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The all that “Is.” A tiny word encompassing everything. When partitioned, the “Is” yields the spiritual and the physical. This story is concerned with both and I start with the physical.
On the outer edge of a rotating pool of stars, a sphere of nuclear fire spun. And around that heat spun other spheres. One cool, and blue, the blue a reflection of seas that dominated its surface. Daily, half the planet bathed in its own shadow, although, periodically, a moon intruded and paled the darkness with reflected light.
In a shadow-cast sea, deep and beyond the penetration of the moon’s rays, swam a leviathan. In body and brain it is the largest creature on the blue planet. Oddly, its ancestors once walked the dry earth, though the species found that situation unsuitable. This aged male, earth’s last whale, suffered the ill health of time.
The whale rose toward the surface through a blackened sea. Tiny phosphorescent creatures flashed with the intrusion, illuminating the whale as if a comet in a starless sky. Above, in limpid air, a bright moon gleamed, and the sea’s surface loomed as black marble. Nothing indicated the approaching comet.
The whale shattered the tranquility with surging water and expelling breath. Shimmering black waves moved toward sea and shore, while the whale maneuvered to observe a nearby land of low hills that in the light of the day were green with jungle growth.
Near the shore, the sailing craft Cristine, illuminated white by the moon, tugged smoothly at her anchor line. The whale had accompanied the Cristine, unknown to its inhabitants, since the start of its voyage, a long voyage that originated far to the north in a colder sea.
Motionless, the whale pondered the human’s thoughts. His intrusion, nearly imperceptible, swirled in soft colors, and charming the leviathan. Satisfied with the situation, the whale submerged.
————————————————
A small wave nudged the craft, and its anchor line groaned. The vessel, fifty feet in length, had a broad beam. Although this girth slowed her speed, it compensated with stability. Within her heavy fiberglass skin, large cabins fore and aft and a cockpit amidships comprised her basic accommodations. Once a pleasure craft, once a pretty lady, time and circumstance had dulled her brilliance. A shortened main mast made her squatty. Patchwork sails, when hoisted, gave her a tattered appearance. Large aluminum chests, lashed to her forward deck, comprised the primary burden under which she labored. Below, more aluminum containers consumed the forward cabin space. Aft of that cabin, a small galley contained a table, two sitting benches and a few storage cabinets, all constructed of rough-cut wood. A small, homemade wood-burning stove sat to port, and a supply of firewood to starboard. Two steps from the stove, a small ladder led topside to the cockpit. Here a bench, again of rough-cut wood, spanned the width of the command space. A stainless steel helm glittered in the moonlight.
At the stern a large cabin served as a stateroom, its interior was broad and had a high overhead. A large, crudely constructed berth, centered beneath an open hatch, allowed moonlight to illuminate the reclining forms of two humans. One, a man, his name Justin, strong of body and nearly fifty years of age, slept on his stomach. In deep sleep his breathing was barely perceptible. Next to him lay a woman, Nicole. Awake, her mind murmured with the soothing energy of recent lovemaking, while the moon appeared blue through her half-closed eyes.
Nicole mused on the moments before sundown when she and her lover swam in the warm sea as the sun hovered, huge and red on the blue-gray horizon.
————————————————
Nicole and Justin stood naked at the stern of the Cristine and scanned the calm sea. With spontaneous synchronicity, they dove into the sumptuous waters and were enveloped with tender pressure and absolute smoothness. Nicole swept her arms backward and arched toward the surface leaving a trail of tiny bubbles escaping from her long, black hair. She saw Justin dive beneath her, roll to his side and then to his back. She watched him watching her.
When Nicole surfaced, she ignored Justin, finding interest below. She swam toward land in a series of dives with the relaxed motions of someone having fun. Justin followed, floating on his back when she dove, and spinning onto his chest when she surfaced.
Soon Nicole and Justin were close enough to shore to touch the sandy bottom with their feet. Their swim became a walk while the steep slope of the beach produced ebbing waves that tugged vigorously at their legs. Both grinned with inner contentment.
Nicole took Justin’s hand as they turned to walk the path of wet sand at the sea’s edge toward the half circle of the setting sun.
