were near the end of the curving path
near the main house, where Tierney sat on a porch bench, showing
Finn pictures in a book. “It might come to that, becoming a
farmer,” said Kim.

“Kim, I’ll go crazy if I have to stay here
even two weeks. I won’t do it. I can’t.”

Kim’s expression was a painful smile. “I’m
not sure I can either, or any of us. But suppose this is the crude
beginning of some great important task—we’ll have to look at it
that way.” She smiled, seeing Tierney entertaining her brother on
the porch. “It appears that for now our world consists of about a
dozen people. Luckily they seem to be good people.” She noticed
Catherine’s sharp glance. “I’m including James.”

 


Halfway to Flat River, Ray and Paisley
Overcroft drove through a clatter of hail, then rain. Lots of rain.
They entered the town, windshield wiper valiantly slapping right
and left. There was no movement on the puddled streets, but shops
were lit, ready for business. Ray stopped first at the Downtown
Barber Shop while Paisley tried to shop.

Tony the Barber was snipping around the edges
of a talkative rancher. Ray took a seat and picked up a month-old
Newsweek magazine. “Ice/Water” was the silvery-blue headline
over a split photo layout showing Florida beach residents up to
their knees in floodwater, and great white ice shards jammed
together off the Antarctic coast.

“This’d be a perfect time for some terrorist
to blow something up, like maybe the government, really deal us a
death blow,” said the rancher.

“Yeah, I s’pose,” replied Tony. “But they’re
in the same fix as everybody else. Besides, far as we know, the
government’s back on its heels already. Why would terrorists do any
more damage? They’d have to be really crazy.”

“That’s what they are,” cried the rancher.
“They’re crazy. Probably think it’s the end of the world and
they’ve gotta help God out.”

Ray stood and tossed the magazine on a nearby
chair. “Hey, I’ll see you later, Tony,” he said. He would get
better information visiting Chet at the feed store.

Chet Ragland had arrived at middle age with a
small paunch and a pronounced limp, had sold his ranch north of
Flat River, had taken over the Modoc County Cooperative, and
enjoyed a modest degree of prosperity as proprietor of what most
locals still called the Co-op. The old buildings, nearly in the
center of town, had a worn, barn-like appearance, with corrugated
metal roofs, but were still frequented by farmers and ranchers for
feed and equipment. A solitary customer browsed the nail bins,
apparently merely staying out of the rain.

“Chet, I’ve heard some really shocking news,”
Ray began.

“That’s the only kind there is any more,”
answered Chet, carelessly loud.

Ray kept his voice low. “I’ve met an Air
Force officer, and his daughter who works for a Congressman. They
say the government’s abandoning the West Coast.”

Chet wrinkled his forehead, as if this would
widen his droopy beagle eyes. “Now that’s something I hadn’t
heard.” He scratched his neck. “Let’s check it out with Grady
upstairs.”

Grady Sumner swiveled in his chair when Chet
and Ray entered his cubbyhole. Earphones and microphone were
strapped over a backward baseball cap. “What’s up, Chet? Hi, Ray,”
he said, peering through thick glasses. A gray sweatshirt with Duke
University logo bagged on his light frame. His fingers still
hovered near a dial on his radio. On the long table were scattered
papers, notes scrawled haphazardly.

“You know Ray Overcroft,” said Chet. “He has
some inside news, from people close to the government. He says
things are worse than the government radio lets on. Have you heard
anything?”

“He’s right,” said Grady. A brief smirk
appeared above his thin amber goatee. “I can listen in on all kinds
of short wave broadcasts—police, military, government, and hams.
It’s like the original Internet, with chat rooms.”

Sea level had risen to two and a half feet.
Coastal port facilities were damaged world-wide. California’s
Highway 1 was closed, 80 and 101 cut in low-lying places.

“Diablo Canyon Power Plant’s closed down and
guarded,” Grady added. “The coal burning plant in Watsonville is
also down. All the large airports are secured for military
use.”

“The government says it’s keeping things
under control and setting up relief programs,” said Ray. “That
sound right to you?”

“Well, they talk about it.” Grady frowned and
canted his head. “But they seem more worried about keeping the
water system intact. If the California Aqueduct goes, the state’s
done for.” He pursed his lips. “Y’know, the sheriff and mayor asked
me to tell them if I hear anything they need to know. It sounds to
me like they need to know the government offices are pulling
out.”

Chet and Ray stared at each other, then back
at Grady, who seemed amused at his impact on them. He shared
freely, had them listen to conversations backed by a constant hiss
punctuated by beeps and squawks. The medium was annoying, the
content unsettling.

Ray splashed out to his truck to find his
wife. They headed for the farm, Paisley upset by what she saw.
Acquaintances had been more tight-lipped than she’d expected. The
grocery store was nearly bare. People were apparently hoarding:
toilet paper, batteries, bottled water.

Their conversation carried them through
Likely, where they noticed an unusual number of cars and pickups
parked at the store. People were congregating for gossip and
support, they guessed.

They lapsed suddenly into silence at the spot
where they had first encountered Mariah and Darcy a few weeks
before, under attack by a pack of dogs. The gate to the Overcroft
farm hung twisted from its post. Ray eased through and proceeded at
a deliberate pace, hit with a bitter sense of alarm upon seeing the
barn’s blackened, puckered roof and walls. The rain seemed to have
extinguished the fire.

“Sunzabitches,” Ray muttered.

Paisley reached out as if to brace herself
against the dash. “Oh Ray, just look at the house.” Several windows
were shattered, the door gaped open.

“I don’t suppose they’ve left anything worth
taking,” Ray said flatly. He felt more sad than angry. The
wantonness of destruction was shocking, but the looting itself did
not, after all, surprise him.

They toured the house for items of
sentimental value. A few photo albums, along with trinkets from
India, were strewn on the floor. “I’m not even sure I want to
salvage anything,” murmured Paisley.

Ray roamed outside. The greenhouse was
intact, though empty. He began dismantling it and loading key
pieces that fit into the pickup. He whistled sharply three times
and within minutes their mutts, Coal and Good Dawg, came running.
Paisley found a dozen chickens and stuffed them for transport into
three old feed sacks. Three young goats grazed near the barn.
Paisley tethered them in the back of the pickup.

Load full, hearts numb, they tracked the
gravel driveway for the last time.

Paisley silently recalled the words to a folk
song her mother had loved, “Times Are Gettin’ Hard,” about
bad luck and hard-hearted bankers forcing farmers off their land,
the heart-wrenching farewells and the aching swell of faded
promises and memories.

“It looks like Maxwell Acres is home now,”
Ray said. “It’s certainly isolated. I think we can try to survive
up there with folks we can trust and depend on. We don’t have any
choice anyway, do we?”

Paisley let silence be her response. Once
through the broken gate, she did not look back.

 


“I’m not really sure I would’ve wanted to be
there when the looters showed up,” said Ray when the assembled
community had learned the Overcrofts’ news from Flat River and
their farm. “It might have been a situation like you lived
through.” He nodded to Peter. “Even if we could have defended our
place, it might have been just a matter of time before something
like this happened anyway.”

“Your absence made it easy for them,” Peter
said. “But like the bastards who attacked us, they would have held
off unless—or until—they had an advantage.”

“It’s a lot less likely to happen here, isn’t
it?” Darcy asked. “We’re pretty isolated, after all, and there are
more of us.”

“That’s true,” Ray said, “but I think we need
a twenty-four hour armed watch.”

Charles stood by the window, looking out
toward his cabin. “I agree. From the front window at my place you
can see all the way to the big oak at the bridge.” He began
deploying troops like a military commander, setting up a schedule
for manning the watch station. “The women will have to do some of
the sentry duty,” he said, “and the dogs will be a big help at
night. We have to be sure people experienced with weapons are on
hand at all times.” That included all the men, Catherine and,
marginally, Rose. Eli stayed silent, not wanting to reveal his
military service just yet.

“Darcy too,” Ray said, “unless you mean only
firearms.” He recalled her in action on the highway with the pack
of wild dogs.

Paisley let Ray do most of the talking. He
and Charles and Peter dominated the discussion, while the rest
remained glum and passive, weary with strategic details.

Mariah had a knack for choosing the right
moment to speak. She shifted the discussion by pointing out that
they were a community, that as a group they were blessed with
talent and compatibility. “If I have to live through the greatest
disaster since Noah, I’m glad to be here, with people I’ve come to
admire.” Eli returned her glance with a shy grin. “Given the
circumstances, if Reinhold were here, I for one would be
content.”

Eli glanced at Darcy, noting that Mariah had
not mentioned Elmer.

No one offered any counterweight to Mariah’s
observation. She suggested they firm up the living arrangements,
recommending Catherine and Kim accept her invitation to live in the
main house since the Royer cabin living room was now to be a watch
station and not a suitable sleeping room. The Overcrofts occupied
one of the two guest houses, the one not currently used for
household storage, and Eli and Jason were content to bunk in the
barn.

The meeting appeared at an end, until Darcy
wondered about a need to organize the group, have a decision-making
process. “Do we need to put someone in charge? Or can we make
decisions by consensus? I suppose all of us are going to have to
make sacrifices, and that can lead to resentment if we don’t
foresee it and make sure everyone is content with some kind of
process.”

“Aha!” Kim raised a conspiratorial eyebrow.
“The specter of government rears its head. Do we need a dictator,
or a council?”

“Judging by our process today,” Mariah said,
“it looks like Charles is our president, or mayor, or commanding
officer.”

Charles smiled at her. “Or you, Mariah.
Listen, I’m open to suggestions for improving on my plan. Safety
has to be our main concern right now. And then we’ll have to pool
our resources and talents to get us through this crisis, until the
world stabilizes. Seems to me it could take years. If
self-government needs to arise, it no doubt will.”

 


Reinhold shifted from foot to foot on the
front walk in the sunset while Holly held Adam in a lingering
embrace. “Have a good trip, you big bear. Come back a day early and
a dollar up.”

Reinhold and Adam started for the river.
Suddenly, Holly shouted, “Oh, wait a minute, Reinhold—I mean Ivan.”
She went inside, reappeared and handed Reinhold a small
package.

“It’s Barney’s Bible. There’s a lot of Bible
Belt people where you’re going. It’s sort of—a credential. Just
tell ’em Jesus guides your way and show ’em your Book. And if you
get all the way, inside’s a little envelope for my mother, if you
ever could get it from Flat River to Dunsmuir. No promises, but
I’ll be hoping.”

Reinhold tucked it into his backpack. In
forty-five minutes he and Adam were aboard the fifty-six hundred
horsepower towboat.

“Wachabe.” Reinhold read the name.
“Japanese?” he asked.

“Sioux. Means ‘Black Bear,’ guardian of long
life, strength and courage. Captain Gunderson’s mother was
Sioux.”

 


As the pistons whined and the eight-foot twin
propellers churned the Ohio River into brown froth, the
Wachabe nudged the fifteen-barge flotilla into the current
under the watchful eyes of three Marines posted behind the
wheelhouse railing.

They couldn’t be more than twenty-two,
Reinhold speculated. Might be trigger-happy.

His musing splintered in the wake of First
Mate Adam’s booming voice. “Hey, you two. Curly, Ivan. Get out
there and check the tow for water, make sure none of the rigging
broke on launch. And give the navigation lights and sounders
another check while you’re at it.”

The slip of the water beneath the catwalk was
so close and fast it made Reinhold dizzy. “Mind if I walk on the
inside, Curly?” he said.

“Get used to it, Ivan. Better get used to
it.”

 


 



CHAPTER 3

Tuesday, March 7

 


Charles sat in an armchair looking out the
window of his cabin in the cloudy mid-afternoon, along the road
that disappeared around the old oak tree a half-mile distant. In
his lap lay a pair of binoculars. Ray Overcroft’s Remington hunting
rifle with its scope sight stood in a rack to the side of the
window, secured by an unlocked wooden bar. The window, the rifle,
the binoculars were all to be manned round the clock, according to
the plan Charles had devised to protect the cabin and Maxwell Acres
from the kind of depredation the Overcrofts’ property had
suffered.

After the group meeting, Eli had said little
except to make himself available for any assignment or position the
group might give him, and to make his newly-repaired bicycle
available for the group’s use. When the topic of arms came up
again, however, he joined Charles and Jason in owning his military
training. Ray and Peter had done some hunting, and the plan called
for one of the men to be near the watcher in case of a need for
firepower. Rose had demurred: “I’ve even been here by myself and
never yet felt the need to defend this property with a weapon.” The
Overcrofts’ experience trumped her objection.

One-hour watches had been maintained during
the night. Each watcher awoke a successor, with all of the Maxwell
compound people standing their watches first. Charles had taken
Rose’s shift, passing over her so she might sleep through the
night.

Jason called out, entering through the
kitchen door, and Charles heaved himself out of the chair. “As
usual, nothing to report,” he told Jason. He was on the verge of
voicing his doubts about the security plan. It seemed to be more
disruptive than effective, a dull way to spend two hours a day,
taking people from productive tasks. And yet, it was a factor in
establishing a group cohesion as members of the team faithfully
stood the watches. He noticed Jason was carrying a book. Was it a
sign that alertness was about to diminish? He admitted to himself
that he wished he had had something to occupy him.

“Hey, that’s not Dr. Addison, out for a walk,
is it?” Jason had automatically glanced out the window, and was
pointing toward a figure approaching round the bend where the large
oak stood sentinel. He fitted the binoculars to his eyes. “Whoever
it is, he’s walking slow and carrying something.” He reached for
the Remington.

“I’ll go down and check him out,” said
Charles. “Just keep me covered. If more than one shows, maybe fire
a warning shot.”

Charles broke into a trot when he reached the
road. He slowed to a brisk walk, searching the face shaded by an
Oakland A’s baseball cap. From sixty yards away he thought the
intruder was somehow familiar. When the man waved to him,
recognition snapped into place: Maurice Something… The man who had
driven him here from the Flat River airport.

“Hey, Doc, how ya doin’?” said Maurice
Beckwith.

“Maurice,” Charles called, “What are you
doing here?”

Under Beckwith’s arm a towel was wrapped
around something oblong which he held like a knight’s lance. He
cupped his free hand to his ear as Charles approached.

“Hey, Doc. I come up to see you, but my truck
crapped out a half mile down the road,” he said, jerking his head
as if looking over his shoulder. He began to unwrap his bundle.
There was a glint of metal. “I brought you one of those Lambert bar
clamps you said you…”

The crack of a rifle shot cut him off. He
pitched like a blindsided quarterback and scraped hard on the
gravel. His baseball cap seemed to hang briefly in the air, as if
it had been slapped from his head, and the bar clamp clattered on
the road. Beckwith quivered violently.

Charles leapt to Beckwith’s side, felt the
wounded man’s arm relax as he lost consciousness. He whirled and
stood to wave a referee’s time-out signal to Jason. A sickening
reality dawned as he bent to examine the gash on the side of
Beckwith’s head.

By the time Charles made a pressure dressing
from the towel Beckwith had brought, Jason had sprinted to join
him. “I thought he was pulling out a gun!” he wailed. They carried
the limp body to the cabin. Rose and Peter, responding to the
rifle’s report, had run out to help. The others were rushing down
from the compound.

“Rose,” Charles panted as they entered the
cabin, “clear the table.” His voice was a commander’s again. “We’ll
have to clean and close this wound.” She disappeared into the
bedroom and emerged with a clean sheet, covered the table, ran hot
water into a pot, and began washing her hands. After the men laid
Beckwith on the table, Jason fell back against the wall and sank to
the floor, gasping, holding his head like a cracked bowl.

 


The Volvo seems happy enough, wedged against
the granite outcrop where it came to rest as the waters receded.
The vagrant pats its hood, praising it, “I always trusted that
newspaper ad, where it said you were waterproof and could even
float.” He kicks two charging rats over the cliff. “Not today, you
bastards. I worked too hard scavenging this food for myself.” He
studies the caved-in Lincoln Memorial across the reconfigured
Potomac, and the stub of the Washington Monument, then yanks the
Volvo door open and takes refuge from the evening onslaught of
rodents too numerous to boot away.

 


“James, I know you understand healing. Will
you join Darcy or Kim this evening? We’re doing healing touch in
shifts for Mr. Beckwith. His pulse and blood pressure dropped so
low this afternoon that Charles said we were about to lose him, so
Rose and I did a long session with him. Charles was amazed when he
stabilized after a couple of hours.”

Eli readily agreed, following intently
Mariah’s instruction.

 


Maurice Beckwith lay inert in Peter’s bed,
all but his face covered by a red and black Pendleton blanket.
Mariah softened her eyelids, steadied her breathing, hovered both
her open hands an inch above Maurice’s colorless face, and eased
them down along the contours of his body, maintaining the distance,
never touching the blanket. When she reached his feet, she turned
her hands toward the window and gave a sudden, violent sweep
against the vacant air as if belting a volleyball sideways. Then
she shook both hands by her side, fingers to the ground, and moved
back to his head.

“Lay your hands over the crown of his head,
James, the heels of your palms touching each other and the tips of
your fingers on his temples. Pray for him and pass the energy right
into his head, and will it to flow through him while I keep
soothing the lines of his life force.”

Eli eased into a meditative relaxation and
focused on a task he trusted without understanding.

In a voice which could have been humming a
lullaby, Mariah murmured, “Maurice, listen to me. Listen even
though you may feel like you’re far, far away. You’re going to be
fine. You don’t have to go away. You can live with us here. You’ve
been away from people who love you long enough, now. You can stay,
and get strong. There’s love here. More than we can use
ourselves.”

