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CH. 1

 


 


It is time.

 


Claire awoke with a shiver.

 


It is time.

 


Claire rubbed her eyes to erase the dream, then
sleepily yawned and tried to go back to sleep.

 


It is time to go. Get up.

 


This time the voice was unmistakably clear. It was
not a dream. The voice was calm, clear, and soothing. Claire took a
slow deep breath to calm her nerves then said aloud, to whom she
wasn't sure, "Is it safe?"

 


Go.

 


Claire held her breath, listening intently for more.
No more came. It is time. Get up. Go. She repeated these
instructions over and over in her head. Could it really be? Was the
voice who she thought it was or had she lost her mind? Slowly,
quietly, as if she made a sound she would miss the voice, Claire,
young and alone, frightened but excited, lifted herself off her cot
and gathered her belongings. She knew who the voice belonged
to.

 


The room was dark, had been for nearly a week since
her self-powered generator broke. The batteries had given out just
days after construction of the generator was completed. Claire
chuckled to herself as she caressed the seat of the old bicycle
frame, proud of her accomplishment. Candles were not safe here, but
there was a bag of them stowed away in a corner. They were found
along with a box of matches and put in her backpack. Food and water
had been rationed sparingly, and were running out fast. Only a few
days left. Claire put all that she had in the backpack. On the cot
were her clothes. She found what she needed and put them on, slowly
one leg at a time, feeling the unfamiliar, uncomfortable fabric
against her skin. Alone and in the dark, they had been unneeded and
cumbersome, now they felt scratchy on her skin. How long had it
been since she had bathed, washed her clothes? Weeks, months? Time
had lost all meaning. In the far corner of the rectangular room
were two unused cots with their blankets neatly folded on top.
Claire rolled them up together and fastened them to her backpack.
New blankets for a new beginning, she thought. Rain gear that had
been stored in a locker were unpacked, then placed into the
backpack. The pack was beginning to get heavy.

 


Claire scoured the small room with her eyes,
long-adjusted to the dark, remembering the day she first arrived,
not wanting to remember. She pushed those horrifying thoughts out
as she looked from box to chair, to shelf to ventilation duct, to
waste disposal cabinet thinking of what else she should bring, what
to leave behind. She saw what she needed on a top shelf. Thrown
there in anger, but not forgotten. Delicately fingering the leather
she prayed, "Please forgive my anger, God, I know it is you who
have kept me safe and you who now tells me to go." Claire pressed
the Bible cover close to her heart and wept. The pages had long
been destroyed. "Protect me Lord. I am afraid."

 


The quiet girl with the sad eyes and aching heart,
who had dreamed of and dreaded this day, wiped her tears, turned,
and stared hard at the stairs that led to the outside world. What
lay ahead she did not know, what was must be left in the deepest
part of her memory. Not forgotten, just put in a safe place as to
not haunt her future.

 


Ten steps forward and twenty-five, straight up. Seems
easy enough, but Claire thought she lacked the courage to take the
first step. NOW. The voice was urgent, demanding. "Okay, God", she
said, "I'm going". Thoughts ran through her mind. What would she
find? It must be okay, God said to go. He wouldn't be so insistent
if it were unsafe. Would he? Would she be among friends? Who, what
would she find? There, she made the first step. Left, right, left,
right. Slowly, painfully, heart beating faster and faster. Claire
closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then another, hand trembling,
she found the valve.

 


The bunker door was 25 steps up a metal ladder, but
the mechanism to open it was right in front of her. "Please God,
help me remember how to open the door." The valve in her hand was a
lock. She didn't remember why the valve was to be turned first, she
just knew it was. Hoped it was. It felt rusty. Would it break if
she turned the wrong way? Would it break if she turned the right
way? Deep breath, which way to turn it? Claire wiped her sweaty
palms on her pants, gripped the valve with her right hand and
pushed down, to the right as hard as she could. Click. The valve
opened. "Whew!" she let out a deep sigh of relief.

 


Next to the valve was a large steel wheel about 20
inches across. It sat higher up on the wall, its center about level
with her forehead. It, too, felt rusty at the joint where it
connected to the bunker wall. Claire gripped it with both hands,
one on each side. Which way? Lefty loosey, right tight or to the
right just like the first one? First she gently nudged right.
Nothing. Nudged left. Nothing. Claire stood and stared at the
wheel, gripping so hard her hands began to hurt. Which way? Lefty
loosey. That has to be it. She attempted to turn the wheel. It
didn't budge. "Oh God, help. Am I tightening it instead?" She took
a deep breath and tried harder. To her amazement and much relief it
moved. An inch. A drop of sweat dripped into her eye. Not wanting
to let go, she rubbed her eye with her shoulder. Slowly, Claire
slid her right hand over to her left while turning to the side of
the wheel. "Here goes nothing," she muttered then slid both hands
as high up as she could so as to hang from the wheel. Suddenly she
dropped all her weight and lifted her feet. The wheel gave a creaky
groan, turned, and Claire fell to the floor, hands still gripping
the wheel.

 


It had turned!! Claire sprang up and tried the same
technique again. The wheel turned again. After one more attempt,
Claire sat breathlessly on the floor. Panting, she closed her eyes
tightly to try to determine if the door had opened enough for her
to escape. Any light that came in could blind her, so she covered
her eyes with her hands. A drop of sweat dripped onto her arm. Then
another, and another. Claire stiffened and listened and felt.
Raindrops? Those were not sweat drops because she felt one, two,
three drops of water on her head. Her senses were screaming for
more. She could hear faint sounds of dripping onto the metal bars
and just a whisper of wind.

 


Claire wanted to jump up and run up the ladder as
quickly as should could. "No", she thought, "I must be careful."
She forced her hands away from her eyes as slowly as she could.
Slowly, she lifted her face up towards the heavens to feel for
sunlight, but felt only raindrops. Very faint light, so light she
would not have noticed it before, filtered through the clouds and
touched her eyelids. It startled her and hurt her head so she
jerked her face towards the floor. Remembering one very important
item in a locker in the back of the room, Claire darted towards it,
retrieving a pair of sunglasses.

 


Sunglasses on, Claire pulled out the rain poncho and
draped it over the backpack before lifting the pack to her
shoulders. It was heavy enough as it was, raindrops would make it
much heavier, not to mention ruin all the things inside. "My God is
so mighty," Claire sang softly as she gripped a rung with her right
hand, "so strong and so true," as she gripped a rung with her left,
"there's nothing my God cannot do." Closing her eyes, she took a
slow deep breath and raised her chin up to feel and hear what was
above her. The rain had stopped. No light filtered through her
glasses. Was it night time? Had she lost track of night and day in
the deep bowels of her bunker where there was no day? She had no
watch, no need to know the time. After all, she had no
appointments, no lunch date, no job to hurry to. No one was
expecting her.

 


"My God is so mighty," right foot up, "so strong and
so true," left foot up. The bars were damp from the earlier rain so
Claire wrapped her arms around the ladder and gripped the bars from
behind. Falling was not an option, she told herself. "There is
nothing," right hand, left foot, "my God cannot do," left, right,
"for me." Slowly, up she went, counting the bars at each grasp of
her hands as she listened to the pounding of her heart, which
seemed to echo off the walls of the bunker.

 


Suddenly, Claire froze. She was more than halfway up,
but something startled her, aroused her senses. Her skin prickled,
her ears were alive with the sound. Familiar sound and feeling, but
oh so very distant. Claire thought about how the deaf might feel
when they heard sounds for the first time or how the blind felt the
first time their sight was restored. She was neither, but had seen
and heard very little in her time underground. While locked away
from the outside world, alone in the dim light and then total
darkness there had been no sounds from the outside. No cries, no
knocking on the door, only the vibrations of the shaking earth. She
had talked and sung to herself for a while, then grew tired of the
sound of her voice. This day was the first time she had spoken out
loud in quite some time. Claire tried to imagine what the color of
the sky looked like, the color of grass, the color of roses, and
the sound of laughter of little children.

 


It came again, the sound, bringing her out of her
thoughts. It was the sound of a fresh breeze, which gently coaxed
her on. A few more steps and the top of her head was at the
surface. Here, the breeze was a bit stronger, just enough to blow a
single strand of hair across her face and tickle her ear. "Humble
yourself in the sight of the Lord, " she sang in a whisper, "Humble
yourself in the sight of the Lord. And He will lift you up". Claire
looked straight up and all around. The sky was dark. She could just
barely make out the shapes of clouds. "Thank you God for lifting me
up," she prayed as she took another step up, lifted her right arm
out of the hole, and onto the ground. The damp, hard ground.
Claire's eyes and nose were now out of the bunker. Her home and
prison beneath her feet.

 


Fear now began to creep over her. She had been safe
inside her bunker. Alone, isolated, in the dark, but most
importantly she had been safe. Now that she had exposed herself to
the outside world, was she safe? What was out here? Who was out
here? Was the air safe? Was the water safe? Would she die the
second she stepped foot outside? Maybe going out was a bad idea.
Maybe she should go back in. "Wait a minute," Claire scolded
herself, "who told me to go in the first place? Had Peter been safe
when he walked on water? Yes, because Jesus told him to go. He only
began to sink when he doubted." For another moment, Claire
questioned whether or not it was really God who told her to leave.
Perhaps she was hallucinating, perhaps it wasn't God. Perhaps.
Clair looked down the shaft into the bunker. Perhaps she should
have faith.

 


Dirt. Claire gathered a handful of damp earth and
held it for a moment before refocusing her attention on the task at
hand. One last step with her right foot, shift weight to exposed
arm, step with left foot and thrust her body onto the earth
above.

 


Laying motionless on her belly on the slightly damp
earth, Claire shed tears of joy, tears of the realization that this
was a new beginning. One of uncertainty, but definitely a new
beginning. Several minutes passed as she collected herself, caught
her breath from the climb. Claire took off the backpack, then
slowly rolled onto her back. A feeling of doom began to spread over
her entire body as she looked around her with her eyes, not daring
to move. This was not the world she had locked herself away from.
This was no longer the Florida she loved and called home. It was
not the vacation capital of the world any longer. But, what had she
expected? After all that had happened...she know it would be
different... but this? This place was unrecognizable.

 


Laying on her back, looking around with her eyes,
Claire saw no tall buildings, no trees, no birds, no cars, no
people. People, where were all the people? Laying before Claire - a
young woman, pretty, honor student on the fast track to a top notch
university, unmarried and absolutely terrified - was a wasteland.
The four-story concrete block church

that had stood above her bunker was now nothing more
than rubble. Old crumbling rubble. In places the blocks were three
to four feet high, but mostly, only one block or less. From her
vantage point, laying there on the ground in the dark, all she
could see were mounds of broken concrete and a few steel beams. In
every direction her eyes could take her, Claire saw blackness.
Black sky that met black horizon. All the structures had been
leveled. By what, she wondered? There was no visible sign of fire
or bomb, but she didn't have much to go on at this vantage
point.

 


Cautiously, Claire raised herself to her elbows, then
to a sitting position, and finally, slowly, stood upright. Being
outside, fully exposed to the elements, her senses were reeling,
her heart pounding so loudly she could hear it. She actually jumped
at the sound, thinking it was coming from the distance. The breeze
began to blow gently and again a fine mist began to fall from the
heavens. Oh how wonderful a bath would be! The coolness of the
drops on her skin sent a shiver up her spine momentarily
distracting her from the gloomy environment. After looking around
at her surroundings briefly, the next thing that caught her eye was
a faint light on the distant horizon. Is that the sun or fire, she
wondered, staring at the light until her eyes began to ache from
the light. Raising her arms out to her sides, Claire turned around
slowly, seeing and hearing and feeling and smelling her new world
for the first time, all the while being showered by the mist.

 


From the standing position, Claire once again
surveyed her surroundings. Where were all the buildings, street
signs, highways, roads, trees, plants, or any sign of life ? All
were leveled. All. She saw no intact buildings, only the horizon,
in every direction. What did this, she wondered again and again?
There was no sign of fire or bomb, hurricane or tornado - or was
there? For as far as she could see the destruction appeared to have
happened a long, long time ago. How long had she been in the
bunker? No fresh signs of destruction, no smell of smoke or even of
decay. It was if she had gone into the bunker in Florida and exited
onto a different continent, a dry and desolate desert.

 


Claire's next thought, which had been at the back of
her mind for a long while was of survival. "I'm alive. There must
be others. If there are, where are they? God, you wouldn't save me,
just to live and die alone, would you?" Doubt began to creep in,
then fear in the realization that she might just be all alone in
the world. Alone in the bunker, she at least had felt relatively
safe in the small space, safe and secure inside the fortified
walls. There, she had not thought about the future, of being alone,
about what would happen in the event she were to leave. Now,
outside, in the vast emptiness of what used to be her home, Claire
looked back down into the hole, and thought, "Maybe I should go
back down. I was safe there. I could leave the door cracked a bit
to hear..no...no...I'm here... outside and alive. Besides, I have
only enough food and water for a few more days. Oh God, what
now?"

 


Remembering it was God who told her it was time to
go, Claire built an alter of remembrance out of the pile of
concrete blocks, then knelt to pray. "Dear God. Help me. I know it
was you who told me to go. I did. I'm out. Now what do I do? Where
do I go? Was it truly you who told me to go or am I going crazy
from being locked up for so long? Lord help me. I must be here for
a reason. Please God, show me your reason for my being. In Jesus
name, Amen." Claire continued kneeling at the alter for a long
while, listening, waiting, listening, waiting, slowing her
breathing so her heart rate would lower to normal, inhale 2, 3, 4,
exhale 2, 3, 4, inhale 3, 3, 4, exhale, 2, 3, 4. Finally, a calming
peace flowed over Claire as she let out a deep long exhale. The
rain had stopped and a cool breeze began to blow. Claire stood up,
put on her back pain and began to walk.

 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


The road ahead wasn't much of a road, but what was
left of one. Busted up bits of concrete, asphalt, steel, and car
parts. Walking was difficult and slow, picking the safest path,
avoiding sharp debris. The heavy clouds, which covered the sun,
made it much easier on Claire's eyes, which were still shaded
behind glasses and not used to light. Even so, a faint area of
light had begun to rise in what Claire presumbed to be the east and
this gave her a sense of direction. Thoughts of the past kept
creeping up into Claire's head as she walked and looked for signs
of life. No, no, she thought, can't think of the past. Must focus
on the future. The future. There must be a future, she thought as
she pounded her head with the palm of her hand, trudging north.
Must go north, she thought, must focus on north or I'll wind up
going in circles.

 


The sun would hide behind a thick heavy clouds from
time to time, so Claire would pick a landmark, far in the distance
and stare at the goal until she safely reached it. At that point,
she would check the sun's position, look around her for signs of
movement, signs of life, find another landmark and start again.
Landmark to landmark, like connecting the dots, she walked on and
on. At first her pace was hurried, fearful of the unknown
territory. The pace slowed after the realization that, "What am I
in such a hurry for? I'm not late. No one is chasing me. There are
no wild animals. No shelter to get to that I can see for miles. No
point in exhausting myself." To calm herself, and out of sheer
boredom, Claire began to sing the 23rd Psalm - "The Lord's my
Shepherd I'll not want, He makes me down to lie in pastures green.
He leadeth me, In pastures green. He leadeth me the quiet waters
by" (Scottish Psalter, 1650, John Campbell). Then, after a minute
to see if there were any sounds of echoes, or birds, or any
response, which none was heard - "Soldiers of Christ, a-rise and
put your armor on. Strong in the strength which God sup-plies.
Strong in the strength which God sup-plies thro His be-lov-ed Son.
Then, feeling a bit braver, she sang louder - Strong in the Lord of
hosts - and in His might-y power. Who in the straight of Je-sus
trusts. Who in the strength of Je-sus trusts, is more than
con-quer-or!"

 


Reaching the intended landmark, Claire stopped
singing to take in her surroundings. The road seemed to turn to the
east. Until this point, the land had been flat, with no rivers to
cross or any change in terrain whatsoever. The sun was now nearly
overhead and peeking out from behind the clouds a little more now
so that she could see further in every direction. To the east and
west she could see the horizon. Not one intact building, home, car,
or tree. Trees, trees that were broken, flattened, dead but not
burned could be seen here and there. A power pole, which had been
her landmark, had the lines still on dangling on the ground,
attached to nothing. Claire picked up a large piece of metal from a
car and tossed it as far as she could. The metal crashed to the
ground with a loud screech of metal on concrete. Claire
instinctively covered her ears with her hands in pain as she
dropped to the ground. She shut her eyes tight, fearing the
impending retaliatory sounds. Hearing nothing, Claire sighed in
frustration. If there was anybody out there they had to have heard
that! Rising to her feet, the lonely young woman screamed as loudly
as she could, "Anybody out there?!!"

 


No answer. No movement. Not even a startled bird
flying from its hiding place to seek safer shelter. "If I scream
and no one hears, do I exist?" Claire said out loud to herself,
remembering the tree in the forest riddle.

 


Claire took a drink from her water jug, sighed, and
resumed her trek. Ahead, to the north, the horizon seemed to rise a
bit , not a mountain or a hill, just a slight change in elevation.
Progress, she thought. She was unable to tell how far she had
traveled, what city she was in or near. The only landmarks were
piles of rubble, concrete, which was not prone to decay, nothing
even remotely familiar. "I'm going north, God. How long and how
far? I feel like an Israelite wandering in the desert, not knowing
where the promised land is. At least they were not alone!" Claire
knew this was not going to be short trip. Hadn't realistically
expected to run into people right away. However, the solitude of
the walk, the endless vast unchanging landscape, the lack of sounds
except of those of her own footsteps were becoming unbearably
mind-numbing.

 


Reaching the next landmark, Claire stopped to rest.
She had been walking for what felt like hours. She was tired and
hungry. Somewhere in the distance, further north perhaps, a sound
could faintly be heard, bringing Claire out of her grumblings. A
slight murmur or rumble, familiar, but familiar as a long ago
memory. One that couldn't be named. In addition to being tired and
hungry, Claire was hot. Even though the clouds still protected her
from the sun, it had been a long time since she had felt its warmth
on her face. This coupled with the hours of walking in heavy,
scratchy clothing, she felt physically drained, overheated, and
mentally exhausted.

 


Claire sat, facing north, against the hood of an old
car, which itself was leaning against a pile of rusty tire rims. As
she leaned her head back to rest, she felt the rumbling again.
Slowly turning her ear to touch the hood, she heard the familiar
rumbling as the sound waves vibrated on her ear. Claire closed her
eyes, focusing on the distant yet familiar sound. She felt an urge
to go to it. Go to the sound Claire, she heard in her head, go to
the sound. However exhausted she was, she was more so drawn to the
sound, needed to know what it was, where it was coming from, who or
what was making it. After pulling herself upright, Claire pressed
on, painstakingly put one foot in front of the other, forgetting to
eat and drink, forgetting her pain, focusing only on the distant
calling sound.

 


The rumbling became louder with each foot step.
Sometimes it seemed to pulsate, louder, softer, louder, softer, as
if someone were revving an engine. "An engine? Could it be an
engine?" she suddenly thought. Her pace quickened to a brisk walk,
then a jog, then a run. Run. Run to the sound. Even though she
still could not see any movement on the horizon she knew something
or someone had to be making the sound. The wind had died out hours
ago. What could it be? Animal? Human? Survivors? Friend or foe?
Foe? Enemy? Enemy! Claire tripped over a downed traffic light after
that thought distracted her, which brought her run to a crashing
stop in the middle of an intersection of an abandoned highway.

 


Claire was breathing so heavily from running, face
down in the middle of the road, she was afraid she might
hyperventilate. Purposefully, she took a slow deep breath and held
it for a moment. That's when she heard it. Nothing. Silence. The
rumbling had stopped. Exhale, listen harder. Still nothing.
Claire's heart was still beating fast and loud, maybe that's why I
can't hear it, she thought. She took more long slow breaths to slow
her heart rate. Exhale, still no rumbling, no sounds whatsoever.
Claire lifted her head from the ground, looked left, looked right,
looked forward. Saw nothing. Heard nothing.

 


"Great. That's just great," Claire groaned out loud,
"I just wasted all that energy chasing a mirage." She slowly sat
up, dusted herself off, and checked for any cuts or injuries.
Finding herself intact, Claire unpacked her water jug and took a
small sip, and then another, and then a long satisfying drink. The
rush of water into her stomach made Claire realize she had eaten
nothing all day, had practically nothing to drink all day and was
beginning to feel faint and a bit dizzy. Deciding to ration her
food due to not knowing how she was going to get more, she ate two
crackers, but then thought, "I'm probably going to die out here,
alone, of starvation. Might as well eat a few more." Claire again
began to wonder why she ever left the bunker, wonder if it was
truly God who told her to leave. Thought she should have stayed
put. Stayed near the bunker. If there were other people out there,
then they could just find her. She had shelter there, a bed. Why
did she leave?

 


"I must rest a while," she instructed herself as she
closed her eyes and rested her head on her knees. "This rumbling in
my head must be from dehydration," Claire mumbled as she drifted
off to sleep.

 


A feeling of urgency awoke Claire with a jolt. She
blinked hard a few times, looked around to get her bearings.
Something was different. The sky was changing colors, the sun on
her left. Only half of it was visible, the other half had drifted
beyond the horizon. The clouds were gone. "Oh, no!" Claire jumped
up in a panic, then the feeling of urgency hit again. "It's almost
dark and I have to pee!" Claire had no idea what to do. She was in
the middle of nowhere with no place to relieve herself. No
privacy..., "what the heck, who's going to see me?" Claire opened
up her back pack, took out a roll of toilet paper, walked about 10
feet to the east, took care of business, covered it up by kicking
the dry dirt, and came back to where she had left her backpack just
as the sun disappeared beyond the horizon.

 


"Okay, God. You told me to go. I left. Now it's dark.
The sun has set, the clouds are gone. I'm alone. Totally alone. Do
you know how long I was in the dark before you told me to go?" she
asked sarcastically. "I was okay with the dark in the bunker. I got
used to seeing in the dark. I knew my way around. Bed against the
left wall. Five steps to the right wall. Six steps to the front
wall. Twelve steps to the back wall. Turn left go 10 steps to the
supply room. I can't count steps out here!!!! I can't see in the
dark anymore!!! " Claire collapsed to the ground in tears as she
took off the sunglasses. She was afraid out in the world alone in
the daylight, even though shadowed by the clouds. Now, she was
terrified. Even though she was not surrounded by any walls, Claire
was feeling claustrophobic, shut in by the dark. Even though she
wanted jump up and run, she knew she couldn't. Even though she knew
there were no living thing around for miles, she was afraid of
something or someone jumping up and attacking her. "God if you're
listening, help me," she sobbed. "I'm afraid. I'm afraid," she
sobbed as she drifted off to sleep sitting alone in the vast
nothingness.

 


A distant rumble aroused Claire from sleep once
again. She tried to shake it off, and go back to sleep, but as she
rolled over to get off a rock against her side, she saw it. Claire
sat upright, opened her eyes, and stared at amazement. Wow, it's
beautiful, she thought. Straight ahead of her, due north - she had
marked north earlier so she wouldn't loose her way - was the
biggest, roundest, brightest moon she had ever seen. Claire looked
straight up at the heavens and said, "Thanks."

 


Without taking her eyes off the moon, Claire fumbled
around in her back pack for something to eat. She was fully rested,
and hungry. After eating, Claire stood up to look around. The moon
was brighter than the sun had been behind the heavy clouds and lit
up the terrain nearly as well. No source for the rumbling could be
seen. She hadn't even heard it since she woke up.

 


"I cried for light. You gave me light. Might as well
take a walk." Claire said half to herself, half to God. As she
lifted her pack to her shoulders and began to walk a funny thought
came to mind, I feel like the Israelites. I know, I've said it
before, but now I really do. Clouds by day and the moon by night.
Except for them it was clouds and fire.

 


Claire remembered that the moon travels in orbit just
as the sun so she once again traveled landmark to landmark,
stopping just long enough to see how the moon had changed position.
At the second landmark, Claire suddenly realized the presence of
the stars. "Moon and stars!" she exclaimed, "Awesome! Awesome. My
God is an awesome God, he reigns from heaven above, with wisdom
power and love, my God is an awesome God! My God is an awesome God,
I wish I knew all the words to this song, my God is an awesome
God!"

 


After a while, Claire began to forget her fear and
her loneliness, comforted by the peace and assurance that God was
with her.

 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


"You there. Hello? Miss are you o.k?"