“I love this part of the day.” She turned to face Justin, and walked a few steps backwards looking past him into the eastern sky. “The count log indicates the moon will be at its fullest.” She wheeled back to his side.
Justin pulled her close. “When we get back to New Atlantis, what say we organize a moon festival.” He squeezed her hand. “Moon-time parties. There’s a need for more celebration times.”
Nicole smiled. “I like that.” She paused in thought. “We could do it on every blue moon.” She yanked the back of his hand to her lips and sucked a kiss.
Justin glanced at the Cristine before turning to Nicole. “Dancing to the blue moon.”
Nicole’s eyes squinted. “We’ll give it a female name, of course.” She looked down as a tiny wave washed across her feet. “The moon’s female and so is the night.” She turned to Justin. “Diana’s Moon.”
Justin tugged her hand. “You’re not going to exclude men, are you?”
Nicole’s eyes twinkled. “Of course not. We’ll need a sacrificial something.”
Justin chuckled. “Eons from now, a new civilization will celebrate the blue moon ceremony.” He raised their clasped hands and pointed his thumb in her direction. “And all because of you.”
Justin abruptly stopped. “Damn. We’ll carve the story on a stone and bury it at the cavern.”
Nicole continued. “And thousands of years from now, they’ll dig it up.” She mockingly lowered her voice into a deep tone. “We have found conclusive evidence to the origin of The Blue Moon Celebrations in a place once known as New Atlantis.”
Justin smiled. “The ancient moon ceremony.” He bowed toward Nicole. “Brought to you by Nicole, high priestess and Justin, the sacrificial something.”
Nicole elbowed Justin in the ribs. “It’ll be quite the honor to be the first sacrificial something.” She paused. “And you’ll be listed at the top of the credits, of course.” She smiled. “To make it more civilized, we’ll just mess you up a little.”
Justin squeezed her hand. “A bunch of naked women knocking me about.”
She squeezed his hand. “The old, rejected women will be doing the knocking about.”
Justin looked up into the sky. “Perhaps we should rethink this whole thing?”
————————————————
When the sun dipped below the horizon, the couple returned to the blue-black sea and swam to their floating home. They hauled themselves aboard near the stern where buckets of fresh water waited. They scooped handfuls and basted their skin free of the sea salt.
Nicole brushed drops of liquid from Justin’s back, pushed his hair aside and wrapped her arms around him as she planted a kiss on his shoulder. “Time for bed.” She kissed him again. “But not for sleep.”
Justin turned to face her, his dark blue eyes flashed and he spoke with mock romance. “The night has fallen; the moon is on the rise.” He kissed Nicole’s smiling lips and spoke through the kiss.
“And I give myself willingly as the sacrificial something.”
These were special moments. In the past their love, of necessity, was more spiritual than physical. With death perpetually present, few opportunities arose, and the simple act of holding on to one another had to suffice.
Now, Nicole and Justin no longer moved in fear. The earth spun with regained stability. Life and death were once again in balance.
————————————————
Nicole blinked, clearing the blue tinge of moon rays. She rolled to her side, kissed Justin’s back and joined him in a comfortable slumber.
————————————————
Hours later the cabin aft was illuminated with the dim light of a rising sun. Justin awoke and looked through the hatch at the early morning sky. Mornings were his favorite time of the day; mornings were new beginnings and Justin loved new beginnings. He rose to a sitting position, swung his legs off the bunk, and his toes touched the cabin deck. Sinewy muscles rippled in reflection of a strenuous life style. He rubbed his clean-shaven face with a calloused hand. The last time he had a beard was during the wilderness days, before they found their way to New Atlantis. But that was years ago. He fetched his trousers that hung from a peg near the ladder and slipped them on. Next, he sat on the ladder, grabbed his shoes and fitted them onto his feet. They were homemade shoes, moccasin like, the only kind now existing. As Justin tied the laces, he gazed at Nicole’s sleeping form. He knew every part of her body. In early life she pursued the sport of swimming and the art of dance. These activities produced a body that women admired and men noticed.