Mariah and James alternated roles for an
hour. “We’ll be back,” Mariah said to Beckwith. “And others like
us. Have a restful sleep, Maurice. Tell us your dreams, when you
awaken, okay?”

 


“Would you teach the process to Kim?” Mariah
asked Eli as they walked back to the Maxwell compound. “Without
access to a hospital and little chance to restock medicine, we need
to expand the number of us who can apply alternative medical
techniques. Darcy’s already adept, and she can teach Jason and
Catherine. It’ll be good to balance male and female energy, and I
know Jason wants to help. He feels awful.”

Eli’s mind swam. The healing session had both
exhausted and energized him. Now the prospect of sharing such
intimacy with Kim Royer animated him. He was sure Mariah could read
his reaction and strove to be casual. “I’ll do my best.”

 


 



CHAPTER 4

Wednesday, March 8

 


The next day the Maxwell Acres community
logged two more visitors. Kim sounded the alarm with a triple burst
on the Royer cabin’s dinner triangle when a covered military
vehicle, the equivalent of a civilian two-and-a-half ton pickup,
chugged up the road. Two men emerged with their hands high when Ray
met them with his shotgun. Eli waited inside the cabin door with a
pistol, and Darcy with her martial arts weapons. Rose stayed with
Beckwith, still sleeping in the bedroom.

Jason inspected the truck, loaded with
weapons and supplies, while Ray and Charles questioned the two men.
“We come in peace” said a lean bearded man in tattered clothes and
a baseball cap. His partner, a tall, deep-chested Asian, wore U.S.
Marine fatigues.

“We seek refuge,” said the bearded one. “My
name’s Jacob Manikksen. My friend Nelson has defected from the
Marines. I walked half-way up here from Berkeley after the
apocalypse and he gave me a lift from down around Shingletown. The
lady down at Elmo’s General Store told us you were here. We’d like
to join you. But we’re not freeloaders. Nelson has provisions and
weapons in the back of the truck. And I have great technical
skills.” The two strangers stood below the porch. Eli and Darcy did
not relax. Charles told the visitors to unload the truck onto a
wooden platform beside the porch so he and Ray could evaluate the
trade-off: refuge for goods.

The visitors explained that they trusted the
store lady’s advice that the people here were honest and fair.
Besides, they admitted, they had little to lose. On the open road
they each faced overwhelming odds against preserving their very
existence let alone their supplies: the hostility they had observed
in the countryside, Nelson’s uniform identifying him as a defector,
their exhaustion, unfamiliarity with the territory—all compounded
to a likely death warrant.

Charles invited the two men to talk during
lunch. The full community would come to a final decision
afterwards.

Kim moved back out of sight with Rose and
Maurice Beckwith. Mariah and Paisley had the children at the main
house. The “interview committee”—Charles, Ray, Darcy and Eli—played
it close to the vest. If the visitors had to leave, the less
information they took with them the better.

Charles asked the two men to give an account
of themselves. “Just one thing. You’d best be brutally honest. The
most important thing we have here is trust in each other. If you
lie about something, it’s bound to catch up with you one way or
another. Someone here’ll figure it out and you’ll be out of here
faster than a rabbit escaping a foxhole.”

Eli felt the unintended rebuke and set his
lips in a tight line. Nelson Ichimura began.

His father, a Japanese immigrant, had died in
1984, when Nelson was four. His mother was from India and
thirty-five years younger than her husband. She couldn’t handle her
unruly son, and used part of the insurance settlement to board him
with a strict Catholic couple in Paramus, New Jersey. He went to a
Catholic high school there that provided a sense of discipline, but
he made few friends. At a summer camp he began studying martial
arts, and even did a “fire walk.”

“Think you could teach us?” Eli asked.

The young Marine didn’t flinch. “It’s been a
long time, but… Yes. I think so.”

“Go on,” Charles said.

“I joined the Marines after graduation, and
eventually I wound up in a small auxiliary unit at Travis Air Force
Base.”

Charles smiled. “I spent a lot of time there
myself.”

“We Marines were assigned to help protect the
base. We were told civilians might mob it. We had trained for
protesters, right-wing fanatics and terrorists. But general
civilians? When they issued us live ammunition, I began to realize
this was for real. And everyone’s talk got so tough. It was worse
than when we invaded Iraq. Most of the Marines were itching for
‘action.’

“It was strange, but a couple of days before
the tsunami, we were told, informally I think—maybe it was just
rumors—that there were going to be major movements of troops and
materiel to what was referred to as ‘inland.’ So when we got the
orders that Travis was being closed, it wasn’t exactly a surprise,
but the reality still was beyond my imagination. We heard on the
radio that the government had moved to Texas, that prisons were
totally locked down, stuff like that.”

Eli’s imagination winced.

“A few elite military units were going to be
left behind with major firepower to protect places like the
Livermore Lab and the nukes at Diablo Canyon. Everyone else was
being airlifted to other bases in the interior, with as much
equipment, weapons and supplies as they could move. Then the rear
guard ordinance teams were simply going to blow up everything else.
Keep it out of the hands of anyone who could do mischief with
it.

Charles shook his head in disbelief. “That’s
worse than I thought. Unbelievable.”

“Three days ago I was assigned to a small
unit: two five-ton weapons carriers and the two-and-a-half ton FMTV
that’s outside. We were ordered to load supplies and weapons for
transport. We were loaded by late afternoon yesterday. A young
Private First Class was assigned to me for protection. He was armed
with a fully automatic M-16 A-2 and plenty of grenades. Each
weapons carrier had a guard of six heavily armed Marines. The
Sergeant in charge opened the travel papers—we were to deliver our
materiel to the Sierra Army Depot in the mountains east of
Susanville.

“The main highways were jammed solid with
cars, so the officer in charge decided we should use the smaller
roads. We stopped at a mall south of Chico. It was quiet when we
drove in, but in three minutes about two hundred people from the
neighborhood crowded around our little convoy. They were mostly
Hispanics, blacks, some Asians. A lot of women. They were a little
noisy, but not too unruly.

“Suddenly, someone in the crowd fired a gun.
Or set off firecrackers. The boys who were guarding the weapons
carriers panicked. They leaped out, deployed around their vehicles,
and began firing their automatic weapons right into the crowd.
People were going down. The people in back ran for their lives.
Then it was all quiet, except for the screaming of the wounded
people. Then the Marines went out into the parking lot and begin
shooting the wounded people with their sidearms.”

Nelson choked back emotion. “I can’t even
talk about it.” He sipped some coffee.

“I had a flashback to something one of the
older men at yoga camp gave me to read. He had photocopied the last
chapter of a book called People Of The Lie. It was about the
time in the Vietnam War when American GIs massacred women and
children in a little village there. I was always impressed, even
after I joined the Marines, by the officer who had radioed the
report to the higher ups and then landed his helicopter to stop the
massacre.

“I just started my engine and sped the hell
out of there. I think someone shot after me, but I kept going. I
radioed my commanding officer at Travis, like the guy did in
Vietnam. I was surprised, although I don’t know why, when he said
pretty much what they told the helicopter pilot back then. He said,
‘Look, kid, this is war. This is nothin’ new. Fightin’ men’ve been
doing that shit for five thousand years.’ I said, ‘Roger.’ Then I
knew I was AWOL. I couldn’t go back.

“I took the smallest roads I could find. I
got lost, driving in circles. Twice I did risk stopping to siphon
gas out of cars. When I stopped, I vomited from thinking about the
parking lot. Finally, sunrise was coming. I was too tired to go
on.

“I saw a little hollow between a railroad
embankment and an irrigation canal. The hollow was filled with
bushes and trees that would hide my truck. I parked and lay down on
the seat for a nap. When I woke up it was about noon. I walked over
by the railroad to… well, to go behind a bush. I was about to go
back to my truck when I looked in the storm culvert under the
embankment and saw Jacob there, just sitting, staring at me.

“We talked for an hour or so, looked at our
maps, kicked around possibilities. He finally convinced me that
where he was going in northwestern Nevada was probably the most
remote place in America and I should take him there. We could work
together to grow food and survive. So we drove north on the
smallest back roads we could find. The further we got from I-5, the
more normal the countryside seemed to be.

“About thirty miles west of Flat River,
things seemed normal enough to stop at a store. Jacob went in. We
thought his outfit would be less threatening than mine. Somehow he
got the old lady talking and she told him about your place. She
even knew where it was on the map. That’s how we got here.”

“That must have been Mrs. Whiting at Elmo’s
down at the Adin crossroads,” said Ray.

“Thank you, Nelson,” Charles said. “You’ve
certainly been through some harrowing events. Anyone want to ask
Nelson any questions?”

There were no takers. Charles said, “What
about you, Jacob?”

Jacob Manikksen looked at each face. “This is
going to be hard. Just hang with me if I need a break, okay? I’m at
the end of my rope. In one week I lost everything in my life that
was valuable to me, except what’s in my head. If I can stay in my
head, I’ll be okay.

“My aunt was a nurse at the Berkeley Free
Clinic. She practically raised me there, off and on. I mean, a lot
of the time I stayed with other aunts, uncles, grandparents, you
know, anyone in the family who would take a bad boy for a while. I
don’t even remember my parents. They died when I was little, in a
rafting accident.

“I’m an inventor. An environmental radical,
too, I guess. I protested the WTO for years. I got my undergrad
degree at Berkeley, in math and physics. Then I got a job in China
for a big consortium doing science there. After that, I came back
to Berkeley, bought a dilapidated property, fixed it up, rented out
rooms.

“I lived in a little shack at the back of the
lot. Originally it must have been a greenhouse nursery. I insulated
it so I wouldn’t freeze. For heat I put passive thermal on the
roof. It was like a studio apartment. I walled off one corner as a
walk-in closet.

“I spent my time inventing stuff that was
good for the environment. You know, windmills, bicycles. Stuff like
that. Then four years ago I met Alanna Horowitz. Her mother was
Irish, her father was Jewish. The opposite of me.”

Jacob stared silent for a while, and bit his
lip. “Alanna. You should see her. Flowing red hair.
Peaches-and-rosebuds complexion, with a few Irish freckles. Took
after her mother. She was tall as me, almost as strong. She could
never decide what she wanted to ‘do with her life.’ So she bounced
from cause to cause, like me. Plenty of commitment, nothing good
enough to stick it to.

“I met Alanna at a place near here, called
‘Burning Man.’ It’s not really a place, but a gathering. Sort of a
convention of geeks that happens every September out at Black Rock
Desert. That’s just on the other side of the Sierras.

“Together, we were a great pair. We got a
commune going in Berkeley. Not a location commune, but a spirit
commune. Everybody lived in their own places. We combined food,
grew our own in backyard plots, cooked and ate in groups, worked
together on common ideals and goals, played together, sang, read
plays, wrote stuff. Not a religious cult, though. But a lot of us
did meditate, and things like that.

“We took care of a lot of people who couldn’t
care for themselves. Lots of us had jobs. We pooled our money and
did things that had a real impact on the world. Good things. I
mean, things that directly affected people. We converted my main
building into a volunteer auxiliary of the Berkeley Free Clinic. It
was really great. We all loved each other. Really. We knew it, and
we expressed it. And the people in the community we helped—they
loved us too, and showed it.

“I’ve been following the melting ice caps
since grade school twenty years ago. In January, when things got
dicey and the government started suppressing news, I kept up with
my shortwave and the HAM bands. I also tapped into special
government channels and hacked into some of their servers. I
listened to police, firemen, the local military. I know encryption
and broke what I could. I couldn’t decode it all, but it was clear
the government was simply lying to us ever since the earthquakes
and volcanic activity started.

“On Monday last week, the encrypted channels
reported massive eruptions along three or four hundred miles of
fissures under the ice on the land near the old Ronne Ice
Shelf.”

“That much. My God!” It was Peter’s
voice.

“They said the Ice Sheet on the land around
the Weddell Sea couldn’t survive with that much heat underneath.
The real prediction, which they kept secret, was that enough ice
would melt to raise sea level three feet, possibly ten.

“They realized all the frantic building of
sea coast barriers was hopeless. They began stockpiling everything
they could think of in the middle of the country—Texas, Kansas,
around bases from the Appalachians to the Sierras. They knew civil
control, even under martial law, was tenuous.

“They began to disseminate contingency plans
for evacuating key people—military, government and corporate—from
the coasts to inland government centers. All the while, of course,
telling the public things were under control, stay calm, stay where
you belong, keep going to work, report to the sea barrier
projects.

“I kept my friends informed. Everyone knew it
meant disaster, but we tried to keep our commune together, Alanna
and me, so we could help the victims of the government’s
abandonment. Some people we knew tried to get out of the area. But
to a soul every member of our commune stayed.

“We all knew things could come completely
unglued. After all, they almost did before martial law. We talked
about what we would do—I mean as individuals, not as a commune, if
that happened. One by one, we put together emergency escape
packs.

“Actually, we were more worried about the
military turning ultra-conservative and going after us radicals and
protesters than we were about a general collapse. We knew they’d
already killed protest leaders, even though they blamed gangs.”

Darcy startled the riveted group, “Did you
know them? Their names?”

“Nathan Cathcart was arrested at U.C. Never
seen again. I heard his wife Miriam was shot in a drive-by and a
third, older fellow—Elmer Walters or something like that—was killed
by a swat team ten days ago and his house burned.”

Eli watched Darcy’s face lose all expression,
but neither spoke. Their eyes met as Jacob forged ahead.

“On Wednesday, early afternoon—just a week
ago today, though it seems like a year—I was tuned into the
military channel. They said the West Antarctic Ice Sheet was
suddenly collapsing all along the Weddell Sea. Hundreds of cubic
miles of ice were crashing into the water. Cubic miles! Not feet or
yards—miles! About half an hour after that report, new, worse
reports came in from the military at McMurdo Sound. The problem
wasn’t limited to the Ice Sheet. Volcanic eruption had occurred in
Mount Jackson itself on the Antarctic Peninsula and the mountain’s
entire seaward flank collapsed into the ocean.

“I knew gigantic tsunami would be propagating
directly up the Atlantic. I just sat there dumbfounded. I knew then
that the east coasts of both North and South America would be
completely destroyed. And the west coasts of Africa and Europe.
Tsunami would destroy New York, Boston, D.C., London, practically
the whole British Isles, everything in their way. We would be safe
in California, from the tsunami, I mean, but not the rise in sea
level. But, sea level wouldn’t rise instantly. I calculated that
would take a week or two.

“There was no public announcement anywhere.
Unbelievable. No public announcement anywhere in the world, as far
as I could tell. The only warning would be from people like me,
with short wave radios. I figured, who’d listen to me? I only told
my own people.

“The government, of course, over encrypted
channels, was already coordinating a pre-tsunami evacuation to
Texas from the whole East Coast. Following their contingency plan.
They had GPS sensors on Mt. Jackson that had been warning for days
of the flank collapse and tsunami.”

“They also started ordering inconspicuous
movements of some military personnel out of California. That,
apparently, was according to a plan I hadn’t heard yet, a higher
level of classification than I could crack. Inconspicuous so as not
to tip off the anesthetized masses, I presume.

“When the tsunami hit South America, word
spread quickly. So government broadcasts finally had to report the
destruction. But they also reported, unbelievably, that everything
would be fine except the East Coast, that they had moved the
government to Texas, that the construction operations on the West
Coast would hold back the sea, and that everyone there should
remain calm. At the same time they were secretly moving their
people out of California!”

Heads wagged, foreheads wrinkled.

“I’m telling you the truth. That’s what
really happened. Among other things, when the tsunami hit Virginia,
the Internet facility there called ‘MAE East’ went down. That’s
where half of all Internet transmissions from the whole world are
routed. Major nodes in England and Europe, and Latin America, went
down too. That’s why the Internet collapsed Wednesday night. Some
satellite links stayed up for a while. Local servers and lines hung
on for a while longer. And of course short wave radio works as long
as there’s electricity. At least west of the Mississippi the
electric power grid was still intact. So we still had power in
Berkeley.

“Thursday in Berkeley things were
unbelievably calm. Most everyone was either shell shocked or
overflowing with compassion. And the rest, those tempted to act out
of reason—the main military enforcers were still in place enforcing
martial law, holding them back. Even though the government was
already moving high-level people out, the rank and file were still
in place, doing what the President ordered. Some people even went
to work at the sea projects on Thursday. And of course, government
broadcasts kept saying, ‘stay calm.’ It’s very hard for most people
to fundamentally disbelieve what their government tells them.

“It only takes eight hours for a tsunami to
travel from Antarctica to North America. But because of the physics
of fluid dynamics it takes forty hours for sea level to rise in
North America after it starts rising in Antarctica. So all day
Thursday, even though the Mt. Jackson ‘echo tsunami’ kept sweeping
up the Atlantic, the Bay Area stayed physically unaffected all day.
On the East Coast, it was another story. As block after block of
the West Antarctic Ice Sheet, lubricated by volcanic heat and
agitated by earthquakes, crashed into the Weddell Sea, their
tsunami added to the Mt. Jackson waves. Together they destroyed
everything for miles inland. Millions died. They said half the
population, clear to the Appalachian Mountains. Fifty-five million.
Same thing on the East Coast of Latin America—Rio, Buenos Aires—the
West Coasts of Africa and Europe. The great libraries, the museums,
the cultures—the central core of Western civilization, its critical
mass. All gone.

“By Friday, there was too much ice in the
Weddell Sea for further tsunami from the Ice Sheet. Sea level was
another matter. I heard satellite photos showed the Ice Sheet
crumbling along a three hundred fifty-mile front. The ice was being
pushed into the ocean at eight to ten miles an hour. They predicted
the collapse line would probably advance as far as three hundred
miles inland, maybe even more. Based on their guesses of the amount
of volcanic heat and earthquake agitation, this could all happen
within four, maybe even three, days. The government was laying
plans on the assumption of at least a three-foot rise in sea level
in under a week.”