 


Claire awoke with a jolt. After hours of walking by
moonlight, Claire had stopped to rest on an old highway and fell
fast asleep. "I must be dreaming, I thought I heard a voice."

 


"Miss? Hi." came a female voice.

 


Fully awake now, Claire bolted upright and looked
around. A man, no two men, and a young woman were staring back at
her.

 


"Hi, I'm Noah," said the man who she thought she had
dreamt up as he put out his hand, "can you stand?"

 


"Um, yeah, I'm fine." Claire stood up, by herself,
refusing his hand. "Who, uh, who are you?", she stuttered shyly.
"Where did you come from?"

 


"I'm Noah. This is Adam, Ruth, and Jonah is in the
truck."

 


"Truck?" okay now Claire was definitely dreaming. She
had been foolishly chasing a rumbling sound before. This can't
possibly be real. "Where'd you get a truck?" Had she been chasing a
dream? Or was it real after all? She looked over at the 'truck',
which was actually a very large high-tech armored vehicle used by
the army. "I thought I heard something a while a go, yesterday
actually, and I thought I was walking towards it. Then it suddenly
stopped. I thought I was hallucinating." Claire was overwhelmed
with emotion. She was no longer alone. Were these people friendly?
Were they not? Would they let her join them? How did they get here?
Who were they? So many questions ran through her head. Claire
thought it odd that all four of them were about the same age as
her.

 


"We found it" said Adam, interrupting her many
thoughts. "We were able to siphon off enough gas to fill the tank
and then some. Jonah hot-wired it." Adam looked nervous, or scared.
He was dirty, with wavy black shoulder length hair, and a long scar
on his left forearm.

 


"You're wearing a uniform." Claire stated to Noah,
almost accusingly. "Are you army?"

 


"No. I was supposed to be military police. To help
the national guard. Never made it. The four of us wound up in
bunkers about 50 or 60 miles east of here, near Jacksonville. We
came out about the same time. How about you?"

 


Claire looked quizzically at Noah, not wanting to
talk about the past. She didn't like the past. Wanted to forget the
past. Talking about it won't change it, won't make the present any
easier to deal with. Claire started to say something, then paused,
catching a glimpse of Noah's eyes. His eyes made her relax. He had
kind eyes, blue as the ocean, and a gentle face. Claire quickly
averted her eyes, rushing past the others, then back down to the
ground. "Um, you were all in the bunkers together?" she finally
muttered.

 


"Noah and I were, " answered Adam. "Jonah found Ruth,
then us."

 


"Oh," said Claire slowly, "well, I ah, I came from
that way," pointing south, "I haven't seen any living thing in a
long time, today, or yesterday. I thought there might not be any
other people. I came out yesterday."

 


"There are no other liver things," whispered Ruth as
she peeked out from behind Noah and Adam. Ruth was an average young
woman. Not tall, but not short. Not overweight, but not thin like
Claire who's clothes were now several sizes too big. Not beautiful,
but not homely either. Her only striking features were her long red
hair and her soft, brown, and very sad eyes.

 


"We don't know that," retorted Adam, sending Ruth to
hide behind Claire.

 


"Hey you guys!" yelled Jonah out from the truck
window. "What's the plan?"

 


"Don't know yet," answered Noah, "come over here and
we'll brainstorm."

 


"Where were you going?" Claire asked, hoping she
would be asked to join them.

 


"I was hoping to go to Orlando, but you'll have to
ask Ruth." stated Jonah rudely.

 


"What do you mean," Claire asked, puzzled, turning to
look at Ruth, who averted her eyes.

 


"Well," began Jonah, rolling his eyes as if he were
tired of telling the story, "if you must know, God tells Ruth to
tell us where to go."

 


"Really?" Claire asked, excited she wasn't the only
one.

 


"I know," said Jonah, "sounds nuts. I think she's
nuts."

 


"No, actually, it's not." quipped Claire. "Tell me
more, Ruth."

 


"Jonah'll tell you," she whispered.

 


"She doesn't like to talk," explained Noah, patting
her on the shoulder.

 


"Maybe not," grunted Jonah, "but she doesn't have a
problem telling me where to go. See, after I hooked up with Noah
and Adam, we found this truck. Ruth was sitting in it. She didn't
say a word until we got it started and she said 'Go west'. I didn't
pay any attention at first and headed in another direction. The
truck died. 'Go west' she says again, motioning for me to start the
truck. I did, it started and I turned west. How'd you do that? I
asked her. She says, 'God told me'. That's how its been. We start
driving, she says turn here, we turn. When we don't, the truck
dies. When the truck starts to run of gas, she says, "God says
there's gas down that road." Sure 'nuff, there's an above ground
gas tank and we siphon up as much as we can and hit the road again.
So, now I want to go to Orlando and find my cousins."

 


"There's nothing between here and the keys," Claire
sighed, assuming it were true.

 


"How do you know?" bluffed Adam.

 


"I know." began Claire, "I know because God told me
to go north." She glanced briefly at Adam, who smirked. "I've been
walking for nearly two days and you are the first signs of life
I've seen. It is a good possibility we might be the only people for
a thousand miles. I believe God brought me here, to meet you."

 


"I agree." Noah nodded, tapping his chin with his
fingers, deep in thought. "What we need to do is concentrate on our
own survival, as if we were all that is left on this planet."

 


"We are," whispered Ruth eerily.

 


"But we are here," insisted Adam, "there must be
others."

 


"Possibly," conceded Claire. "I was convinced I was
alone in this world until I met you, but they could be in Montana
or China and we may never see them in our lifetime."

 


"That's true enough." stated Noah. They all agreed to
that possibility and that they needed to formulate a survival
plan.

 


Claire, satisfied that she was now part of the group,
began to feel more confident, more self-assured, now more than
ever, she knew God was in charge. "The basics for human survival
are food, water, shelter, clothing, and the debate is still ongoing
as to whether we need love, but I for one know we need to be around
other people. We need each other."

 


"Amen." stated Ruth, who was still behind Claire.

 


"All in favor of forming a, a what, a partnership,
organization? Noah asked the group.

 


"How about our own government?" stated Jonah. "The
last one stunk."

 


"Why don't we do something less formal, less
political?" Claire stated timidly. She had something far more
personal in mind.

 


"Such as?" asked Noah.

 


" A tribe." The men looked at her like she was nuts.
Ruth seemed interested. "Tribes are a family. They... are together
out of love, work together for the good of the group, not for
personal gain."

 


"Not my family," sneered Jonah.

 


"I know," continued Claire cautiously, "not all
families are loving, but most, when there is a need, pull
together."

 


"Besides," added Noah, understanding Claire's line of
thought, "we have a chance to start over. Make our own rules.
Maybe, just maybe, we can get it right this time. I strongly
believe that God is using both Ruth and Claire in a powerful way.
Us men too. He has always left a remnant, throughout the Bible. At
the flood, he left Noah, my namesake. In Egypt there was Moses. You
get the picture. Now there's us. I agree with Claire, we need to be
a family, a Tribe, even if there are others out there. For all we
know, there are hundreds, thousands of others in America alone. On
the other hand, there may just be us. God put the five of us
together for a reason. We need to agree to stick together - as a
tribe!"

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


"Where to now, Ruth?" Noah asked as he took her by
the hand and began to lead her to the truck.

 


"Hold on," interrupted Adam. Claire had sensed that
something was troubling him. "I don't get it. What's the point of
calling ourselves anything at all? I mean, in two days Jonah found
Ruth, Noah and I found them, and now we've found Claire. I don't
think things are as bad as you think they are. I think only the
south east US was wiped out and the rest of the world is still out
there. You guys are getting way ahead of yourselves."

 


Noah shook his head, "Adam," he said softly,
"Remember."

 


"Remember what?"

 


"Yesterday, the day before that, and...."

 


Jonah cut in, "Look in the sky Adam. What do you
see?"

 


Adam looked up, looked all around, trying to figure
out the riddle, "Clouds, sun."

 


"What else do you see?" asked Noah. "More importantly
what don't you see? What's missing? What haven't we seen in
days?"

 


"Sky lines," Adam sighed.

 


"No airplanes," whispered Ruth.

 


"That's right," answered Noah. "And remember the
radio?" Noah nudged Adam to the army vehicle and opened the doors
on the drivers side. Claire gazed at amazement at all the equipment
and dials and stuff she couldn't name on the dashboard. "What is
all that for?" he asked, pointing at various equipment.

 


"Don't know," mumbled Adam.

 


"You do know, man," blurted Jonah, "you know they
work, there's just nobody on the other end. No electricity
either.

 


Noah explained to Claire, "When we found this thing,
first thing we did was try out all the equipment, see what worked,
what didn't. It has computer, GPS, satellite, you name it, oh even
an old fashioned HAM radio. Everything works fine, Adam is a
techie, he knows all this stuff. Anyway we didn't so much as get
static on any of the channels. Adam," Noah turned towards him and
laid a hand gently on his shoulder, "There might be a few others
out there, might be, but life as we knew it was over a long time
ago. We band together and call ourselves a tribe because it gives
us hope. It gives us a purpose. We can't randomly wander in search
of civilization because, like or not, we're it."

 


Adam slowly leaned his head onto Noah's shoulder and
heaved a long sigh and let loose a stream of tears he had probably
been holding in for a very long time. Claire, who had such
compassion for him began to cry, then Ruth, and then finally
followed by Jonah who tried to hide his tears by stepping toward
Adam giving him a bear hug.

 


A couple minutes later, Jonah broke the silence,
"Okay, so we're officially a family, or tribe, or whatever. Are we
going to sit here all day or what? Time's a-wastin' and I'm
hungry."

 


"Same here," chimed Adam, feeling much more resolved
to his situation.

 


"How much gas do we have?" Noah asked Jonah, since he
was doing the driving.

 


"The truck has about three-quarters of a tank, and we
have about 60 gallons in the cans."

 


"How far will that get us?" asked Claire.

 


"I'm not so good at math, but we're probably good for
4 maybe 6 hours."

 


"That's not very far," Noah stated as they all began
to climb into the truck, Jonah in the driver's seat, Noah in the
front passengers, Claire, Ruth, then Adam in the back. "Ruth, where
to?"

 


"North," she stated matter-of-factly. "When you get
to a big river, go northwest until you cross it."

 


Cross it? Claire thought to herself. Well, God is
telling her to cross it, so cross it we will.

 


"North it is," said Jonah as he turned on the engine,
which rumbled loudly. He drove on road where possible, around and
over debris when not, which was most of the time. It was a very
bumpy journey. While Jonah focused on driving, the passengers
scoured the terrain around them for signs of life, food, and
fuel.

 


Except Ruth. She closed her eyes and dozed off. From
time to time, she would jolt upright, tap Jonah on the shoulder and
point left or right, getting him back on track. Claire watched this
scenario with amusement, because Jonah would simply nod and do what
she said as if it were a common, natural occurrence.

 


For miles and miles the landscape didn't change for
the better. Rubble as far as the eye could see without an intact,
live tree or building. Sky met earth in every direction without
anything blocking its path. The passengers were quiet. The truck
was loud, so it was difficult at best to hold a conversation, but
no one even tried. No one wanted to talk about what had happened to
them specifically, nor did anyone ask. What did it matter now
anyway? Talking about it wouldn't change things, wouldn't make
things better. Everyone in that truck knew enough about what got
them to this place in time to make them want to focus solely on the
road ahead. Their future lay solely in their hands, and the hands
of God.

 


Claire closed her eyes and said a prayer of thanks.
She thanked God for her survival, and for her new family. She
thanked God for each of them individually and prayed for his will
to be done in each of their lives. She prayed that God would not
leave them and that he would help her to listen to him and that she
would serve His purpose well. She knew He had a specific purpose
for each of them. Ruth's purpose was more clear to her than the
others.

 


Ruth was their compass. She seemed to have a direct
connection with God, like the prophets in the Bible. Noah, Claire
thought, was a leader. He seemed to be the strongest, emotionally
at least. He had quickly taken charge of the group. Adam was smart
and emotional, quiet. Jonah, well Jonah worried Claire. He was not
like the others. He was a bit of a rebel. Claire had noticed his
reactions whenever God had been mentioned. He was not a
believer.

 


"Look," shouted Jonah, pointing to something faint in
the distance. "What is that?" Jonah took his foot off the gas, a
little hesitant that it might not be safe.

 


"I can't make it out," said Noah has he leaned
forward, squinting his eyes, "It's probably just a bigger pile of
junk."

 


Claire looked over at Ruth to get her reaction. "Go,"
she simply whispered.

 


"Ruth said to go!" Adam shouted at Jonah.

 


Jonah turned to look at Ruth for assurance, saw the
peacefulness in her face, then pressed gently on the gas. All eyes
were on the distant building, watching and waiting for it to come
into full view. As they crept closer, Claire noticed a clump of
old, small buildings. The one in the center was a gas station, or
what was left of one. The sign, roof over the pumps, and the pumps
themselves were all pretty much demolished. The buildings on either
side were heavily damaged. The one on the left looked like it had
been a garage, the one on the right, too damaged too
distinguish.

 


Jonah slowly, cautiously drove around the structures,
and noticing the position of the sun said, "This looks like a good
place to spend the night."

 


"I hope there's a bathroom," Ruth said, suddenly.

 


"If there's running water, don't drink it," Noah said
half jokingly, not really expecting there to be any. "There's no
way of knowing if its good or deadly."

 


Noah, Jonah, and the others climbed cautiously out of
the truck to look around. The windows weren't broken in the intact
structure so there had been no looting here. Claire peered through
the glass into the dark store.

 


"I see cans of food! They'd be alright to eat, don't
you think?" Claire didn't care at this point. She'd rather die with
a full stomach than of starvation. She looked to her left where she
thought Noah was standing. He and the others were walking around
towards the back. Claire shrugged, walked to the front door, tried
the knob, which turned, and pushed it open. "Huh, well what do you
know, not locked." She stood in the doorway for a moment then took
a step inside. "Hello?" she called out faintly. She took a few
steps further on, noticing that the store was intact, completely
untouched and oblivious to the devastation outside then called
again, "Hello? Anybody there? Can anyone hear me?"

 


Much to Claire's amazement, a voice answered her,
"Hello, yes we hear you! Are you okay in there?"

 


Claire ran towards the voice in the back of the
store, excited to meet a new person. "Oh, its just you," she
groaned after she ran head first into Noah's chest. "Sorry, that
didn't sound nice," she said as she looked briefly into his eyes
then quickly took a step back.

 


"That's all right," he chuckled, "I was hoping you
were someone new, too." Noah blushed a bit as he released his grip
on Claire's shoulders.

 


"Ok you two," teased Adam, "break it up. Let's find
some flashlights."

 


"We should load up the back of the truck with all the
non-perishables. We need all the supplies we can get our hands on,"
declared Claire, determined to redeem herself to Noah.

 


"I'm hungry," whined Ruth.

 


"Got flashlight," announced Adam.

 


"And batteries," added Jonah.

 


Claire found Ruth a can of pop-open beanie-weenies
and a spoon then proceeded to take a mental inventory of the store.
It was small, but well-stocked. She figured there was enough food
and water here for about a week if well-rationed. Plus, she found
cleaning supplies and bleach-a necessity for purifying water. A ray
of hope began to creep in and give Claire a sense of purpose. Food,
shelter, and people equals hope.

 


The sun had begun to set on the tribe's first day
together. The beauty of the sunset with its array of warm colors
was ignored, unable to be appreciated by this band of survivors who
were busy preparing for the next day's journey. Purple and pink
clouds, orange dim of light would have to wait another day before
anyone would gaze upon its beauty. Oncoming darkness still
represented one thing - fear. Once the sun sets, reality and
rational thought gives way to human nature's innate fear of the
unknown, the fear of what cannot be seen. Nighttime broadly
encompasses that unknown. Lights on, you know exactly what is
around you, lights off, fear sets in.

 


"There, that's better." Jonah said, half to himself
as he clicked on the flashlight.

 


"Turn that off, you idiot!" hissed Ruth, "someone
might see us."

 


"Like who?" sneered Jonah.

 


"The enemy," she whispered, crouching behind the
check-out counter.

 


Claire tried to comfort Ruth. "You know there's no
one out here for miles. There's no need to be afraid." Claire put
her arms around the crying girl, not wanting to admit that she was
afraid, too.

 


"Just to be on the safe side, let's keep the lights
off." suggested Noah. "Besides, we need to preserve the batteries.
So, lights only in emergencies, okay guys?"

 


"Fine. Hey," said Adam in a hushed voice, "the moon
is out. Come look. It's brighter outside than in here. Just like
last night."

 


"Come away from the window. If there is anyone out
there, they might see you." Ruth whimpered, seeing the moonlight
shine on his face.

 


Claire, trying to distract Ruth, suggested, "we
should all get some sleep then get an early start in the morning."
She had all but forgotten about eating and lack of food was making
her weak and tired.

 


They had all had an emotionally and physically
exhausting day. No one had the energy to talk, much less prepare a
meal. Claire sat down on the hard concrete floor next to Ruth and
was fast asleep in seconds. Ruth had cried herself to sleep. Adam
grabbed a candy bar, devouring it in seconds. He wasn't used to
being hungry. Meanwhile, Jonah and Noah sat together near the front
door listening. Listening, but hearing nothing. No chirping
crickets, no buzzing mosquitoes, no humming of engines, and no
sounds of rustling leaves or trash blown about by the wind.

 


These sounds they longed to hear but mournfully did
not. Sounds of yesterdays gone by were also not heard, but not
missed. These sounds could be heard in their memories and in their
dreams- as nightmares. Deafening sounds, horrific sounds. Sounds
that could not be drowned out by covering their ears.

 


Sleep came fearfully, fitfully, with the demons of
nightmares to all. Muffled screams temporarily awoke each of the
survivors periodically throughout the night. Words of comfort were
unavailable, they didn't know if it was going to be alright, so why
lie by saying it would be. Claire forced herself to dream of the
good days with her family. Happy summers at the beach, building
castles in the sand. Water drops from the ocean waves turned to
tears as the realization of reality turned happiness of dreamland
into haunting nightmares.

 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


Morning came, as mornings always do, too soon for
most, not soon enough for others. So it was this day, yet this was
not just another day. This day when Claire awoke she was not alone.
She opened her eyes and looked all around without moving a muscle,
just to make sure all was well. No sounds were audible, except for
Adam's snoring. She grinned, delighted to be with them as she saw
Adam, laying on his back next to the candy rack, snoring away. Noah
and Jonah were asleep, leaning against the door frames, while Ruth
was curled in a fetal position next to her.

 


With the grace and stealth of a cat Claire rose to
her feet and gracefully stretched away sleep. Quietly, she took a
roll of toilet paper off a shelf and went out the back door to take
care of business behind one of the piles of debris. As she squatted
there, she looked around. The sun was just peeking over the horizon
in the east. A few puffy clouds dotted the sky. The air was still,
no breeze, no sounds, no movement of any kind.

 


Noticing a ladder attached to the side of the store
that led to the roof, Claire decided to do some exploring. First,
she grabbed the metal ladder tightly and gave a shake. Good, it's
bolted tight. Nimbly, she raced up the ladder, excited at what she
might see. Excitement soon faded as she searched the horizon,
walking from corner to corner of the roof, hoping to get a better
view.

 


"See anything?" Noah hollered up to her.

 


"Huh?" she was startled at his voice. "Oh," she
looked down and saw Noah standing out by the front door and then
Adam and Jonah run out to see what was going on. "Nothing. Although
it seems the horizon isn't as flat to the north, seems a little
fuzzy."

 


"Probably rise in elevation," Noah observed.

 


"What the heck are you doing?" demanded Jonah. "You
scared us half to death. Sounded like ..."

 


"Elephants," added Adam.

 


"Yeah, right," continued Jonah, "sounded like
elephants up there."

 


"Sorry," she apologized sheepishly, realizing what
they were trying not to say.

 


"It's okay," soothed Noah, "come on down, Ruth is
making breakfast."

 


Food. As Claire climbed back down the ladder her
stomach began to rumble. Here she was off exploring while Ruth took
care of necessities. Well, she rationalized, they were all asleep
when she got up. Didn't expect her walking on the roof to wake
everyone.

 


"This is awesome, Ruth, thank you." Adam was saying
as Claire came back into the store. Ruth had opened a can of
cereal, a can of powdered milk, which she mixed with some of the
water they had found in large jugs. She had also gotten a few
strips of beef jerky for each of them, along with a large container
of dried fruit and nuts.

 


"Thank you," Claire gave Ruth a big hug then dug in
and ate her fill. After the feast, she and Ruth began to clean up.
"We need to get moving, we're wasting daylight," she said to
herself.

 


"What?" Ruth asked, startled, "I'm doing the best I
can."

 


"Oh, I'm sorry, I didn't mean you. I didn't realize I
said that out loud. I'm used to talking to myself. Breaks the
silence. I was just thinking about moving on, where to go
next."

 


"She's right, though," said Noah who had been loading
supplies in a box nearby. We need to load up everything we can get
into the truck and get going."

 


"I gotta take a leak," yawned Jonah, groggy from a
full belly, as he stumbled out the front door where he watered the
dusty ground.

 


"Ooh, gross!" Ruth turned her head in disgust.

 


"Hey, there are above ground gas tanks out here,"
Jonah said pointing towards one of the partially destroyed
buildings. "I'm gonna check it out and fill up the cans," he
hollered over his shoulder while zipping up.

 


An hour passed. The large armored vehicle, dubbed
"the truck" was loaded down inside and on the roof with everything
they could get into it. Stomachs and gas tanks were full. Spirits
were raised. The little tribe was ready for whatever adventures lay
ahead. Before leaving the store, Noah assembled everyone in a
circled, joined hands, and said a prayer. First he acknowledged
God, recognizing that God was in control. He saved them for a
purpose, He put this group together for a reason, and He tells them
where to go. Noah thanked God for keeping them safe, for the food
they filled their stomach with and for that yet to be eaten, for
the shelter at night, and the transportation. Finally, Noah asked
God to keep their hearts open so they might hear his direction.

 


"You know," grumbled Jonah after the prayer, "I don't
know why you think God has anything do with this. Life just
happens."

 


"Continue north," Ruth said in her quiet, hushed
voice, looking deep into Jonah's eyes before anyone could
reply.

 


Claire and her new friends were all fearful, yet
excited, hopeful yet realistic, optimistic yet again they knew that
their new world was completely unknown. They had no way of knowing
what they would find behind the next pile of rubble, if they would
ever find anything other than what Claire saw from the roof top.
Claire had faith, she knew Noah had faith that God was not without
purpose. The Israelites may have wandered in the desert for 40
years, having the same thoughts as these, but Moses knew God's
purpose. Claire didn't know if God was telling Ruth of His purpose,
but as long as God was giving Ruth direction, Claire knew there was
one.

 


In a way, they were all fearful, apprehensive really,
of finding other people. New people meant new problems. Another
mouth to feed if they were friendly. Wounds to take care of if they
were injured or ill. New dangers to protect themselves from if
enemies were encountered. Survival was their one and only focus.
This had been the primary objective for a long time, but was
different now. Now they not only had themselves to care for, but
each other. Even though God was speaking through Ruth, she was in
despair, cried easily, jumped at the slightest sound. She slept or
zoned out most of the time. Jonah was angry, didn't want to believe
that God had saved him for anything. He believed it was punishment,
that this was retribution for mistakes of adults, leaders,
politicians.

 


"We can't think, 'Oh, we'll find someone in charge
and then they'll take care of us," Claire said to Ruth. "We have to
deal with the reality of now, each of us must step up and do the
very best we can to take care of each other. Like you did this
morning, making breakfast. That was awesome! We are all sad and
depressed and miss our families. But we have to leave the past
behind a make a new future for ourselves."

 


"She's right," added Noah. "We've traveled hundreds
of miles and we're still a tribe of 5. Statistically, so far there
is 1 person per about 100 to 150 square miles, taking into account
the distance we can see in every direction. If that changes for the
better, great! I really hope and pray that it does. Ruth, you and
Jonah both need to know we will never go back to whatever normal
was for you. We all must come to terms with that."

 


Adam, who had been deep in thought injected his two
cents, "The 'if' game has to stop you guys. We no longer have
anything to base our 'ifs' on. The world has changed and we must
also. We are like the pioneers who left the big cities in the east
to travel to the unknown west. They had no clue what lay ahead, but
they forged on anyway."

 


"I keep thinking of the Israelites wandering in the
desert." There, she finally said it out loud. Claire told them
about the clouds and the moon.