Nicole lay on her stomach, her lengthy hair, the color of onyx, feathered across her back. The hair covered long scars that ran from her shoulders to her buttocks. There were also puncture and tear marks on the left side of her face and at the back of her neck, all reminders of a moment of horror, a moment Justin had witnessed. With a blink of his eyes, Justin vanquished the hideous thoughts. He rose to his feet.
Six foot two, his lean face made him appear even taller. He glanced at his lover and thought of waking her; instead he turned and moved topside.
On deck he looked to the east. The sun, half above the horizon, flamed in quivering red, and the sea before it shimmered in deep blue-pink. The sky faded from yellow near the sun to blue directly above. Justin turned to the western horizon where the last of the night was studded with a few lingering stars. He scanned the sea surface. Near shore a whale spouted.
He searched the shoreline for the location of a small stream. The Cristine’s fresh water tanks needed replenishing. A task he could do alone, he strode to the stern where a small dinghy laden with water cans bobbed at the end of a tether line. Justin pulled the tiny craft alongside, climbed aboard, and pushed it free of the larger vessel.
Sitting in the middle seat, his back to the bow, Justin locked the oars in place and made a few strokes toward land. Eyeing the larger vessel as he rowed, he whispered the craft’s name. “Cristine. Who gave you that name? And why?” He would never know the answers to these questions.
Justin had some difficulty when it came to rowing. The ring finger and the little finger of his left hand were missing. A wild dog had bitten them off. However, having a thumb, he maintained his gripping power.
Pulling twice on the left oar and once on the right, Justin swiveled the little craft toward land. He watched the Cristine as he rowed. It was now more then a year since he had first seen her, long after the time of fire and ice. Then, he, Nicole, and nine others from New Atlantis were on an expedition to the Northwest Coast to retrieve Justin’s buried supplies. The long trek required six months to complete. Their destination was the mouth of a river, a river once known as the Umpqua. Prior to the bad years, Justin’s home sat near the river’s mouth. The location was central to the buried chests, now secured aboard the Cristine. The twenty-four chests contained food, tools, clothing, medical equipment, seeds and books, and other things. Because Justin was once a man of cozy wealth, the hidden items were of high quality, well protected, and intended to aid his family in their struggle to survive in a time when death moved faster than life. Justin recalled the re-encounter with the coastal forest.
————————————————
Then, only a few mature trees stood tall, but mostly the land was thick with the bright green of a new forest. The soil, soft with mulch, had a musky smell. Ferns seemed to grow everywhere, and clusters of mushrooms dotted the cool, damp terrain. But the river was the true delight. It would lead to yet another love, the ocean.
Justin, scouting ahead of the main party, moved with anxious energy. It was early summer, the weather hot, and the river level low. Small stones covered the bank. Justin felt their shape and the sun’s embedded heat through his thin-soled moccasins as he watched seals hunt and play in the slow-moving waters. The seals barked at his intrusion and swam away. But Justin smiled. The animals indicated the nearness of the river’s mouth.
He turned to ascend a small jetty of large stones. With his eyes cast down to find footing, he made his way to the top of the structure. When he looked up, he nearly lost his balance. No more than thirty yards from the tip of his nose, the huge whale-like hull of a boat rested. Justin found his balance with arms extended. The craft lay on a gravel bar on the downstream side of the jetty. With its starboard side up, the bow pointed into the river. Overcoming his astonishment, Justin descended to the beach and ambled over to the derelict. For a few moments he stood before her, quietly thinking.
Eventually he touched the hull. Taking long strides, he slid his hand over the vessel’s skin. The rubbing act tingled his palm and bristled the hairs on his arm. It was the beginning of a seduction, and the man was reluctant to release his touch.
The hull, constructed of heavy fiberglass, had no obvious soft spots; at least in the places Justin could reach. He smiled at the intact rudder and massaged his chin as he studied the broken main mast, its upper quarter missing. Justin’s eyes surveyed the top deck, his mind conceiving a plan, a plan in which sails were essential. A small hatch at the bow gave Justin hope. Two large, brass thumbscrews, secured the hatch.
Standing on the boat’s railing and using a heavy stone, Justin hammered the corroded screws loose. When he tugged on the hatch, its hinges resisted. But Justin persisted and with a groan the hatch opened. He placed a hand on either side of the opening and poked his head into the compartment. Slowly his eyes dilated and, like magic, sail bags materialized. “Beautiful,” he whispered.