Peter Addison took in Jacob’s statistics with
a hand on his head, as if he were holding a wound. He shook his
head in dismay. “I should have been there. I should have…”

Jacob went on. “The government’s ‘worst-case’
plan had been designing the pull-out from both the East Coast and
the West Coast for two fucking weeks. That’s how far ahead they’d
figured it out. They’d identified areas inland with the highest
concentrations of oil and natural gas wells, reserves, military
bases, refineries, power plants, industrial base, centralized
infrastructure, stored farm surplus, high-yield farms—areas where
they also thought long-term civil order could be imposed and
maintained by force, and which could be defended from outside
chaos. They identified corridors between some of these areas, and
into other areas, like mines, where the military was to preserve
highway and rail transportation, power lines, gas lines.

“By sometime Friday night, I heard, they had
decided to fully abandon most of the West Coast, from California’s
central valley all the way north to Canada, and all the way from
the sea to the Sierras. The rationale was simple.

“Fifty-five million people had died on the
East Coast. There were another forty million in West Coast areas
which were marked for abandonment. They said the rise in sea level
would destroy the California Aqueduct, which would destroy all
farming in the Central Valley. Without that food production, you
couldn’t feed those forty million people along with those in the
center of the country. Nor did the military have enough soldiers or
guns to maintain order west of the Sierras. They could, however,
defend the mountain passes from anticipated warlord phenomena they
expected to arise from the chaos. And from migrating survivors. So
the plan was simply to abandon the area. Cut power, let the people
die of thirst, starvation, or panic or disease or something, I
guess, or survive as best they could.”

In the cabin the mood was stunned numbness,
jaws and lips grim and frozen.

“Alanna and I were resolved to ride it out,
to follow our ideals, to be of service.

“By Saturday afternoon, reality was beginning
to set in throughout the population. Big-time. People began to
realize the awful truth of the news stories that had set off the
famous Valentine’s Eve Panic and crescendoed with the announcement
of martial law in less than a week—the stories and theories that
had been ridiculed by the President and his people. Panic was
starting again, but now there were soldiers and police forces armed
to the teeth everywhere, ready to shoot.

“But it was coming unraveled. There are an
amazing number of military bases and stations around California.
Anyone around any of those facilities saw the government pullout
happening before their eyes. Since before sunrise on Saturday.
There were helicopters everywhere. There were military truck
convoys leaving every facility, all heading east. Wherever there
were runways, cargo planes and aircraft of all descriptions were
taking off in a steady stream. All toward the east. The message was
unmistakable.”

Charles nodded corroboration.

“When orders came through to a rear guard
unit and they pulled out, panic and violence broke out immediately.
Even early on Saturday morning, when some units failed to show,
disorder developed within hours. Amazingly, local police still made
a valiant effort at maintaining order. At least in any little
pocket where they weren’t overwhelmed. The pockets got fewer and
fewer.

“Our clinic was swamped. Fires were breaking
out. Drug gangs and organized crime were fighting for territory.
Ordinary people who had guns were trying to stockpile food, water,
medicine, whatever they could get. People along the shorelines were
trying to take over homes higher up where they thought they would
be safe from rising sea level and the storms and tides.

“People were dying. We were bandaging people
with strips of sheets, and finally strips of dead people’s
clothing. Whatever we could get.

“Between stints at the clinic, I went back to
my little shack and stayed glued to the short wave and police
bands. By 2:30 that afternoon, they were reporting sea level had
risen half a foot. And a big storm was coming Sunday. I changed my
tennis shoes for my waterproofed backpacking boots.

“By 4:00 a.m.—it was Sunday morning now—I had
passed the point of exhaustion, rebounded, and reached a new point
of final exhaustion. Alanna and two friends had just gone on foot
to the University first aid center to beg for morphine for our
clients. I tried to re-energize myself by meditating, but you can’t
meditate when you’re that tired. I just passed out on the yoga pad
in my little walk-in closet.

“Next thing I knew it was mid-morning. I
heard someone bump the door to my shack. I opened the door and
there was Alanna, collapsed on the front step. I laid her on our
bed. Her white clinic uniform was covered with blood from her chest
down. She was dead.” Jacob’s voice shuddered and tears dripped from
his eyes.

“I don’t know how I kept going after that. I
took all the dry wood stacked in the corner by the stove, and
newspapers and fire starters, and I built a campfire-style pyramid
in each corner of the room, one in the closet, and one by the front
door. It was a sacred act. Our place would be her funeral pyre.

Jacob’s head bobbed and a tear plopped in his
lap. Darcy crossed to him and stroked his back. After a minute he
took several long breaths. “I let go everything I was living for.
It all went. I’m still letting go.”

After a minute, he resumed. “Outside, there
was chaos and violence everywhere. The air was heavy with smoke. As
I walked toward the hills, every block had at least one building
burning. It was worse in commercial areas. There was a lot of
looting. You could hear gunfire here and there.

“Injured people called out to me. Other than
that, no one noticed me. Or bothered me. I think partly because I’m
not so tall, and I’m thin. But people have never noticed me. I
became proud of that years ago. I read how primitive people moved
and walked without drawing attention. I practiced. When I bought
the rain gear at the flea market four weeks ago, I picked it for
its non-descript greenish color.”

Jacob described how he had hiked through the
storm, slept in stables hidden by the hay, avoided checkpoints,
authorities and marauders day and night. He had stowed away for
much of the journey in a military equipment convoy until his path
chanced to intersect with Nelson’s. “So then we finally met the
woman in the store, like Nelson told you.”

“I’m sure that was Mrs. Whiting,” said Darcy.
“My mother met her and they became friends immediately.”

“Yes. That was her name. There were no lights
on in her store. She said the power had gone out a couple of hours
earlier. I knew it was the government abandoning California. I
didn’t say anything about it, but I asked what she was going to do.
She said she had a son who lived nearby. Susanville, I think. He
wasn’t a ‘nice boy’ like me, she said, but she’d probably have to
make do and live with him.

“Then she told me about Maxwell Acres. She
said she met the woman who had just moved into it. She knew there
were a few other people up there, and they were good people. She
said, ‘You can’t find better in this dangerous time, Jacob. You
need people like that, and they need you.’ She said, ‘I’m warning
you, Jacob, don’t leave this area without going there. I’m sure
it’s the right thing to do.’”

 


Nelson and Jacob were unanimously accepted
into the Maxwell Acres community. With the new arrivals soundly
napping in the barn, the rest of the community made short work of
distributing their cargo to storage locations around the property.
Ray seized the moment, recognizing the opportunity that Nelson’s
truck represented. A work party caravanned to the Overcroft farm to
salvage the remainder of the greenhouse. Many hands made light work
and all essential elements of Paisley’s system were in the truck
and pickup in under an hour. They gathered up the remaining goats
and chickens, and arrived back at the homestead in time for the
evening meal.

 


 



CHAPTER 5

Thursday, March 9

 


Eli and Jason helped Ray lay irrigation lines
in the soggy upper garden.

Mid-afternoon, Mariah called out as she
approached the sweaty crew. She was carrying Finn on her hip, while
Tierney followed, studiously bearing a tray chest high, laden with
a pitcher of water and three rattling glasses.

“Cutest Gunga Din I ever saw,” Eli quipped.
The three men were grateful for the refreshment, the attention and
the distraction. The air was still, strangely sultry, after a brisk
wind earlier in the afternoon.

Darcy appeared, striding around the corner of
the barn. She was returning from the Royer cabin after her stint on
the healing touch relay. “Good news,” she hailed, “Mr. Beckwith is
sitting up. He’s taking nourishment, as Rose puts it.”

“How wonderful,” said Mariah. The men voiced
their pleasure.

“Charles is just amazed. He said the recovery
is miraculous. He was near death a couple of days ago, and now he
can talk about it. Charles asked what magic we did to him.”

“We’ll keep doing it,” Mariah whispered
loudly with a smile. Eli winked at her.

Jason stepped forward. “Can he have visitors,
I wonder? I’d like to talk to him.”

“I suppose that would be all right,” said
Darcy. “Charles was eager to talk to him too, but decided he’d
better wait until Mr. Beckwith gets more strength. Why don’t you go
down and ask?”

Jason handed his shovel to Eli and strode
toward the compound. When he disappeared around the barn, Eli
searched the sky. An eerie warm stillness hung in the air, like the
expectant hush when theater lights dim.

A distant reverberation broke the spell.
Their heads swiveled in unison toward the west, as the sound grew
like an oncoming locomotive. Eli tentatively stepped toward the
sound, now growing to a roar from up the valley. He raced, Jason’s
shovel still in his hand, toward the ravine that bordered the west
edge of the property, the others following.

They halted at a rise above the gully,
transfixed by the sight of a seven-foot high wall of mud-thickened
water and ice crashing down the arroyo that formed the boundary of
the homestead, logs and bushes pitching like toothpicks in its
frothing head. Flash flood!

The group began to march downstream as if
sucked along by a shock-line wake trailing from the gushing,
tumbling torrent, all staring dumbly at the spectacle. Eli felt
foolish holding the shovel, as if he could somehow use it to
confront a sudden release of tons of water from an ice jam
upstream.

The boiling head of the floodwaters dashed
beyond the area of the Royer cabin, from which Peter, Charles, Kim
and Catherine ran to join them. Moments later a thunderous crash
reverberated above the roar of the rushing water as the flood’s
debris collided with the bridge. Simultaneously they saw half of
the ancient oak collapse into the chaos when a heaving log rammed
into the crux of its streamside root system and dragged it in with
its inexorable momentum.

They hurried down the road toward the fallen
oak. A small lake formed in minutes as logs and bushes and rubble
jammed against the bridge. The road on either side of the bridge
eroded in the muddy overflow, then gave way. The bridge clutched at
its moorings for tormented seconds defying the water’s weight and
energy, then tumbled into the stream. It rolled over, pushed by the
torrent, then fragmented into five chunks of useless concrete and
torn aluminum. The lake drained and the flood moved on to the South
Warner plain below.

Trotting from the barn, Jacob and Nelson
straggled down the road to where the community was gathered,
watching the spectacle. The assembled throng wagged their heads in
respectful awe. No one spoke. They stared at the roiling brown
stream, now receding.

Eli looked back over his shoulder. Ray
Overcroft stood between Kim and Mariah, his arms around their
shoulders as if comforting them. Kim bent to pick up a stick at her
feet, and moved closer to the gully, next to Eli. He noticed Ray’s
hand slide down Mariah’s back to her waist. Paisley stood glumly at
a distance, staring at the ground, her lips forming a tight line.
Mariah turned deliberately and took Paisley’s arm as the group
trudged back to the cabin.

Peter’s explanation of the dynamics of flash
floods highlighted the discussion. It gave them all time to assess
their feelings and reflections. “Hmm. Well, we’re really isolated
now,” said Charles, bringing people’s practical thoughts to the
surface. “It won’t be easy to get out of here at all.”

“Maybe that’s not such a bad thing,”
suggested Jacob Manikksen. “It means it’s harder for others to get
in. Nelson and I can assure you it’s pretty bad ‘out there.’”

“Amen to that,” offered Ray.

“Will we be able to get into town to
replenish our supplies?” asked Rose.

“My FMTV up there’s pretty rugged,” said
Nelson Ichimura. “I’m sure it’ll get across the arroyo, no problem,
once it’s dry again.”

“Or we can cut a crossing,” said Jacob. “We
don’t necessarily need a bridge.”

Charles capped the discussion. “Fortunately
we’re not desperate for anything right away. We have time to work
it out.”

Catherine and Kim stayed for an evening meal
at the cabin. The others returned to the Maxwell compound for rest
or meal preparation. Mariah nudged Eli and motioned toward Ray and
Paisley, walking ahead in the dusk.

“The flood may be over, but there’s still
turbulence.”

 


Reinhold was on the front shift, up since
5:00 a.m., working the rigging and bumpers as the towboat backed
off the headway to stop well short of the lock. They had to split
the fleet to squeeze through the Smithland Lock just up-river from
Paducah, Kentucky. It was one of four locks to be made today. Their
military cargo gave them priority in the queues, so they should
reach Cairo by tomorrow night and the Mississippi ahead of
schedule.

“Hey, Mister.”

Reinhold’s head snapped up at the desperate
half-whisper from the shadow between two packing crates. He
tightened his grip on the cheater bar he carried for leverage on
the ratchet winches. He peered into the dark. “Who the hell are
you?”

“Look. I need a place to hide. Help me?
Please.”

“Come out where I can see you.” A boy in
jeans and a mottled maroon sweatshirt moved to the corner of a
packing crate. “How old are you?” asked Reinhold.

“Twenty-one. I’m a long haul driver, but the
Army took my truck. I’ve a wife and baby in New Orleans. I got to
get back. This is my only way. Please, don’t turn me in,
Mister.”

“How long have you been there?”

“Paddled over from the willows when you
slowed down. Climbed up between two barges.”

“You could have been killed.”

“It don’t matter. I’m trying to get home.
Don’t give a shit. I got to try.”

Reinhold’s eyes flicked to the Marine
watching from the wheelhouse deck. He was not likely to think
Reinhold was talking to a crate, and Reinhold couldn’t risk his
ticket for this kid. In an instant, self preservation overcame
compassion. He backed away, shouting, “Stowaway. Stowaway. Get me
some help.”

“Fuck you, you sonnovabitch!” The boy
vanished.

Two Marines ran to Reinhold, weapons poised.
Reinhold motioned where the boy had disappeared. The soldiers were
stymied. He could have turned in either direction and could zigzag
between crates for hours.

They deployed to the inner corners of the
barge—yelled for two deckmen to cover the outer corners so the
intruder would at least be trapped on this barge. Then all hands
could be assembled, once the fleet was anchored, for a
crate-to-crate search to flush him into the open.

The Corporal was instructing the crew for the
search when the pilot’s voice blared through the power megaphone.
“Fire. Fire.” Smoke was rising from one of the packing crates. The
pilot set off the alarm, which in ordinary times would bring the
Lock and Dam fireboat.

The crew abandoned the Marines and scrambled
for deck hoses which doubled as fire equipment. The Captain ordered
them to stop. “Is there ammunition in these crates?
Explosives?”

The Corporal said, “It’s all equipment. There
may be fuel in some, but no ordinance.”

The Captain shouted, “Then get that fire out,
Boys.”

From the wheelhouse, the pilot’s megaphone
cracked again, “Another fire on Barge Five.” A second cloud of
smoke billowed up.

One Marine and three crewmen ran the catwalks
to the stern.

Again the megaphone blared, “The fucker’s
overboard, swimming for shore.”

A hail of bullets turned the river into a
forest of water spouts. A Marine shouted, “I got him.” A red slick
began spreading on the water, swirling with the current toward the
maw of the lock.

Reinhold vomited over the outside rail of the
shoreward catwalk. Then he ran to help the nearest group put out
the fire on his barge.

 


In the lounge, after the men had cleaned off
the grime of firefighting, comments were cryptic and curt. The
Corporal had debriefed each man behind the closed door of the
computer room. Reinhold had been the last—forty minutes to the
others’ ten. Exiting the room, Reinhold stared at his interrogator
with smoldering rage, and the Corporal returned the stare with
equally intense suspicion.

“Captain Gunderson,” the Corporal snapped. “I
need to see you and Ivan. Alone. Now, everybody back to your
duties.” The crew stood still.

“Go ahead, men. It’s okay,” The Captain
said.

The three went into the computer room.

“Captain, this man’s a brand-new deckman, and
now I find he speaks fluent Russian. What’s going on here? You
transporting Commies?”

“So what if he speaks Russian? Who knew? I
sure as hell didn’t.”

Reinhold maintained a stony silence. Stay
cool. They’ve got nothing.

A minute passed. Two. “I’ll believe Ivan,”
the Captain broke the standoff. “For now. My first mate hired him
and Adam’s savvy, knows what he’s doing. I’m the Captain of this
vessel and your only jurisdiction’s the cargo. Now, we need to get
it through the lock and keep pressing for Little Rock.”

The Corporal whirled and stalked out.

 


 



CHAPTER 6

Friday, March 10

 


Not a tree remains unsnapped or vertical
anywhere in the Everglades. The tallest wave had rolled from
Atlantic to Gulf Coast, crushing everything under a billion tons of
water. The other waves had little to finish. Today, on a horizontal
trunk, her nest precisely engineered against a vertical branch, a
robin red breast lays her third turquoise egg.

 


In the Maxwell Acres compound they had
decided group breakfasts would conserve fuel and food, and also get
everyone going at the same time on the projects. There were no
lists or rigorous schedules, and exceptions to the pattern were the
rule, along with pandemic depression and head colds precipitated by
the overload of horrifying events and personal losses. Paisley was
missing from breakfast.

When kitchen duties were completed Eli picked
up the covered pail of vegetable scraps to carry out to the compost
bin behind the barn. Others headed off to their tasks, mostly to
the garden. Eli set down the pail and was about to lift the lid of
the bin when he saw Ray Overcroft striding with his gaze intent on
the ground before him, a shovel slung over his shoulder, and Mariah
alongside him. Their direction would take them to the wooded creek
on the east side of the property, which Ray had planned to
investigate for the purpose of diversion for irrigation. Mariah
seemed to be studying Ray, but talking in the easy way women have.
Her task was a social one, Eli decided, but he did not imagine that
she was encouraging his forwardness at the flash flood scene. No,
she had gone immediately to Paisley, as if to comfort her.