 


"If I remember correctly," Jonah said gruffly, "the
Israelites wandered in the desert for 40 years and died there."

 


"Not all of them died in the desert, " corrected
Adam, "and only because they disobeyed God every chance they
got."

 


"They also whined about how 'good' they had it in
Egypt." continued Noah. "Just like them, all this, I firmly
believe, is temporary. When we were children, our parents provided
all we needed and life was good. Things happened, now we are in the
desert. Soon we will be in the promised land."

 


"I don't know..." Jonah was skeptical. "I haven't
been promised anything and neither have any of you. We only have
enough supplies for a week or so. We could all be dead soon and all
this traveling could be a waste of time." The rest were hopeful.
Claire firmly believed.

 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


Growing weary of debating their future, the group
grew silent. The rumbling of the engines lulled Ruth to sleep once
again. Claire and the rest watched the horizons, the endless dusty
lifeless horizon. From time to time Claire would hum a familiar
song to herself as she watched the rubble go by. She wished she
could fall asleep as easily as Ruth, like a child who was would say
to their parents, 'wake me when we get there'.

 


Several hours of travel passed by uneventfully. They
stopped to stretch their legs, relieve themselves, refuel, eat,
then started again. Sometime later Jonah noticed a change in
terrain, towards the north west. He unconsciously began to drift
towards it, but then Ruth awoke to point him back in the correct
direction. He obeyed, but kept a close watch. Moments later, it
became clear that they were approaching a river bed. The bed was
dried up or blown up or something, but they were sure it used to be
a river. They followed it north for a while, then crossed it in
order to continue going north. Jonah wanted to continue to follow
it north east, he just knew it would lead them to water. Noah
thought otherwise. If there was water in the river upstream, then
it would flow downstream. Resigned, he continued north.

 


An hour or so later, they came across another river
bed. This time they stopped to explore, rest, and eat. Claire and
Noah walked in one direction, Jonah and Adam in the other. Ruth
stayed in the truck. No sign of life yet, Claire thought, hopefully
soon. Yet was the word of the day. Nothing yet. Maybe tonight,
maybe tomorrow, but eventually we'll cross over to the promised
land. Claire prayed again and again, please God give us a land of
milk and honey, give us a promised land. But, no giants please God.
No more fighting.

 


Jonah again was determined to follow the river
upstream. Against the guidance of Ruth and the pleading of the
others, he turned the wheel east. The truck died. Ruth told him if
he wanted to wander in the desert for 40 years that was his
business, but don't drag the rest down with him. Go north, she
said, turn the wheel north and start the truck. He did as he was
told and the truck started. Jonah really disliked being told what
to do by a girl and he really disliked not getting his way. Noah
told him if he disliked it that much he could get out and walk.
Claire choked back a laugh.

 


Ruth was completely un-phased by Jonah's reaction to
her. "I'm just the messenger," she yawned, closed her eyes, and
nodded off to sleep. Claire was amused at the personality
differences in Ruth when she passed on a message and when she was
her usual introverted self.

 


Claire looked up at the sky, the cloudless sky.
Behind them was a trail of dust covering all the rubble heaps as
they passed by. Everything was so dry. She wondered what happened
to the rain that she felt the day she emerged. It had been so cool
and cleansing. The clouds had kept her cool and out of the harmful
rays of the sun. Now, the truck was dusty inside and out. Beads of
sweat dripped from her forehead. A slight odor wafted from the
guys. Uh, body odor, hadn't had the pleasure of that for a while,
she grimaced. Claire wasn't sure what month it was, but was
grateful it was not summer. As dry as it was, she pondered to
herself, it must be September, late September. Warm, but not too
hot. Rainy season over. Although with all that has happened, the
climate and weather patterns had probably changed. Claire's mind
continued to wander and ponder the weather until her eyes grew
heavy and she began to drift off.

 


"I need a bath, turn left." Ruth popped up from her
nap, startling everyone.

 


"Excuse me?" Jonah asked, thinking she had gone
mad.

 


"It's okay Ruth, you're dreaming," Adam turned and
patted her on the arm.

 


Claire new better. "Ruth, where's the water?"

 


"Over there," she pointed out the window as the truck
suddenly went down a small incline.

 


Jonah slammed on the brakes, "We'll I'll be a
monkey's uncle."

 


They all stared out the side windows at a small,
crystal clear fresh water spring surrounded by lush, green plants.
Claire rubbed her eyes, certain it was a mirage. Small creek, maybe
a retention pond, but this? She blinked hard and opened her eyes,
still there. "God provides." she said breathlessly.

 


Everyone slowly climbed out of the truck, soaking in
the beauty of the spring. The clear water sparkled in the sunlight
while a soft breeze wafted over the cattails and other tall
grasses. The only thing missing from the picturesque scene was the
wildlife usually found near springs. Ruth was the first to come out
of their trance, as she quickly removed her shoes and socks.

 


"Wait," cautioned Adam, "how can we be sure it's
safe?"

 


"God led us here." answered Noah flatly as he
followed Ruth's lead.

 


Claire, anxious to be clean, ran to catch up to Ruth,
who was already ankle deep. "Ooh, it's cold," she shivered as she
rushed in, shoes and all. Claire remembered going to a spring near
her home as a child, which was the same cool temperature
year-round. Slowly, she walked further out, knee deep, then waist.
Taking a deep breath, Claire quickly dropped to the bottom,
immersing herself in the cold, refreshing spring. Noah was standing
in waist deep water, shirtless, a few feet away as Claire's head
emerged from the water. Adam and Jonah, also shirtless, were
splashing each other several feet further away. She leaned her head
back into the water and ran her fingers through her hair, to wash
away the grime and to summon the courage to speak to Noah. "Where's
Ruth?" she asked as she averted her eyes from Noah.

 


"Over there." he pointed to a spot behind Claire.

 


"Oh, okay." Claire, still up to her neck in the
spring, quickly glanced over at Ruth and then asked, "Do you think
she's a prophet?"

 


"Possibly. She rarely speaks, except to give us God's
directions. I really feel bad for her, I mean, she always looks
scared."

 


"She must have gone through worse than the rest of
us."

 


"I don't know, she won't say. I just thank God for
her. She must have a good heart for God to have chosen her."

 


"God chose all of us," Claire added as she watched
Adam swim over to Ruth. "He's very protective of her, isn't
he?"

 


"Yes. Right from the start, too. Not that it's been
that long. Jonah treated her like a lost dog he couldn't shake but
Adam made sure she was comfortable and made her eat when she didn't
want to." He paused to watch Ruth and Adam for a moment the
continued, "I think you should try to talk to her."

 


"I will." Claire began to shiver from the cold water,
"I'm freezing. I think I'll sit on the bank next to Ruth to dry
off." Claire ducked back under the water and swam towards Ruth. She
wasn't shivering just from the cold. She hadn't seen a man's bare
chest in person, or otherwise, in such a very long time. The
feelings that crept over her made Claire extremely
uncomfortable.

 


Adam left Ruth to re-join the men as he saw Claire
approaching. He nodded to her as if he knew Claire wanted time
alone with Ruth.

 


"Brr, the water's really cold," said Claire trying to
ease into conversation.

 


"It's not bad," Ruth replied without looking up as
she drew in the sand with her fingers.

 


"What are you drawing?"

 


"Nothing." Ruth wiped over her drawing as she
answered.

 


"Sorry, didn't mean to pry," apologized Claire. She
sat next to Ruth in silence for a moment, not wanting to rush the
conversation.

 


"It's okay." Ruth patted Claire on the hand.

 


"I don't know about you," Claire began slowly, "but
it's been a while since I've had anybody to talk to." Claire waited
for Ruth to answer. She didn't, so Claire tried again, "The guys
look like they've not a care in the world, splashing and horsing
around, laughing..." she paused to listen to the laughter. It made
her happy and sad all at the same time. Laughter brought about
memories of happier times. Memories of happier times reminded her
of those who were lost and will never been seen again. As Claire
looked away to wipe away a tear, Ruth put her arm around Claire’s
shoulders.

 


"We will survive, you know," she said calmly. "God
has a plan for us."

 


"How do you know?" sniffed Claire, seizing the
opportunity. "How? Does God speak to you directly, by name, or do
the words just come out?"

 


Ruth turned to face Claire and looked deep into her
eyes, "A little of both, I guess."

 


"What's it like?"

 


"Sometimes it's like a thought that just pops into my
head and I can't repress it. I just automatically repeat it, word
for word. Just now, I had been asleep and I just sat up and said
it. After I said it, I couldn't believe what I had just said."

 


Claire sat for a moment, not sure what to say next.
Ruth was so matter-of-fact, so unwavering, so calm. "How did you
know," she started, fumbling for words, "that it was God? I mean,
the first time, when you told Jonah where to drive to, did you know
it was from God? Did you say it and then go, whoa, where did that
come from?"

 


Ruth turned away, closed her eyes and inhaled deeply.
She opened her eyes and focused on Jonah for a few minutes, who was
sitting on a large rock at the far end of the spring. "It's kind of
a fog, the first day or two," she said in a breathy whisper. "I
think God spoke my name, Ruth tell Jonah to drive west. I was
scared. The voice sounded very authoritative, like my father, so I
told him."

 


"So you knew right away it was God?"

 


"I think so. Who else would it be?" Ruth abruptly
turned to Claire, "I'm not crazy!"

 


"No, of course not," Claire said apologetically,
taken aback by Ruth's outburst. "I'm not questioning you. I'm just
curious. Amazed, really. No, that's not quite true. God spoke to
me, too." Suddenly, Claire felt the need to change the subject,
"Ohmigosh! I just remembered, we have soap!" Claire swiftly dove
into the spring, sprinted to the other side, and ran back to the
truck, forgetting her modesty.

 


"What's wrong?" Noah asked as he ran up behind
Claire.

 


"Oh, nothing," she answered sheepishly, "I just
remembered we had gotten soap from the old store. I haven't had a
bath in, well, I need a bath," she looked at Noah and then over at
Adam and Jonah, "and so do you guys."

 


"This is a natural spring," Noah said, thinking over
the situation, "if you put soap in the water, it's be ruined. This
is drinkable water, or it was until we all jumped

in."

 


"Here it is!" exclaimed Claire, pulling out her
loot-soap, shampoo, and cotton towels used for drying cars. "These
are small but we can make use of them."

 


"Didn't you hear me? You can't bathe in the
spring."

 


"I know. See those cattails over by Ruth? We can
gather water in buckets, take them behind the reeds, while you guys
stay over here. Oh, there's a sewing kit in my back pack. We can
sew together these towels, to make big ones, to dry off with. When
we're done, your turn." Claire was so excited about getting a bath
that she talked a mile a minute while gathering all the necessary
items, completely unaware of her dripping wet clothes clinging
tightly to her body.

 


Claire and Noah quickly gathered the necessary
supplies for the baths. Noah took three five-gallon buckets to the
other side of the spring where Ruth was sitting, filled them with
water, set them next to her, then returned to the truck. Claire
followed with the rest of the supplies and a clean change of
clothes, her only other clothes. She felt a twinge of guilt as she
laid them out on the tall grass because she didn't know if any one
else had clothes to change into. Ruth didn't say anything, just
looked and them and smiled.

 


When Claire returned to the truck, she noticed Jonah
pulling out a large sheet and some rope. No need to sew after all.
The guys set up the sheets near the far bank as a make-shift
privacy wall, then left Claire and Ruth to "go explore", as Jonah
said.

 


Ruth bathed first while Claire washed Ruth's clothes,
laying them on the reeds to dry. After Claire bathed, she put on
her clean clothes before washing the dirty ones. Everyone was quiet
during the whole process, savoring the much anticipated, and
needed, bath. Ruth's clothes were worn and thin so they dried
fairly quickly. With clean clothes and clean, fresh smelling hair,
the girls strolled back to the truck, feeling refreshed and
rejuvenated. When Noah caught her eye, Claire first blushed from
they way he was looking at her then motioned that it was their
turn.

 


The guys, being much less modest, stripped down,
bathed themselves and their clothes, all three at the same time.
Bath time became a game, with them laughing and dumping buckets of
water on one another. Claire and Ruth, who were sitting on the far
side of the truck, would roll their eyes and giggle as they
listened in on their fun.

 


"This feels like normal day at the beach, " sighed
Claire. "Just now, I could almost hear the seagulls and smell the
coconut sun block."

 


"We could all use some SPF-30 right about now," Ruth
said matter-of-factly. "However, we are probably vitamin D
deficient from the being locked away from the sun for such a long
time, so a little sun is very healthy."

 


"I so appreciate all the things I used to take for
granted, now that they're gone," Claire thought out loud as she
looked at the sky.

 


"Such as?" asked Ruth.

 


"The sun, for starters. It's such a vital part of
life. Without it, there is no life. I mean, it was there while I
was in the bunker, but I missed its light, its warmth. I grew used
to being without it to the point that it was dangerous being in its
presence again."

 


"Kind of like God." said Ruth.

 


"How?"

 


"Well, without Him there is no life. He's there all
the time whether we see Him or not. We can exist without a
relationship with Him or we can live forever with a relationship
with Him. If we don't have that relationship, when we come out of
the dark into His presence, not only is it dangerous, but
eternal-in a bad way."

 


"You are so deep, Ruth. I love that about you!"

 


"What else do you have a greater appreciation for?"
Ruth asked, brushing off the compliment.

 


"Family, and friends, " she sighed, nudging Ruth's
arm. A lump rose in Claire's throat, her eyes became moist. Claire
not only appreciated her new friends, but terribly missed the
family and friends she would never see again. She desperately
wanted to push the pain, the thoughts, the feelings away, but
couldn't. Feeling the dam about the break, she got up and ran
towards a large sand dune away from Ruth and the guys. As she
reached the top, the dam the she had built and fortified as if to
hold back a lifetime of memories crumbled, then burst forth with
all its might. Claire dropped to the ground, slid down the dune as
the tears flowed and her body shook with grief. When she landed at
the bottom of the dune, Claire tumbled over, landing face down in
the sand. Overcome with sorrow, she lay there, sobbing, spilling
her tears into the sand, wanting to bury herself along with her
hurt.

 


"Hey there," Noah said softly as he approached
Claire, sensing her grief, "you just got a bath, and now you're all
sandy." He knelt next to Claire, gently brushing her hair away from
her face. "Want to talk about it?"

 


"No," she said, turning away from him in
embarrassment.

 


"We're all very grateful at getting a bath," Noah
said, trying to make light conversation. "Those guys really stunk."
Claire didn't answer, so he tried again, "Ruth seems to be perking
up. I think it's because Adam is paying so much attention to her. I
mean, more so now that she's clean and smelling good. Not that I
know what she smells like, Adam said it." Claire didn't know how to
respond, so said nothing. "Listen, I know you're sad. We've all
been through a lot. We go through the motions of the day and
suddenly, wham, reality hits you square in the gut. A memory, a
thought, a loved ones face, the overwhelming emotion just takes
over. We all have those moments."

 


Claire could here the sincere compassion in his
voice. He hurts too, she thought as she turned her face towards
him. "You too?"

 


"Yeah, me too." he grinned a small understanding
smile at her. "Like, when we were driving and everyone was talking
and arguing then laughing...reminded me of my family."

 


"I'm sorry. I'm sure you miss them a lot." Claire
slowly moved to a sitting position. "I guess it's easy to get lost
in my own pain and forget that you and the others are going through
the same things I am."

 


"Human nature, Claire. We think we're the only one.
No one understands my pain because no one has suffered what I have
suffered. When we stop internalizing and share, that's when we
discover we are not alone in our suffering. Sharing brings about
healing. If the five of us are to thrive, we must trust one another
enough to share and be sympathetic and patient. Basically we must
do what Christ commanded us to do- love one another."

 


"You're right," said Claire, her mood brightening.
"I've been cooped up for so long, I think I've forgotten how."

 


"Forgotten how to love? No, I've seen you with Ruth.
You're very compassionate. I think we've all, not forgotten, maybe
gotten out of the habit, of sharing, taking on one another’s
burdens. Talking. Showing emotion. You're still scared of what is
and isn't out there," Noah raised his arms, motioning to the vast,
unknown, "we all are."

 


Claire thought for a moment, sifting the sand through
her fingers. Slowly, she looked up at Noah, noticing his peaceful
gentle face, kind bright eyes. Her heart began to pound quickly as
she looked away, took a deep breath to compose herself, then asked,
"Noah, how old are you?"

 


"Nineteen. Why do you ask?"

 


"I don't know. Well, I guess it's because you seem so
wise, so sure of yourself."

 


Noah chuckled, "I'm told I get that from my
grandfather."

 


"Was he a general?"

 


"No, a preacher."

 


"You must miss him a lot."

 


"I do, but I'm not sad at his death because he's
where he's always wanted to be."

 


"With God."

 


"Right. You know, Jesus had moments of sadness, too.
Just because you're sad and miss your family and your former life
doesn't make you weak. It means you are compassionate."

 


"John chapter 11 verse 35, 'Jesus wept'. That verse
stills my heart." Claire said, looking into Noah's eyes, feeling at
peace.

 


"I'm impressed. You know your Bible." Noah smiled,
giving Claire's arm a gentle squeeze.

 


"Not really," she blushed. "I don't memorize verses
very well, but a few stick in my brain."

 


"Hey you guys! We were beginning to think the sand
monster had swallowed you up. Ruth is getting dinner ready."

 


Claire looked back over her shoulder to see Jonah on
top of the sand dune. The sun had begun to set, which cast his long
shadow all the way down the dune. He looked like a giant sun dial.
Jonah waved them to come up then turned, took a few steps towards
the truck, and the shadow disappeared. "Where has the day gone?"
she asked, shaking her head while dusting off the sand. "Looks like
we'll be spending the night here."

 


"I hope it's just tonight," answered Noah as they
made their way up the dune. "This is a beautiful spot, but isn't
sustainable."

 


"I'm sure God has a better place in mind for us,"
Claire conjectured. "He gives us what we need, when we need it.
What we needed today was cleansing and rest."

 


"Look who's full of wisdom now," Noah said
admiringly, "What are you, 30?"

 


"Not quite," Claire giggled. "I'm only 17. I think, I
may have miscounted days. My birthday is in the summer."

 


 


 



Chapter 7

 


"Is everything alright?" asked Adam as Claire and
Noah approached.

 


"Fine," answered Claire, quickly joining Ruth to help
with dinner preparations.

 


"Claire was just trying to figure out how old she
is," Noah added, giving her a wink.

 


"What difference does it make?" asked Ruth, who was
laying a sheet over some boxes to make a table.

 


"I agree," quipped Jonah. "I mean, who cares now that
all the 'age-appropriate' stuff is gone. You had to be 21 to buy
alcohol, well that's gone. 17 to drive. There is only one vehicle
that we know of and no cops. 18 to vote, and no more
politicians."

 


"Thank God for that!" hurrahed Adam, clapping
loudly.

 


"21 to buy cigarettes," Jonah continued. "18 to join
the military. I mean, good Lord, you had to be this age to do this,
this age to do that. A certain age to go to work, a certain age to
retire from work. A certain age to start school, another to quit.
None of it matters any more. You girls should be glad, you don't
have to lie about your age anymore. You can say you're 18 until the
day you die even if you live to be a hundred."

 


"Time is relative." stated Ruth, in her calm, quiet
way.

 


"What do you mean?" asked Claire.

 


"Time as we know it was invented by man. God placed
the earth to revolve around the sun to give us day and night, but
he didn't create time, the clock, or the calendar," Ruth
answered.

 


"No, but he did create the seasons," added Noah.
"People needed to know the seasons in order to know when to plant
their crops and prepare for winter. It's been well documented that
early man kept track of changes of seasons, phases of the moon.
Even as early as Genesis there is the concept of days, even the
early form of a week, seven days."

 


"Yes," interrupted Claire, "but those were God's
days. We don't know if His days are 24 hours like ours are."

 


"Genesis 1," Noah began to preach, "when God
separated the day from the night it was the first day. The second
day he separated the water from the land and so forth."

 


"Alright you guys," Adam stepped in to stop the
debate, "we're getting off track. Let's not argue about this. The
point, I think, that we are all agreeing on is that age and time as
we were brought up to believe, is now in the past. It no longer
applies to our current situation. Does it matter if Claire is 12 or
20? No. Does it matter if today is Monday or Friday? No. Should we
try to figure out what season it is? Definitely."

 


Everyone agreed. Claire was quick to point out that
she was not 12, however. Time, she mused, will go on with or
without a calendar or watch. Adam and Eve, Noah, Moses, all the
people before the event of the Roman calendar survived very well
without knowing the exact second of the day it was or the number of
days until their next birthday. So, too will she. There was,
however, one day that was more important to her. "I only wish I
knew when Sunday is." Claire said as they all sat down at the
make-shift table.

 


"Why?" asked Jonah.

 


"It's the Sabbath, a day of worship," answered
Claire. "I have so much to be thankful for. When I was alone, I
would pray and worship the best way I knew how almost every day,
even when I had no concept of day and night. Now, though, I feel
like, I feel compelled that we should do something special."

 


"You know," Noah began, tapping his finger to his
chin in thought. "One of the first acts of worship was when Noah,
not me, the first one, built an altar and made a sacrifice. We
don't need to make sacrifices anymore, but we could build an altar
and give thanks."

 


"What for?" sneered Jonah. "To thank him for killing
everyone and everything and leaving us in the middle of
nowhere?"

 


"No," Ruth cried in dismay, "to thank Him for
choosing us. He spared us for a reason. He spared you, Jonah, for a
specific reason. He brought the five of us together, for a reason.
He brought us here, to this spring, for a reason. In the Bible
times, wells were life. Water is life. It cleanses, it nourishes,
it even baptizes us. God brought us here to this spring so that we
would remember it was He who brought us here and He wants us to
remember Him, to thank Him, to worship Him."

 


"Well put," said Noah. "what do we have to make an
altar with?"

 


"There's nothing here but sand." stated Jonah. "Why
would God want an alter made of sand?"

 


Claire search for something, anything, to make an
altar. "I know," she said, pointing at the reeds. "It won't be
permanent but we could cut down some cattails..."

 


"... stack them into a pile to look like an altar,
then burn them," Noah said, finishing her thoughts.

 


"Who gets to be priest?" asked Adam.

 


"I think Noah should be," answered Ruth. "But we
should all agree on it."

 


"I agree," voted Claire.

 


"I second," stated Adam.

 


"I'm not much into the whole 'church' thing, but I
guess I agree. If Ruth is right, and, God help me, so far she has
been, I can see why he would pick all of you. But I'm not a
Christian. I never even went to church. I'm not even sure I believe
in God," Jonah said, resigned to the fact that he was surrounded by
believers.

 


"You're not unlike most of the men God chose, Jonah."
Noah looked him square in the eyes. "Nearly everyone God chose
initially said no. He knows your heart. Your purpose will be
revealed, in His time."

 


"Whatever," shrugged Jonah, "if there is one."

 


"Even Thomas wasn't rebuked for asking to see Jesus'
wounds," Ruth said to Jonah, who made a very confused face at the
remark. He didn't know the Thomas of the Bible, but didn't ask her
to elaborate.

 


Noah stood up to address the group, "I appreciate
your asking me to do this, but please don't call me a priest. Let's
do this together."

 


Noah gave each one of the group a task. Together,
they quickly cut the cattails, just above water level so they would
grow back. Near the water's edge they cut and stacked the reeds,
forming a small altar, about three feet high. Jonah drizzled a few
drops of gasoline over them so they would burn, then lit it. As the
gasoline burned, then the reeds, the group joined hands in a
circle. Noah prayed, praising and thanking God for their safety,
their deliverance from the tribulations of their past, the food and
shelter He has given them, also asking for guidance and wisdom in
their journey. Noah prayed for each person, by name, asking for
blessings, assurance, knowledge of what God's will is for each and
the ability for them to carry out His will. Noah also thanked God
for Jesus and his sacrifice for them and asked God to reveal his
Word to them since no one physically had God's word, the Bible.

 


After the prayer, Noah, Claire, Adam, Ruth, and Jonah
sat down and ate their meal in silence. When the last bite had been
swallowed, Ruth began to sing Amazing Grace.

 


Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a
wretch like me. I once was lost but now am found; Was blind, but
now I see. Twas grace that taught my heart to fear, and grace my
fears relieved. How precious did that grace appear the hour I first
believed. When we've been there ten thousand years, bright shining
as the sun, we've no less days to sing God's praise than when we
first begun. (John Newton, 1779/E. Sherwin Mackintosh, 1989.)