With a loud whoop he jumped from the bow railing and ran to the stern. “What’s your name? Where’re you from?”
Nothing indicated her origin, but when he stepped farther away the tattered remains of her name took shape. Justin spoke it loudly. “Cristine.” A smoldering excitement took flame. He clasped his hands in front of his chest. “Destiny. An arrow pointing into the future.”
When the remainder of the traveling party caught up, they found Justin with his back to the hull and a broad grin on his face.
————————————————
Justin’s thoughts returned to the present moment when the dinghy broached in low surf. He gave the left oar a few tugs, and the craft straightened. Moments later its bow dug into the beach with a grinding hiss. Justin jumped out and pulled the craft halfway onto the sand. Returning to the water’s edge, he scooped a handful of seawater and drank it down. He took a deep breath, turned and trudged through the sand toward the vegetation line.
He sat at the base of a large palm and wiggled, making the sand conform to his bottom. He pondered the sandy whites of the tropical beach and smiled at a whale spouting on the green sea.
“Hi, big fella. You spending the day with us?” His chest swelled with a deep breath and he closed his eyes. “I’m sure glad you guys made it.”
Moments later with his eyes still closed he whispered. “We’re survivors, too.” A smile crossed his face. “We survived... we survived.” He opened his eyes to see the whale spout again. “Now the land is different and even the seas flow a different way.”
His chest rose with another deep breath and he held it for a long moment before driving it out with a huff. He did this three times and relaxed into stillness.
————————————————
Later a breeze ruffled his hair, and his eyes opened to see the flukes of the whale as it slid into the deep. He got to his feet, took a few long strides and began to jog down to the dinghy.
Once there, he pushed the boat back into the sea, quickly found the oars, and commenced rowing parallel to the shore searching for the fresh water stream. In less than a quarter of a mile, Justin beached the little craft again, and the refilling chore commenced.
————————————————
An hour later, after two trips to the Cristine, Justin stood on the last container, watching the escaping bubbles. Suddenly, a bird screeched from the jungle. Justin winced at the cutting noise. He looked inland. “Time for a little distraction,” he thought. He stepped off the water can and sloshed upstream.
At its mouth, the stream broadened and was only inches deep, but in the jungle it narrowed and deepened. The waters curled around Justin’s knees.
Large trees lined the stream, their bases hidden by bundles of brilliant foliage. Orchid-like flowers studded the greenery and perfumed the air. From a massive tree, a wide cascade of vines, thickly covered with tiny violet flowers, hung to the water’s edge and ceaselessly shed petals that drifted and swirled in a warm breeze. Small, multi-color butterflies fluttered in the flowers, while large, iridescent blue butterflies gathered on stony patches at the water’s edge.
Large birds, bright blue and trailing long black feathers, swooped from high trees tops. They screeched a protest at Justin and soared over the canopy. Flying close to the water, small yellow birds darted upstream only to reappear moments later. The air reverberated with a constant cicada-like buzz.
Tiny fish populated the stream. They darted with lightning speed and when motionless, found invisibility with skin that matched the stream’s bottom. Farther on the stream widened, and Justin swam across a small, circular pool.
A half-mile from the beach, Justin considered turning back. Then from his left, a pulse of light burst through the foliage. He backed up a step, and the flash glowed steadily. “Glass or metal?” He thought, “Something man-made.”
He bit his lip. “Worth a look.”
He often found things of use in such places. The onboard cooking stove, for instance, and the water containers. He left the stream and pushed his way into the vegetation. At first he struggled, but once under the canopy the plant life thinned, and he walked easily on sandy soil.
Shortly, Justin found a small building of corrugated metal. Rusted red with many holes it was a dreary sight in the vibrant jungle. The reflecting object, a solar cell, sat on the roof. Justin walked around the building with an inspecting eye. The door lay in the sand, a shadow of rust. A black rectangle in the building indicated its former place. Justin peered into the semi-darkness. At the center of the sandy floor, the ramshackle remains of a bed lay scattered. In a far corner, a pile of pots and pans and a broken chair was discernable. He looked to his left at a metal table. A radio receiver, a transmitter, and a telephone gave a hint as to the shack’s purpose.