When Eli returned after a morning’s labor to
the house for lunch, he realized soon enough the effect of Mariah’s
confrontation. Ray was never subtle. At lunch, it was obvious he
wanted to stay back that afternoon with Paisley. Ray must have been
involved in two powerful conversations that day. At dusk, he and
Paisley came from their house for supper holding hands, and she had
a glow about her like a solstice sunset.

 


 



CHAPTER 7

Saturday, March 11

 


The gardens in the meadows above the barn
were beginning to take shape, and Eli felt a sense of pride or
fulfillment in his regular schedule of labor—as a monk might do, he
reflected. He was developing particular camaraderie with Jason,
Nelson, Jacob and Ray, the men who were counted on for the heavy
work.

Charles and Peter had decided to upgrade the
rough trail between the Royer cabin and the Maxwell Acres buildings
from its historical status as little more than a cow path. They
commandeered the cabin’s wheelbarrow to transport gravel Peter had
located near the creek and were into their second day of the
effort. Curiously, Peter managed to work wearing his shoulder
holster carrying Celia’s pistol. He had voiced his distress at the
discontinuation of the night-time armed watch, and maintained this
overt symbol of his dissent.

Mariah called it to Eli’s attention, looking
out the kitchen window after lunch. “Peter wishes he had stayed
longer in Davis. He told me he’s sure he would have been invited to
join one of the scientific teams advising the government. What he
really wants is to go to Antarctica. But that attack left a
scar.”

Peter and Charles leaned on their tools,
apparently waiting for some burst of inspiration to energize them,
and welcomed the appearance at their work site of Darcy and Finn.
Eli felt a wave of compassion for the two men of science reduced to
menial laborers, united in their love for a noble woman.

“It’s a big loss to grieve,” said Eli. “I’m
sure it’s like burying his wife again, and all the good times they
had in their place.”

“That’s what Darcy’s talking to them about,
I’m sure. She told me an hour ago about an idea she had for a
grieving ceremony, like one she experienced on a high school
retreat. She said we all need to deal with our tremendous losses.
And I agree. She’s asking everyone how they’d feel about it.”

“It’s fine with me. I’ve had some retreat
experience too, and I know how rituals can have a powerful effect.”
Eli spoke with earnest conviction, and let Mariah assume that his
retreat experience was in the monastery. He was on his fourth life
now. His second life began with Daddy Sisson and the fellowship of
AA. The third began with the Retreat movement in San Quentin, and
the deepening of his spirit. The fourth, ironically, was initiated
by Dupree Ransom.

“I know I have very little to grieve, next to
all of you folks,” Eli said. “I admire how strong you have been,
Mariah. I don’t know what you said to Ray yesterday, but it made a
big difference in him.”

“We talked about forgiveness, how it’s a rush
when you truly forgive someone, and it fills you with love.”

“That’s true,” said Eli. “That’s a fact.”

“I’m trying to be strong, James. But—” She
sighed. “The Overcroft farm, invisible people looting and killing
or turning into vigilantes armed like commandos. And here we sit,
no connections to the outside world, our road cut by the flood,
people getting sick, getting angry, bursting into tears, falling
back into depression. Peter says sea level’s up three feet. The
world we knew is gone, all gone but these mountains. I’m trying to
be strong, but sometimes it gets to me.”

“I can’t explain why, but—well, I’m not as
discouraged as all of you might be. I can take most of this in
stride, you see. And if you can’t be strong all the time, maybe I
can have a turn at it.”

She smiled up at him, blinking with moist
eyes. He wanted to hold her, comfort her. “What about your husband?
You’re being strong for him too, aren’t you?”

“James, Elmer’s dead.” Her conviction was
undeniable.

“How can you be sure?”

“A few days ago Jacob spoke of a protester in
Berkeley who was killed, but he got the name wrong. He said Elmer
Walters, but it was Wallace. Even before he said it, I knew. I told
you I had a dream about Elmer… It was a powerful dream, the night
he died—it’s as if I was there with him.”

“Mariah, I’m sorry.” He reached toward her,
and she stepped into his embrace. “He must have been a great man,
to have the love of someone like you.” Eli felt her head nodding
against his shoulder.

“We all have our faults,” she said softly,
stepping back from Eli. “He did too. When our children were small—”
She faltered. “Darcy had a little brother, who died when he was
two. Elmer was supposed to be watching him, but left him with a man
who was working on our house. The house burned down while Elmer was
at a tavern.”

“Oh, Mariah…”

“It nearly tore us all apart. I checked out
for a couple of years, Elmer continued drinking for a while, and
Darcy raised herself through high school. We all carried the scars
of that, but time and a lot of effort and suffering have done good
work with us. Elmer recovered through AA. I can say that now that
he’s gone. After his disease and healing, Elmer devoted his life to
others. He stood tall long after he was expected to die—until he
did die.”

“Does Darcy know?”

“Yes, she knows now. We had a good cry about
it this morning. That’s one of the reasons she’s planning this
ritual.”

Peter and Charles had resumed their work.
Darcy had moved on.

 


 



CHAPTER 8

Sunday, March 12

 


The sun dropped behind the western hill,
initiating the final hour before sunset, to be followed by the
gradual descent of day into darkness.

The previous afternoon, Darcy’s conviction
about the ritual’s promise had built momentum as each individual
agreed in turn to attend. The idea took hold, chatter dwindled,
people turned inward, pensive, focusing on the profound feelings
surging, often unacknowledged, through their blood.

In a nearly circular clearing in the woods
not far from the eastern creek where Ray and Mariah had walked,
Jason and Nelson laid the fire—a short, log cabin-style stack of
firewood within a circle of small stones, with tinder and kindling
in the center.

The clearing was peppered with boulders and
held the unrotted cores of two ancient pine stumps. The absence of
boulders in the central space made Eli wonder whether Native
Americans might have held their own ceremonies here, before the
White Man came. The place felt eerily sacred.

The shadow of the hill eclipsed the warmth of
the sun, and dusk deepened into the velvet prelude of night. They
donned their coats and eased toward the fire circle in ones and
twos, overcoming an inescapable reticence to exposing their raw
nerves from the recent tragedies to the scrutiny of the group. Eli
supported Beckwith with a crooked elbow. Kim carried the wide-eyed
Finn, who was fascinated by the rare, evening outing. Jason and
Catherine came arm in arm, as did Paisley and her Ray.

Nelson set a match to the tinder. The blaze
leapt skyward in seconds, illuminating faces. Darcy toned a somber
but elevating invocation, ad lib. The crackle of the flames and the
call of a loon gliding south to Blue Lake wrinkled the silence.

Peter stood, laden with emotion. “I’ve listed
the things I’ve lost: my home, my profession, my library.” He cast
a wadded paper into the circle of rock and flame.

Everyone stood in respect and support.
Separated by compassionate intervals of personal space and
introspection, a litany of loss rose into the silent sky along with
the smoke of the missives offered to the healing conflagration.

Eli read his short scribbled list to himself:
Sharon, the Abbey of Our Lady of Peace, Los Molinos. He felt
obliged to participate, again to maintain his current identity, and
he wanted to advance the healing of his family, as he thought of
this assemblage. He spoke only the last two items, and then
listened to the others.

Old friends. Reunions. Home. Career.

My photos, gifts, souvenirs from Italy.
Clothing, art. My orchids.

Leaders, bookstores, magazines. Seminars,
lectures, travel.

My husband, my friend, my love, my
secret.

My toys, the park, Goldfish Fred.

Winifred, the pub, all those children.

All the grandmothers and grandfathers.

The voices trailed off into mumbles and
sighs. The paper casting ended. The fire died to embers. Some left,
some stayed, arms on shoulders or hands in hands, staring upward
into the star-speckled runways of Orion, Castor and Pollux, with
their mythical Dogs in pursuit of the Stag.

 


 



CHAPTER 9

Monday, March 13

 


“I have a few announcements, men.” Adam was
addressing the assembled crew, the Corporal in attendance.

“We made it to Roseville in near record time,
thanks to our federal friends. We’re passing the lead coal hoppers
off here for another towboat to take on down to Natchez—adding
three more military loads to Little Rock. And three more Marines
with ’em.”

The crewmen stared at the floor.

“We’ll overnight here so we can set the tow
in daylight. It’s traditional on my towboat to draw lots for shore
privileges when we’ve got the chance.”

The crew stirred.

“Especially here in Roseville.” The men
couldn’t repress smiles and knowing looks. “I hear our new
Marines’ve already made their mark with the ladies in town, waiting
for us to get here. Probably wish we’d snagged on a sandbar for a
day or two.” He paused for chuckles. “I put ten checkers in the
hat. The lucky six who pick the red ones get to go to town with the
Corporal.”

He passed the hat, conspicuously omitting
Reinhold. Deckman Taylor passed. “I’ll just rest up, thanks.” He
was a good Mormon. Everyone knew it.

In his eight days on board, Lobo Taylor had
become Reinhold’s best friend. After Reinhold had saved him from
losing his left hand in a sudden barge buckle, he had shared his
plan to quit in Little Rock and head for Salt Lake where his
parents lived.

Adam motioned Reinhold to his office.
“Reiney, I kept you here partly ’cause the guards demanded you
stay, but mostly ’cause I’ve got a great plan. I asked Lobo to
stay, too. I know he’s trying to get west. Well, I learned some
stuff from the Corporal. Most of the big crates, they’re trucking
’em from Little Rock to Los Alamos, New Mexico. We’re only a day
from Little Rock, and it’ll only take three, maybe four from there.
Now the Corporal and I noticed some siding screws loose on one of
those crates. He checked his manifest—it’s got a generator inside,
bolted to the floor. I said a couple of guys would screw gun it
tight tomorrow.”

Reinhold leaned forward.

“So here’s the idea. Tonight you and Taylor
get in there with some provisions. Ten gallons of water—should last
over a week—five pounds of trail mix, a dozen empty Tupperware
containers for your piss and shit. A flashlight. You’ll both leave
notes that you jumped ship because you were so bullshit about no
shore leave. Then tomorrow, the boys’ll screw gun the siding good
and tight, not even suspecting. I’ll give you tools to break out
when you think you’re safe, some rope, blankets. It’ll save you a
thousand miles and a couple of months. What do you think?”

Reinhold rolled it around in his head. “It
could work. Risky, but… Lobo and I already talked about traveling
together. He’s a smart little tiger. A little nutty, but very good
with his hands…”

Adam added, “I’ll sidetrack the night guard
before people start coming back from town. Let’s say, 11:30. You’ll
have to move fast.”

“I’m on.”

“You want to tell Lobo, or you want me
to?”

“Let me.”

 


Except for the full moon, the plan was
unfolding without a hitch. Earlier, they had sneaked the provisions
behind the packing crate with a dolly under the pretense of setting
up gear for making the new tows tomorrow. The loose siding was
up-barge, out of view of the wheelhouse. Reinhold was inside, Lobo
affixing a cleat on the inside of the siding so they could secure
it from within until the crew screwed it from the outside.

Suddenly, emergency lights flooded the night.
An alarm shrieked and the loudspeaker screamed, “Intruder. We’ve
got an intruder. Barge Seven.”

They heard the Marine clanging down the
stairs, his boots scraping on the catwalk.

Lobo groaned. “I can’t set this cleat. No way
to hold the siding in.” When Reinhold started out to help, Lobo
punched him in the chest, sent him reeling back inside against the
generator. “I’ll take the next train. You’ve got kids out there.
I’ve only got my Old Man and my Mamma in Utah. I’ll get there on my
own. Good luck, Buddy.” He slammed the siding against the
crate.

Before he could regain his balance in the
dark, Reinhold heard two screws whir into place under Lobo’s screw
gun. The footsteps were close outside. Reinhold heard a small
splash.

More footsteps. “Stop or I’ll shoot.”

Reinhold heard the boots run by. Then a large
splash.

It was like being blindfolded in a movie. He
thought, Lobo must’ve thrown the screw gun over, then dived in
himself.

A burst of gunfire. Reinhold winced. Two more
volleys. Silence. Another volley. More footsteps running to the
edge.

Reinhold heard Adam. “What the hell? What’s
happening?”

The Marine’s voice: “Another intruder. Threw
something overboard and then jumped. I’m not sure I got him.”

The pilot’s voice: “Current’s strong here.
We’ll never know.”

 


 



CHAPTER 10

Tuesday, March 14

 


Serene clouds cover the Antarctic Peninsula.
Rare, not to be a maelstrom driven by the devil’s own vortices off
Tierra del Fuego. From a cave in the vertical, seaward wall of the
Vinson Massif, two gulls witness a gentle snowfall blanketing the
mountain ledges—and the naked ground below, freshly out from under
eons of ice.

 


Alone with her mother in the livingroom,
Darcy said, “Mom. I’d really like you to take me deeper into
it.”

“Do you think you’re ready, Sweetheart?”

“Desperate, I think.”

“That’s a bad sign. That’s the ego. Everyday
ESP usually comes when your personal survival’s at stake. At least
survival of your ego. When you can self-regulate your ego, you can
control your extrasensory faculty. Your self-esteem no longer
blocks it, and remote knowing, both through time and geography, no
longer threatens you.”

“Give me some help here, okay, Mom?”

“Well, I sense you want it so much right now
so you can look in on Reinhold. Right?”

Darcy nodded her head, concurring with a
little laugh.

“We have the ESP ability, you see—everyone
does—for the good of the community, not the individual. If you just
want to look in on Reinhold to relieve a personal anxiety it
doesn’t work. On the other hand, you and I got those dreams to help
this group survive.”

Darcy looked unconvinced.

“When you first learn to turn your ESP on,
when you want, it’s still hard to channel. You’re likely to see
almost anything, not just what you’re trying to see. To be able to
use it regularly, on demand so to speak, you have to be prepared
not to freak out no matter what you see. That’s self-regulation of
your ego. It changes the use of the talent from personal profit, in
the broad sense, to the benefit of the group.”

Darcy unfolded her arms, put her feet on the
floor. Mariah knew she’d gotten enough.

“Okay, Baby. Let’s do it. Get into that
meditation space.” Darcy shut her eyes, steadied her breathing.
Mariah stood up to give her time, opened the windows on either end
of the guesthouse. A cool breeze flowed through.

“Now you’re going to feel your insides
tighten at some of this. Your gut or your heart, maybe your lungs,
are going to go hot, maybe cold, angry, fearful, sad… you know, any
of that. When you feel it… immediately feel your feet on the
ground, get that massive, steadying energy of gravity, the whole
planet coming right up into your body. The minute you feel the
up-charge, go to the top of your head and feel for something coming
in from above—a ray of light, an energy, a hot flash, whatever.
When you feel that one, let it flow down and meet the earthy
one—they meet in the middle of your body. Pretend, or feel, that a
spark ignites the mixture—a little spark, and a little
mini-explosion—blows your ego-feeling, the anger-fear-sadness, into
an expanding sphere of gas like a balloon that will get bigger
forever. You don’t change, however—just let it go, and you go on to
whatever’s next.”

Darcy spoke in a monotone, indicating her
deepening altered state. “Okay… Got it.”

Mariah continued, “Now look at the screen on
your eyelids. You see Reinhold making love to a woman.” She waited
for Darcy’s emotion to rise. Then, in a slow, staccato cadence,
“Go… Feet… Top of your head… Spark it… Now… Let it go.” She waited.
Then, “Reinhold’s telling her embarrassing things about you.”
Mariah waited again, repeated the cadence. Then, “You see your
father, blindfolded, tied to a chair, and a bearded man in a
uniform, sweat soaked in patches, a beret on sideways at a rakish
angle, about to beat him with a rubber hose. There’s nothing you
can do about it.” Mariah waited again, repeated the cadence. “Are
you okay?”

“It’s hard, but I’m staying with it.”

“It’s not about you, Darcy. Not about you,
personally. These are not your battles. Cannot be. Go into your
heart. There’s a place in there that’s you, the way you were as the
smallest child you can remember, the way you feel yourself in the
middle of a dream, even a nightmare. That person you knew was You
after they put you under with ether, that time they operated on you
in Goa. That You is always the same. It’s unchanged by those nasty
pictures I made up. Stay with that You.”

 


Eli entered the living room quietly and saw
Darcy meditating. Mariah put her fingers to her lips in a silencing
gesture, and went on, “Are you in that place of the central
You?”

“Yes, I’m there.”

“What color do you see?”

“Green. It’s a little plant.”

“What does it look like?”

“It’s got a beautiful little orange flower
blossom. It’s like the Indian Paintbrush we see in Flagstaff.”

“Go into the blossom. What do you see?”

The room was silent for a minute. Eli sat on
the hearth, curious and respectful. “Two people,” said Darcy. “A
man and a woman, about my age… They’re both quite lovely looking.
Behind them there’s a string of children, seven of them in
descending order of height. The couple’s too young for these to be
their children…”

“Now, gently, Darcy, breathe deeply three
times. Count your breaths. When you let the third one out, gently
open your eyes and come back into the room.” She waited until Darcy
was alert.

Darcy didn’t seem surprised or disturbed that
Eli had been witness to the exercise. Her face looked calm and
radiant, her voice was steady and clear. “How do you take that,
Mom? What I saw?”

“It’s not for me to interpret, Sweetheart.
You have to make of it what you will. It seemed a little
symbolic—seven’s a traditional mystic number—but don’t pre-judge
it. I wouldn’t try to draw a circle of restriction around it right
away, by defining or interpreting prematurely. I’ll be interested
in what you come up with.”