 


Ruth's voice was a sweet aroma that lifted up into
the heavens uplifting their spirits, touching their very souls.
Tears streamed down Claire's face as the hymn was sung. Tears of
joy, tears of sadness, tears of knowing. Knowing that God had a
plan and she was part of it. Not a face was dry, not even
Jonah's.

 


After the last note had drifted off into the
blackness of the night, Jonah jumped up and pointed towards the
alter. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words were uttered. The
altar was still burning.

 


Ruth quietly removed her shoes, stood, motioning the
others to do the same. Claire immediately thought of the burning
bush where God spoke to Moses. Was God in their presence? Was he
pleased with them, with her? Claire was terrified, excited,
hopeful. Would God speak to them? Would he speak through Ruth? Ever
since the day she heard God call her out of the bunker Claire had
wrestled with thoughts of whether or not it was truly God speaking
to her or if she was loosing her mind, imaging things. She had
dreamed so often of leaving the bunker and being reunited with
family, had she simply wished all of this into existence? Jonah
openly doubted, but Claire doubted in secret. Reality will hit, she
would tell herself. Any minute now the military will come to their
rescue, or a film crew will pop up and yell surprise! God hasn't
talked directly to people in centuries, why start now? This can't
really be happening, could it?

 


Claire and the others crept quietly towards the
alter, Jonah a step or two behind. They stared at it in silence,
waiting, listening. Claire held her breath, glancing quickly at
Ruth out of the corner of her eye who was standing very still, arms
at her sides, palms facing the fire. Not in a stance of gaining
warmth, but in worship. Just then, something in the fire caught her
eye. A shadow maybe? A spark? A puff of smoke? It moved upwards
towards the sky, a puff of smoke blew out of the altar, then the
fire, in the flash of an eye disappeared. The reeds were charred
but not burnt.

 


"What the hell..." whispered Jonah.

 


Where the last puff of smoke had once been, now was a
dove. A pure white dove. It flew up, circled the group who called
themselves a tribe, circled them six more times, seven total, then
came to rest on the hood of the truck.

 


"God is with us," Ruth stated in a soft hushed voice.
"He has heard our prayers and has answered them. This altar will
remain for all time as a remembrance. We will rest here tonight
then travel tomorrow. His spirit," she motioned to the dove, "will
remain with us."

 


 


 



Chapter 8

 


Just as the bright orange ball that lit up the earth
touched the horizon in the west the military vehicle dubbed "the
truck" with all its passengers reached the top of the hill. At
first, everyone let out a collective sigh, thankful to reach the
top before running out of gas. Claire, being the first to notice,
slowly raised her arm and pointed to the beautiful sight in the
distance.

 


"Look," she gasped breathlessly.

 


At the bottom of the hill was a bridge, a completely
intact concrete and steel bridge. The two-lane bridge spanned a
river. Not a dry, dusty riverbed that hadn't seen water in weeks or
months, but a river with clear running water flowing gently
downstream. The group's eyes rested for a few minutes on the river
with the sun's last rays dancing and sparkling on the water. It was
a beautiful, magical, vision to behold. One that they had longed to
see, yet dared not believe that it would actually happen then be
disappointed at the end of the day. The beauty did not end at the
river, which curved gently from north to south. On the far bank
grew lush grasses and trees, lots of mature oak trees and pine
trees. The road they were on led from the river into a dense
forest.

 


Jonah jumped out of the truck and danced around in
excitement, "We're not alone. We're not alone! See, I knew it all
along. The rest of the country is intact, only Florida was wiped
out. You'll see. As soon as we cross the river we'll find people,
lots of people. And electricity and running water, and, and
everything else!"

 


Jonah's excitement was contagious with the guys. They
hopped out of the truck and high-fived each other. Claire and Ruth,
on the other hand, were skeptical. Claire cautiously stepped out
the vehicle to look around, while Ruth waited inside. First, Claire
looked for the dove. She found it flying over the bridge, lighting
on top for a rest, then circling overhead as if it were waiting for
them to follow. It was now dusk, but still light enough for Claire
to see the clear, cloudless, empty sky. No airplanes or their cloud
trails or other birds. She stared hard towards the west, towards
the forest, looking for movement, listening for distant sounds. A
gentle breeze and the gurgling of the river was all she could hear.
Not wanting to ruin the guy's elation, Claire kept her thoughts to
herself.

 


Ruth poked her head out the window, "We should make
camp here and explore the other side tomorrow."

 


"Should, or..." began Adam.

 


"Either way," interrupted Noah, "it's too dark to
continue on. I'd rather not go into the forest in the dark."

 


Before anyone spoke to agree or disagree, they looked
for the dove. Even though it wad only been with them for a short
while, instinctively, they knew to follow it. Claire pointed
towards the bridge. The dove had just taken flight and was heading
towards them. It landed on the hood of the truck, cooed, then sat
down as if to say, 'we camp here tonight'.

 


Claire and the others forced themselves to go to
sleep. It came fitfully as the excitement of the possibilities the
new day might bring kept their minds reeling. Claire tossed and
turned, slept on and off, until finally she could stand it no more.
Quietly, she left the truck, strolled to the front and sat quietly,
next to the dove, waiting for the sun to rise. In the moon and
star-lit pre-dawn hours she watched the river, wondering. Were
there fish in the water? If so, were they edible? Could they drink
the water? What was the name of this river? Where was its source?
She wondered if there was another girl or boy further upstream
having the same thoughts as she.

 


As she looked around, Claire noticed the stillness
and darkness of the forest and of the land beyond the river. If
there were other people, shouldn't she see lights? If there were
people but no electricity, wouldn't they have fire? Fire produced
smoke. Claire strained her eyes for signs of smoke as the sky began
to brighten.

 


"What do you see?" asked Noah groggily.

 


"Nothing. Jonah was wrong, I'm afraid," she
whispered, noticing the others still asleep.

 


"How do you know?"

 


"Look around. Look at the forest. Look at the sky.
What do you see," Claire instructed.

 


"I see trees. I see the river. I see the shadows."
Noah's face saddened as he understood. "I see no signs of
life."

 


"Oh, no, Noah. There is life. Plants, probably fish
and small animals. Just no people." Claire thought for a moment,
"Adam should probably try the radios and stuff, in case I'm
wrong."

 


He did try them. First excitedly, then furiously,
finally frantically. He tried everything he could think of, turned
every dial, pressed every button. It was no use. He didn't even get
static. "It's no good," he said finally. "There's no one out
there."

 


"That doesn't prove anything," argued Jonah. "It only
means there's no one on the radio. We can't give up hope now."

 


"True," added Noah cautiously, "but we cannot live
our lives constantly on the search for others. It's too draining
emotionally. The constant build up and let down. We must simply
live our lives. If there are others, we may or may not eventually
find each other. From here on out we have to rely on God and focus
on what we know and what we can do to survive as we are."

 


Reluctantly, Adam and Jonah backed off in their
quest, their hope, their need to find more people alive. Solemnly,
they packed up the truck and started off once again on their
journey. Claire looked over at Ruth, who had the same calm,
peaceful look on her face as always. She seemed happy just to be.
Claire, on the other hand, could hardly sit still. Even though she
was also disappointed to not hear anything on the truck's equipment
or to see any signs of people on the far bank, there was still the
forest to explore. How long had it been since she had seen a tree?
To smell the sweet scent of pine? When was the last time she had
felt grass under her bare feet? She couldn't wait to smell the
flowers and feel their soft petals between her fingertips.
Silently, she urged Jonah to drive faster down the hill. Actually,
he was coasting with the engine off, so it did pick up speed rather
quickly and within seconds they were in the middle of the
bridge.

 


"I'd like to get out and walk for a while," said
Claire as the truck slowed.

 


"Me, too," Ruth chimed in.

 


"We really should keep moving," said Noah, motioning
for Jonah to not stop. He could tell she was excited.

 


"Oh, alright," she said dejectedly. "It's just so
beautiful."

 


"We're almost out of gas so keep your windows up,"
ordered Jonah.

 


"Could there be trouble in the forest?" asked Claire,
thinking he might have other reasons other than gas
conservation.

 


"Probably not," he answered.

 


Probably was not the answer Claire was expecting. It
was not the answer she wanted to hear. The unknown was always
there, in the back of their minds. Past experience had conditioned
them to always be wary. Fear was not their enemy, just the constant
reminder of their collective experiences, which had taught them to
expect the worst. The worst, Claire sighed, had already happened.
Even so, she shivered at the thought of driving into the forest
with its canopy of hiding places.

 


Jonah eased on the gas, speeding up slowly, then
maintained a quicker pace than usual. This road was smooth and
clear, the first intact road they had encountered. As they
approached then entered the forest, everyone held their breath
briefly, preparing for whatever may lie ahead. Like a child
entering a fairytale land Claire stared out the window in
amazement. The trees were more breathtaking up close than they had
been from the hilltop. They were tall and majestic, standing up
straight as if saluting them. Here and there were patches of color,
red and yellow and purple flowers fresh in bloom. Green grasses
were everywhere, swaying in the breeze as they drove by.
Occasionally, Claire thought she caught a glimpse of a bird flying
high overhead. Wishful thinking, she would sigh to herself.

 


After a few minutes of traveling, the road curved
gently to the right. On the left side of the road the trees became
gradually denser, while those on the right consisted of only the
majestic oaks. As they rounded a bend, they noticed a small road
that looked more like a driveway, being only one lane. The dove
turned right, flew over the roadway then disappeared into the
canopy of the trees. Jonah turned, trying to follow the dove.

 


"I can't see it," he said, confused, turning to Ruth,
"should we keep going this way or go back to the main road?"

 


"I'm not sure," she began slowly. "I saw the dove go
this way. I don't know why it would leave us now."

 


Claire was surprised by Jonah. He had acted all along
like he didn't believe Ruth or that the dove was sent by God.
Perhaps he had changed his mind. She had a feeling that the dove
left them because they no longer needed it as a guide. Could this
road lead them to their destination? Was their destiny eminent? Did
the dove lead them to civilization? Negative thoughts tried to
creep into Claire's mind, but she quickly pushed them away. No way
God would lead us into a trap!

 


Jonah took a deep breath to gather his courage,
gently pressing the gas to continue down the narrow road. He drove
slowly, cautiously, constantly scanning the forest and the road
ahead. The others did the same. The trees thinned as they drove on
first revealing a pasture-like area on the right side of the road
then an overgrown-looking garden or orchard on the right. When the
road took a sudden sharp turn to the right, Jonah slammed on the
brakes.

 


A large, two-story building sat at the end of the
road. It was completely intact. The exterior showed no signs of
damage or of the passing of time. Windows were clean and clear, not
a crack or broken pane. The building's architecture was unlike
modern buildings they had grown up seeing. From the front it was
long and boxy. Square windows with paneing, six across the front on
the second story, two stets of large windows in the front on the
first floor. White columns held up a porch over the front double
doors. The building itself was also white, but with a modern metal
roof. Three chimneys could be seen, one rising from the center of
the building, the others on each end of the house.

 


"Keep going," urged Noah.

 


Jonah crept forward cautiously. No movement was seen.
They all rolled down the windows, just a bit, to listen for signs
of life or danger. Claire prayed silently for God to protect them
as the truck came to a stop in front of the building. The little
tribe sat silently for a few minutes, watching and waiting. Claire
looked at Ruth, wide-eyed in wonder, wringing her hands in nervous
anticipation, or was it fear? Noah and the other guys were
surveying the land, pointing out different aspects of the building
and its grounds trying to make sense of it all. They didn't want to
get out of the truck, just yet. If there were enemy nearby, Noah
told them, they would make the first move.

 


"Aahh!" Ruth yelped, quickly covering her mouth,
embarrassed. "What was that sound?"

 


"It, it sounded like, no it couldn't be. Could it?"
answered Adam.

 


"There it is again," she whispered. "Is that what I
think it is?"

 


"It's a chicken!" exclaimed Jonah as he leapt out of
the truck.

 


"Wait!" Noah dove after him, grabbing Jonah by the
shirt. "Not so fast. You might scare them away. If it really were a
chicken, that is."

 


"Oh, it's a chicken alright," he insisted, knocking
Noah's hand loose. "I think we're going to have chicken for dinner
tonight."

 


"If there's only one we can't eat it," insisted Adam.
"One live chicken can lay eggs for a long time. A dead one only
gives us one meal."

 


"He's right," Noah agreed. "we need to make sure it
stays around, so no loud sounds or sudden movements."

 


"You're right, sorry. I wasn't thinking with my head.
My stomach took over for a second," apologized Jonah. "What
now?"

 


Noah looked around for a moment before speaking, "we
should explore the outside of the building first, see if there are
any other standing structures. If there is one chicken there might
be other animals. We should try to catch the chicken to see if it
is, well, healthy. Same for any other animals we might find. After
we've secured the outside, we do the same inside."

 


Everyone agreed to Noah's plan. Claire thought he was
naturally a good leader. The other's must think so as well since
they ask for his opinion so often and defer to his judgment. He was
intelligent, thoughtful, considerate, always looked out for the
best interest of the group. Most of all, she thought, he loved
God.

 


Claire and the others guardedly walked up to the
front of the house. She noticed that the front door was closed but
two windows on the top floor were opened just a few inches. There
were no curtains visible from the outside. Moving on around to the
right side of the house, six more windows with intact glass panes
were seen, two large windows on the first floor near the front of
the house, two pair of small windows on the second floor. All were
closed. The windows on the first floor had dark, closed curtains.
The chimney ran from just behind the downstairs windows in between
the upstairs pairs.

 


"Look, a barn," Ruth whispered to as she grasped
Claire's arm. "This place is heavenly."

 


The barn was an old southern farmhouse style barn
like one they had seen in old movies. It was painted red with a big
white wooden X on each of the two large doors. The smaller doors on
the second floor matched the bottom doors. One of the doors was
open about a foot. Coming out was a large red banty chicken.

 


"Lunch!" Jonah said to Adam, half joking, pointing at
the chicken.

 


At the back of the house was a large screened-in
porch. The screen filaments were very fine and of the highest
quality and modern, which made the screen itself very hard to see.
Claire wasn't sure it was really there until she reached out and
touched it, feeling the coolness of the metal. Between the porch
and the barn, on the far left side was a circle of stones with a
metal frame across it.

 


"What is that?" Claire asked, walking over towards
it.

 


"Careful," Noah cautioned, stepping in front between
Claire and the unknown structure.

 


"Hey, I'll bet that's a well," said Jonah. "I saw a
picture of one once."

 


"A what?" asked Ruth.

 


"A well," he answered, "you know, for water."

 


Ruth looked very confused.

 


"It's a big hole in the ground," said Adam, trying to
explain, "that goes to a large pocket of fresh water. Someone knew
the water was there, dug a hole, then put the stones around
it."

 


"How did they know it was there?" asked Ruth, amazed
at this.

 


"I don't know. I'm just glad they did. The question
now is two-fold: is there still water in there and is it good?"

 


"The answer to the first is yes," Noah had lowered a
bucket that had been tied to the metal frame. It came up full of
water. "We should probably boil it before drinking, just to be
safe."

 


"Add a few drops of bleach," added Claire,
remembering the bleach from the old store.

 


"We should put some out in a bucket to see if it
draws animals," suggested Adam. "If they come and if they drink it
and live, we'll know it's safe."

 


"Good idea," agreed Noah. "We'll do that later. Let's
take a look in the barn."

 


Led by Noah, the guys strode purposefully to the
barn. Claire and Ruth followed at a safe distance. Jonah stood in
front of them protectively while Noah and Adam pushed open the barn
door. Ruth let out a scream and jumped behind Claire as the chicken
flew out of the opening. Jonah laughed hysterically.

 


"Hey, knock it off," Adam said angrily, as he put an
arm around Ruth comfortingly. "That's not funny."

 


"Actually, it is," Jonah laughed. "I think she scared
that poor little chicken."

 


"Where did it go?" Claire asked, looking around the
side of the barn. "We need that chicken." A scared chicken doesn't
produce eggs, she thought to herself as she walked around the barn.
"Here you are, it's okay little one," she cooed to the chicken, who
was standing in a tall patch of grass.

 


"Find it?" asked Noah.

 


"Yes, it's over there," she said pointing at the
chicken, "luckily she didn't go far."

 


"Alright everybody," said Noah in a fatherly tone,
"let's try to stay calm. Any animals we may find may be wild, but
we need them nevertheless. Jonah, be nice."

 


"Fine," sighed Jonah.

 


Noah, followed by the others, went back to the task
at hand, exploring the barn. Jonah opened the other door, to let in
more light. Inside, the barn smelled musty, like old hay and
chickens. Initially, the barn looked like any other old barn with
stalls for animals, a small room for tack or supplies and stairs to
the top floor. This barn, however, had a concrete floor. The stalls
were empty, except one. The first stall, by the door, contained a
nest. The nest was made of dried grasses and was filled with eggs.
Ruth tried to pick one up but Adam cautioned for her to not touch
them for fear the chicken would not return. It was decided they
should build a coop for the chicken, or somehow fix it so the
chicken couldn't escape before taking her eggs.

 


Claire peeked into the tack room. It was filled with
hoes and shovels, rakes and hand saws, hammers and screwdrivers,
and other ancient tools she didn't know the names of. She wondered
how old they were because she didn't know anyone who used those
tools. The only tools she had ever used were electric or solar
powered. All the tools were encased in glass, as if to be on
display. Also encased in glass were leather straps of some sort,
perhaps a saddle or bridle for horses. Next to them were long
wooden poles and spools of thread or wire. She had no idea what
they were for.

 


"Look over here," called out Noah, who was in a back
stall. "This looks fresh."

 


"What does?" asked Jonah.

 


"Manure. Looks relatively fresh."

 


"Smells it too," grimaced Ruth.

 


"Why would an animal come in here?" wondered Noah. "I
can understand coming in out of the rain or something, but why stay
to poop?"

 


"Habit probably," guessed Adam. "A farm animal may
have wandered off, found this barn, thought it looked like home and
came in. It might still be close by."

 


Claire, tiring of the smell strolled over to the
stairs and slowly climbed up to the second floor. She took one step
to make sure they were safe. It creaked but otherwise held. As the
floor reached eye level, Claire stopped to look, not wanting any
more chickens to fly out at her. She didn't see anything but dust
and dirt so she continued on. Once on the solid floor, the only
thing to explore was the door to the outside, as the upper level
was completely empty. Cautiously, Claire, who stood to one side of
the door, grasping the molding around it, used her foot to flip the
latch then push open the door. The door creaked loudly as it swung
open.

 


"What was that?" exclaimed Adam.

 


"Claire!" yelled Noah, "are you upstairs?"

 


"Yeah, come look." Claire moved to the center of the
doorway staring out at the horizon. In the distance, she guessed
about half a mile, was the river they had crossed that morning. An
old path or roadway led from the barn through the field all the way
to the river. Something moving in the grass caught her eye, "Is
that a cow?"

 


"What, where?" asked Noah as he bounded up the
stairs.

 


"Cow, did she say cow?" asked Jonah right behind him
followed by Adam and Ruth.

 


Claire pointed towards the river, "there, see it in
the grass on the left side of the trail."

 


"St-eak," drooled Jonah.

 


"Steak today or milk and butter and cheese for the
life of the cow?" Ruth whispered, timidly contradicting Jonah.

 


"Good point," agreed Noah, "we need to catch the cow,
and the chicken."

 


"With what?" asked Adam.

 


"There's rope in the tack room," answered Claire,
turning to run back down the stairs.

 


"Do you think there's fish in the river?" Ruth asked.
"We can't eat the cow, but if there's fish...."

 


"Fish for dinner!" finished Jonah, again thinking of
his empty stomach.

 


Together, the group gathered the ropes while devising
a plan to catch the cow. They had nothing to lure it with so the
best strategy they could come up with was to surround it and try to
lasso it. With Adam and Ruth on one side of the road, Noah Jonah on
the other, Claire crept straight down to it slowly. She hummed a
tune to calm herself, also to give the cow something to focus on.
When she could see the cow clearly, about 100 feet away, she began
to whisper, "here little cow, here little cow. We won't hurt you,
nice little cow." Coming even closer, she noticed the cow was
wearing a halter around it's head. The cow lifted her head at
hearing a dry leaf crunch under Claire's foot. She froze for a
second fearing the cow would run away. "Hello cow," Claire
whispered. The cow looked at Claire, continuing to chew on her
mouthful of grass. Claire gingerly took another step, then another.
The cow didn't move. "It's okay little cow, we're friendly," Claire
said in a sing-song voice. The cow lifted its head and looked at
Claire as she came closer and closer. When she was about an arm's
length away, Claire reached her arm out slowly for the cow to smell
her hand. The little black and white cow, sniffed, took a step
towards Claire's hand, sniffed again, then much to Claire's
amazement, the cow licked her hand.

 


"Ew, that's gross little cow," Claire grimaced.

 


Just at that moment, Jonah snuck up from behind the
cow and grabbed her halter, "Gotcha!" he exclaimed quietly.

 


"That was way too easy," Noah said, emerging from the
grassy field. "This has got to be somebody's pet."

 


"Or used to be," said Claire, petting the cow on the
nose. "She's not afraid of us at all."

 


"Neither is the chicken," Ruth walked up to them
carrying the hen.

 


"How'd you do that?" asked Adam in awe of her
accomplishment.

 


"Same as Claire, I just walked up to it and picked it
up," she grinned.

 


"Well," Noah began authoritatively, "now that's done,
let's get these animals secured and take a look at the house."

 


As they walked back to the barn, Jonah leading the
cow and Ruth carrying the chicken, Claire studied the house. Was it
a house? It looked too big for one family. Could it be a school or
maybe an old-fashioned hotel? Claire had heard about guest-ranch
style vacations where people would go to learn about farm life or
ranch life from centuries ago. Perhaps it was a museum since the
tools were in glass cases and the barn so clean. Whatever it had
been, she would learn more once inside. But, she thought, the past
didn't really matter. The most important thing was, would they be
making this place their new home?

 


 


 



Chapter 9

 


While Adam, Jonah and Ruth secured the chicken and
cow in the barn, Noah took the bucket of water into the stall to
see if the cow would drink it. Claire stood by herself, watching,
studying. Something felt, not quite right. That little voice, deep
in the pit of her stomach told her to look harder. Claire looked
over to the building, sturdy, untouched, almost fortress-like. What
was it that made her feel uneasy? A friendly cow and chicken out
here all by themselves, that was odd. Could they have come
together? But why?

 


As soon as Noah and the others reached the house,
Claire remembered something, "Wait," she said grasping Noah by the
arm, "don't go in there."

 


"Why, what's wrong," Noah turned to look Claire in
the eyes, "did you see something?"

 


"The windows in the front. I noticed they were open
when we got here. I didn't think much of it, but after seeing the
animals..." Claire was sure there was someone in the house.

 


Jonah ran around to the front of the house.
Breathless when he returned he whispered to Noah, "all the windows
are closed, top and bottom."

 


"Are you sure..." questioned Noah.

 


"Positive. The two far left windows were open, about
that much," she measured about three inches with her fingers.
"Didn't anyone else see it?"

 


"No, I didn't. If there is someone in there, they
must not be an enemy, or at least they have no weapons," speculated
Adam, "otherwise, they would have shot us by now."

 


"We don't have any weapons, either," Jonah replied
rather loudly, hoping that if someone was in the house, they would
hear.

 


"Ruth," Noah turned, looking for reassurance, "you
getting any, thoughts, feelings on this? God speaking to you at
all?"

 


Ruth closed her eyes in deep concentration, or
prayer, "I...I don't believe we are in any danger. God hasn't
spoken to me, but," she hesitated a moment to look over at Claire,
"it's just a feeling."

 


"I'm going in," announced Jonah impatiently, "you
guys coming?"

 


Led by Jonah, they silently walked around to the
front door. He turned the knob easily. With a gentle push, the door
swung open revealing a large, furnished, formal style living room.
One by one, they stepped inside. Immediately to the right was a
wood-like paneled wall. A few feet down the wall were large double
doors. To the left at the far side of the living room was a
staircase leading to the second floor. In the center of the back
wall was a large brick fireplace. The furniture was dark wood with
heavy brocade fabric cushions. The three arm chairs were dark red
and the two couches were covered in a navy blue with dark green
pillows.