Justin squinted at the shadow-clocked phone. “Military,” he thought. His eyes traced the path of wires from the phone that lead outside. “Probably to another building...but, most likely far off.”
Another set of wires snaked through the sand to a half-buried battery and then climbed the wall. “Those go to the solar cell.” He paused and bit his lip, thinking the equipment could be of use at New Atlantis. He walked over to the battery and nonchalantly toed one of the terminal connectors.
When the phone rang, Justin leaped backward, stumbled, and fell as the piercing sound echoed in the metal building. An unheard sound from long ago. His heart pounded, and his mind struggled with the implications. Shaking, he confronted the phone.
“Holy shit. Son of a bitch.” He took a deep breath. “That scared the crap out of me.”
He took another deep breath and smiled. A moment later he laughed. He leaned over the battery and studied it, hands on hips. Once more he nudged the terminal with his toe, and again the phone rang, and again he jumped, though this time under better control.
Justin stood quietly and thought of Nicole. Slowly a smile came to his face and he slapped his right thigh and dropped to his knees. With both hands he dug a hole deep enough to contain the battery. He concealed its top with a thin layer of sand and positioned a small stick above the loose terminal. He stood up and applied foot pressure to the stick. Inwardly braced, he pressed until the phone clamored. Justin still flinched.
Laughing, he clapped his hands and ran to the stream. He swam almost all the way to the beach and the waiting water cans. Energetically, he loaded the cans and rowed back to the Cristine.
As he came alongside, he thumped the larger craft with an oar to notify Nicole of his return. Nicole, in the galley eating a piece of fruit, climbed topside and spoke a welcome.
“Hi, what’ve you been up to?” She smiled.
Justin delighted at the sound of her voice. “I’m topping off the water tanks.” He suppressed a smile, but his eyes twinkled. “I found an old shack. There’s some stuff inside that I am sure we can use. Let’s take a look later.” He smiled. “After the fruit is gathered...it’s a short walk upstream.”
Nicole lifted her eyebrows. “OK. Sounds good. But first, a bath.”
She tossed her fruit overboard, stepped to the side of the Cristine and paused before diving into the crystal-like blue water. Justin watched her flight and then studied her distorted image beneath the surface. Nicole went deep, pulled a few hard strokes, rose to the surface and swam toward the shore.
Once there, she stepped from the sea and headed for the jungle stream. She looked back at the Cristine. Justin poured water into the starboard tank.
Her eyes diverted to the plume of a spouting whale. “Did you find something to eat?” She had watched the whale earlier. Nicole thought of the many whales seen during the voyage. She frowned. “I’ve seen a lot of you guys, but why only one at a time?”
When Nicole arrived at the stream, she followed its bank to the vegetation line. There she removed her clothing and strode into the sweet water, its feel exceedingly soft as compared to the harsh salinity of the ocean. After washing she left the stream and allowed a warm breeze to dry her skin. Nicole slipped on her leather breeches and then laced her leather vest as she retraced her steps back to the beach.
She looked toward the Cristine, but there was no sign of Justin. She turned inland and headed for the jungle, her mind occupied with the task of picking fruit for the morning meal. When circumstances were right, she often got quite elaborate with the shore meals, a pleasant break from the makeshift situations at sea. Today however, with other chores to accomplish, time was a factor.
Nicole didn’t have to venture deep into the brush to find a stomach-filling quantity of fruit, and a few large leaves to separate fruit from sand. She arranged the meal beneath a palm tree.
She again looked toward the Cristine. This time Justin sat in the dinghy. He pushed off and rowed for shore, and she walked down to meet him.
When the dinghy hit the sand, she held onto it as Justin climbed out. Together they pulled the craft ashore.
Nicole grabbed Justin’s hand and squeezed it. “Breakfast is prepared. The usual ham and eggs, blueberry pancakes, fresh squeezed orange juice, et cetera, et cetera.”
Justin smiled. “I’m hungry enough to eat a monkey.” He paused. “Did you see any monkeys, by chance?”