Darcy’s energy seemed to drop a bit. “My ego
needs a lot more work.”

“How do you mean?”

“When I was counting myself back, I took a
peek around for Reinhold. It seemed like he was fine, but all I
could see was black and there was a vibration going on, like a
diesel generator or something. I guess I wasn’t really supposed to
see.”

Mariah chuckled. “The universe is full of
cosmic humor, isn’t it?”

“What are you doing?” Eli asked.

Mariah’s eyes twinkled. “We were just
practicing ESP. Taking a little break from the work. Would you like
to try some?”

Eli grinned, embarrassed, wanting to take her
seriously but a bit off-balance. He smiled, with a dawning sense of
understanding what he had just seen.

 


 



CHAPTER 11

Wednesday, March 15

 


By the Ides of March, talk was widespread of
Ray’s decision to take his pickup across the gully on a mission to
acquire necessities. Maybe even a few luxuries. As needs surfaced,
items had been added daily to a growing shopping list thumbtacked
on Mariah’s kitchen wall.

Transiting the wash was easy for Nelson’s
rugged four-wheel truck. He drove over and back a half-dozen times
to cut a primitive track for the pickup. But the rain-slickened red
clay soil and the steepness of the gully walls conspired against
Ray. Under the anxious watch of the other men who had volunteered
to help with the crossing, Ray’s pickup slid off the embankment,
narrowly avoiding a rollover as it slalomed to the bottom.
Forty-five minutes later they had chained it to the FMTV and towed
it up the track to the town side of the little chasm. The “supply
mission launch team” waved in unison as Ray chugged out of sight to
play Santa Claus, or maybe Easter Bunny, for the tribe at Maxwell
Acres.

The sunshine, and the catharsis of building
toward the future of their hidden community, ultimately lifted
their spirits as they regrouped in the compound and regaled the
others with their morning’s success, which was already assuming the
proportions of legend.

 


 



CHAPTER 12

Thursday, March 16

 


Over the six days following the most recent
cluster of catastrophes—the Overcroft farm looting, Beckwith’s
injury, the flash flood—an embryonic sense of easy routine had
begun to imbue Maxwell Acres as gently as a crocus heralds
Spring.

Jacob Manikksen’s unrelenting curiosity led
him to a discovery of the system that had made the barn remarkably
comfortable for those bunking in it. “I haven’t traced the pipe
work Mr. Maxwell put in, but I think he combined elements of
twentieth-century passive heat pump technology with old Persian
theories, along with insulation and airtight paneling in the living
spaces.”

“Unbelievable,” Mariah said. “There’s more to
this place than meets the eye, Jacob.”

“Jacob’s a jack of many trades,” Kim said.
“His cryptology experience might help solve some of those riddles
that Darcy says you found.”

Mariah was newly inspired by the boy from
Berkeley. She retrieved the list along with the keys from the desk
in the office off the living room. The three of them sat around the
kitchen table, Jacob reading the sheet aloud, studying the keys,
turning them over and over in his hands with an extraordinary
intensity. Mariah elaborated on the two puzzles she and Darcy had
solved.

“I’ll have to let this rattle around for a
while,” Jacob said. “I’m a big believer in the power of the
unconscious mind, you know. Down in Berkeley, I used to work on
math and physics problems and inventions on parallel tracks. When I
was focused on one, I could almost feel my non-conscious brain
running calculations under the radar, sorting out blind alleys from
fruitful avenues on the projects I was ignoring. I’ve got these
riddles in my memory bank now, and I’ll let you know if anything
pops out.”

“Kim, why don’t you two go to the storage
shed and look around. I’m thinking we should move some of the grain
supplies in there. See what you think. Anyway, Jacob, you’ll love
the collection of Victorian machinery Mr. Maxwell left in
there.”

“Mariah,” Kim said, “I remember some of that
machinery from when I was here in my school summers. That was
before my brother died. He was really into machinery and Mr.
Maxwell showed him all kinds of things. Mr. Maxwell said it was his
‘museum.’ He was very proud of his collection. I got to tag along,
although what they talked about was mostly over my head. But Mr.
Maxwell also had an amazing library in there.”

“Well, it’s gone now,” Mariah said, “but do
you remember the mirrors that reflect the sunshine inside?”

Kim looked vague. “Maybe it’ll come back. I’m
a little hazy on it all, it was so long ago.”

“Maybe you and Jacob can figure it out
together. The mirrors are up in the cupola, and you open it up by
pulling the rope you’ll find on the north wall.”

 


As the heavy shed door swung open, Kim felt a
wave of sadness that her brother wasn’t with her. But it changed
into anticipation as she saw the clever lock and hinge system she
remembered from her youth, and then saw the beautiful antique
machines around the main room.

Her elation shifted to a cloud of confusion.
“This isn’t the way I remember it at all,” she said. “These
machines look vaguely familiar, but Mr. Maxwell really did have an
amazing library here, and this doesn’t look anything like that. I
do remember stairs, though…”

They went upstairs to the second-story
watchtower on the east. It was empty, no shelves on the walls. Kim
said, “This isn’t it either.”

They descended, Kim deferring her perplexity
for the moment. “Let’s see about the cupola,” she suggested. They
unhooked the rope from the marine cleat on the wall and opened the
apparatus. Jacob was impressed.

A perfect, five-foot square of dazzling
sunlight struck the floor beside them. Kim instinctively moved a
step backward from the startle of its sudden appearance. Jacob
simply froze in place with a whispered, “Wow.”

“Oh my God. I think riddle No. 8 has
something to do with this. It starts out ‘Sun squared.’ Right here,
this is a square of sunshine.” He sat down on the operator’s seat
of one of the machines and said, “Let me concentrate.” Then, “Kim,
go get the sheet of riddles. And bring key No. 8.”

She left Jacob reciting over and over,
trance-like from memory, the hypnotic rhythm of riddle No. 8:

Sun squared

Polar is cornered,

Slide the hickory d² ho.

Potlatch bared

Key is quartered

His story is hidden well below.

When Kim returned, Jacob began staring at the
written poem. Kim stayed silent, aware that his brain did not
operate on ordinary wavelengths. After a few moments he said, “This
is one of those where they cut words apart, stretch some out, and
throw in some code words too. This second line, here… I think it
refers to the north corner of the room. See, he cut ‘Polaris’ in
half—that’s the North Star—and he added ‘ed’ to ‘corner’ to throw
you off. The Polaris corner, over here.”

He led Kim to the north corner, repeating,
‘Slide the hickory d² ho, Slide the hickory d² ho…”

“Hickory dickory dock, you think?”

“That’s it, Kim. That’s it. Look, here in the
corner, in the floorboard trim. There’s a little mouse hole. ‘Ho’
means hole, and ‘hickory dickory dock’ is the mouse reference.
‘Slide the hickory d² ho.’ Maybe this board slides.”

He knelt on the floor, put his finger in the
hole and pulled sideways, along the wall. It was only two feet from
the corner to the first joint in the trim. The board slipped from
the joint smoothly up over the next section of trim like a panel on
a Chinese puzzle box, revealing a brass plaque with a circular
cylinder lock and a hole for a circular key. Kim knelt beside him
to inspect the discovery.

Jacob declared victory. “I was right. The
‘latch’ is ‘bared.’” The key slid in perfectly, its grooves
matching tiny teeth inside the lock. Jacob said, “It should operate
with a simple quarter turn—the rhyme says ‘Key is quartered.’ And
‘His story is hidden well below?’ I think he buried the history of
this place— ‘his story,’ get it?—below this floor.”

Kim turned the heavy brass key ninety degrees
to the right. They heard an ominous whirring sound from underneath
the floorboards—creaking, boards shifting, the sound of chains and
pulleys, wheels and ropes. Behind them, a section of the floor
began dropping away along the west wall of the room. The six-foot
square section of the concrete floor on which the sunshine square
was shining simultaneously began dropping away as well. When it had
dropped about a foot, it began sliding to the north, under the
floor of the room, like an interior hatch of a ship. The floor
along the west wall was dropping at an angle, its left end hinged
and its right end free, revealing a set of steps leading into a
room below, which was brightly lit by the shaft of sunlight. Kim
was exultant. “The library, Jacob. See all the books? Just the way
I remembered.”

Jacob was dazed by the brilliance of the
mechanical system alone. “That guy, Maxwell. He set up
counterweights and pulleys with tracks and sliders… the whole
system’s triggered by a simple turn of that tiny key. This guy was
something else.”

“We’ve got to get Mariah,” Kim said. She ran
to the main house, returning with Mariah, still wearing her kitchen
apron. Jacob respectfully waited for their arrival, to let Mariah
be the first to descend into the concealed chamber.

 


That night the evening meal conversation was
dominated by two topics: the Underground Room, and Where is Ray?
Mariah finally ended the bleak speculating about Ray, cautioning
against attracting trouble by negative thought. “He must be hanging
out with his friend Chet.”

All had taken the opportunity to explore the
mysterious cache in the underground room.

Around the dinner table, they now pooled what
their separate observations had revealed, piecing together a
comprehensive portrait of the information and mysterious unknowns
Mr. Maxwell had so carefully hidden.

There was a small chemistry laboratory. There
was a work table of tiny tools, vices and ocular magnifiers, not
quite like a dentist’s tool shop (although Charles did identify
some specifically dental equipment), but bearing a greater
resemblance to a jeweler’s or clock maker’s workplace. There was an
apparatus that focused the mirrored sunlight horizontally to a
single point generating intense heat on a small stand that held,
interchangeably, either a small crucible or miniature kiln in which
Jacob said one could melt any metal but the hardest tungsten. There
was other machinery the function of which was not immediately
obvious, even to the inventor/scientist, Jacob.

And then there was the library, every book
well worn—volumes on intensive agriculture, natural and cultivated
herbs, the geology, botany and other scientific explication of the
South Warner Mountains and indeed all of Modoc County and
contiguous environs; tomes covering the major religions, and many
minor ones, Native American included, surveyed briefly by Mariah’s
knowledgeable eyes; a smatter of epic literature; texts on
metallurgy and alchemy, astrophysics and astrology, philosophy and
medicine; and notebooks filled with what appeared to be Mr.
Maxwell’s own work and writings.

The ebullient, sometimes cacophonous
exchange, alternating between information gleaned and runaway
speculation, crescendoed at the end to the Big Questions: What was
Mr. Maxwell’s intent? Why was it so well hidden? How did he
die?

Sleep was fitful for all but the most
exhausted workers that night.

 


The big Mack diesel whined through its low
gears. Air brakes squealed and the truck came to a halt. A
mechanical overhead door clanked open and the truck drove through.
Reinhold’s eye holes gave him a view too dim to reveal details.
While he waited for his eyes to adjust, he used up ten seconds of
his flashlight battery to check his watch and write the tally on
the plywood wall. He had been in the crate sixty-six hours.

After his crate had been forklifted onto the
flatbed at the Little Rock barge dock and the caravan got underway,
Reinhold had sawed two, one-inch square holes in the crate wall
parallel to the highway, then duct taped the plywood squares back
in their openings to reduce detectability when he wasn’t watching
the countryside roll by. He had cut a third hole by the forward,
right corner of the crate so he could read highway signs along the
way. He knew they were in Oklahoma, still six hundred miles shy of
Los Alamos by the reckoning of his memory.

Reinhold heard a shrill voice. “Welcome to
Oklahoma City, Sir.” He assumed it was a guard.

“Give me a break, Mister.” It was the truck
officer’s voice, now. “This ain’t the city. It’s so poor out here,
I wouldn’t even call it a suburb.”

As Reinhold’s eyes adjusted, he made out the
interior of a gigantic military warehouse.

“Drive through that infrared screener gate,
Sir, when those two vans have been checked.”

The truck crawled forward twice in five
minutes, cut its engine. Reinhold heard a high-pitched humming. The
truck stayed still for another twenty minutes.

He couldn’t distinguish any words, but he
heard several men hold an animated conversation. From their
inflections, he concluded it was a topic of surprise and grave
concern. He heard his driver climb back to the cab.

The guard’s voice ordered, “Take her over
there to that Eurotech 9000 bay. Our new molecular signature
scanner’ll tell us what that warm spot in your generator crate’s
made of.” The truck advanced again.

Reinhold’s heart skipped a beat. His throat
dried to a choke. He sat stock still on the generator’s control
case that had been his seat for the journey so far. Hardly
breathing, he listened for any sign of his fate.

A new voice sounded, close enough to
touch.

“It’s definitely live, organic tissue. About
the volume of a man. A lot of other materials that ain’t part of no
generator—water, titanium, traces of sulfur, some proteins the
Eurotech 9000 doesn’t have on its molecular map. Probably not
plastics or other explosives, though—we’ve got all them profiled
good.”

Another voice took over. “Our protocol says
to pump in stun gas in case it’s espionage.”

Reinhold heard several people climb onto the
flatbed. An object like an aluminum ladder scraped against the
crate. More scraping, then the sound of a drill against plywood.
Reinhold flashed his light along the ceiling, saw the drill break
through, then the black end of a hose poke in and a greenish gas
begin to discharge from its filtered end. He braced the flashlight
on the generator so its beam stayed on the expanding green cloud.
Keeping careful watch on the gas, he jammed the keyhole saw through
one peek-hole and frantically began sawing. As the gas neared his
face, he sucked in a final gulp of good air and held it, praying he
could cut through in time. His eyelids closed involuntarily against
the searing sting of the gas, wouldn’t reopen. By feel, he judged
he’d sawed two feet down, made a small corner to the right, when
the white hot pain of his bursting lungs took over. His exhale
blasted out, his body inhaled despite his struggle against it. He
lurched backward, braced against the generator and slammed his
boots with all his strength against the plywood by the cut. He
thought he heard wood splintering, then lost consciousness.

 


The walls and ceiling of the room were
blinding white in the neon light. Reinhold was shivering, his hair,
face and clothing drenched with cold water. He could feel it in his
boots, too, and heard it squishing out the air holes as he moved
his toes. His ankles were bound to a steel chair. His arms too,
behind him. Two uniformed men, faces concealed by ski masks, were
leaning back in black leather desk chairs.

“What’s your name?” one of them demanded.

“Ivan Frankel.” His vocal cords felt like
knots on a cat-o-nine-tails.

“I don’t think so, Malone.” The other man
stood and slammed his open hand against Reinhold’s head, knocking
him and the chair to the floor. The man grabbed the rope around
Reinhold’s chest and yanked him upright again.

“You’d best level with us, Pal.”

Reinhold’s lungs burned, his body ached. He
kept quiet. The interrogator opened a manila file on his lap.

“Reinhold Malone. Irish immigrant. Fluent in
Russian. Eight years in Moscow. Darcy, Tierney and Finn Malone last
seen in San Francisco.” He stared at Reinhold through the slits in
his mask. “We know all we need to about you. Our database matched
your fingerprints and DNA, both.”

A third man entered the room. His military
decorations revealed a high rank. “This is your only chance to stay
alive, Malone. We’ve lost millions on the East Coast. One more life
means nothing. But the catastrophe took down some of our best
intelligence operations. If you cooperate, your Russian can be
useful to us. And your knowledge of Russia. Would you like to live?
Or shall we go ahead and fill this room with gas?”

Reinhold coughed out a barely audible,
“Okay.”

 


 



CHAPTER 13

Friday, March 17

 


A half-hour after sunrise Kim was on watch at
the Royer cabin. A tiny movement by the old oak caught her eye.
Through the binoculars, she saw Ray trudging up the road, laboring
under an enormous backpack. She alerted the group, and Jason and
Eli hurried down the road toward Ray.

As they approached him, he lowered the pack
to the ground with simple deliberation, knelt slumping over one
knee, and waited, panting and sighing, for their aid.

Discussion was not an option. Jason slung the
backpack on his shoulders. Eli helped Ray up, gave his elbow as
support, and the three men trudged up the valley, past the Royer
cabin and on to the big house. They eased Ray into a chair. Mariah
told the men, “I’ll come get you when Ray can talk.” An hour later,
she gathered the community to hear Ray’s story.

Ray’s exhilaration at going to town eroded
into uneasiness. He passed the first scattered houses and farms at
the edge of town without identifying signs of any recent human
activity. Horses and cattle in the pastures had a strange, untended
look. Some of the houses or barns were burned. One corral by the
road became an omen for Ray: Vultures were picking the carcasses of
a milk cow and her calf. His foreboding swelled in the
neighborhoods of Flat River, devoid of vehicular movement.

Ray pulled into Chet’s feed and tackle
store. His boots in the gravel sounded thunderous. No town sounds
met his ears. He opened the door.

From the unlit interior Chet shouted, “Who’s
there?”

“Hey, old buddy, its Ray
Overcroft.”

“What the hell you doin’ here? I heard
your truck. I thought you was the gestapo. Don’t you know better?
They’re the only ones allowed to use gas.”

“Nobody told me. What’re you talking
about, ‘gestapo?’ I just need some stuff, Chet. You still in
business?”

“You caught me with an hour to go. It’s no
good for me to stay here.”

“What are you talking about? Where’s
Harriet?”

Chet looked at him with wide eyes. “Where
you been? No, don’t tell me. I can tell you’ve been somewhere safe.
Been ten days or more since I saw you.”

“What’s happening, Chet?”

“You know, when they cut the power a week
ago Wednesday?”

Ray looked blank. He said, “A week ago
Monday, the sixth it was, someone destroyed our farm. I took
Paisley and…”

Chet held up his hand. “Look, we don’t
have much time. You never know what’s gonna happen. Let me just
tell you…” He looked around, then hissed, “After the power
went out, we couldn’t get Harriet’s heart medicine. Without heat
and hot food, she collapsed. I tried, Ray, but turned out I wasn’t
important enough around here for her to be admitted to the
hospital. She died Friday, a week ago.”