 


Beyond the double doors on the right wall was an
opening into another room. This room was a huge kitchen and dining
area unlike any Claire had ever seen. “It’s so primitive," she
half-whispered. The long table was wooden with wood benches on
either side instead of chairs. The kitchen itself had no modern
appliance. Against the center wall about halfway down was a
fireplace, which connected to the living room fireplace. Next to it
was a heavy, metal, wood-burning stove. The sink was nothing more
than a large bowl on a wooden table with a hand pump attached to
it. "What is that for?" she asked.

 


Noah pumped the handle. Out squirted water. "That
would be a water faucet. You know, I read about these people who
lived up north. They were a religious group and they didn't believe
in using electricity. I wonder if some of them lived here."

 


"No, I don't think so," Adam said, joining the
guessing game. "This place looks more like a museum. Everything
looks so perfect. No signs of use. No scratches or dings in the
table. The furniture in the living room had no worn spots in the
seats or butt marks, you know, depressions from people sitting in
them."

 


Claire couldn't help but think, contradictory to
Adam, that the house did looked lived in as if the residents were
simply out for the day. There was no dust, no cobwebs. The feeling
someone was in the house kept taunting her, making her very
apprehensive.

 


"What does it matter now?" Ruth said, almost
despondently, "What was, was."

 


"She's right," Claire tried to get back on focus,
looking for whoever opened those windows, "let's keep looking."

 


In the back left corner of the kitchen was what
appeared to be a bathroom. There was a large metal tub, big enough
to bathe in, several buckets of different sizes, and a large clay
pot with a lid. Another wall separated the kitchen from the front
of the house. In the center of it was an opening, leading towards
the front of the house. As Noah walked towards it he noticed a door
to what seemed to be a long narrow closet the length of the wall to
the bathroom. The wall to the left separated the kitchen from the
living room. This wall, to the right, was a room. Noah opened the
door and peeked in.

 


"This is a storage room, full of stuff," he told the
others excitedly.

 


Inside, the room was lined with shelves on either
side and against the back wall. On the shelves were hurricane
lamps, the type that was filled with oil in the bottom, a cloth
wick would burn inside the glass top to give off light. One entire
shelf held about 20 lamps. The shelves also held wax, ceramic jars
with tight-fitting lids, ceramic dishes, knives of all sizes, forks
and spoons. On the back wall were all sorts of old tools. Not old
as in rusty and worn, but as in not modern day. These appeared to
be replicas of century-old tools, possibly from the 1800's or
before.

 


Claire, stepping further inside the room, froze as
she heard a creaking sound under her foot. "What was that?" she
cried faintly, frightened of the sound.

 


Noah rushed over to inspect the floor. "Step to the
side, carefully." He felt the floor with his fingers. "Anybody have
a flashlight handy?" He asked. The room had no windows so was dimly
lit, only from the light filtering in from the outside.

 


"I'll get one," said Jonah, who made a mad dash to
the truck and back.

 


As Jonah held the flashlight, Noah found a half-moon
shaped opening in the floor. He reached his fingers in and lifted
up a trap door. Claire and the others crowded behind Noah as they
strained to see what was inside. None were expecting to see what
sat curled up in the corner of the cellar.

 


Ignoring the potatoes in reed baskets and the seeds
in burlap bags against the walls, Ruth pushed her way past Noah and
Adam to get to the cellar stairs. Quickly she rushed down them to
what lay cowering in the darkness. "It's okay," she cooed, "you're
safe. No one is going to harm you."

 


"It's a little girl," whispered Claire after Ruth
pulled an old blanket off, revealing dark curly hair and a dirty,
tear-stained face. "Ruth, bring her out," she urged.

 


Ruth picked up the child, who at first squirmed and
tried to break free. Ruth however, in her patient, calm manner,
soothed her with soft words and a kind smile. Adam helped them up
the stairs, leading Ruth by the arm to sit at the dining table. The
girl hid her face in Ruth's chest, fearful of the group of people
staring at her.

 


"I think you guy's should leave us for a few
minutes," suggested Claire, hoping with the men out of the room,
the child would feel safer.

 


"We'll check out the upstairs," said Noah, motioning
for Adam and Jonah to follow.

 


Once the guys were out of the room, Ruth again spoke
to the girl, "What is your name, child?"

 


She didn't answer or move a muscle.

 


"Poor thing is terrified," whispered Claire, "I
wonder how long she's been here. How did you get here little one,"
she asked. "Is your family here, too?" No answer. "How old do you
think she is, Ruth?"

 


"I don't know. She's not very big, maybe 40 pounds."
Ruth tried to look at her face but the girl whimpered and covered
her face with her arms. "I'd guess 10 or less."

 


"I'll bet she's hungry," Claire said, feeling her own
stomach rumble. "I'm going to get some food out of the truck. Be
right back."

 


Claire quickly ran to the vehicle, unloaded as much
food as she could carry, then hurried back inside. Noah was coming
down the stairs as she entered the door.

 


"Let me help you with that," he offered, taking the
box from her. "What's in the box?"

 


"Food. The girl looks like she hasn't eaten in days.
We all need to eat. I thought we should build a fire and boil some
water from the well. We could have boiled eggs later." Claire,
sensing they would be here for a while, started thinking about
setting up the house for daily living and their future needs.

 


Jonah and Adam bounded down the stairs, entering the
kitchen just behind Claire, talking excitedly.

 


"You've got to come see upstairs," exclaimed Jonah
while Claire and Noah unpacked the box. "The little girl's been
living up there. It's a mess. There's blankets and clothes all over
the place in the room where you saw the open windows. There's all a
lot of trash from food containers. Whoever brought her here was
well stocked."

 


"Was," added Adam. "There's no more food left up
there that we could see. There are also a bunch of empty water
bottles and one only half full. We got here just in time. In a day
or two, if she's alone, she would have starved to death."

 


"She could have eaten the eggs," disagreed Jonah.

 


"I doubt if the child would know how to cook them,"
stated Claire. "Besides, she can't possibly be all alone." Claire
didn't want to believe the girl had been abandoned. Nor did she
want to think about the possibility of her being the only person in
her family to survive and be out in the world all alone.

 


"We didn't see any signs of other people," Noah
whispered into Claire's ear. "All the clothing we found were her
size."

 


"Then how'd she get here?" wondered Claire, "She had
to have come from somewhere. There's no bunker here."

 


"That we know of," stated Noah. "In any event, when
she's ready, she'll tell us."

 


After everyone had eaten, including the newest member
of the tribe, Noah stood up to address the group. "I think it's
time to make some decisions."

 


"About what?" asked Jonah annoyed at the thought.

 


"Well, about our future," he answered
matter-of-factly.

 


"I'm guessing we're staying here for a while?"
inquired Adam.

 


"It seems to me that this is where we need to stay.
This is the only livable place we've come across. Besides, we don't
have the resources to keep wandering around." Noah stated, tired of
traveling.

 


"God led us here," Ruth said quietly. "This is now
home."

 


"So you think we should give up on trying to find
others? We found this place in only a few days. Surely this isn't
an island surrounded by desert," argued Jonah.

 


"Maybe," agreed Noah tentatively, "but we're out of
gas. We have no way of traveling. We have a limited amount of
supplies. Our best option for survival is to use the resources on
this patch of earth. If, if there is life beyond, they can find
us."

 


"I agree," stated Adam.

 


Jonah folded his arms, frowning angrily.

 


"Look, Jonah," said Noah, trying to comfort him.
"We've had this conversation before. We have to concentrate on what
we know for sure. We must assume the worst about the rest of the
world and hope for the best. If we want to live, we must focus on
living. Focus on the living. Us. The six of us, the cow and the
chicken."

 


"Then I'll go alone. I'll walk as far as I can in a
day, then come right back if I don't find anything," Jonah said
trying to persuade the others.

 


"How much gas is left?" asked Claire. "Are we
completely out?"

 


"Eighth of a tank," answered Jonah. "No reserve."

 


"How about this," Noah said trying to think of a
compromise, "let's sit tight for a few days. Unload the truck,
organize the house, get settled. See what's usable and safe here.
Check out the river. It's probably full of fish. After that, we'll
take a trip and explore within a few miles of the perimeter. If we
run out of gas, we'll be within walking distance to get back."

 


"That sounds like a great idea," agreed Adam. "Jonah,
you okay with that."

 


"For now," he grumbled.

 


"Good. I propose we throw out all rules of society
that we learned growing up and create our own," suggested Noah.

 


"I suppose you want to be king," said Jonah
sarcastically.

 


"Jonah do you need to be so negative?" asked Claire.
"Please let's be positive. I know this is hard. We all are dealing
with this the best we can. We all miss our families." Claire walked
over to where Jonah was sitting and wrapped her arms around him. He
didn't shrug her off, so she squeezed, holding him in her arms like
a child who had been hurt on the playground. "We are your family
now, Jonah, and we all love you." Jonah began to tremble, Claire
knew he was crying. All this time, outwardly he had been the tough
guy while inwardly he was an emotional wreck, hurting but not
wanting anyone to know.

 


"I miss her so much," he sobbed.

 


"Who, Jonah?" Claire asked lovingly.

 


"My mom."

 


Claire, tears streaming down her face, looked over at
Noah, who's eyes were red and welling up. "I miss mine, too," she
whispered softly.

 


"Uh, ahm," Adam cleared his throat, wiping away the
tears, wanting to change the subject quickly, "what rules of
society did you mean?"

 


"Typical male-female stereotypes for starters,"
answered Noah.

 


"I like that idea," quipped Claire. "How about the
consumer society we Americans seem to love so much?"

 


"What does that mean?" asked Adam.

 


"Well, it means we never re-invent money. From now on
what is mine is yours, what's yours is mine. No one is ever poor,
no one is ever rich," Claire could think of hundreds of things
she'd like to change.

 


"Sounds very Biblical," Ruth said, still holding the
little girl.

 


"You're right," continued Claire, "I was thinking we
should live the way Jesus taught. Love your neighbor as yourself.
Do unto others. Live by his example, start over and do things
right. I wish I could quote the passage in the Bible that stated
that the greatest commandment is to Love one another."

 


"If we're going to do that," Jonah said, perking up,
"we have to live simply. Forget about modern technology. We all
know the mistakes of our forefathers from history classes in
school. Yes, I know, you're shocked that I paid attention. I
actually liked history. Modern technology has caused all sorts of
problems, global warming and our current condition to name a
few."

 


"I miss technology," Adam said half-heartedly.

 


"You have a great point," commended Noah. "We also
have to keep in mind our health. Remember the plague? AIDS, lung
cancer, the flu that killed millions, and the list goes on.
Sanitation has to be at the top of the list of priorities. We'll
have to dig a latrine, burn waste, and learn how to make soap."

 


"Sounds like we have a lot do." Adam stated. "We have
no idea what our resources are. What resources we do find we won't
know if they are contaminated or not. I think our biggest problem
we are going to face is our lack of knowledge of survival
skills."

 


"I think we've done a decent job so far," Jonah
disagreed.

 


"Yes, but we've survived on things that currently
exist," continued Noah. "Those things, like the batteries,
flashlights, fuel, even the food, will soon run out. What will we
do then? Do any of us know how to make candles? What do you make
them out of? Do any of us know how to plant a garden? Where will we
get seeds? Who knows how to make yarn? I could go on for days."

 


"It's a lot to think about," said Claire. "We could
easily look at our situation and get very depressed, however, we
must remember who is in control and how we got to this point. God
will not abandon us. If we ask Him, he will give us everything we
need. He has so far."

 


"We must pray and ask His guidance every day," Ruth
reminded them. "Self-reliance put us in a bunker."

 


 


 



Chapter 10

 


Taking Ruth's words to heart, the group joined hands
in prayer. First Noah prayed followed by everyone except Jonah and
the newest member of the Tribe. Jonah had never prayed publicly,
much less at all. First, they gave thanks for this new place, this
shelter and all the blessings He had bestowed upon them. Next they
prayed for guidance and wisdom to live in a manner that would be
pleasing to Him. Finally, they prayed that they would always put
God first in their lives and to protect them from evil and the
sinful human tendencies that caused all the problems of their
past.

 


"Now what should we do?" asked Ruth.

 


"I want to go down to the river and check it out,"
stated Jonah. "I noticed some old fishing poles in the barn. They
are simple poles with a string, but I think I can figure out how
they work."

 


"This little girl needs tending to," Ruth said,
noticing how dirty she was.

 


"I'll help by gathering some firewood for a fire,
bringing in some water to boil, and whatever else that needs to be
done." Adam continued.

 


"Great," nodded Noah. "Claire, will you help me
unload the truck?"

 


"Of course," she answered.

 


The rest of the day was spent setting up house, so to
speak. Noah backed the truck up to the front door to make the
unloading easier. He and Claire put everything in the front living
room, sorting them as much as possible. Food towards the entry to
the kitchen, clothing and blankets near the stairs, toiletries
against the back wall. Everything else went in the center of the
room . Once the truck was unloaded they began putting the supplies
away.

 


Claire assigned herself the clothing and blankets,
partly because she hadn't been upstairs yet. When she took the
first load up she wasn't sure where to put them so she set them
down in the hallway to look around. Entering the first door on the
left, she realized this was the room with the open windows. Clothes
and trash were strewn about the floor, just as Jonah and Adam had
described it. Also in the room was one small wood-frame bed
complete with linens and a pillow. It lay completely untouched.
Claire picked up all the trash and stuffed it in a small paper bag
she found on the floor. The clothes scattered on the floor were
mostly child-sized, except for a white woman's sweater. All were
dirty. Claire folded them and placed them on the floor beside the
door. She then left that room, opened the next door, which faced
the hall and peeked it. This room was a bathroom and/or closet.
There was a large metal tub, a few smaller tubs, buckets and empty
shelves lining the walls. A small window at the back of the room
let in light. There were no modern conveniences.

 


In all, there were nine bedrooms, and two fireplaces,
which extended from the downstairs. Another larger closet sat just
before the end rooms on the front side of the house. It was empty.
Each room had a large wood frame bed similar to the first and
either a dresser or cabinet. In the largest room, in the front
corner, was a large desk and chair in the corner situated between
the windows. Good use of light, thought Claire. Claire thought the
upstairs looked like a dormitory. Perhaps this was once a school
after all. She decided to leave all the items she brought upstairs
in the hallway to let everyone choose their own room.

 


Just as Claire and Noah finished putting away all the
supplies from the truck, they heard someone whistling outside.

 


"Must be Jonah coming back from the river," said
Adam, who was tinkering with the hurricane lamps. He had cleaned
several of them and was trying to figure out how they worked.

 


"Did you find out her name?" Claire asked Ruth as she
sat on the bench next to the now clean but still very skittish
little girl.

 


"No, she hasn't spoken a word," Ruth answered,
shaking her head sadly.

 


"Poor thing," Claire said, brushing a lock of hair
away, trying to get a good look at the girl's face. The child sat
as still as a statue, her head hanging down and dark black curly
hair covering her face. She had medium brown skin and sad brown
eyes, but Claire couldn't really tell what her ethnicity was. Not
that it mattered. Claire hadn't paid much attention to it before.
Jonah was blond, curly, and blue-eyed, light blue. Adam probably
Hispanic or maybe Italian, she couldn't really tell. He had olive
toned skin, hazel eyes, and very dark, thick black hair. Ruth was a
freckled red-head, but rather plain, Claire thought. Noah was tall
and muscular with light brown straight hair, shoulder-length from
lack of a barber, dark blue eyes, and a gentle face. Then there's
me, thought Claire, plain me. Light brown hair, gray eyes, average
me.

 


Jonah, bursting in the back door exclaimed, "I bring
good news! The river is alive and well!" he said as he held up his
catch of fish. "I'm sure they're safe to eat. They all look
healthy. The plant life by the river is all in good shape, from
what I can tell. There's a spot by the bank that makes a little
alcove and in it were a bunch minnows, which by they way is what I
used for bait. I also saw a bunch of frogs, butterflies,
dragonflies, and several birds. I was so tempted to jump in, but, I
did restrain myself as you can see."

 


"Great job Jonah," Noah patted him on the back. "Do
you have any idea how to cook these guys?"

 


"Not a clue," he admitted.

 


"I do," Ruth offered timidly.

 


"Really?" they all asked.

 


"My mom was a chef. She taught me." Ruth took the
fish from Jonah, looked them over, "Catfish, and carp. Both good to
eat."

 


"I've never milked a cow before," Claire said picking
up a bucket, "now is as good a time as any to learn."

 


"I'll go with to see if the eggs are any good,"
offered Jonah, still elated at his catch. As soon as they stepped
off the porch, Jonah grasped Claire's arm, "I have to tell you
something."

 


"What? Is everything alright?" she asked. He sounded
so serious.

 


"I think I found the little girl's mother."

 


Claire stopped dead in her tracks, looked him square
in the eye, to be sure he was serious. "Better tell me everything
in the barn."

 


The little chicken began to cackle when she heard the
barn door open. The cow also greeted them with a loud mooo. Claire
looked into the stall. The chicken was sitting on a nest of four
eggs. "Before you start on the eggs, tell me everything."

 


"Okay, so first I went down the path straight to the
river. I had brought a pole and some string and stuff, but I didn't
have any bait. I thought about worms so I started to walk up river
along the bank. I had just gone a few feet when I saw what looked
like a pile of clothes. When I looked closer, the wind shifted and
I smelled this awful smell. I broke off a branch from a tree to
move the grass away so I could see what it was. It was a woman.
Don't know how old, but older than you. She had dark black curly
hair, just like the little girl. There were flies buzzing all
around her. I didn't see any wounds or anything like decay just
from what I could see, which basically was only her face, arms, and
legs, below the knee. I was tempted to grab her dress and roll her
over to see her back, but thinking that wasn't such a good idea I
broke off a bigger branch, stripped off the smaller pieces and used
it to roll her over. It didn't take much effort, one little push on
her shoulder and over she went. She was so light. I didn't see
anything so I decided the best thing to do was to go ahead and bury
her right where she was. There was a metal bucket laying close to
her so I used it to dig a grave. I dug as deep as I could. I'm sure
it wasn't six feet, but pretty close. Using the sticks I pushed her
in the hole and covered her up. That's it."

 


"I'll bet she died of starvation. The little girl was
near starved herself." Claire felt so sad at the thought, knowing
that could very well have been her fate. "You have to tell the
others about this. But not in front of the girl. Did you cover the
body well enough so no predatory animal might dig her up?"

 


"I think so. I'll go back down there tomorrow with a
shovel," Jonah offered.

 


"Good idea," she patted him on the shoulder. "Good
job. Now, time to milk a cow." Claire had absolutely no idea how it
was done. A couple of times she had seen it in documentaries in
school. In fact, she had never even touched a cow until today.
Fortunately for her, she hoped, this cow had been milked before and
was friendly. Claire took the rope hanging next to the stall door.
She tied one end to the cow's neck and the other to a stall plank.
"Good little cow. I'm going to milk you know. Want to be a good cow
and tell me how?" Claire set the bucket under the cow, squatting
down to get eye to eye with the udder, which looked large and
swollen. She rubbed her hands together to warm them up, remembering
that's how they did it in the documentary. Claire grimaced as she
reached out and grabbed a teat with her right hand. The cow looked
around at her as if to say, 'careful now, don't squeeze too hard'.
Claire squeezed gently while pulling down and much to Claire's
delight milk squirted out! Unfortunately, she missed the bucket.
Claire repositioned the bucket, with her left hand, grabbed the
other teat and tried again, right hand then left hand, aiming right
at the bucket. Success! "Thank you God!" she exclaimed, looking
heavenward, as she continued. Several minutes later, the bucket was
about half full. Wow, she thought, this takes a long time.

 


"How's it going?" asked Noah, peeking over the stall
door.

 


"About half a bucket, can you believe it? Luckily the
cow hadn't been milked in while, she practically milked herself. Do
you think that's enough?" Claire was very proud of her
accomplishment.

 


"Probably. None of us has ever drank warm milk
before."

 


"I'm not exactly looking forward to it myself. I've
only drank skim, and very cold. She's going to need water and food
after this, at least I would think so. Would it be okay to tie her
to a tree outside?" Claire, who knew nothing about cows, felt very
protective of this one.

 


"I'll take her," Noah began to untie the rope from
the plank.

 


"Have you talked to Jonah?" asked Claire.

 


"About what?"

 


"He found the girl's mother by the river. At least he
thinks it was the mother. He buried her."

 


"Oh, no. I'm so sorry, for all of them. No wonder he
was so quiet when he came in," Noah sighed sadly while walking the
cow outside. "He's the youngest of us, you know. He's tried so hard
to keep his emotions in check."

 


"I know. I was very proud of him for opening up
earlier. Do you think he will try to connect to the little girl,
who by the way needs a name?" Claire was tired of calling her 'the
little girl'.

 


"Probably not. At least not until she starts
talking," Noah said, tying the cow to a tree near the well. He
pulled up a bucket of water before continuing. "Did he have any
idea about how she died or when?"

 


Claire repeated the story to Noah. They then silently
returned to the kitchen where Ruth was busy over the large stove.
The little girl was standing quietly next to her.

 


"Oh, guess what I found in the cellar?" Noah said to
Claire.

 


"What?"

 


"He found the mother load," said Jonah excitedly.

 


"Well, close," Noah replied. "I found potatoes,
carrots, seeds for corn and other vegetables, salt and pepper."

 


"Are they good for planting?" asked Claire, thrilled
at the news.

 


"I'm sure they are."

 


"Problem is," began Adam, "we don't know anything
about gardening much less what season it is, when to plant, and so
on. Sure, we can learn, but we don't have the luxury of messing up.
We get one shot at doing it right or starving."

 


"Don't say that," Jonah scowled. "We can make a
greenhouse."

 


"Out of what?" asked Adam.

 


"We can use the windows out of the truck," suggested
Noah. "I've never made a greenhouse, but I've seen them. I toured
the hydroponics greenhouse at the base a few times. We'll have to
design it carefully, using the supplies we have on hand."

 


"Sounds like a good plan," nodded Claire, impressed.
"Ruth, what can I do to help?" She felt guilty for watching.

 


Claire's statement motivated everyone into action,
which got dinner on the table quickly. They feasted on pan-seared
fish, boiled eggs, canned vegetables from the old store and warm
milk straight from the cow. No one liked the milk, but they drank
every drop, knowing the calories and the nutrition were much
needed. Ruth was highly praised for her culinary skills, much to
her embarrassment.

 


The sun began to set while everyone cleaned up
dinner. Discussion ensued about what to do with the small amount of
trash. This consisted mostly of fish heads, guts and bones, and egg
shells. Also there were the metal cans.

 


"My ecology teacher said that almost everything is
reusable, recyclable, or compostable" stated Claire. "We shouldn't
throw anything away."

 


"Food scraps rot and attract bugs and rats,"
disagreed Jonah. "Bones are unusable."

 


"Didn't you take ecology in school?" Claire asked.
"Actually," she continued, "if we build a compost bin, it'll keep
out the rats, if there are any. I'm not sure about the bones, but
if we dry them, we may find a use later."

 


"We should save all the cow manure, too," added Adam.
"Manure is the best fertilizer."

 


"You guys have great ideas," Noah commended, "we are
going to have to learn to do things differently. This little spot
of earth was saved and preserved. The least we can do is keep it
healthy. The supplies we have will soon run out. If we rely on
them, we'll be in huge trouble. If we can think back to cave man
days, before even fire was discovered, then we can learn to
reinvent the things we need."

 


"So, maybe we should decide what our basic needs are
and how we get them," suggested Claire.

 


"Food," started Jonah.

 


"We have a cow and a chicken," stated Adam. "That
gives us eggs, milk, and if we can figure out how, butter and
cream, eventually maybe cheese."

 


"We also have a well for water, and a river full of
fish," Jonah added.

 


"Don't forget the things in the cellar," Noah
reminded them.

 


"I don't think we should include them until they
produce," suggested Claire.

 


"Fair enough," conceded Noah, "we also haven't
explored the fields yet, so those are also maybe's. Next need
item."

 


"Shelter," stated Claire. "Which is in great
condition. Obviously the fireplaces work," she pointed to the large
fire Adam had built. "The fires will give us light and heat in the
winter."

 


"We have plenty of firewood," Adam told them. "So
that takes care of shelter. We also need clothing."

 


"That's a problem," stated Noah matter-of-factly. "We
have no other clothes. We're going to have to figure out how to
make clothes from the ground up."

 


"Fibers, yarn, making clothing, sewing," listed
Claire, "needles. Hey, I wonder if you can make needles out of fish
bones."

 


They all nodded at the thought. Ruth even joined in
the conversation, "Fish bones are strong."