“I think we’re the only monkeys here.”
Justin stared into the jungle. “There has to be a primate out there. Somewhere.”
Nicole sighed. “I didn’t see much animal life, other than birds. There’s lots of fruit about. It’ll be easy to get what we need.”
Together they unloaded the storage baskets and proceeded to where Nicole arranged the simple meal.
Justin dropped the baskets. “Some of that fruit looks familiar.” He scanned the leaf and pointed. “I really like those plum looking things.” He bent down and picked one up. “They need a name. Something with blue.”
Nicole sat in the sand and looked seaward. “They’re not blue.” She turned back to Justin. “I guess we can make another three to four-day trip before coming ashore again.” She looked to Justin for agreement.
“Yeah. As long as the weather stays good and we catch a few fish on the way.” He presented the plum-like fruit to her. “Are you sure these aren’t blue?” And then he took a bite of it, and the escaping juice ran down his chin as he talked. “We’ve been lucky with the weather. A few squalls, some choppy seas.” He spat out the tough skin of the fruit. “I wonder if there’ll be hurricanes again.”
Minutes passed as they silently ate their meal. Justin tossed a pit in the direction of the ocean. “We have plenty of firewood and the water tanks are topped off. We’re ready for sea, mate. Time to cast off!” And in a louder voice, “It’s time to head for home!”
Nicole jumped to her feet when the word ‘home’ registered in her head. Previously, the references were to ‘getting back’ or something like that. The word ‘home’ charged her with sudden delight, and she smiled broadly. “First the fruit and then we go. Homeward bound.”
“Wait a minute. I almost forgot about the shack. We should do that. We have the time.”
“The hell with it. Let’s go.”
“No, no. There could be treasure, me hardy.”
Justin’s light-hearted approach added the aspect of fun to the little adventure.
“OK, Black Beard, but I get all the jewels. You can have the bullion.”
————————————————
After gathering the fruit, they pushed the basket-laden dinghy back into the sea. Justin swam while Nicole rowed. On board the Cristine, they left the fruit in the galley, proper stowage waiting until they returned from the little expedition.
————————————————
The couple moved upstream at a leisurely pace, looking at the flowers and watching the colorful butterflies. At the deep pool they lingered, enjoying the warm clear water and the singing birds. Justin lazed half submerged, his back resting on the shore, his eyes closed, his torso basking in the sun. Nicole, more energetic, repeatedly swam to the upstream side of the pool and buoyantly reclined on the surface allowing the slow current to carry her back.
When a bird screeched, Justin opened his eyes just as Nicole floated by. Immediately his prank came to mind. From a sitting position he rolled forward and dove below the surface of the pool and reappeared at the upstream side.
“Come on, let’s get the treasure.”
“Aha, captain.”
Together they sloshed along, Justin in the lead, looking for the disturbed vegetation where he previously entered the jungle. In short time he found the spot and directed Nicole into the tangle. “You go first, it’s only a short way.” Nicole headed in and Justin’s hand went to his mouth.
Nicole inquired. “How far do we have to go?”
Justin mumbled.
“What did you say?”
No sooner said, the pair arrived at the shack. Nicole walked to the entrance, stepped inside and looked about. Justin followed her silently.
Nicole took note of everything, including the telephone and radio. However, her attention focused on the pile of things in the far corner. Hands on her hips, she walked to the heap. “Looks like a pile of crap to me.”
Nonchalantly, Justin moved over to the stick lying in the sand. He looked down at his footprint from the previous visit, hesitated, then smiled. He placed a foot on the stick. His eyes squinted, he bared his teeth and shifted his weight. Instantly the phone rang, loud and clear.
Justin flinched. On the other side of the room it was sheer pandemonium. Nicole screamed and danced a little jig before stumbling into the pile of rubbish.
Again the phone rang. Nicole lost her balance, lurched, and fell into the trash. Justin unmercifully rang the phone a third time. Nicole screeched in pain from the poking of numerous pot handles and the sight of spiders and bugs scurrying in the commotion.
Justin rushed to the phone as Nicole regained her feet. “I’ll get it!”