“I’m sorry, Chet,” Ray started. Chet held
his hand up again, shook his head, eyes rolled to the
ceiling.

“People are dying all over. The mortuary
was jammed. My neighbor and I finally just buried her body in the
backyard. We said some prayers. I drug that heavy old spare shop
door with my forklift over her grave. Somehow, I didn’t want anyone
to know where she was.”

Ray was dumbfounded. Chet’s jaw muscles were
working hard, to hold tears back. “This is the end, Ray. This is a
disaster. A fucking disaster. I’ve got to run to live. They
abandoned that golf course community up north—you remember, Sunrise
Village?”

Ray nodded. Chet continued, “I hear they
have a spring-fed water supply and they can grow food on the golf
course. I’m heading up there with some seed and tools. I hid a
little gasoline when they came around, confiscating supplies. Late
tonight, I’m going to try to sneak out of town without getting
stopped. Make a run for it. I’m hoping they take me in up at
Sunrise.”

They heard two vehicles pull up out front.
Chet nudged Ray’s arm. “Get in the back room, Ray, quick. Hide in
the closet in there, and keep quiet. They’re probably here to
confiscate your truck and take you in for questioning.” Chet pushed
Ray toward the door, then returned to the counter in the main
store. Ray heard a thump followed by a grunt of pain from Chet’s
throat. Then he heard the store’s front door open.

“Who’s truck is that out there?” he heard
a voice say. Then, “Hey Chet, man, what happened to you? Your
head’s all bloody.”

Chet answered, “One of the farmers who used
to do business with me just came in all desperate like. I think he
meant to rob me. I started to fight him off, but he’s bigger than
me, so I grabbed my gun from under the cash register. Then he hit
me with this ax handle, grabbed my gun and ran out that side door.
You better be careful. You may need reinforcements. I’ll be all
right. It was just a glancing blow. But you better take care of
that sonovabitch before he hurts someone else.”

Two pairs of boots shuffled across the
floor. The front door slammed. “Shoot his tires out,” a voice
growled. “We’ll get his gas after we kill the bastard.” Six pistol
shots rang out. Ray’s mind registered, Sounds like a forty-five.
Then he heard the crackle of a two-way radio. The officer was
calling for more cars with reinforcements for “another search and
destroy game.”

In a few seconds, Chet came through the back
door, blood streaming down his forehead, face and neck, beginning
to soak his blue denim shirt.

“Jesus Christ, Chet.”

Chet waved his hand. “Here, climb the
stepladder and get in the attic. Stay quiet until tonight. Then
maybe you can get away when it’s dark. You gotta get as far away as
you can.”

Ray reached out to touch his friend on the
arm. “How about your head? What happened? Let me help you.”

“I had to think fast to save both our
lives. You’re about the last friend I have. That ax handle was the
closest thing I could find. I had to make it look real, or they
would’ve taken me out and found you in a minute. They would’ve
questioned you to find out if you have any supplies, then probably
shot you. Everything’s gone to hell, Ray. There’s no power, little
food, the Town Committee’s gone completely berserk. The sheriff’s
office is in charge. All those gun-totin’ young turks they
deputized think they’re a goddam private army or something. Things
seem orderly around downtown, but maybe that’s because nobody goes
there. But the further out you get the more fascist it is.”

“Paisley and I left the farm and …
You know the old Maxwell place?”

But Chet interrupted, “Don’t tell me another
goddam thing, Ray. I don’t want to have anything to tell them about
you. Now do what I say and get in the attic. Now, man! If they come
back, I’ll probably have to help look for you. By the way, when you
sneak out of here tonight, anything you want to carry with you, go
ahead. Just take it. Everything that’s not in my truck, I’m
abandoning. And don’t worry about me.”

Ray climbed into the attic, laid three
furniture moving pads on the floor by the hatch as a mattress, and
kept a fourth to use as a blanket. Darkness enveloped him like a
shroud when he replaced the hatch door. In the black he lay down
and waited for his eyes to adjust. A slatted air vent materialized
in the far end of the attic, through which Ray monitored daylight
between periods of dozing.

When the air vent was no longer visible, Ray
lifted the hatch door, listened, and dropped to the floor below.
His ears picked up the scurry of mice. He had the sense a cat was
creeping around inside, but as near as he could tell he was the
only human present. His night eyes were at their sharpest and even
without streetlights or automobile traffic he found the camping
gear section of Chet’s store. Mostly by feel in the dark silence,
he loaded a backpack. Then he padded out the back door.

Ray scrambled for cover whenever he heard a
vehicle. He decided to abandon Highway 395 and instead wind his way
through the most isolated route he knew. He took the turnoff to
Little Juniper Reservoir and followed the dirt road over the pass
at Rock Spring before dropping down into the north end of Buckberry
Valley.

By morning he was approaching the central
part of the valley where Highway 54 turns right and drops back
toward Likely. The south half of the valley was populated with new
hobby-farms of recently retired city-folk. Apparently the
population was either sufficiently armed, or sufficiently remote,
that the looting and burning he had seen along Highway 395 was
nonexistent here. Nonetheless, he concealed himself whenever he
heard a motor.

Two hours after sunrise, he approached a
small white house. To his surprise, in the backyard stood a young
woman, tall with long black hair, setting out the wash on an old
fashioned clothesline. She wore an orange blouse and a red and
black ground-length skirt, and astonished Ray even more by waving
hello. He walked to her fence and set down his load. There was
something about her—her carriage, the openness of her hand
movements, her steady gaze, the depth of her jet black eyes—that
made Ray feel utterly safe in her presence.

She introduced herself. Agnes Miniata was
Native American, of the Modoc tribe’s matrilineal line. Ray
remembered apprehensively the history of her forebears, many of
them murdered at Fandango Pass by Fremont in 1846, then by the
rifles of the gold rush, and later by Federal Army cannon in 1872
at Lost River and the lava beds south of Tule Lake. The latter, Ray
knew, is considered by some the Masada of the Native Americans. He
swallowed this knowledge with a dry gulp.

Ray described his odyssey.

Her voice was soft, musical. “You’re not
safe out here, either, my friend. Come inside.” It was not an
invitation, but a command. Inside he met three children, all eight
or nine years old, all Caucasian.

Their parents had been killed, Agnes
explained. They were from three different families. She took them
in when they came to her home school, the only place they knew to
come. None of them knew why the men with guns had killed their
parents, or why they weren’t killed themselves, except maybe that
they hid and the men only wanted the food from their kitchens.
After Woody showed up, Agnes had gone back to his house to look for
his five-year-old sister and baby brother, but never found them. He
had left them to come for help.

“The tranquility you saw in the valley?”
said Agnes. “It’s like the stillness of a full water pot in subzero
weather—perfect and sound until, without the slightest warning, the
ice inside reaches critical pressure and explodes the perfection
into a thousand shards.”

He was quiet. She scrutinized his face, then
went on. “The valley’s armed to the teeth. Don’t be deceived.
Strangers die on sight to anonymous gunfire. Sheriffs from Flat
River come into the valley and take what they want. Mostly food,
and gas from peoples’ cars, but I’ve heard of some losing their
medical supplies, and there are rumors that teenage girls have been
stolen from their families.”

Ray nodded. It was too consistent with
Chet’s stories to doubt. He described where he was going, and Agnes
offered her map. She knew of the Maxwell property. But Ray knew the
way from Buckberry Valley and didn’t need the map. It was only
twelve miles.

“That spring up at Maxwell’s place,” she
said, “it was well-known to my people before the White Man came.
They called it Red Deer Spring. Most of my grandfather’s clan was
gunned down there, trying to protect the sacred watering spot from
desecration by gold-crazed men in 1849.”

“I’m sorry.”

She passed it by. “When I was ten, in the
fall of 1987 during the harvest moon, my grandfather took me there.
We walked all day on deer trails through the mountains. We slept
there that night after roasting wild onions and acorns in the coals
of a small fire.

“As the glow of the coals turned dark red
under the ashes, we prayed for the souls of the massacred. My
grandfather spoke at length to his spirit fathers and gave me
messages from them as well. He told me, that night, I’m the pure,
sixth generation descendent of the selfless Winema, Modoc
peacemaker.” Ray had heard the epic tale before, and nodded his
admiration.

“The original homestead,” she added, “had
fallen in. This was five years before Maxwell showed up and
rebuilt. By then, most of the land cleared by the original
homesteaders had been reclaimed by the forest. But small patches of
open grass could still be seen. My grandfather told me they were
the same meadows our people used when they tended Indian rice grass
long ago.”

Agnes refused to let Ray go on during the
daylight. He taught the children how to play checkers with thistle
heads for pieces on a homemade grid he drew with chalk on the back
of Agnes’s breadboard. He spent the day running a grand tournament.
Between rounds, he told them stories from his days in India. Agnes
seemed enchanted as deeply as the children.

As dusk erased the brilliant sunset to
reveal a star-studded night sky, Agnes fed Ray and the children a
squash and potato stew. Afterwards, he stood on her front steps,
poised to run the valley gauntlet protected only by the dark and
his intuition. He was stooped slightly under the backpack full of
the ordinary treasure he had risked his life to get.

He walked all night. He was sure he knew the
way, but even so, in the darkness he had to backtrack more than
once and use all his mental strength to calibrate his bearings. The
waning moon, rising shortly before midnight, helped to a degree. At
least it seemed to take the edge off the howls of roaming dogs
rendered homeless by abandonment or death of their owners. Finally,
in the blessing of the sun’s early beams, he saw the fallen giant
oak and the crumbled moorings of the bridge that once marked the
entrance to Maxwell’s Valley. He saw Jason and Eli hurrying to
help.

Heads were shaking in disbelief that so much
could go so wrong in so little time. How could the ligaments of
civilized society become so torn and inflamed? In days, weeks?
There were plenty of precedents: the Hutu/Tutsi conflagrations,
Guatemala, Watts, Sierra Leone, Afghanistan—the list was far too
long—the fragility of order compressed by law, shattering like
crystal in a train wreck when the trestle across the gorge is blown
up. The calibration simply had to sink in—yet again. Chatter
wouldn’t help.

“The stark fact is we’re here to stay,” Ray
said. “As a practical matter, there may be a few more rains coming
before summer, and I think we should plant some fast-growing bushes
in the roadway leading in here, maybe some grass too. Maybe the
folks in Flat River think this place is abandoned and useless.
Let’s make the road look that way too. And we should erase that
track we cut across the wash.”

Darcy paced to the window. “I’m probably the
last to come around to this. I’ve been denying the truth. I started
out here thinking Reinhold would return, and we could get him and
Dad up here for temporary safety. At first I thought in weeks.
Then, maybe order would be restored in a couple of months, by fall
maybe.”

Charles and Peter averted their eyes from her
uncalculated display of pain. Darcy continued, pushing the edge of
her own coherency. “This is it, now. This community’s all we have.
The things we have in here—the food, supplies, skills and
personalities. It’s all we’re going to get.”

Jacob added momentum. “We’re underway, at
least. Nelson and I came here to stay anyway.”

“Seems I did too,” said Eli. “I like Ray’s
approach—let’s be practical. I’d like to get some of us together
and do some hunting.”

“We’ll have needs,” said Paisley “some things
can’t be replenished. Things like candles, fuel. Things made out of
cloth. We can grow our food, maintain our shelters and heat. But if
we’re going to be hermetically sealed, we have a lot to figure
out.”

Charles added, “Medicine.”

Rose said, “Batteries.”

The list grew as imaginations bored in on the
new reality.

“Will I ever have friends to play with
again?” Tierney asked her grandmother.

Mariah took her on her lap and whispered in
her ear, “Grown-ups think they know so much. But we don’t always
know. I feel sure you’ll have some little friends. But don’t wait
around for it. You’ve got great friends here right now, even though
they may be a little tall.”

Tierney kissed her on the cheek and flashed
her quick smile.

 


 



CHAPTER 14

Sunday, March 19

 


The South Orkney Islands’ coastal lowlands
are ruled by Emperors. This year, the slopes are more crowded,
having yielded three vertical feet to the water at the command of
the Mother Continent. But the Emperor Penguins’ females have
brought forth one precious egg apiece, as always. The Emperors have
formed their circles, outer sentinels facing down the blizzards,
inner replacements waiting their turn, eggs borne on feet and
warmed by underbellies, females trusted to bring nourishment when
they can. And tomorrow the sun disappears from the Antarctic Circle
south. The dance will continue in the dark.

 


Darcy’s grieving ceremony had made a profound
impact on the Maxwell Acres community. Rose Royer suggested to
Mariah and Darcy that their community meal at the main house be
preceded by “a service of some kind, since it’s Sunday.”

Eli and Jason set up the dining room,
Catherine and Kim and Paisley helped Mariah with the cooking. Ray
slaughtered one of the chickens, and the cooks decided to make it
go as far as possible by baking it into a casserole with rice and
onions, dried mushrooms, a can of corn. Darcy baked two pumpkin
pies. Rose baked biscuits at her place ahead of time. The meal was
extravagant, but a boost for morale. Maurice Beckwith planned a
sing-along for afterward. Ray tuned his guitar and clipped his
fingernails.

Jason noted the need for more meat. “James we
ought to take a day and go out hunting, like you said. Deer should
be coming up from the lower elevations about now.” Eli agreed.

With the casserole in the oven, Tierney was
sent to call out, or tug on sleeves, to gather the community in the
living room. Mariah had asked the assembly to bring any thoughts or
readings they felt were appropriate.

“Let’s start with a time of silence,” she
said. “You can meditate, or simply relax, have grateful rest. She
lit a candle on a low table in the middle of the room. She nodded
to Ray, who plucked a single note on the D string of his guitar.
Eli recognized the Buddhist custom of beginning and ending sittings
with the tone of a bell. He smiled and centered himself,
concentrating on the diminishing of the string’s reverberations. He
felt a surge of gratitude and peace, and welcomed the images that
came to him. He held each member of the community in a circle of
light, feeling their energy, sensing their emotions. Catherine, he
felt, had softened toward him, possibly because Kim seemed to
accept him. The image of Kim excited him, and was followed
immediately by the woman with the candle who beckoned him in his
dream of his San Quentin cell.

Quiet inhaling and exhaling, an occasional
whisper from the children. Eli noticed Tierney trying to imitate
his cross-legged posture and his breathing. A Mona Lisa smile
brightened her face, and Eli wondered if his own features were as
serene and content.

 


A nod from Mariah, after patiently waiting
for Ray to look up, brought the note that ended the silence. “I am
grateful,” she said, “for the sense of completion I feel from my
husband, and I bless him.”

Darcy echoed her mother, blessing
Reinhold.

Rose opened her Bible. “I recognize the pain
you must be feeling, Mariah and Darcy,” she said, “and I am
grateful for family togetherness. I feel even the presence here of
our son Tom, Kim’s brother, who was killed in action in the second
Gulf War. He used to love spending time here at the cabin. I guess
none of us would choose to be here now if we didn’t have to be, but
I love this passage, and it seems to say something about my
feelings now:

Wherever you go, I will go,

Wherever you live, I will live.

Your people will be my people,

And your God, my God.

Wherever you die, I will die

And there I will be buried.

May Yahweh do this thing to me

and more also,

If even death should come between us!” ~ Ruth
Ch. 1, V. 16-17.

Charles squeezed her with a reassuring arm
around her shoulders.

Maurice Beckwith cleared his throat. “I’m
grateful to be alive. And let me be quick to say I hold nothing
against Charles and young Jason for almost sending me to the next
life. I don’t hold any bitterness. I just wish Tess were here to
get to know a fine bunch of people. For all I know you’ve extended
my life. God works in mysterious ways.”

Without comment, Eli recited from memory
Robert Frost’s exploration of the universal experience of choosing
one’s path in life, “The Road Not Taken”.

In the brief silence that followed, he
realized the questions his recitation must have raised in his
listeners. What roads had he roamed that he had not revealed to
them?

Mariah forestalled such questions. “This
might seem frivolous to you,” she said, “but I am serious. I like
to praise our appliances, our equipment: the stove, Nelson’s truck,
our generator, and so forth. I affirm the sacredness of all things,
animate and inanimate, and I determine to treat them with
respect.”

“I am grateful,” said Jason, “in spite of the
calamity that has happened, that I am still together with
Catherine, the most precious thing in the world to me now, and that
I have the friendship of James, whom I have come to respect.”
Catherine laid her head on Jason’s shoulder, but did not speak. Eli
bowed his head, ashamed that he was still unknown.

Nelson stood. “In the way of my ancestors I
will bow to the earth, giving my respect. I feel we must cleanse
ourselves from dominance and dedicate ourselves to fellowship with
the land, the sea and the sky, whose beauty we share.”

“I agree with Nelson,” said Peter. “I have
always taught my students that the earth is a living thing. I am
awed by its power and majesty, and grieved by its vulnerability.
The monumental event that has brought us together here, I’m afraid,
is simply the working out of Nature’s laws, for which we have shown
too little respect.”

“I am grateful to you all for taking me in,”
said Jacob.

“People in my profession,” said Charles,
“have been thought of as arrogant. I admit I felt I was wonderfully
well educated and useful in society. Whatever validity there was in
that view, I now feel that I am just beginning to learn. I thank
God for a sense of humility which I hope never to lose.”

Tierney whispered loudly to her mother, “Can
I say something too?” Darcy smiled and nodded. Tierney swept a look
around the circle. “I am grateful for Uncle James and Uncle Jason.”
Eli saw the unspoken need for her absent father.