 


"Clothing comes from cloth, cloth from materials made
from different fibers. Obviously, we are going to have to learn
what plants are available to make fibers," Noah tapped his finger
on his chin as he brainstormed.

 


"Cotton, is the most widely used natural fiber, but
there is also bamboo and hemp. The use of bamboo had recently come
in a close second to cotton," said Claire, amazed at her recall of
facts learned in school.

 


"Knowing the materials to use and knowing how to
actually produce are two different things," Adam pointed out.

 


"Let's face facts, you guys," Jonah jumped up,
throwing his hands up in defeat. "We don't know much of anything.
We were all taught, since birth, to conserve, reduce, reuse,
recycle. We were all taught to preserve our environment, that our
natural resources were precious. Global warming was drilled into
our heads. How many times have we heard that we were running out of
oil, to go green, the hole in the ozone is growing, blah, blah,
blah. Look where it got us. Everything around us is dead, except
this one little patch of land- so far as we know anyway."

 


"God will give us what we need, when we need it,"
Ruth said timidly. "He has so far, so why can't you trust Him to
continue?"

 


Jonah sighed deeply and sat down as Ruth led the
little girl into the bathroom. They sat quietly, deep in thought,
not really knowing what to say or what to do. Claire knew that Ruth
was right. Look what God had done for them so far. He saved their
lives. He brought the now six of them together. He has provided
food, water, shelter. He even saved this small piece of land for
them. It was up to them to use it wisely. To Claire, wisely also
meant faithfully.

 


Ruth emerged from the bathroom carrying the large
clay pot. "I know what this is for," she said proudly, "it's a
toilet."

 


"We'll have to leave it on the porch," Noah said as
he took the pot from her.

 


"Did you know that human waste is compostable?" Adam
asked.

 


"It's not waste unless it's discarded," Jonah did his
best impression of a teacher.

 


"Gross but true," grimaced Claire.

 


"It's dark, I'm going to put her to bed," Ruth said,
leading the little girl out of the kitchen.

 


"Wait," Claire requested, "she needs a name. What's
you name, sweetie?" Claire knelt down in front of the silent,
frightened little girl.

 


"She won't answer," Ruth whispered. "I tried."

 


"Then let's give her a name," suggested Claire,
stroking her curly hair. "How about Hope?"

 


"I like it," agreed Ruth. "Can we call you Hope?" The
little girl looked up at Ruth and Claire blankly. "Well, until you
decide otherwise, your name is Hope. So, Hope, off to bed."

 


"I'll go with you," Adam offered as he lit a twig and
then lit a hurricane lamp.

 


"Wow!" exclaimed Claire, "you figured out how they
work. That's awesome."

 


They all marveled at the site of the lit lamp. Claire
sent a silent prayer up to God. She knew that having the lamp would
greatly improve their mood and lessen their fears of the darkness.
Watching Adam lead carrying the lamp high almost looked normal.
Reminded her of when she was a child during a hurricane when the
power went out. Instead of battery powered flashlights or
generators, they all used hurricane lamps.

 


Stating he was getting hot, Jonah began to knock down
the fire in the fireplace. Noah argued that they should keep a fire
going at all times since they had a limited supply of matches.
Eventually, they would need to learn to make fire without them, but
no one had ever done so. It was agreed they would keep a fire
burning in the stove at all times with a pot of water on the stove
to keep warm for washing. As soon as they had completed that task,
Adam came back into the kitchen carrying sheets.

 


"What's that for?" asked Jonah.

 


"Ruth wants to do laundry. These sheets are for us to
wear until our clothes are dry."

 


"Oh, excellent idea," cried Claire. "You guys go
strip and I'll get the wash pan ready." She decided to use the
biggest pot in the bathroom. The detergent from the old store had
been put in the pantry. She carried both to the stove, poured the
hot water left over from boiling the eggs into the pan, then added
more water from the sink pump. The guys returned with their dirty
clothes, looking ready for a costume party. She giggled as she put
in their clothes. Adam made a face as he handed her a sheet. Claire
trotted off to the bathroom to change. The sheet was pretty big so
it took her a while to figure out how to wear it without worrying
about exposing what she didn't want exposed. Finally, she decided
to roll the shortest end several inches in, wrap the sheet around
under her arms, starting in the middle. There was so much material
it wrapped twice around. To finish off, she twisted the ends just
above her chest, took them behind her neck and tied them in a knot.
When Claire emerged, Ruth had come back down, wearing her sheet in
a similar fashion. They looked at each other and giggled. The guys
had retreated to the back porch, but not before stringing a rope to
dry their clothes.

 


After all the clothes were properly washed, rinsed,
wrung out, and hung to dry, Claire and Ruth carried the dirty
wash-water to the back door where the guys took over dumping out
the water and returning the empty containers to the bathroom. It
was quite a process for one load of laundry. Claire thought it was
going to take some time getting used to mundane chores which used
to take minutes and minimal effort now took hours and lots of
muscle. They were also stuck wearing the sheets until their clothes
were dry. She hoped they would be dry by morning.

 


Thinking about morning, Claire, sitting on the wooden
benches in the back porch with the others brought up what they
needed to do the next day. Food always being on Jonah's mind,
volunteered to go fishing right away. Ruth told them there was
plenty of canned dried oatmeal from the old store that she would
cook right away so that they could eat first thing. Claire
volunteered to milk the cow and check for eggs while the oatmeal
was cooking, then help wherever she was needed. Adam stated that he
wanted to check out the area he thought might be an orchard and
Noah stated he would work on the compost. The day's activities
nailed down, the little tribe decided to call it a day.

 


Claire inhaled deeply the cool night air
contemplating the day. She noticed that the temperature had dropped
only a few degrees, but there was a nice breeze. Sleep would be
easy tonight, she thought, being in a bed in a house with windows.
Outside the windows she could see the moon and stars. Best of all,
there would be people nearby. Claire could hardly believe just a
few short days ago she was in a dark underground bunker, alone with
only enough food and water for a day, maybe two. Tonight, Claire
knew she had a future. Tonight, Claire looked forward to the
sunrise, to the dawn of a new day.

 


Once upstairs, Ruth told them she had taken the room
across the hall from Hope. Adam, to no one's surprise, took the
room next to her. Claire wanted a corner room, to have more
windows. First, she asked if anyone else wanted the back corner
room. No one objected so off she went to her new room. Jonah took
the room across from the fire place. Noah, being a gentleman,
waited until the others had picked their rooms. Doing so, he
actually got the room Claire thought he deserved, the front corner
room with the big desk.

 


Her room was big, bare, and Claire thought it was
absolutely perfect. The two windows let in the light of the moon,
and once Claire opened them, a nice breeze. She sat on the
windowsill for a few minutes staring at the stars, in awe of their
beauty and the brightness. The sky was so bright, it lit up the
barn and the grounds as far as she could see. The trees swayed
gently in the breeze, lulling Claire to sleep. The large king-sized
bed was so soft, as soon as her head hit the pillow, Claire was
slumbering deeply, dreaming of happy times.

 


Morning came as mornings do, but this time it was
different. The dark night sky was just starting to lighten as
Claire opened her eyes. Peeking out the window she said softly to
herself, "Thank you God for giving me this day." She leapt out of
bed, stretched her sore muscles, used the 'toilet' as she dubbed
the large pot, then trotted quietly down the stairs, toilet in
arms.

 


Everyone else seemed to be asleep. Claire was glad at
the peaceful quiet time before the day's activities began. She
emptied her 'toilet' into the one on the porch from the night
before, grimacing at the smell, then returned to the kitchen to
wash it. Once she was certain it was sanitary, Claire set it aside.
She then quickly went to see if the clothes were dry. Just a tad
damp, but dry enough, she thought. Before getting dressed, though,
she put more firewood in the stove. "Just in time," she thought,
the fire had begun to dwindle to nothing but hot embers. After
dressing, Claire put her sheet onto her clean 'toilet', left it on
the dining table and happily skipped off to the barn to milk the
cow.

 


Opening the heavy barn door as wide as she could to
let in light, Claire first saw the chicken in its place, then
remembered the cow was tied up outside. She started to scold
herself, but then thought the cow probably was better off outside,
so she could eat. Once back in the barn, Claire tied the cow to the
same spot as before, set the bucket under her, hesitated,
remembering she needed to get the cow some water and wash her
hands. Preparations completed, Claire set to milking. This time,
she filled the bucket to the top. The cow's udders still seemed
heavy so she decided to fill another bucket, which was found in the
tack room.

 


"Good morning, I thought I'd find you in here," Noah
greeted cheerfully. "Goodness, do you think we have enough
milk?"

 


"You should have seen her udders."

 


"Excuse me?"

 


"Her udders," laughed Claire, realizing Noah didn't
know what she meant. "She was very full. We can put the leftovers
in the cellar."

 


"Good idea, it's pretty cool down there. Let me carry
those for you," Noah offered as Claire tried to lift a bucket,
"they look pretty heavy."

 


"Thanks. Is anyone else up?"

 


"Everyone except Jonah."

 


"I'm sure he'll be up as soon as he smells food,"
kidded Claire, as she walked behind Noah bringing the cow back
outside to graze. She stopped at the hen's nest to gather the eggs.
"Just one today."

 


"How'd you sleep?"

 


"Best sleep in ages. And you?"

 


"I don't remember. As soon as I hit the pillow it was
morning," he said with a bright smile.

 


And so the day began for the little tribe. A bright
day with bright happy faces and full stomachs.

 


 


 



Chapter 11

 


Back inside the house, everyone had dressed in their
clean clothes and were working together to prepare the morning
meal. Claire's discovery of only one egg brought up the question of
how many eggs can a chicken lay in a day? They surmised that if
tomorrow there was only one egg then the chicken would have been
living in the barn for four days. Claire noted that today was day
six since she left the bunker. Could the chicken have traveled two
days to get here? Ruth tried to ask Hope how long she had been in
the house, but she wouldn't answer.

 


Quickly tiring of the conversation, Jonah stated,
"I'm going fishing." But first he washed his dishes and put them
away. Claire was surprised that he had already put his sheet back
in his room.

 


The kitchen cleaned, fire re-kindled, and the
leftover milk securely in the cellar, the others merrily marched
off to the tasks they had decided on the night before. Claire had
already taken care of her task so she offered to help Noah dig the
compost pit. He found the tools needed in the tack room- shovels,
hand saw, and a pick. The first task was to decide the best place
for the pit. They had already decided to dig a pit instead of
trying to build a box that they had oftentimes seen used. The pit
needed to be near the house but away from the well. They had
already begun storing the 'waste' or items to be composted on the
porch out of convenience until the trip to the pit was made,
therefore, front of the house was ruled out. Noah walked from the
porch, toward the barn, deciding to go to the left of the barn
instead of to the right since the upstairs barn window was on the
right. Also, because the right side was the area the cow grazed.
Just beyond the back left corner of the barn was a grassy area with
lots of weeds. A few yards beyond that the forest resumed. The well
was close to the back left corner of the house, a safe
distance.

 


"This is a good spot," Noah decided. "It's
practically a straight shot from the back porch. Far enough to not
smell it, but not too far to carry the stuff. It won't be so deep
as to compromise the water."

 


"Looks good to me," agreed Claire. "Once this one
fills up we can just back up and dig another. So what do we do
first?"

 


Noah filled her in on his plan then they got to work.
First they cleared an area approximately five feet square,
separating the plant material from the dirt. Next, they dug down
about four feet. Claire noted how rich and dark the soil was. If
the entire area was this alive, they should have no trouble
planting a garden. Noah agreed as he wiped the sweat from his
forehead. He pointed to a small tree at the edge of the forest with
a small trunk and long thin branches. They cut down the tree near
the ground and together drug it to the pit. Claire held out the
branches as one by one Noah cut the tree apart and into smaller
pieces. He took the smaller branches and laid them in a crisscross
pattern on the bottom of the pit followed by the plants they had
dug up earlier. With the remainder of the branches Noah and Claire
made a roof for the pit by laying the largest branches parallel to
one another and weaving the smaller, more pliable branches through
them. Claire found some vines growing in a large tree and used them
to tie the ends, corners, and to make a handle. While she was
making the handle, Noah brought the pots from the porch then
carefully dumped them in while holding his

breath.

 


"Okay, we're almost done here," Noah said after
backing away from the pit and letting out his breath. "We just need
to put some grass on top," he said as they pulled up some weeds
from against the barn, "put the top on, which fits perfectly, and
done!"

 


"I'm impressed," Claire said with admiration, "how'd
you know how to do that?"

 


"Lot's of prayer," he answered, looking first
heavenward then over to Claire. "You're a mess. Let's wash up and
see if we can help the others."

 


Claire blushed as she looked at her hands and knees.
So much for doing laundry last night. Her hands were filthy and she
had a blister on her thumbs. Her long hair was a sweaty mess with a
few leaves stuck in it. Claire longed for a hot bath and a
hairbrush. As a matter of fact, they could all use a good grooming.
She made a mental note to speak to Ruth about it.

 


Noah stopped at the well to bring in some drinking
water as Claire continued on to the house. She pumped some water
into the kettle and set it on the stove to warm. Once they had
cleaned up and had some water, they decided to find Adam and Ruth
but before they had a chance to get up Adam burst through the
door.

 


"Look!" Adam exclaimed as he dropped his bulging
shirt onto the table. “Oranges!"

 


Ruth was right behind him with another armful. Behind
her was Hope, eating an orange. "Adam was right, Claire. There is
an orchard. Not only are there orange trees but also apple trees
and at least three other types of fruit trees."

 


Claire picked up a bright orange fruit, held it
gently in her hands. She slowly brought it to her nose, closing her
eyes to inhale its wonderful scent. She was so overcome with
emotion she didn't know whether to laugh or cry or tear into the
orange and wolf it down. No she should definitely savor it slowly
and enjoy every bite, taste the sweetness of the juice as it drips
down her throat. At last she opened her tear-filled eyes and said,
"Oranges are a gift from God." Claire then slowly unpeeled her
orange.

 


"They are that indeed," agreed Noah as he began to
unpeel his, placing the peel in a bowl. "Tell us about the
orchard."

 


"I'll do you one better," Adam said, moving toward
the door. "Come, I'll show you."

 


It was truly an orchard. The trees they had seen
along the road were just the beginning. Adam wasn't sure what they
were but thought they were some kind of fruit. There were no
flowers or buds on them at this time. Three rows of these first
trees ran alongside the driveway. Three rows of another kind of
tree, Adam supposed was apple, ran parallel to the first. After a
few feet of empty space, a final three rows of trees. Adam didn't
know what these were either. None were in flower or in bud. Beyond
the third set of trees was the river. Adam led them down the river
bank to where the rows ended. Here they stopped and saw the orange
trees, all full of ripe oranges. The orange trees were in two rows
perpendicular to the others, running from the river to the
driveway.

 


Claire froze in amazement and in thought, remembering
facts about oranges. "Oranges ripen at the end of winter," she
stated. "How could they be ripe, it's warm out?"

 


"The climate has changed," stated Noah. “Even
before.... You know... a while ago... the seasons were all wacky.
Summers were long winter short, then we had a really long cold
winter. For Florida, any time winter lasts more than two months
it's odd. The last weird winter lasted eight months."

 


"We are still in the south," Adam reminded them. "If
this is late winter or early spring the temperature is right, but
there should be more signs of spring such as buds on the
trees."

 


"The flowers we saw as we crossed the river looked
more like summer to me," added Claire. "All of the trees are green.
Maybe these are early oranges and this is late summer."

 


"It's not hot enough to be summer," disagreed
Noah.

 


"You are all forgetting something," Ruth said softly.
Claire and the others turned to give her their full attention.
"This is God's orchard. He can ripen the fruit when He wants to.
Don't you see, he is giving us what we need, a little at a time.
More would lead to waste and discontent."

 


"When she's right, she's right," Adam sighed, giving
her a one-armed hug around her shoulders. "Let's see what else God
has planted. We didn't explore too much further."

 


Beyond the orange groves they came upon what appeared
to be an overgrown field that had at one time been plowed and
planted. Noah suggested that after they build the greenhouse they
would clean out this area and replant. Adam agreed and added that
they could dig little canals to use the river to water the plants.
Oak trees bordered the far end of the field. Crossing the driveway,
they encountered more oak trees. These were fewer in number and in
density than the ones on the other side of the drive. Adam led them
through the trees to an open field similar to the first.

 


Ruth ran ahead into the field, picked something, then
ran back shouting, "cotton! We have cotton!"

 


Claire and the others went swiftly to see for
themselves. Sure enough the cotton plants were just starting to
open up. She picked a pod and felt the fibers. They were not as
soft as she had imagined them to be, but holding them in her hand,
rubbing them between her fingers made her feel so alive, so
hopeful, so full of emotion and expectation. Claire knew at that
moment what Ruth meant when she said God gives them what they need
when they needed it. Too much at once would be overwhelming, almost
impossible to deal with. Like a kid in a candy store with a free
pass, what to choose, what to eat first. Or likewise, she
remembered as a child being told to clean her very messy room. It
was such a mess she just stood there in the middle of the room,
staring at the mess, not knowing what to do first. Claire was full
of emotion at seeing and eating the orange, now this, cotton.
Cotton for clothes and for blankets. Cotton for weaving and
knitting into gloves and scarves for winter. Another thought
brought her out of dreamland-she didn't know how to do any of those
things. How would they use the cotton? How would they figure out
how to make clothes and blankets?

 


"There's one more spot to explore," Adam was saying,
as Claire blinked back to reality. "Over there, closer to the
house, come look."

 


Adam led, followed by Ruth holding Hope's hand, then
Noah and finally Claire trailing behind taking in the beauty of the
cotton field, still holding onto her piece of cotton. They walked
the edge of the field until they came upon a mass of green
poles.

 


"Bamboo," stated Noah quizzically. "That's odd. It
seems so out of place."

 


Claire thought for a moment then said, "Not really,
if you really think about it. This patch of land is
self-sustainable. If that is God's orchard," she pointed to the
groves, "then this entire patch of land is God's sanctuary for us.
The house is a virtual fortress. We have a well for fresh water,
trees for fire and lumber, a barn, a chicken for eggs, a cow for
milk, a flowing river full of fish, fruit ripe for the picking,
fields ready to be planted, cotton for clothing, and bamboo, which
can be used for a myriad of things."



"Like what?" asked Adam.

 


"Clothing, baskets, flooring, bridges, paper, and I'm
sure more," she listed.

 


"Well," began Noah, "now that we have all the
materials we need to sustain life, all we have to do now is learn
the 'how to'."

 


"We are missing one important element," observed
Adam. "Metal. We have some metal tools, but eventually they will
wear out and rust and we'll need new ones. We also don't have any
nails or screws."

 


"We are given what we need when we need it," repeated
Noah, "we must always remember that. Grumbling about what we don't
have is counterproductive."

 


"It also shows a lack of faith," Ruth added
sheepishly. "Rejoice in all that God has provided!" she exclaimed,
grasping Hope's hands and dancing in a circle.

 


"Always," echoed Claire and the others.

 


"We should go check on Jonah," suggested Noah.

 


"How much longer do you think until the cotton is
ready to be picked?" asked Adam as they walked back toward the
river.

 


"Probably a few days," replied Noah, not really
sure.

 


While they walked, the guys talked about agriculture
and harvesting, Ruth and Hope walked hand in hand with Ruth humming
softly. Claire thought about the day's discoveries and all the
possibilities and challenges that lay before them. Yes, they were
provided with things and Claire was glad about it. What troubled
her was their lack of knowledge. Oh, sure they were all smart. Book
smart, technology smart. All of them could probably build a rocket
to the moon or Mars. No, their lack of knowledge was at ground
level. None of them had basic survival skills.

 


Was this troubling thought a lack of faith on her
part, she wondered? Would God give them the knowledge just as He
had so far, a little at a time? Was Noah's knowledge of the compost
an example of this? Surely they would go through periods of
failures as well as successes. If things came too easily they would
not give to whom honor is due. If only she had her Bible, Claire
yearned for the knowledge and strength in that book.

 


The printed book was very rare and Claire's Bible had
probably been the last. It had been given to her by her
great-grandmother who had kept in a vault until her death. Nearly
100% of books, magazines, and all other formerly paper documents
were electronic. Suddenly, Claire remembered something.

 


"Hey, you guys," she called, "have any of you been in
the room off the living room?" Moments earlier they had passed by
the house and the late morning sun reflecting off a downstairs
window had caught her eye.

 


"No, why do you ask," Noah turned toward her,
noticing the tone in her voice.

 


"I tried the handle once last night," stated Adam.
"It's locked."

 


"Locked?" asked Claire. "Why do you suppose that room
is locked?" That was very odd, she thought. Not even the front door
had been locked.

 


"Hey Jonah, catch!" yelled Noah as they walked up to
him at the river bank. Noah tossed him the orange just as he turned
toward them.

 


"What's this?" Jonah asked as he caught it. They all
watched with glee as his faced turned from surprise to realization.
He inhaled the scent of the orange deeply, looked over at the
others, who were smiling broadly, then ripped open the skin and
inhaled its contents. "Oh. My. God. That's the best orange I have
ever eaten."

 


Claire and the others broke their silence, bursting
out in laughter. "Adam and Ruth found an orchard. There's lots more
at the house."

 


"What have you been up to?" asked Noah, having
noticed Jonah was in his boxers when they had approached.

 


He quickly grabbed his pants and put them on before
telling them all about his morning. Claire listened intently while
his story unfolded. Jonah had set his lines out as soon as he got
to the river. After he caught a few fish he decided he should keep
them alive so he filled up the bucket of water. In doing so, he
accidentally scooped up some dirt. It looked different so he
decided to check out the bottom of the river. He didn't want to
mess up his clean clothes so he took them off, most anyway. Jonah
showed them the mud from the river bank and bottom. It was thicker
than regular dirt and definitely not sand.

 


"It's clay," stated Claire, "feel how soft it is and
pliable. Look where it's been laying in the sun. The top has
hardened."

 


"Clay is a great building material," added Noah,
"good work."

 


"I know," Jonah stated smugly. "That's not all." He
continued on. Jonah also found a tree with very willowy branches.
"A weeping willow." He stated that he thought it would be a great
idea to build a pier out into the river. They could make a net to
catch the fish easier and faster. Pointing to the mud Jonah told
them his idea about make a fire pit near the river. That way, he
told them, they could do their washing by the river, and hang the
wash to dry on the clothes line he made out of tree limbs and
willow branches for the line. They could also bathe out here when
the weather was nice instead of carting water back and forth into
the house.

 


Claire was surprised at all Jonah's ideas. They were
all wonderful and useful, however, he had one more.

 


"I also want to build a watch tower over there at the
river bend," he pointed to an area that jutted out into the river
just a few feet with a large pine tree near it. "If we build a
tower and attach it to that tree, it will be very sturdy, and we
can see upstream and over the treetops."

 


"I'm amazed," stated Noah. "You have had, I think,
the most productive day of all. We need everything you have told us
about. The watch tower, maybe not so much, but I'm sure it could
come in handy some day. Let's go have some lunch and we'll fill you
in on Adam and Ruth's discoveries."

 


As they walked back toward the house, Adam and Jonah
carried a long willow branch strung with a dozen or so fish. Noah
carried the bucket filled with clay. Claire and Ruth carried all
the tools Jonah had brought with him, while Hope played with a
handful of clay. Claire, who always was searching with her eyes,
noticed a lone, large, billowy cloud slowly moving toward them from
the east. She remembered it hadn't rained since she left the
bunker. It had warmed quite a bit since morning with just a slight
warm wafting breeze. Claire didn't know why not knowing the seasons
bothered her so, she thought she should really just let it go.

 


 


 



Chapter 12

 


Noah set the bucket of clay down on the steps then
trotted over to the barn to help put the tools away. "I'd really
like to know who preserved all of these tools. We'd have a much
harder time without them."

 


"Maybe the answer is in that locked room," mused
Claire.

 


"Then tomorrow, we'll unlock it and find out," he
answered.

 


"Tomorrow? What's wrong with today?"

 


"Today, we need to look for more sources of food. Did
you notice when we came in the barn? No eggs. That means one a day.
Fish, milk, and oranges are going to get old real fast. Remember
the Israelites? They got bored of manna, so God stuffed them with
quail. We should find food before we get to grumbling."

 


"So, you think we should not use the food we found at
the old store?"

 


"What I think is that we should find other food
sources before it runs out. If we use it sparingly, along with what
we have available, then we should be able to phase it out all
together and keep it for emergencies."

 


"I agree. What about the greenhouse? We should
probably start on it today as well. The seeds and potatoes can be
planted as soon as it's built."