She stared wide-eyed as he passed by. Justin reached for the phone, stopped and turned to Nicole. “Perhaps I shouldn’t?” He shrugged his shoulders, turned away, and reached for the phone.
Nicole, stunned, stood as she was, her mouth open, a pot in hand.
Justin picked up the receiver. “Hello!”
He waited as if listening and then mumbled something. He turned his back to Nicole and mumbled again.
Justin set the phone down and turned to Nicole, his face expressionless. “I think we won a trip to Las Vegas. They’ll call back later.”
With squinting eyes Nicole followed Justin as he turned and headed out of the shack.
A moment later her jaw clinched and she raised the pot. “Crap head!” The pot flew through the door way and hit Justin on the head.
Justin started laughing as he rubbed his head. “I’m glad you didn’t find an iron skillet.”
Nicole’s shoulders suddenly slumped and she leaned her head back. A puff of breath escaped her mouth and she ambled into the light of day, her eyes bulging with tears.
Justin’s face sagged. He stepped toward her. “You OK? It was a joke. I was hoping for a smile.”
Nicole raised a hand to stroke her forehead. “Oh, it’s been a long time.” She whispered. Her eyes drifted from Justin to the high tree canopy. “The world we lost.” She paused. “It all came back to me in a rush.”
She blinked. “That fear you get...I was afraid.” She paused. “Why should I be afraid? I don’t think I was afraid when I lost it.” She shivered.
Justin led her to a fallen tree. Nicole sat, her elbows on her knees, her head bowed. Justin leaned to see into her face. “I’m sorry. I thought it would make you laugh.”
Nicole raised her head and took a deep breath. “I’m OK.” She gave him a peck on the lips. “I’m OK.” She took another deep breath, straightened her back, braced herself with her hands on her knees and stared into the brush. “A time warp.” She paused. “The old world.” She bowed her head. “I felt it. I felt it the same as I felt it then.”
She looked at Justin. “I loved it, I lost it and then I was afraid. All in that short moment.” She smiled. “How did you do that? Make the phone ring.”
Justin explained in a few short sentences and finished with a sigh. “It was meant to be fun.”
“It was really quite clever.” She smiled and gave him another kiss. “I’m sure I’ll laugh about it later.”
Nicole rose to her feet. “Let’s get back.” She shoved him toward the stream. “Justin. Do you miss it? ...all that technology... all the people...and now being almost alone on the planet.”
Justin didn’t look at her. “Yeah, I think I do.” He turned to face her. “We’re an endangered species, you know.”
They headed back to the beach.
“I think you aged me a good ten years. Crap head.” She shoved him again.
————————————————
Later that day, Justin, alone, towed the dinghy upstream and retrieved the phone equipment, the solar cell and the aluminum pot.
In the Northwest corner of America, in the state of Oregon, where the land meets the sea, rugged cliffs rose to ridges where twisted pine crouched to the pressure of onshore winds. At the base of the stony walls, cold, blue-green waters alternated between pounding and caressing.
To the north and south of the walls, stretches of white sand heaped into huge granular waves assail and abate in slow movement, harassing legions of tall pines.
Midpoint on the coast, where the Umpqua River flowed into the Pacific sea, the tiny harbor of Winchester Bay huddled. Protected on three sides by low-forested hills, it faced the western sea. Here, fishing people made their home, alongside a few loggers and those who catered to seasonal visitors.
One of those fishermen, Justin, lived with his daughter, Michelle, and his two sons, Paul and David. The wife and mother of the family died years earlier in Virginia, a victim of cancer. Soon after her death Justin moved with his children to California, briefly staying with his sister and her family. He made an exploratory trip to Oregon and found the small hamlet of Winchester Bay. Falling in love with the town, he moved his family there and built a new life. With determined effort, the group achieved a substantial livelihood through commercial fishing and the wise investment of surplus money.
After Justin’s retirement, Paul, the oldest son, captained Justin’s fishing vessel, Orca. The fifty-two-foot stern trawler functioned primarily for shrimping and occasionally for crabbing. Justin seldom went to sea anymore, but when he did, it was usually during the migration of the gray whales.