Kim was last to speak. She held a creased
scrap of paper. “I am grateful for the majesty of the wilderness,
even though Nature threatens us now. Like James, I have a poem that
speaks to me and for me. I have carried Rilke’s poem “The Man
Watching” with me since college. Part of it addresses the
necessity of living through this challenge of ours with grace,
maybe with courage.”

She recited from memory the lines that urged
them to wrestle with angels, in spite of the inevitable defeat,
because the struggle strengthens and the opponent is
benevolent.

Eli nodded appreciatively, and her smile
delighted him.

When Mariah thanked everyone for their
participation, and announced dinner would be ready soon, the
silence prolonged itself. No one moved. Maurice Beckwith began
humming “Amazing Grace.” Several others joined in, adding harmony
to the melody. When the tune faded to a close, conversation began
and rose steadily to a high volume which continued during the
meal.

Charles brought out a bottle of wine from his
cellar. Eli declined the wine and again felt conjecture swirl
around him, but he had determined to keep his abstinence. He felt
his secret was waning and must soon die.

 


Maurice Beckwith’s sing-along began the
cleanup period with “I Been Workin’ on the Railroad,” as Ray stood
strumming his guitar near the kitchen. The job was done practically
without effort, and the singing continued for an hour, with
everyone required to suggest a group song, or perform a solo.
Tierney sang, with accompanying gestures, a child’s song about a
little man in the woods who saved a rabbit from hunters. Finn
basked in the applause when he performed a lopsided somersault. “He
didn’t stick the landing,” Catherine quipped.

Late in the afternoon the celebration wound
down, and the residents of Maxwell Acres took advantage of
remaining daylight to work on personal or group projects. Jason and
Catherine walked hand in hand toward the woods as the Royers took
the opposite direction, hand in hand, toward their cabin.

Eli remained in the main house, helping Darcy
and Mariah finish tidying up. “You folks are great,” he told them.
“You’ve really made a strong sense of community here. This was a
remarkable event.”

“Thank you,” said Mariah, and Eli admired the
simplicity with which she accepted his compliment. She did not
deflect or minimize it, making it an exchange of gifts. She lifted
the compost pail, but Eli took it from her.

“Let me take care of that,” he said.

“Let’s do it together.” On the way to the
compost pile she took a shovel from the tool shed. “I liked your
recitation of the poem,” she said. “Can you recite others from
memory?”

“I guess about a dozen. When you love a poem,
you return to it often, and after a while it becomes part of you.
Sometimes when I’m walking by myself I recite poems, the way
Maurice hums tunes.”

“You’re a man of many parts, James. I’ve
sensed a melancholy about you, like the stereotype of an artist or
poet. You’ve had sadness and struggle in your life. But you seem
more… at peace here than any of us, and you’ve made wonderful
contributions to what you called our sense of community.”

“Thank you.” He emulated her grace in
accepting praise, but it was a struggle. He could not look at her.
Anguish droned like a swarm of bees in his mind. Her acceptance of
him seemed unconditional. She had confirmed him as part of the
finest society he had ever known. Was it because he had kept
himself a stranger? The weight of shame pressed a long sigh from
his lips. They had reached the compost pile. He set the pail on the
ground and felt the solid base of the earth under it.

“My name is not James,” he said, removing the
lid from the compost bin. The words escaped him before he could
censor them. Tiny flies composed a subtle cloud over the compost.
Scraps of decomposing organic material lay among thin layers of
dirt, with worms burrowing through the heap, digesting the waste,
transforming it into soil.

His words echoed in his mind: “My name is not
James.” They were both a bridge and a barrier. He felt Mariah’s
effort to comprehend, felt his world turning. Mariah regarded him
with a mild, searching gaze, waiting. Eli dumped the pail of
kitchen scraps onto the compost pile.

“I’m Eli Barnes. I’m a convict, number
D15078, escaped from San Quentin State Prison—a month or two ago.
God, it seems like years.” He looked her in the eye now, open to
contempt or compassion.

“I was in prison sixteen years. You’re
absolutely right about a life of struggle and sadness. And you can
guess why I’m at peace here—this life might be hard for most of
you, but not for me. I’ve told you I’m a refugee from a monastery,
but I’m a man convicted of murder, a recovering alcoholic—not
someone welcome in many places.”

Mariah registered curiosity rather than
surprise. “What you’re saying fits with what I’ve sensed about you.
But there is no doubt about your monastic training, I can see
that.”

“Well, that part’s true, a little. I’ve been
meditating in prison for years, and I spent a few weeks in two
monasteries recently. But basically I’ve been lying to you
folks.”

Mariah jabbed the shovel into a mound of
dirt, then swung it over to sprinkle on the scraps Eli had dumped.
“I’m sure there’s an intriguing story in you.”

Eli accepted her invitation and delivered a
capsule of his years in prison, his escape from San Quentin. Of his
time before prison, he said simply, “I was a wild, out-of-control
kid, a drunk, a reckless, aimless rebel.” He spoke of Daddy Sisson,
“who made a man of me,” and the Retreat volunteers whose constancy
made love a prospect in his life.

Mariah listened, leaning on the shovel.
“Remember a couple of weeks ago I told you I knew a lot about you,
just not the details? Now that I’ve heard some of them, I don’t
think it will make a difference with our little community. When
they know this about you, I don’t think they’ll accept you any
less. You don’t have to remain a prisoner of your past, and you’re
not that wild, aimless kid any more.”

Eli drank in her compassion, then closed his
eyes. Mariah touched his arm. “You’ll still be James to me,” she
said, “until you choose to name yourself to the rest. I think that
should be soon.”

“Thanks,” he breathed, trying to imagine
himself announcing his identity to the community, picturing their
reactions. Would it diminish or increase Catherine’s enmity? Would
Kim turn away?

Mariah read his thoughts. “Catherine has been
frightened. I think she’s mellowing,” she said. “And Kim I’m sure
feels quite warmly toward you. It won’t be as hard as you
imagine.”

Eli replaced the cover of the compost bin and
smiled, in spite of himself. “How do you do that?” he said. “A guy
can’t even think around you, can he?”

 


Eli returned the shovel to the tool shed and
rinsed the compost pail. When he replaced it in the kitchen,
Tierney and Finn had nearly settled down from the exhilaration of
“the party.” Tierney had not napped all day, and they were now
accustomed to living according to the rhythms of daylight and
darkness, so a residual solo chorus of “Oh Susanna” was interrupted
by a yawn as the sunset glow deepened to rust.

Eli said goodnight to the little family, but
Tierney begged him for a story. “Jack and the Beanstalk,” she
insisted. Finn was asleep in his mother’s lap before the giant
hurtled from the clouds to his demise. “Thank you, Uncle James,”
said Tierney, and she hugged him.

Kim was a charmed witness to the scene,
entering discreetly. She wore the Irish wool sweater and jeans Eli
recalled from their first meeting. “Mom reminded me tomorrow’s
washday,” she said when Darcy escorted the children to their
bedroom. “I told her I’d gather it all together and take it down to
the cabin first thing in the morning.”

Eli had three sets of clothes: James Salas’
pants, shirt and sweater that he wore departing San Quentin, a
change supplied by Father Terrence, and supplemental clothing
provided by the monks at Los Molinos. He had borrowed a shirt from
Jason for the Sunday celebration. Rose Royer had offered her
electric washer and set up a schedule for doing the community’s
laundry. If electricity was unavailable, they would use a tub and
hand-wringer in the barn, where Eli and Jason rigged a clothesline.
Mariah ducked out to fetch a small laundry bag, and Eli volunteered
to gather it from the “men’s dorm” in the barn.

“I’ll go with you,” said Kim, and the heart
thump in Eli’s chest echoed in his head. He had spoken with Kim
many times while working or at meals, but never since their hour
with Maurice had they been alone. Now Mariah’s words resounded in
his mind: Kim feels warmly toward you.

The brightest stars made a faint appearance
as the rust drained, leaving a violet band blending from the
western ridge into dark blue and charcoal.

“So you’re a storyteller as well as a poet,”
Kim said.

Eli studied the dark ground as if a stumble
were imminent. The word storyteller stung him.

“I liked your poem today,” he said. “I’d like
to hear the rest of it.”

She closed her eyes a moment, then began.
After several lines she faltered. “I still have it here.” She drew
the paper from her hip pocket and held it for him to squint at in
the failing light. Eli barely breathed, so close to her, and the
words on the paper were indistinct to him. She resumed, her voice
soft and intoxicating.

“That’s a great poem,” Eli said when she
finished. He sighed, not daring to raise his eyes to hers. “That’s
what a poet wants to do, make you reach out, and discern
truth.”

She smiled up at him. “I liked the Frost poem
too,” she said. “Have you memorized others?”

Eli took a long breath. His voice was a
murmur, but distinct and steady, as he recited Stephen Spender’s
“I Think Continually of Those Who Are Truly Great,” with its
rhythmic catalog of images in praise of the literary lights of his
day—of those, Eli thought, exalted in any endeavor. He forced
himself to keep his cadence steady, and a part of his mind was
reading her, absorbing the mystery of her and reaching out to
embrace her.

“That’s wonderful,” she said. “Do you think
of specific people when you say it?”

“A few,” he said, aware of his evasion. He
would have mentioned Daddy Sisson, several of the Retreat
volunteers, Sister Arlene, Mariah. He swallowed. “From now on I
guess it will remind me of you.”

“That’s sweet,” She took his arm as they
continued ambling, past the barn. All of his attention focused on
the contact of her hand, the communication of her body against him
at each step. The twinkling Sirius rose above the eastern ridge
like a beacon, outshining all other stars around it.

“The children really love you,” she said.
Before he could respond, she added, “I’m glad you’re here too.”

Eli stopped abruptly, turned to face her. He
petitioned her moonlit face, urgently, unable to speak. When his
voice arrived, it was breathy. “I’m… happy too. I’m very
happy.”

Her chin dropped and her lips parted as if to
speak, but she did not. She made an almost indiscernible movement
toward him, and their hands clasped as she turned her face up to
him for a kiss. They held each other lightly with hands and lips
until her arms encircled his neck. And when they parted, he
examined her eyes, her faint smile, to imprint the moment on his
memory.

“James…” she whispered, but said no more, as
if she were simply declaring him, fixing him in time and space.

In this new reality his fears reemerged. He
felt he could reveal himself now, but the event was too precious
and delicate to risk, or to encumber with the clumsiness of
confession. They stood relaxed in the darkness, his arm encircling
her as she pressed her forehead into his neck.

Footsteps. Eli turned and placed himself
protectively between Kim and the sound. Two figures slowed their
pace as they approached, recognizing Eli and Kim in the
moonlight.

“Catherine,” called Kim. “It’s Kim and
James.” Catherine and Jason were returning from their after-dinner
stroll to Eastside Creek. It was easy to imagine how they had spent
the hour, but the names “Kim and James” were not so readily
associated at Maxwell Acres. The walk back to the house and barn
was chatty, but did not touch on the feelings and questions of the
four. Eli remembered to fetch the laundry.

A mist of starlight

descending as honeyed wine

will not astound me

He lay awake for an hour, examining the day’s
events. And when he slept, the dream came again of the woman with
the candle, and she had Kim’s face.

 


 



CHAPTER 15

Monday, March 20

 


Reinhold sat on his cot reading Barney’s
Bible. His captors had taken away only his tools, his razor and his
ID papers. From the moment he had agreed to translation duty, his
treatment had been mysteriously benign. He surmised the military
government felt in desperate need of Russian intelligence, with
their key think tanks lost when the tsunami hit Washington, Boston,
New York and other East Coast centers. And what wasn’t wiped out
instantly would have been decimated in the chaos and disease that
reigned immediately after.

His attention was broken by a rap on the
door. “Come in.” In came the only person he knew so far. “Morning,
Omaha.” He closed the Bible and laid it on the taut blanket.

Upon his arrival at the intelligence facility
he had been released into the custody of Sergeant Omaha Chang. He
couldn’t decide whether she looked more Mongolian, Chinese or
Native American. After two meetings with her in the austere rec
room of his locked corridor, he had learned her mother was half
Chickasaw and half Jamaican and her father was born nationalist
Chinese from Taiwan. They had reared her where her dad had grown
up—in Mobile, Alabama, which explained a curious hint of Southern
twang in her speaking. Her Russian, learned at Duke, was excellent.
She was about Reinhold’s age, two-thirds his height and weight, and
wore her jet black hair in a tight bun that matched the
impeccability of her Air Force uniform.

She sat in the plastic chair by the door, the
only seating other than the one-piece toilet in the far corner by
the sink.

“Tomorrow, Reinhold, I’ll take you to the
translation center and we will see how you do.”

“Okay.” He looked her in the eye. “Where am
I, Omaha?”

“Classified.”

“This place feels heavy. Very heavy. The air
smells like split peas. It reminds me of a tour I once took into
Hoover Dam. I think we’re underground, or in a mountain maybe.”

He scrutinized her face for a reaction,
thought he caught a flicker of astonishment, admiration even.

“Do you believe in the Bible?” she countered,
eyeing his reading material.

Reinhold took a risk. “Of course. It’s the
word of God. It says we can only come to the Father through Jesus.”
He picked up the Bible again and held it in his lap. He took a
quick breath and shot, “Don’t you?”

Omaha’s eyes swept back and forth, then
around the room. She pushed her rear into the back of the chair,
which shifted and bumped the wall. “Why… Yes. I do.”

“Good.” Reinhold decided on the full shock
treatment, to press his advantage, “How do you know I’m not
Satan?”

Her eyes widened. He stared, deadpan,
waiting. He let time flow, burying her under the weight of silence.
His risk and method paid off.

“From your heart. ‘By their fruits shall ye
know them.’” She answered correctly, he judged, based on his
experience with a dozen fundamentalists with whom he had engaged
throughout his travels.

He balanced the Bible on his thigh and
reached both hands toward hers. Hesitantly, she clasped his hands.
He had heated them nearly to a boil, it seemed to him, with the
technique Holly Frankel had taught him, and which he had practiced
for hours during the entombment in the packing crate.

She tightened her eyes, almost imperceptibly,
and recited, “Lord, Jesus. Bless this man. Let me trust him, and
let neither of us deceive.”

“Amen, Sister.”

She stood to leave. “We should work well
together. I’ll come for you after breakfast in the morning.”

 


It was fortunate that Nelson Ichimura had
hunting experience. Eli and Jason admitted they would not have
known how to gut and field-dress the deer. Their hunting foray had
been facilitated by Kim’s knowledge of the terrain. She and her
brother Tom had accompanied Mr. Maxwell on hikes in the forest,
beyond what he had called “the promontory”—the steep
horseshoe-shaped slope north of his property with a talus formation
near the top that made it virtually impossible to approach or even
see Maxwell Acres from that direction.

They had crossed Eastside Creek and wended
their way up along switchbacks to a place Kim remembered as a
likely site for deer. Catherine had insisted on accompanying Jason.
“I’m strong, I can help carry the deer back.” It was Jason’s shot
that felled the buck, after Catherine had spoiled his first chance
by startling a group of deer into flight, underestimating their
sense of hearing. Eli had intervened when Jason felt obliged to
reprimand Catherine for her carelessness. A sullen pout showed her
resentment at being thus rescued. Eli shrugged inwardly. But now,
with the venison hanging from an improvised pole, the group trudged
merrily along a vague trail.

But Eli could not shake a weight of
apprehension, aware it made him seem aloof from Catherine and Kim,
who led the march homeward chatting like sorority girls. He felt
edgy, reminiscent of his depression at Hat Creek. He searched his
mind for a cause as he shouldered the back end of the pole from
which the deer hung, the head swinging near the ground. Perhaps it
was that the report of Jason’s rifle had cracked the stillness of a
bright midday, sending out a message of their presence. He glanced
at Nelson, who was walking beside him with a distracted air, like a
hound sniffing the wind.

“What’s up?” Eli asked.

“I heard something,” Nelson said blankly.
“Something’s behind us.”

Eli craned his head. “Could it be a bear
coming out of hibernation?”

“Not likely. Bears aren’t subtle or
sneaky.”

“I’ll drop back and check it out,” Eli said.
“Hey, Kim, it’s your turn to be porter.”

Catherine and Jason were happy to walk ahead,
holding hands, as Kim and Nelson hoisted the carcass. Eli took
advantage of a cluster of piñon pines to break off from the group
and make a wide uphill circle. If someone were trailing them, Eli
would soon be following him.

The sounds of his companions receded. He
squinted through the brush. The scrape of footsteps directed his
gaze to a crouching form visible through a screen of shrubbery
below him. He fell in behind, his rifle ready, acutely aware now of
patches of gravel and the sound of his own shoes. He was afraid he
might lose track of his mark. At the top of a rise he saw him
clearly, a broad-backed man in a long leather jacket. A shudder of
recognition seized him. He knew the cocky rolling gait, even on the
slanted and uneven surface.

Eli froze, then hurried ahead with all the
stealth he could muster, debating whether to call out. Dupree
Ransom vaulted over a fallen log, stiff-arming it with his left
hand. In his right hand, flung out for balance, he held a black
revolver.

As Eli arrived at the same log a twig snapped
under his foot. He dropped to a knee and drew a bead on Ransom.
Lithe as a puma Ransom whirled, pointing his pistol. “Drop it,
Ransom, or you’re dead,” Eli shouted.