 


"The corn can be started as well."

 


"Corn? The seeds are corn?"

 


"Yes, about a dozen or so corn kernels and some other
seeds that I have no idea what they are. We'll just have to plant
them and see what grows."

 


By the time they reached the house, Noah had the rest
of the day planned. Claire still longed to see what was in the
locked room, but was resigned to being patient. "Look what Hope
made," Claire grasped Noah by the elbow, slowing him down as to not
disturb her. "It's a clay pot," she whispered, "and it's
beautiful."

 


"It's just a pot," he answered, sarcastically.

 


"Hope, that's beautiful," Claire said softly, after
scowling at Noah. "How'd you learn to make pottery?" Hope didn't
answer. "I'll bet if we put it by the fire, it'll dry so fast you
can use it for breakfast tomorrow." Hope looked up at her with a
faint smile.

 


Claire showed everyone what Hope had made. Ruth
praised Hope by giving her a hug and a twirl around the room.
Claire put the pot on the bricks next to the fireplace to dry. She
decided she would let it air dry until nightfall then put the pot
inside the stove and let it dry overnight in the higher heat.
Claire had no idea how it would turn out but thought this would be
a good trial.

 


As they prepared the noon meal, Noah and the other
men discussed what they would do the rest of the day. They were all
a bit tired from the morning's activities but agreed to at least
get a start on the greenhouse by taking the glass out of the truck.
The truck itself was still useable, so they didn't want to take it
apart completely. Jonah suggested they cut down a pine tree and use
the truck to haul it back. Adam disagreed stating they should cut
down a younger tree closer to the front of the house since the land
immediately in front of the house was open. In the end they decided
to make that decision after the glass was removed since that might
take some time. Claire and Ruth offered to explore the woods north
of the barn to look for berries and signs of wildlife. Ruth was
adamant about not killing any animals since they might only be the
ones alive. They should wait and let them reproduce, she suggested.
Claire suggested they try to catch any animal they find and put it
in the barn. Noah thought that was a great idea, but warned her to
take a shovel for protection, just in case.

 


"In case of what?" asked Ruth.

 


"You know, unfriendly animals," cautioned Adam.

 


"Ooh. I hadn't thought there would be any of those,"
she shivered.

 


"There probably aren't," Claire said trying to
reassure her, "but it's always a good idea to be prepared."

 


"We should make some spears," suggested Adam. "We
could use the metal from the food cans and strip down the willow
branches to tie them onto bamboo poles, which, by the way is what
the fishing pools are made from, bamboo."

 


"We could, but I don't know what we would cut the
metal with. We'll have to save that project for later. Maybe there
are some metal cutting tools in the barn."

 


As soon as they had eaten and cleaned up the noon
meal, which consisted of fish sautéed in orange juice, milk, and
dried fruit the tribe split up to do their afternoon jobs. Claire
got the shovel she had used in the morning, and a rake, the kind
with the short metal teeth, from the tack room. She gave the rake
to Ruth, instructing her to use it to mark their path so they
wouldn't get lost. Hope came with them, carrying a large bucket.
Claire wasn't really sure what to look for so she prayed that God
would open their eyes and to also keep them safe.

 


"Claire," began Ruth timidly, "can I ask you
something?"

 


"Of course."

 


"Do you think there are snakes out here?"

 


"Maybe. You didn't see any in the orchard did you?"
asked Claire, remembering the Eden in the Bible.

 


"No. No snakes in the orchard, and no voices either,
thank you Lord."

 


"Can I ask you something?"

 


"Yes."

 


"Do you have a brush?" she asked as she once again
brushed her hair out of her eyes.

 


"No, but we could all use one couldn't we? I'll bet
we could make a comb, at least, when the guys cut down the tree. I
saw a file in the tack room and some wood-working tools."

 


"You did?"

 


"Yes, and I'll bet we could strip a piece of bamboo
and make tie-backs or headbands."

 


"We really need leather for that, or, hey we could go
back and see if there is enough cotton to pick. I'd be willing to
try the bamboo."

 


"Cotton's not ready yet."

 


Claire paused, looking around. The trees had thinned
out a bit, but they had come up on some brambly bushes. "These have
pointy needles on them, be careful," she warned as they walked
around the bushes. Claire noticed a humming sound coming from
inside the bush. She put her finger to her lips, "shh, listen." It
sounded like a bee. If there is one bee, there are others. Bees
pollinate plants. That was a good sign. She looked over at the bush
and could just barely make out some small buds. "This might be some
type of berry. We must remember this spot," she said quietly
motioning for them to move on. A few feet further and the bushes
stopped. Claire noted that if that was a berry bush, it was large
and could possibly produce a lot of berries.

 


"What kind of trees are those?" asked Ruth, pointing
to the large tree that resembled an old oak in its size and low
full branches.

 


Claire stepped closer to get a better look. The tree
was huge, at least a hundred feet tall with long medium green
leaves. "This is a pecan tree!" she exclaimed, picking a nut from
the branch. "Look, ripe pecans." Claire cracked open a nut with her
back teeth and pulled out the fleshy pecan meat. "Try one, they're
really good," she said, handing Ruth and Hope a piece of the
pecan.

 


"Thank you, Jesus," Ruth exclaimed in all
sincerity.

 


"Come on, let's pick as many of these as we can.
There aren't any on the ground, which good, but we need to climb it
and shake the branches," Claire said as she started toward the
tree. Hope beat her to it. "You want to climb?" Hope nodded yes.
"Okay then up you go." Claire helped Hope up to the first branch,
which was only about four feet off the ground. She then shimmied
out a bit and bounced up and down. This did the trick, easily
knocking the pecans off their branches. Ruth and Claire quickly
scooped up all of them before giving Hope the okay to move to the
next branch. After their bucket was full, Hope nimbly climbed down
and they all collapsed on the ground, leaning against the tree to
rest.

 


"I'm very proud of you, Hope," Ruth said with a
smile. Hope grinned, shrugged and looked away. "Claire, can I ask
you another question?"

 


"Sure."

 


"Do you think Adam likes me?"

 


"Of course, we all like you," Claire answered, not
immediately getting the meaning of her question. "Oh, do you mean
likes you, likes you in a male-female, type thing?"

 


"Well, yes. It's just that we're always doing things
together and he's the only one who really seems to understand me,
of the guys I mean. And, well, today, when we were picking the
oranges he took off his shirt and I had this weird feeling in the
pit of my stomach."

 


"Are you falling in love with him?" Claire asked,
remembering the feeling she got when someone accidentally brushed
her arm.

 


"Maybe. I don't know. I've never been in love before.
I've never even been on a date."

 


Claire pondered the situation over for a few minutes.
She had never dated either. Too young, too much chaos in the world.
"Do you think," Claire began slowly, "really believe, I mean, that
God brought all six of us together?"

 


"Absolutely."

 


"Does He talk to you anymore?"

 


"No. Have you seen the dove?"

 


"No. Not since we got over the bridge." Claire paused
for a moment then continued, "if we are to believe that God brought
us here, three men and three women, well almost," she looked over
at Hope, "then do you suppose that He could cause us to have
feelings for the one man he wants us to be with and do the same
with them?"

 


"Wow," Ruth said, scratching her head in wonder. "All
things are possible. So does that mean, well, what exactly does
than mean?"

 


"Beats me. I'll leave the rest up to God. Let's get
these pecans back to the house. Come on Hope." Claire got up,
grabbed the bucket by the handle, handing the shovel to Hope and
led the way back down the trail.

 


Ruth had done a great job marking the trail, which
made finding their way back easy. She drug the rake behind her as
they walked back to the house to make the trail even easier to use
the next time. From time to time they would stop to break off a few
branches to mark different turns. Once Claire heard a bird
overhead, stopped to look for it, but didn't find it. Other than
the bee and the one bird, there didn't seem to be any other
creatures in the forest.

 


When the girls reached the barn, Claire was feeling a
little bit mischievous. "Shh, I hear the guys in front of the
house. Let's surprise them."

 


"How?" asked Ruth.

 


"Follow me, quietly." Claire tiptoed into the barn
and quickly went into the tack room where she found a hammer. "Open
your hands like this," she said to Hope, cupping her hands
together. Claire used the hammer to break open the pecans,
instructing Ruth to take out the meat and put it into Hope's hands.
When her hands were about half full she said, "Okay Hope, now close
your hands together real tight and don't open them until I say so.
Got it?" Hope nodded yes.

 


Leaving the bucket of pecans in the tack room Claire
led Ruth and Hope over to where the guys were working on the truck.
"How's the greenhouse coming along?"

 


"Slow," answered Noah. "We have to be very careful
not to break the glass so we're taking the doors off the truck and
then taking the doors apart to get out the glass."

 


"We got two done," added Jonah grumpily.

 


"How are you going to get the rest out?" asked
Claire.

 


"That's the problem," groaned Jonah. "I suggested we
simply strip the truck and use it as a greenhouse."

 


"That sounds like a good idea," thought Ruth.

 


"It is," agreed Adam, "except for the fact that we
still need to use it." He glanced at Hope, looked puzzled, then
said, "did you find any animals?"

 


"A bee," answered Claire.

 


"Just a bee?" quizzed Noah.

 


"Well, we only saw one. I heard a bird but never saw
it. Ruth is relieved we didn't see any snakes," answered
Claire.

 


"So, why is Hope looking so guilty? She's actually
grinning," stated Noah.

 


"What're you hiding Hope?" Jonah motioned for her to
show him.

 


Hope looked at Claire who nodded to go ahead. She
slowly tiptoed over toward Jonah, stretched out her arms, looked
away while slowly opening her hands, careful not to drop
anything.

 


"Nuts!" exclaimed Jonah.

 


"What? Let me see." Adam rushed over, peeked in and
picked up a pecan. He popped it into his mouth, "Pecan! You found a
pecan tree."

 


Noah and Jonah emptied Hope's hands and gobbled down
the rest of the pecans. Jonah was so thrilled he started to bear
hug Hope, who shrunk back in surprise so he simply patted her on
the back.

 


"Uh, you ate all our nuts" Claire feigned a cry.

 


"What, that’s all?" Adam asked, suddenly feeling
guilty for wolfing them down.

 


"How many trees are there?" asked Noah, not believing
her. "More importantly, how many nuts?"

 


"We only saw the one tree, but it's huge," Claire
explained as all the girls giggled. "We have a full bucket in the
barn but there are a lot more on the tree. We still have a few
hours of daylight. I'd like to go back and get some more."

 


"I'll go with you," volunteered Noah. "I'll get some
more buckets from inside."

 


Claire asked Ruth and Hope if they would shell the
ones in the barn, and to put aside the shells for compost. She then
met Noah back outside who was carrying a large metal container with
two handles on the side and another bucket. Knowing they were
limited in time, Claire led the way to the pecan tree, running as
fast as she could, slowing only to point at the brambly bush.
Before scrambling up the branch Hope had used, Noah commented that
he had never even seen a pecan tree. He stood on the third branch
while hugging the trunk. He then began to slowly bounce up and down
and then rock back and forth.

 


"That's good, Noah, they're coming down. Be careful
up there," Claire hollered up to him while picking up the
pecans.

 


Noah moved over to another branch and repeated the
process, this time a little more aggressively. The pecans came down
like a rainstorm, pelting Claire's back and head.

 


"Hey, a little warning please," Claire shouted,
covering her head. "That hurts."

 


"Sorry down there. I'm coming down," Noah stated.
"Are you okay?"

 


"Fine," she giggled as she continued to gather the
pecans. "We should have brought a rake."

 


"Good grief," Noah observed how many nuts he had
shaken off the tree as he set to picking them up.

 


Claire and Noah worked silently picking up the pecans
until all the containers were full. "I think we got all of them,"
Noah said surveying the ground, "all, that is, except for the ones
still on the tree."

 


"I think it's enough," said Claire. "I'm pretty sure
unshelled pecans will last quite a while."

 


"We'll put them in the cellar," suggested Noah. "We'd
better get back before it gets dark. I see more clouds rolling in
so it'll probably be dark sooner than yesterday."

 


Noah grabbed a bucket and one handle of the larger
one while Claire did the same. They walked much slower this time,
not wanting to spill any of the nuts.

 


"Hope's starting to open up a bit, don't you think?"
asked Noah, looking for conversation.

 


"Yes, but she's still not speaking. Do you think she
can?"

 


"Only time will tell," he answered.

 


When Claire and Noah returned to the house, Adam and
Jonah were still working on the truck. The sun was going down so
Noah suggested they stop for the day. They did, gladly. Jonah took
over for Claire carrying the pecans, but Adam said he was going to
take care of the cow first. Dinner that night was a busy occasion
with everyone pitching in to shell pecans. Most, however, were
stored in the cellar. Conversation was light, considering the
exciting discoveries of the day. Except, Jonah who continued to
fret over the greenhouse.

 


Noah, after the kitchen was cleaned and back in
order, the fire rekindled, stood up to address the group. "I don't
know if you realize this or not, but today is the end of the sixth
day since we left our underground safe bunkers. For six days we
have traveled together, worked together, cried together, and prayed
together. We have contemplated 'the future', our future, how are we
going to do this, how are we going to do that. All day today, a
Bible verse kept nagging at my brain. I can't quote it to you
exactly, but it goes something like this- do not worry about life,
what you will eat or drink or about what you will wear. Life is
more important than food and body is more important than clothes.
The birds do not sow or reap or store in barns. Your heavenly
father feeds them. Are you more valuable?" Noah paused trying to
remember the rest, "it goes on to say that basically worry is a
waste of time. God you loves you and created you and will take care
of your needs."

 


"Matthew chapter 6," stated Claire.

 


"Oh, right. Thanks," Noah smiled. "Ruth said it well
yesterday. God has provided for us and will continue to do so. God
is in charge. On the seventh day, after God created the universe,
he rested. I think it would be a great idea if tomorrow, we spent
the day remembering God, praising Him, thanking Him for all that he
has blessed us with."

 


"We can't take the entire day and do nothing," argued
Jonah, "we still have to eat and clean up after ourselves. We can't
afford to sit around and do nothing."

 


"Of course, I didn't mean loaf around all day. I
simply meant we should take a break from the larger tasks, like the
greenhouse and planning what needs to be done next. Maybe after
breakfast we could sit in the living room and have a 'worship
service' like we did at the spring."

 


"That's a great idea," cried Ruth.

 


Jonah, folded his arms and scowled.

 


Moments later a large rumble of thunder came from the
sky.

 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


The thunder continued off and on throughout the
evening. Soft and distant at first then booming louder the closer
it got. It persisted as the rain began to fall. Claire had just
laid her head on her pillow when she heard the raindrops on the
windowpanes. The sound frightened her, bringing back haunting
memories. When she realized it was just rain, Claire let out a sigh
and fell fast asleep. She was physically exhausted from all the
digging and walking and gathering pecans. In the bunker, the most
exercise she ever got was from doing jumping jacks, sit-ups, and
push-ups. Claire was very grateful to Noah for suggesting a day of
rest.

 


By morning the rain had slowed to a drizzle. Claire
awoke later than the previous morning partly due to exhaustion, and
partly due to the lulling sounds of the raindrops. She dressed
quickly and ran to the barn to milk the cow. Adam was already
downstairs building up the fire. He and Noah had brought in extra
wood the night before, sensing the coming rain. Along with the pail
of milk, Claire brought in one egg. She then started to run back
outside to let the cow graze, but Noah offered to do it for her.
When he came back inside, the rain began to come down heavier. They
would get a day of rest whether they had planned on it or not.

 


Jonah took the clay pot Hope made out of the stove
and set it on the kitchen table. It was very primitive in form, a
simple mostly round, deep soup bowl-shaped dish. The color remained
brownish-grey except at the bottom where it was charred by ashes.
Much to everyone's surprise, it had not cracked. Claire thought
they should let it cool and then put it back in the oven when they
stoked the fire for the noon meal. Then, if it still held up they
could use it and start making more.

 


Noah ushered everyone into the living room after
breakfast. This was the first time they had actually sat in this
room. It felt awkward, like they were intruding on someone else's
home. This was the only room that was actually decorated. The
chairs and couch seemed antique by their style but when they sat in
them, they felt new, very comfortable. Claire sat by the front
window, which gave her a view of the locked door with its secrets
safely behind. This distracted her so she turned her chair
inward.

 


Noah began the worship service with a simple prayer
of thanks for all that God had revealed to them, wisdom to do all
the things they needed to survive and to thrive, and for guidance
in their worship. He then asked Ruth to sing a song. She did so,
beautifully, then taught the others the song. After a few tries
they learned it and lifted their voices in praise together. Jonah
reluctantly joined in. Noah, being the natural worship leader,
asked anyone if they wanted to say anything or add a prayer, of if
they wanted the responsibility of leading the next worship service.
Jonah stated that if this was a real worship service then it was
his first. He had no other comment on the subject. Ruth asked if
she could say a prayer. Jonah screwed up his face in confusion, not
understanding the question. Of course, no one objected, in fact
Claire and Adam also said a prayer. Noah then recited the 23rd
Psalm from memory. Afterwards, he declared worship service
over.

 


Claire's curiosity got the better of her. She
immediately stated she wanted to get into the locked room. Noah
tried the doorknob, which of course was locked. Jonah and Adam
crowded around the door, looking at the lock. It was much different
from locks on the front door. This lock was modern. The guys
decided they would need to find some tools to try to pick the lock.
After rummaging through the kitchen they returned and tried to pick
the lock, unsuccessfully. Claire and the other girls watched in
delight at their failure. The guys had been so self-assured, so
cocky that it would be a cinch to open.

 


Finally, the guys gave up on picking the lock. The
next idea was to try to take the door off the hinges. That didn't
work because the hinges were on the inside. Not one to ever give
up, Claire decided to look for the key. She told the others that
the key had to be somewhere hidden in the house. Jonah, who was
thoroughly bored, jumped on this idea, proposing that everyone pick
a room and search it completely, check every board, every piece of
molding, look in, under, on every single item in the room including
the ceiling and floorboards.

 


Claire decided to start with the living room. It was
the closest to the locked door after all. As she began, the others
scattered to do their own searches. Inch by inch she searched,
checking even the cushions on the chairs, the window sills, and the
fireplace. After an exhaustive search, she moved to the staircase
checking each and every step, the wall, and the banister and its
railings. Several hours had passed by the time she reached the top
step. She decided to take a break and see how the others were
doing.

 


Nothing had been found in the other downstairs rooms
or in the cellar. The upstairs rooms had thus far yielded nothing.
Only Claire's, Noah's, the closet bath next to Noah's room, and the
hallway were left to search. Claire picked Noah's room to search.
Upon entering the room she spied the desk and immediately thought
that was the most obvious place for the key to be. Noah noticed her
looking at the desk and stated that the desk was empty. She decided
to look anyway.

 


The main top drawer contained only blank paper and an
old-fashioned yellow pencil. The kind made of wood with the
graphite in the center. The paper seemed to be hand made as its
edges were rough and uneven. Claire put the items on top of the
desk and then felt all around the inside before removing the drawer
and placing it upside down on the desktop. Once deciding the drawer
was empty, she put it back and continued to do the same with the
three side drawers. The first two drawers turned up nothing. Claire
sighed, reluctantly returning the middle drawer to its place. At
that very moment she heard one of the guys shout something then
footsteps running down the hall, followed by clomping down the
stairs. She kept going to the next drawer since no one came in
announcing the key had been found.

 


As Claire removed the bottom drawer she heard
something rustling in the drawer, which seemed to be empty.
Carefully, she felt the bottom of the drawer, tapping it all
around. There seemed to be a hollow spot. Simultaneously, as Claire
hit the drawer, cracking open the bottom, Jonah let out a yell.

 


"An attic you guys! Come look."

 


Claire pushed her hand into the hidden compartment of
the drawer and pulled out a ring of keys.

 


Noah burst into the room, "Claire, come see the
attic!" He rushed over, grabbed her by the arm, leading Claire out
of the room while she thrust the keys into her pocket.

 


Everyone climbed up the shelves in the closet to get
into the attic. Claire hadn't paid any attention to the shelves
when she first saw them. But this time, standing inches away, she
took one look and thought, how obvious, a staircase. The shelves
against the back wall, opposite the door, were deep on the bottom.
Each sequential shelf upward was a few inches shorter, ten steps in
all. Jonah and Adam had lit several hurricane lamps so they could
see.

 


The attic was stale-smelling and dusty. The floor was
finished with the same wood as the rest of the house but the walls,
which were steep with the incline of the roof, was left unfinished
showing bare roof joists. Protruding from the floor and escaping
through the roof were the two chimneys, one in the center, the
other at the end of the room near the closet. Several beds were
disassembled, stacked against the wall at the far end. Rows of
chests lined the long back wall. Claire counted seven.

 


The hunt for the key being temporarily forgotten by
all, the contents of the trunks became the focus. Claire picked a
trunk, knelt in front of it and carefully opened the lid. She was
not surprised that the trunk was not locked. Inside her trunk were
carefully folded white cotton sheets. She opened one to see how big
it was. To her surprise, it was enormous, at least big enough to
fit a king size bed. As Claire began to count the sheets, Ruth let
out a squeal of excitement, followed immediately by similar cries
from the guys.

 


The trunk Ruth opened contained large, thick, natural
fiber blankets, all un-died. The third trunk, the one Adam opened
contained small pillows, in cotton cases. The fourth and fifth
trunks, opened by Noah were filled with cow hides. Some were left
with the hair on them and others finished and ready to be used.
Jonah sat next to the sixth trunk taking out the items. As Claire
walked over to see what was in it she heard him say, "cool", "super
cool", "dude, look at this," "oh, man". Claire understood
completely when she saw what he had uncovered. This trunk contained
scissors of varying size and shape, sharp metal blades-the type
used for shaving beards, carving tools, blade sharpeners, picks and
awls, a box of needles of various sizes. The bounty in this chest
alone was enough to make Claire's head spin.

 


The last trunk had yet to be opened. Since the others
were busy going through Jonah's trunk, Claire decided to open it.
First, she closed her eyes and tried to imagine what might be
inside. The other trunks were answers to so many prayers. Claire
opened her eyes and let out a loud gasp.

 


 


 



Chapter 14

 


"Look!" was all that Claire could say. Inside the
trunk were metal bars. Silvery metal bars.

 


Noah rushed over and picked one up, "This one is
probably aluminum. I can't believe this!" he exclaimed.

 


"Take them out," stated Jonah, "see if they're all
the same." He and the other guys emptied the chest, announcing each
one. In all, there were ten bars of aluminum and twenty long bars
of iron.

 


"Why do you suppose these were put here?" asked
Adam.

 


"And how?" continued Jonah. "These suckers are heavy.
They would've had to carry them a few at a time and put them in the
trunk."

 


"I'm just glad they're here," said Noah ecstatic from
their finds. "Do you realize God has just provided us with
everything we need, material-wise, to give us a jump starting on
our new civilization? I mean, Claire, you have material to make
clothing and leather to make shoes. We have blankets to keep warm
and even make coats with. We have tools. Every tool we need is
here. If it isn't, we have the material to make tools. God has
given us all the supplies we need and I know for a fact the
know-how will soon follow."

 


"I'm starting to think you may be right," Jonah said
sheepishly.

 


Claire stood and viewed the trunks and their contents
in awe, contemplating what Noah had said. Us, a new civilization?
She had never seriously considered the possibilities beyond the six
of them. Had God saved them to repopulate the earth? If so, what a
huge responsibility. Yet, what an awesome opportunity to take all
the lessons learned from Adam and Eve to today and try do to things
right, do things the way God had intended.

 


A gentle tug at Claire's elbow interrupted her
thoughts. Looking over, she saw Hope holding her nose. "What's with
the face?" she asked quietly. Hope pointed at the guys, holding her
nose and making a face. "You think they smell bad?" Hope nodded
yes.

 


"Who smells bad?" asked Jonah.

 


"Apparently, you do," giggled Claire as she leaned
toward him and sniffed. "Eww, she's right." She then turned toward
Adam and Noah, "You all stink." She also thought they looked like
the pictures of cave men in the history books with their beards
grown out and their long tangled hair.

 


"You girls don't exactly smell like roses," jeered
Jonah.

 


"I suggest we go put some water on the stove and
spend the rest of the morning bathing," said Ruth.

 


"My stomach says it's lunch time," growled Jonah.

 


"Okay then," directed Noah, "we'll do both."

 


"I'll bring down some of the sheets and sewing
materials and we can also start on making some clothes," said
Claire.