Ransom lowered the pistol, pointing it at the
ground. “Is that you, Barnes? Damn, I wondered what the fuck
happened to you. Newspaper said you was with me and Erik on the
lam. How the hell did you get away?” His voice was hoarse, but
upbeat, boisterous. His manner sharpened Eli’s alarm. He must not
drop his guard. He wondered if Perez was nearby, but dared not take
his eye off Ransom. The man looked weathered and weary. The edge
was off his hardiness. What had survival in the wilderness reduced
him to? He might be starving, trying to hunt with a pistol.

“Where’s Erik?”

“He’s right behind you, man.” Eli’s senses
were piqued. He heard nothing but the breeze fanning tree limbs and
the chirp of a bird, the silence of the forest.

A squirrel skittered along a limb. It was
enough distraction for Eli to turn his head involuntarily at the
prospect of the specter of Erik Perez.

A shot rang out and the bullet whizzed past
Eli. Reflexively he ducked behind the log. There were two clicks of
Ransom’s pistol. Eli raised himself and fired at Ransom, who was
already running. Eli sprinted down the trail.

“James! Are you all right?” It was Kim’s
voice.

Then Nelson: “James, talk to me!”

They had dropped their cargo when they heard
voices, and came running toward the sound of gunfire.

“The guy shot at me,” called Eli, showing
himself. “He went down the hill.”

Jason and Catherine were right behind. They
all followed Eli at a trot, but they neither saw nor heard the
fugitive. His footprints were plain enough in the moist earth,
until they were lost among rocks or fallen tree trunks. Nelson read
the trail, Eli and Jason peering off into the trees, their rifles
ready.

“What did he want?” asked Kim. “Why did he
shoot at you?”

“Stay behind me,” Eli whispered, signaling
quiet with an upraised finger.

Nelson tracked Ransom past a grove of
ponderosa pines. And then to the edge of a steep drop-off. “It’s
the promontory—above the property,” whispered Kim. Maxwell Acres
lay a mile or so below, but not visible from here, an important
factor in its isolation. The tracks became disordered, heading in
several directions, along both sides of the precipice and back
toward the ponderosa grove, with skid marks, as if there had been
indecision, panic. Did he go over the cliff?

Nelson veered off the west edge of the
promontory, while Catherine accompanied Jason toward the east,
looking down the slope. Eli felt a peripheral awareness of Kim
staying close to him.

There was a sudden rustling above them. A
black form loomed and dropped out of the ponderosa pine, knocking
Kim and Eli to the ground. Eli was stunned, his wind knocked out.
Vaguely he heard Ransom snarl: “Don’t you even move, Bitch.” He
perceived that Ransom had grabbed the rifle and held its barrel to
Kim’s head, his fingers entwined in her hair. Eli willed his
paralyzed diaphragm to expand, but he could only rasp and suck a
thin stream of air.

The others scrambled back, but froze at the
sight of Kim in Ransom’s grasp. “It’s him!” shrieked Catherine.
Ransom shielded himself behind Kim, backing toward the edge of the
precipice where he could not be flanked. He jerked her hair down so
that she assumed a seated position. He crouched behind her, the
point of the rifle still jammed into her skull.

Eli raised himself to all fours and felt a
feeble flow of air. He gasped. “Don’t hurt her, Dupree… Let her go…
I’ll kill you.”

“I won’t be the first one you’ve killed, will
I?” Ransom had guessed the essential deceit in Eli’s relationship
with this group. His snide smile showed his relish of revealing
Eli’s secret. He was wild drunk with a renewed sense of
domination.

“Toss them rifles in the bushes and step
away.” Kim gave a little cry as Ransom jabbed the rifle against her
skull. It had the effect he wanted. Nelson and Jason reluctantly
lowered their rifles, laying them on the ground. Kim’s eyes were
wide with fear.

“Never thought I’d see you again, Barnes.
What you doin’ huntin’ with these nice people? You tell ’em you was
a choirboy?”

Eli’s jaw was clenched. He felt his pulse
throbbing in his neck and temples. His mind was churning, taking in
every detail of the situation. He knew all their minds were racing
too, knew they were forced now to link him with Ransom. He saw the
sneer turning Ransom’s lip down. The loathing and dread on Kim’s
face. He forced down the rage urging him to leap suicidally to ram
the heel of his hand through the bridge of Ransom’s nose, forced
himself to seek a calm, clear space where a hundred alternatives
presented themselves and were evaluated in a second.

“Let them go, Dupree,” he said evenly. “You
can have all we got. There’s meat here, and the rifles. Take
everything.” He swung his pack off his back. Ransom reflexively
crabbed backward, dragging Kim with him. She gagged with his
forearm around her neck, closing her airway.

“You damn right I can have ’em,” shouted
Ransom. “I can have anything I want here, including these bitches.”
He guffawed, a long musical sigh gulping air, like a swimmer,
between notes of laughter. “I sure am glad the pigs didn’t get you
that night we got out of the house, man. I should have known you’d
go right to the fine folks with your sweet pious talk. I shoulda
just followed you. Did you tell ’em you was saved? You sure as hell
didn’t tell ’em you was a fuckin’ lifer.”

Eli sensed the silent comprehension in his
companions, saw it mirrored in the dismay that blended into Kim’s
terror.

“Where’s Perez?” Eli temporized. His mind was
laboring furiously, like a crazed mouse in a maze, seeking the path
anew after each dead end.

“We was livin’ off the land up here, gettin’
by. ’Fraid we sent some folks to heaven. But now Erik’s dead. He
was strong. Lasted more than a week after that bitch’s old man shot
him when we came by lookin’ for some help.” He nodded toward
Catherine, who returned his malevolent sneer with utter contempt of
her own. “Erik suffered at the end, got real crazy. Don’t you
worry, little girl, I’ll get to you soon enough, and I’ll show your
man there how to treat a woman right.” He jerked his arm up under
Kim’s chin, eliciting a yelp that froze his audience. He raised her
and himself to a standing position. “Now you dudes get over here.”
He tilted his head toward the precipice.

“Wait!” said Eli. “There’s something else in
here, Dupree.” He held his backpack up before him. “I know you want
it. You have to see it now, or it won’t do any good.”

There was a second of indecision. Ransom was
on his guard, uncertain, his confidence disordered.

“Here, I’ll show you,” said Eli. He dipped
unhurriedly into the bag, like a magician gauging his audience’s
suspense, and gripped the useless pistol Erik Perez had given with
a derisive taunt on the night of their escape. He raised the pistol
deliberately until the barrel appeared to Ransom over the top of
the bag, like a knight’s lance over his shield.

“You always overplay your hand, Dupree.
You’ve got only one cartridge in that rifle. If you shoot her I’ll
have three bullets in you before you know what’s happening, and
then I’ll empty the damn clip! Or you can shoot me and you’ll be
defenseless. And right now I’m the only one here who doesn’t care
if he lives or dies.”

Ransom saw it was true. His tongue moistened
his lower lip, like a tired spaniel. Kim felt the barrel of the
rifle begin to swing away from her head, and made her own motion
simultaneous. She spun toward Ransom flinging her left arm upward.
The rifle exploded.

Eli sprang at him, tossing the useless pistol
aside. As Eli slammed into Ransom’s rib cage like a linebacker, the
rifle flew from his hands and clattered down the slope, coming to
rest on a rock as Eli and Ransom grunted and grappled above.
Ransom’s exposure to cold and hunger had taken a toll, but his
strength was still enormous. Eli’s ferocious determination surged
up from a pit of righteousness and despair.

Nelson and Jason retrieved their rifles, but
could not get a clear shot. “Get clear of him!” shouted Nelson. He
advanced to beat Ransom with his rifle butt.

Bellowing curses, Ransom clenched Eli’s
throat in both his hands, yanking him, shielding himself from
Nelson, as Eli flailed, rasping for air to sustain his struggle.
Ransom clutched Eli in a death grip, as if determined to drag him
to hell.

Ransom’s contorted face was a blur. Eli
crouched and lunged upward, his doubled fists aimed between
Ransom’s massive arms at his nose. The vise on Eli’s throat
loosened, and Ransom was propelled backward, but as he toppled, he
grabbed Eli’s wrist and pulled him over the escarpment, snarling in
rage. A mighty squealing grunt rolled down the slope as Eli landed
on top of Ransom, then tumbled and slammed against a boulder.

Blackness engulfed him.

 


Light from a single eight-hour candle in a
red glass cup played in a blurry circle on the ceiling. Two of the
shadows on the wall were those of Kim Royer and Mariah Wallace, as
they sat near the bed in which Eli Barnes lay unmoving, a circle of
gauze around his head. The candle was at Mariah’s back. Kim’s face
was not serene. Her lips were set in a determined line, her eyes
downcast, focusing on her task of healing touch. Her right hand
rested on Eli’s shoulder.

“Mariah,” whispered Kim, as if to awaken her
vigil partner. “What if he’s in a coma?”

“We won’t dwell on any bad consequences,”
whispered Mariah, leaning in close to Kim. “We envision only that
James will completely recover. He’s not in a coma. Your father says
he’s sleeping.” Charles Royer had told them it was a good sign that
Eli had regained consciousness less than an hour after his injury
and had been awake several times before nightfall.

Eli lay in Peter Addison’s bed, with two
sutures in his scalp several inches above the eye. His breathing
was slow and even. Peter was sleeping on the living room couch.

Kim resumed her determined meditative
posture. After a moment she blinked, and stared inquiringly at the
older woman. “Mariah, you know, don’t you? His name is not James.
He knew that man, they are both escaped convicts.”

Mariah nodded, aware that Kim could not see,
in the shadow, her smile of amusement or her look of reassuring
tenderness. “Yes, he confided it to me. It’s quite a story. I told
him that he would be James to me until he chose to reveal his
secret to the community. When I saw you walking out together on
Sunday evening, I was sure he was going to tell you. As for being a
convict, I wouldn’t put too much weight on the label. We all can
see what a good man he is. He told me he’d been in prison sixteen
years, nearly all of his adult life. I think he must have repaid
his debt to society.”

“I don’t care if he’s James or Eli, he is the
least self-centered man I’ve ever known. Before the disaster I
dated the proverbial man who has everything. And I suppose that now
he still has a lion’s share of whatever’s out there to have. But
I’d say James has—I mean Eli—has the greater wealth.”

Mariah took Kim’s free hand. “I should say he
has. He has you, doesn’t he?”

 


 



CHAPTER 16

Tuesday, March 21

 


Daylight in the room was faint, but it hurt
Eli’s eyes when he first awakened. Then he became aware of two
pleasant sensations. A foot away was the face of Kim Royer, and the
warm pressure on his hand was from both of hers.

“Don’t move, just relax,” she said. She
released his hand and left the room.

Eli became aware of Maurice Beckwith grinning
at him from a nearby chair. “Now you just relax like she said, the
doctor’ll be in directly,” said Beckwith, his voice soothing as a
lullaby. “I knew you’d come around. That woman wants it too much
for it not to happen.”

Eli opened his mouth to speak, but found he
didn’t know what to ask. He squinted around the room and discovered
he was in the same bed where he had spent his first night at the
Royer cabin. Beckwith stood and stepped toward him. “I’d like to
take this opportunity to say thank you for your part in my
recovery, when I was the patient in this bed. Kim told me you were
the first one of the men to sit in vigil with me.”

Eli blinked. He understood Beckwith’s words,
but still did not comprehend his situation. A hollow throb pressed
resolutely outward from his skull, and there was a sensation like a
hot knife slicing his forehead. When he attempted a deep breath to
clear his head, a steel band seemed to clamp around his rib cage,
and he grimaced with pain.

“Just relax, like Kim said,” repeated
Beckwith.

As if he had conjured her, Kim appeared at
the door, leading her father and mother.

“Let’s see how you’re doing,” Charles said
cheerfully. He shined a penlight in Eli’s eyes and grunted, while
Rose checked his pulse. “Squeeze my hand,” said Charles. “How do
you feel?”

“I have a headache.” Eli wondered at the
hoarseness of his voice. It grated in his head. Rose put a blood
pressure cuff on his arm.

“Can you touch it where it hurts?” asked
Charles. Eli reached up to touch the side of his forehead, found it
covered with a bandage. “That’s good,” said Charles. “You banged
your head on a rock, luckily enough in a place where your cranium
is solid. You seem to be doing pretty well now. You’ll have a goose
egg for a while, and some bruising to match your neck and ribs and
arms, but it looks like you’re out of the woods. I’d be surprised
if you’re not stiff and sore when I let you get out of bed, but
nothing’s broken. You just have to stay quiet and rest for at least
a day or two, I would think.”

Most of the doctor’s words registered. The
scene on the mountain returned to his memory. The last he recalled
was tumbling down the slope toward the talus rock with Dupree
Ransom.

During the day a stream of visitors accounted
for Eli’s last eighteen hours: Catherine had run down the mountain
to Maxwell Acres to fetch her Uncle Charles, the rest of the men,
and supplies to retrieve him from his precarious ledge twenty feet
down the precipice, where both he and Ransom lay inert. Nelson kept
his rifle ready in case Ransom regained consciousness, “although
for all I know he’s dead.” Jason and Nelson would not allow Kim to
attempt reaching Eli. Jason found a way of traversing the face of
the escarpment. He examined Eli and reported that he was still
breathing, but unconscious. “I’m not going to try to move him until
Dr. Royer gets here,” he said. When the men from the compound
arrived, Charles was lowered on a rope, and he and Jason
immobilized Eli on an Army cot to be hauled up and stretchered back
to the compound.

None of the visitors mentioned Eli’s
identity, but none of them called him James. They did not tell him
what became of Ransom. Eli assumed Ransom died in the fall. In the
afternoon he began telling people to call him Eli instead of James,
and volunteered details of his life in prison. But they had been
cautioned by Dr. Royer not to let Eli talk too much. They told him
to breathe evenly and focus on the healing of his tissues. He slept
much of the afternoon, and through another night accompanied by his
healers. Kim kissed him goodnight, and later took a shift in the
room before daylight.

Next morning Eli was eager to get out of bed,
but Rose firmly forbade it, until her husband gave the okay. Then
she prepared Eli’s brunch. Eli moved in jerks and shuffles, since
Charles’ prophecy of pain had been fulfilled. He napped again in
the afternoon, then received another round of visitors, in groups
of two and three. Kim and Catherine were dinner guests at the Royer
cabin. Eli apologized to Peter and Catherine for his deceit when he
first encountered them. Catherine followed her father in assuring
him of forgiveness. “You’ve earned the respect of everyone here,”
she said. “I’m sorry I was the last to accept you.”

“You know,” Peter said, “if we had known the
truth about you that night, with what we’d been through, I’m sure
we’d have left you there.”

Eli nodded solemnly. “When you told me your
story, I pictured Ransom and Perez. They were the two guys that
made me escape from San Quentin with them…” He winced. “I thought
I’d never see them again.”

He wondered why everyone turned to Charles.
“Eli,” said the doctor, “when we climbed up there to fetch you,
your former associate was still breathing too.”

Eli stared. “What… what happened?”

“He was covered with dirt,” said Peter. “One
of his legs stuck out at an impossible angle, and only his eyes
moved. He asked why we didn’t kill him. Jacob reminded us we
couldn’t do that.”

“He suffered a spinal cord injury,” said
Charles. “I suspect it’s lower cervical spine, or upper thoracic.
It’s difficult to tell without an x-ray, and difficult to treat in
any circumstances, so it’s a wonder he’s still alive.”

“Still alive?” gasped Eli.

“It’s doubtful he’ll ever walk again,” said
Charles. “I’m not sure about the use of his arms. Jacob devised a
special cot for him. He’s in the barn.”

 


 



CHAPTER 17

Wednesday, March 22

 


High on an Irish mountainside, the father and
his eldest son return from seeking others below. Return empty. “We
saw fires across the valley, but the destruction was too thick to
cross. This summer, please God, we’ll find others who survived. But
now, we must plant the seeds we have and find what food we can.”
The family of seven makes the sign of the cross in unison, and sits
to a stew of potatoes and game.

 


Darcy leaned on her shovel, wiped her
forehead. Nelson was spading the row next to her. The temperature
was only in the seventies, but the direct sunshine was heating up
the meadow workers. “Hey, Nelson. You want to walk up to the spring
for a drink?”

“Good idea.”

At the lower end of the spring’s exposed
water flow, a tin cup had been secured by a length of twine to a
root protruding from the arroyo bank. They each had a sip of the
cool, sweet water from the cup.

Nelson drank in a draft of air as well. “Do
you think everyone in the world who has a spring has a tin drinking
cup there too? Not just in this country. I’ve probably drunk from
half a dozen springs, including in Europe and Asia, and every time,
the little tin cup.”

“I don’t know,” Darcy replied. “It just
seemed like a good idea at the time. Maybe it’s just my
imagination, but it seems to make the water taste better. Different
anyway.”

“Ions,” Nelson said. “Someone told me it was
ions from the tin.”

“Ions! Hey, you’ve picked up more education
than you led us to believe.” Then she injected a serious note in
her voice. “Nelson, I’m trying to, well, deepen my intuition. To do
that, you need someone who really understands you, who’ll give you
a nudge when your egotism gets in the way. Would you be my
friend?”

Nelson voiced surprise. “I hardly know you,
Darcy. And I’m sure not a psychologist.”

Darcy gave not an inch. “Over time, I’d like
you to understand me and… Well, become a real friend. A friend is
one who will always be honest with you and tell you objectively
when you’re not being your own best friend, when you’re not living
up to your potential, or swerving from your purpose. I’d just like
to have a handshake on it and see where it goes.”

Nelson pondered the thought. “We’re going to
be here a long time, aren’t we Darcy? I’m just a kid, but I’m, you
know, flattered. I mean, honored that you’d pick me.” He shook her
hand.
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