 


With that being said, everyone pitched in with the
preparations. The necessary supplies were taken from their trunks,
trunks closed, supplies handed down the trap door and all went down
to the kitchen. Buckets of water were filled from the pump and set
on the stove and one in front of the fireplace. While the water
heated a small lunch was prepared and eaten. The guys insisted the
girls bathe first, which they gladly did. The big tub in the
kitchen bathroom was used to bathe in. One after the other the
girls got in, soaped their bodies, then used the hot water to
rinse. After each turn, the water was scooped up and dumped out the
window. They dried off with a blanket, wrapping themselves
securely. They had decided to wash all their clothes after everyone
had bathed.

 


Ruth scooped up the clothes to bring them out into
the kitchen. "What's this she asked?" feeling something hard in
Claire's pocket.

 


"The keys!" exclaimed Claire. "I completely
forgot."

 


"Forgot what?" asked Noah, as Claire entered the
kitchen.

 


"I found this ring of keys in the desk upstairs," she
said, fingering the keys. "I'll bet one of them fits the door."

 


Quickly forgetting the sheets and sewing supplies
stacked neatly on the kitchen table, Claire marched straight to the
locked door. She inspected every key, deciding the newest-looking
one must be the key to the mystery door. Taking adeep breath, she
whispered, please God, inserted the key, and turned. Click.
Claire's heart began to beat so fast and hard in her chest she
could feel it all the way to her throat. With a quivering hand,
Claire turned the doorknob.

 


"It opened," she said breathlessly. She wasn't sure
why she was so excited. This room could be empty, for all she knew.
It could be an office, or a formal dining room. The simple fact
that it had been locked, intrigued and excited her.

 


"Well, aren't you going to open the door?" asked
Noah, who had been standing quietly behind Claire.

 


Without turning her head, she nodded yes. Slowly,
Claire pushed the door open wide. Because of the heavy curtains,
and the cloudy day, the room was black.

 


"I'll get a lamp," offered Noah as he darted toward
the kitchen.

 


Claire gingerly took one step inside the room,
opening the door wide to let in what little light there was.
Claire's mouth dropped open in wonder and amazement. She could have
never imagined she would be looking at the things

that lay before her.

 


The light from the hurricane lamp preceded Noah's
return. The room lit up like a magical dream.

 


"Oh, my...it's...it's.." Noah stammered.

 


"A library," finished Claire. "Books, real paper
books. Hundreds of them." She stood in the center of the large room
soaking in the reality of what lay before her. Directly across from
the double doors was a large fireplace, similar to the one in the
living room, but with a wider hearth. Lining every wall were
bookshelves running from floor to ceiling, completely filled with
books. Two large rectangular desks with chairs faced the windows in
the center of the room. Several piles of books sat on each of them.
Two overstuffed arm chairs sat in front of the fireplace. "This is
the most beautiful place," she said in a hushed voice.

 


Noah sat the lamp on the desk on the left, grasped
the large curtain on the window and pulled it open. A rain of dust
came down, illuminated by the faint sunlight. He opened the second
curtain, further revealing the room.

 


"Noah, you're turn," Adam called from the kitchen.
"Holy smokes," he said as he entered the room, wrapped in a sheet.
Hearing him, the others quickly followed to

see what the fuss was about.

 


"Don't touch anything," Claire told them
authoritatively. "These are very old and probably fragile. I'll
have to remove all the dust and spider webs before I can see

what these books are."

 


"You plan on doing this all by yourself?" asked Noah.
"Claiming this room as your own?" He sounded annoyed.

 


"Oh, no, I'm so sorry. I guess I just got a bit
carried away. Books have always fascinated me. I used to get in
trouble when I was younger because I was always reading."

 


"Why would reading get you in trouble?" asked
Ruth.

 


"Because I would get lost in a story and forget to do
my homework and my chores. When my great-grandmother died she gave
me a Bible in book form, like these. It was the first book I had
ever seen."

 


"What happened to it?" asked Noah.

 


"I wore it out. I had it in the bunker with me. All I
have left of it is the leather cover." A wave of sadness overcame
Claire as she thought about the Bible and it's history. "It was the
last thing I had that connected me to family," she said choking
back tears.

 


"I'm so sorry," soothed Ruth. "I think we should let
Claire explore this room alone. It's obviously very important to
her. She'll share when she's ready."

 


"I agree," stated Noah. "There's nothing else really
that we need for you to do today."

 


"Fine with me," said Adam. "I'd rather work on the
tools."

 


"Have at it," quipped Jonah. "I don't like to
read."

 


Claire barely noticed everyone leave, she was so
engrossed in the secrets this room held. There were hundreds of
books and she hoped to read each and every one. Lifting a lamp high
to illuminate the bookshelves, Claire slowly walked the perimeter
of the room, looking at all the sizes and shapes of the books,
trying to make out their titles. One small section appeared to be
journals as all their bindings were identical to each other but
much different from the rest of the books. A few of the books,
who's titles she could read were familiar. Fiction from the 19th
century. Most, however, were unrecognizable. Ruth quietly slipped
in carrying a pail of water and a cloth to dust the room with, set
the items on the floor, the quietly left the room.

 


First, Claire decided to take down the curtains so
she could see better, however, changed her mind thinking that might
be a bad idea. The heavy curtains were placed there for a reason,
probably protecting the books from the sun. The lamplight would
have to suffice. She then decided to clean the tables and chairs so
that the books could be placed on them as she cleaned the shelves.
Slowly, meticulously, lovingly, Claire dusted. Deep inside, she was
terribly impatient, wanting to grab a book, any book and open the
cover to see what would be revealed to her. No, she would scold
herself, I must be patient. This room had been left, untouched by
man or disaster, to be found and used when the time was right.
Claire knew she must work diligently, like an archeologist to
preserve its contents.

 


Stopping only to eat dinner, Claire worked late into
the night on the library. Knowing the books were irresistible, she
decided not to open any book or pay attention to any of the titles.
Instead, she took a row of books together, as many as she could
wrap her arms around, and moved them en mass to the large tables. A
chair from the table was used to reach the higher shelves. When the
last shelf was dusted, the last group of books replaced, she took a
break, sitting quietly in one of the overstuffed chairs surveying
her work. In minutes she was fast asleep.

 


 


 



Chapter 15

 


The dawning of a new day, and the mooing of the cow,
put Claire back to her daily tasks. The books with all their
intrigue, would have to wait until nighttime. Necessity first, she
painfully told herself. Over the next several days, a routine
settled in. Claire milked the cow, gathered the lone egg, put the
cow out to graze. She then, along with the others, prepared, ate,
and cleaned up breakfast. After breakfast Claire took care of the
compost, taking out the toilet pots, as they were now referred to,
as well as anything to be composted from breakfast or the previous
evening's meal. Jonah would go off to fish, Adam to the gardens and
orchard, Noah set to finishing the greenhouse, and Ruth and Hope
began sewing clothes. Once Claire finished her tasks she would help
Ruth with the sewing. Routine helped them to feel secure. Feeling
secure helped them to feel like they were making a home for
themselves and to put their former lives where it belonged, in the
past.

 


Sewing proved to be a frustrating, but necessary
task. None of the girls had so much as sewed on a button. They
absolutely could not afford to waste any material and had no
patterns to follow so they spent the entire first day deciding on
and developing a simple pattern. This consisted of a basic T-shaped
tunic for a top and drawstring pants, the type used in hospitals.
Very simple, straight lines. Not fashionable at all, but it would
clothe them nonetheless. The same pattern was to be used for the
guys as well as the girls. Once enough pants and shirts were made
this would aid in washing and deciding on what to wear- whatever
was clean and fit. Undergarments were going to be problematic,
especially for the girls. They decided to focus on the outer, and
deal with them

later.

 


The first outfit was not exactly a disaster, it was
usable enough, but a mess all the same. Ruth and Claire laughed
hysterically after Hope tried on the rough-sewn pant and shirt. The
seams were crooked and puckered. One leg was longer than the other
as were the sleeves. The v-shaped collar was off center and the
bottom of the shirt was lopsided. Hope, however, loved the new set
of clothes and refused to take them off. Ruth simply shrugged and
started again. Claire shook her head in frustration. An entire day
and one, really awful set of clothes. In time, she sighed, in time
and with a lot of practice, they will eventually get better. "Oh
well," Claire said to Ruth, "at least we won't be naked."

 


Hope was so pleased with how her pottery turned out,
one morning she conveyed to Ruth that she wanted to go the river
with Jonah to dig out more clay. He was not thrilled with the idea,
but eventually gave in. That afternoon she returned wet, covered in
mud, carrying Jonah's catch while he carried a massive bucketful of
clay. During lunch he told everyone how Hope at first dug at the
clay from the bank then little by little inched her way into the
river to get at the mud in deeper water. He thought she was going
to scare all the fish away, but as it turned out he ended up
catching nine large fish. At one point, he told them, grinning at
her, Hope slipped, fell all the way into the river, and he had to
use a fishing pole to reel her in. Hope grinned sheepishly as Jonah
told the story.

 


Afternoons, Hope stayed at the house to work with the
clay, setting up a small workspace on the grassy front yard. The
first day she made only rough bricks to be used in making the fire
pit by the river. Afterward, Hope would make a few bricks and then
experiment with pottery, basically teaching herself as she went
along. At night Hope brought everything she made inside to be put
into the stove and the fireplace. In the morning it all came back
outside to bake in the sun. She would repeat the process with each
piece until they were dried to her satisfaction.

 


Jonah spent the rest of that day and the following
day's afternoons helping Noah with the greenhouse. The tools found
in the attic came in quite handy and made the job go quickly. They
had no nails so they basically had to craft and fit pieces of
planed down trees and the glass together like a puzzle. Noah had
considered giving up on the idea of a greenhouse since the gardens
and fields were available, some close to harvest, others nearly
ready for planting. However, winter lay heavy on his mind. He knew
their lack of stored food would lead to starvation if winter came
unexpectedly. A greenhouse could yield food year-round, and grow
them more quickly. Noah stationed the greenhouse on the field
between the house and the orchard, dug up the soil, planted the
seeds, potatoes and carrots, watered them from the river, then
dubbed the completed

greenhouse 'Eden'.

 


Meanwhile, Adam readied the gardens for planting by
removing weeds and other unwanted plants from the orchards and
fields. He also harvested bamboo to mix with the cotton for
cloth-making and to make baskets. When asked why he cut down the
bamboo at this time, Jonah said he wasn't sure, just somehow knew
it needed to be done. The cut bamboo was stored in the top of the
barn. Every evening he would report on the progress of all the
plants including the bramble bushes, which he declared to be
blackberries.

 


Evenings after dinner, Claire retreated to the
library. The rains that came at night seemed to calm everyone, gave
them time to rest and reflect on the day's work. The sound of the
rains definitely helped Claire to focus on the books. One by one
she would pull them off the shelf note the title and the author,
flip through the pages to see its condition then return the book to
its place. After about the seventh or eighth book, which were all
eighteenth century fiction, Claire remembered the paper in Noah's
room and decided to catalogue them. This would not only help her to
remember what was in the library, but also if there was a need for
a specific book, if she came across non-fiction or books that would
help them in any way, she would know exactly where it was.

 


On the third night after opening the library, Claire
decided to skip over to the journals, which had been nagging at her
attention since discovering the library. She carefully opened a
journal, bound in leather with heavy paper inside. The words were
all hand-written in black ink. There was no name or inscription to
indicate who wrote the journal or when. The pages were worn and
slightly yellowed but completely intact. The very first one was all
about the moon. It described the phases of the moon, how long each
phase lasted, and what it was called. It described the length of
each cycle, the time of day certain moon phases, such as the full
moon, rose and set. The journal also described the seasons relating
to the moon and the best times to plant and harvest.

 


Claire excitedly rushed to the kitchen to share her
find. "Look everyone," she cried, "a journal all about the
moon."

 


"How is that exciting?" asked Jonah, unimpressed.

 


"The moon," she began, "tells us so much about time
and seasons and harvesting. Although we pretty much know the
seasons are not the same now as they were when this was written,
well, here, listen to this," Claire read out loud the passages
about the cycle from new moon to full moon being 29.5 days. She
continued on reading the name and description of the waxing and
waning, the first and last quarter. Claire was so enthralled with
the journal she ended up reading it in its entirety.

 


"That's an awesome find," declared Noah. "We need to
keep track of the moon every day from now on. As a matter of fact,
we should start our own journal, keeping track of not only the
moon, but everything."

 


"We're creating our own history," continued Adam, "we
should definitely record it. Months and years from now, we may need
to know what the weather was like today. I know weather patterns
are important to know not only for growing crops but also to
prepare for the winter and what clothes to make. Like Claire said,
the weather patterns have changed dramatically and we should keep
track to see if and when and how things normalize."

 


"Claire seems to be digging this stuff. She should do
it," stated Jonah blandly.

 


"I'd love to, but I don't want to put a burden on the
rest of you," she accepted hesitantly. "I'll continue doing the
work I have been and only work on this at night. If I'm needed
elsewhere, or if any of you see that I'm slacking off or loosing
myself in the library, please don't hesitate to tell me."

 


Noah smiled and said, "Claire I don't think any of us
think you would ever slack off on what needs to be done around
here. If anything, you probably work too hard."

 


Claire was embarrassed but appreciative of Noah's
comments. "I have this feeling that something wonderful is in
there, waiting to be discovered."

 


"Wishful thinking," said Jonah.

 


"No," interrupted Ruth. "I agree with Claire. Please
keep looking, you'll find it."

 


"I'll do my best," smiled Claire, quickly returning
to the library. She looked out the window to look at the moon. Not
seeing it, she stepped outside the front door to look. The moon was
near the tops of the trees but Claire could clear make out the size
and shape. According to the journal, and Claire's memory of the
moon her first night, the moon was just leaving the last quarter on
its way to a waning crescent. Back inside the library Claire
started her journal. She titled it, "The New Tribe and its
Sanctuary". She chose the word sanctuary because of its multiple
meanings. This house was their refuge, their safe place. She also
thought it was holy, set apart for them by God. The grounds,
orchard, fields had also been protected, prevented from being
destroyed. The house itself was also their church building,
therefore, Sanctuary.

 


Day one of the journal was the day Claire left the
bunker. She wrote basic statements of what occurred each day up to
including this day, which she determined to be day ten. Claire then
read the moon journal twice more before going to bed. The next
evening, Claire decided to not only note the shape of the moon but
to also draw it as well as give a detailed description of the stars
near the moon. A notation of the previous day's and evening's
weather were also included. If she was going to be historian, she
might as well give as much detail as possible, she thought.

 


After finishing her journal entry, Claire took
another journal off the shelf. The cover was identical to the
first, in fact, they were all the same on the outside. Claire sat
at the long table, slowly opening the journal, excited to see what
it would reveal. The first thing she noticed was that the
handwriting was the same as the first. She wondered what the
purpose in keeping these journals was. Were there books in the
library with the same information? Were they compilations from
relatively recent research? Perhaps they were centuries old and
simply well-preserved. Whichever the case may be, she sighed, we
are truly grateful.

 


The title on the first page read "Cloth-making".
Claire excitedly read the entire journal from cover to cover,
scarcely believing what precious jewel lay before her. After
scanning the pages for the second time she ran into the kitchen
where the others were working on various projects.

 


"Okay, so guess what this one is," she said
breathlessly.

 


"It must be good," grinned Noah, "you're more excited
than the last time you ran in here."

 


"Tell us," pleaded Ruth.

 


"Nope," she teased. "Guess. Oh alright, I can't wait
to tell. This journal describes, in detail mind you, how to make
all the tools we need in order to spin cotton and other plant
fibers, and animal hair, into thread and yarn. It also gives
detailed instructions on how to make a thing called a loom that
weaves the yarn into cloth. This is absolutely amazing."

 


"Not so amazing," said Ruth.

 


"How so?" asked Adam.

 


"God-given," she answered.

 


Noah held out his hand to ask for the journal. Claire
hesitantly handed it to him. He looked through the journal then
said, "I understand now your urgency and feelings about the
library. We were all so worried about our lack of knowledge of
these things, and here it is. Knowledge. We can start working on
these things at night."

 


"More work to do," whined Jonah. "Man, I don't know
about you, but I'm exhausted. We need a day off."

 


"Quit whining," scowled Adam. "We're all tired. We
all work hard. We have to. The first few months are going to be
hard. After that, we should be able to slow down. Besides, by then
we'll be used to all the work. Technology age is over, and we are
back to what my great-grandfather called pioneer days, get used to
it."

 


Noah jumped in, hoping to stop an argument, "Look
guys, we've already established every seventh day would be for
rest. None of us are used to work, not physical labor like this
anyway. After being in bunkers for so long, we have very little
muscle and endurance. We've all lost weight. We're all tired.
However, we are all in this together. Like Adam said, now is the
hard part, learning, building, getting used to our new situation.
Our life has drastically changed, but we are young and we will
adapt."

 


"We have to," added Claire, "we don't have a
choice."

 


"I'm going to bed," grumbled Jonah.

 


"I think we all should," agreed Noah.

 


Claire reluctantly closed up the library and went to
bed, not wanting to admit that she was physically exhausted. There
was so much more to explore, more to learn. She just knew that the
next journal would be just as exciting just as informative. The
following evening proved her right. Deciding to forgo the one at a
time approach, Claire decided to take the rest of the journals down
in one big armful. She laid them out on the table in a long row.
The far left was the moon journal, the second the cloth journal,
its space was unoccupied. Adam asked to read it after dinner. In
all, there were eight journals.

 


Number three was next on Claire's reading list. She
said a prayer before opening it. "Please God reveal to me what we
need to know. Thank you for all that you have revealed so far."
Once again, the same handwriting filled the journal. This one was
titled "Plants". She read it from cover to cover, twice. This
journal described in words and drawings edible wild plants. It also
illustrated poisonous plants and medicinal plants. Claire had no
idea that there were so many plants that could be eaten. The
journal categorized them by leaf shape, flavor, tubers, berries and
nuts to name a few. It went on to describe how to cook them for
best flavor. Some plants were best cooked or boiled, others dried.
Claire decided to go plant hunting the next day.

 


As she got up to share her find, Claire heard the
activities in the kitchen. Ruth was measuring Jonah for a shirt,
who was wiggly and uncooperative. Adam and Noah were deep in
discussion about making a spinning wheel, which was the best tool,
which was the best wood, and on and on. Deciding to not to
interrupt, she returned to the journals. The fourth journal was all
about soap. How to make it, store it, use it, scent it. Claire
wasn't as intrigued, but soap was a necessity. As soon as she had
finished studying all about soap, Noah poked his head in the
door.

 


"We're going to bed. You about done?"

 


"No," she yawned, "I'm learning how to make soap.
I'll be up shortly."

 


Claire said good-night to the others as they passed,
then returned to the journals. Journal number five was
instructional in hunting paraphernalia. Hunting, fishing, and
trapping or catching tools, spears, bow and arrows, and nets. It
also illustrated how to make enclosures for small animals such as
rabbits, chickens, goats, and pigs. A lot of these items used, not
completely as a surprise to Claire, bamboo. Jonah should be
impressed by this journal, thought Claire, standing up to
stretch.

 


Her head hurting from processing so much information
from the journals, Claire decided to take a peek at some of the
other books before heading off to bed. She lifted the lamp high,
looking from one book to another. Something on a book sparkled,
catching her eye. It was the lettering of the front book jacket,
exposed when the journals were moved. Claire stepped on the chair,
setting the lamp on the shelf. Claire ran her finger over the
gold-toned lettering. "War and Peace" she read. Thinking she might
want to read this book later, she moved it to one of the chairs by
the fireplace. As Claire reached for the lamp she had left on the
shelf something strange caught her eye. She hadn't noticed it
earlier when she cleaned the shelves, but now with the shelf empty
it was obvious. Odd, but obvious. There, in the back wall, was a
cut in the paneling. It looked almost like a patch. Perhaps there
had been a hole and the wall repaired.

 


Claire tapped the wall on the right side of the
seemingly apparent patch. It felt and sounded normal, solid. She
tapped inside the patch. It sounded hollow and actually gave a
little with each tap. Claire stared at it for a few seconds, then
hammered the right lower corner once, hard. The patched panel spun
around a few times, stopping at a right angle to the wall. "What
the..." she said out loud, startled. Moving the lamp further
towards the opening, Claire saw a compartment built into the space
behind the wall. In the space were three large dusty books. One by
one, she removed the books, set them on the shelf, then moved the
books with the lamp to the table.

 


Claire used the damp cloth to wipe off the first
book. Finding there was nothing written on the cover, she turned it
over, wiping off the dust. Seeing what was written, Claire let out
a loud excited shriek. She gently pressed the book to her chest and
dashed out of the library and up the stairs.

 


 


 



Chapter 16

 


"Ohmigosh, ohmigosh, omigosh," Claire cried as she
ran up the stairs and around the corner. "Noah, I found it! I found
it!" she yelled running down the dark hall, crashing into Noah and
knocking him flat on his back. Claire was initially oblivious to
the fact that she was laying on top of him, nose to nose, then
slowly aware of his scent and his breath on her cheek, slowly rose
to sit on his chest, knees on the floor still holding the book to
her chest.

 


"What did you find?" Noah asked breathlessly. "It
must be really good." He lay there waiting for her to get up.

 


"What's wrong?" asked Adam groggily.

 


Claire turned around to see everyone standing in the
hallway, yawning and rubbing their eyes. She didn't realize it was
that late. In her excitement she really didn't care because she
just knew everyone would be as thrilled as she would be. "I found
what I had been looking for, what I hoped and prayed would be in
the library," she exclaimed.

 


"Well, are you going to tell us or are you just going
to sit on me all night until I guess?" teased Noah.

 


"Oh, I'm so sorry," Claire stammered, embarrassed by
her behavior. She quickly jumped up then said, "I found three
Bibles! They were in a secret compartment behind the journals." She
held out the Bible for all of them to see, which they couldn't
because it was dark.

 


Noah motioned for everyone to go down stairs to get a
better look.

 


"You go ahead," yawned Jonah, "I'm going back to
bed."

 


Claire was disappointed at his lack of interest but
quickly brushed it off and dashed back down the stairs to show off
her find.

 


Noah picked up one of the Bibles, carefully opening
the cover. His face erupted into a huge smile as he read the first
few pages. He flipped carefully through the book noting the
entirety of the Bible, Genesis to Revelation, all there. "This is
huge, Claire," he said giving her a big bear hug.

 


"Oh Claire," said Ruth, putting a hand on her chest
and choking back tears. "You had a feeling something special was in
this room and you were so right. This room is not just a library,
it's knowledge. The journals, and now God's word. Thank you."

 


"We should start reading the Bible aloud every
night," suggested Adam.

 


"I was just thinking the same thing," agreed Noah.
"It's been a long time since I've read the Bible. How about every
night after we've cleaned up, we take turns reading, starting in
Genesis. On worship days, I'm not sure what else to call it. Sunday
doesn't exist anymore. Anyway, on those days, we can pick passages
to read and discuss."

 


"Sounds good to me," said Adam.

 


Claire and Ruth also agreed. "I hope Jonah will
listen and learn. He seems unhappy," observed Claire.

 


"I think he's just taking a little longer to adjust
than the rest of us," stated Noah. "He'll be fine. What else did
you find tonight?"

 


Claire started toward the table with the journals,
but Ruth interrupted, "Wait, tell us all in the morning when Jonah
is present, he'll want to hear what you found."

 


They all agreed, reluctantly, to wait. Claire awoke
later than usual the next morning to find that Noah had done her
morning chores for her. She chuckled to herself that he must be
anxious to hear about the journals. After thanking Noah, Claire
gathered all the journals and returned with them to the kitchen to
help with breakfast. Everyone, including Jonah was in a perked up
mood, impatiently waiting to hear about the journals.

 


When at last the kitchen was clean, Claire sat at the
end of the kitchen table and picked up one journal at a time,
describing their contents. The first two went quickly since she had
already shared those. The plant journal was much oohed and aaahed
over. Noah insisted on having it to read first, so Claire handed it
over to him, with safe handling instructions. Ruth was most
interested in the fourth journal, which was all about soap. Claire
made sure Jonah was paying full attention as she picked up journal
number five.

 


"Jonah, I think you'll appreciate this one," Claire
said with a wink. "This journal is all about hunting and trapping.
It tells you how to hunt all the different small animals, what is
the best trap to use to catch live animals and the best way to trap
them if you don't particularly want them alive. There are lots of
drawings that are specific in measurement and such."
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