————————————————
In early spring, with the whales headed north for a summer of gorging, the Orca rode the steep and choppy waves at the mouth of the river. Justin stood at the helm with Paul to his right. Paul, in his early twenties, with a strong body, stood nearly the same height as his father. His blue eyes studied the weather on the western horizon. Like his father, he had a prominent nose, but a softer jaw line. His shoulder length hair protruded from a watch cap.
The Orca’s helm required a strong hand and near constant movement as the craft struggled in the channel chop. The sky, light blue, waited for the sun to peek over the eastern hills. The men planned a short day, pulling a few crab pots and watching for whales.
A confusion of waves at the river mouth gripped the Orca and jerked her about, only to release her a moment later. Justin held the boat’s heading firmly to west and seaward toward deeper ocean water, where the seas rolled large and smooth, and would soothe the Orca’s motion.
Paul looked north. “There was a pod or two up north yesterday.” He turned to his father. “That’s where the pots are that I didn’t get.”
Justin nudged the engine throttles to increase speed. “What made you turn back with just a few pots to pull?”
“It was getting sloppy.” Paul braced himself as the Orca lurched to starboard. “There wasn’t much crab in the other pots, and I knew we would be coming out today.”
Justin handled the helm with obvious pleasure. His first trip of the year, his blue eyes sparkled under bushy eyebrows. “As soon as we’re out of this chop, I’ll swing her north.” He looked at his son and pushed his watch cap to the back of his head. “How far north and how deep?”
“A couple of miles, thirty fathoms.”
A few minutes later, Justin shifted the helm to starboard, beginning a slow swing to the north. Justin looked at Paul as the boat’s motion calmed. “Time for a cup of coffee.”
Without a word, Paul went aft to the galley. He hollered, “Want an egg sandwich?”
“Just coffee.”
Having coffee after crossing the bar was almost a ritual for the father and son. The first time, a salmon trip, Paul was twelve and on his first trip as a deck hand. Justin again controlled the helm, but had turned it over to Paul after crossing the bar. They spent three days and two nights at sea in a venture special to both.
On this trip, Justin would not transfer the helm. Paul, who had given his two-man crew the day off, functioned as the deck hand.
Paul returned to the wheelhouse and handed a cup to his father.
Justin put it to his lips and watched the ponderous swells roll out of the west. “If you need some time off later, let me know. It’ll be my pleasure.” He smiled, put his coffee cup in a holder, and with the same hand, switched the sonar machine from reading feet to reading fathoms. Justin turned toward his son. “I was looking at the books the other day. It’s shaping up to be a good season.”
“Yeah! With the good weather, I got an extra twenty days of fishing in.”
Justin took another sip of coffee. “It’s a lot different from when I first started fishing here.” He leaned over the helm for a close study of the compass. “The storms are fewer.” He turned to Paul and squinted. “But more intense.” The compass reached due north and Justin swung the rudder to port to check the starboard swing. He held it there for a moment and then positioned it amidships. “I think we’re getting the weather they used to get in southern Oregon.”
Paul took another bite of his sandwich and mumbled his words. “The patterns have shifted north. I talked to Steve in Alaska. He says that things are kind of that way up there, too.”
Justin looked at Paul. “How’s he doing?”
“Not too good. He’s coming back. Asked me for a job.”
Paul slid the side window open and tossed the remainder of his egg sandwich over the side. “Things are messed up. The water’s warm and then the water’s cold. When it rains, it pours.”
Justin let out a slow breath. “The rhythm’s gone.”
Paul pulled his hat off and scratched his head. “I try to push all that shit out of my head.” He sighed. “But I can’t. It’s in front of my face all the time.” He slid the side window shut with a loud thump and turned to his father. “We’ve pulled a lot of deformed crabs out of the pots this year. Hell, the deckies don’t even bother mentioning them anymore.”
The Orca crested a huge swell and Justin turned to the next one coming. “Shit.”
The carcass of a gray whale crested the top of the oncoming wave as it drifted toward shore. Justin instantly pushed the boat’s throttle forward. Both men watched as the whale disappeared over the top of the swell, its flipper rising into the air as the body rolled with the motion of the wave. Macabre, it seemed a farewell gesture. Paul lowered his head and looked the other way. “Yeah, that, too. I haven’t said anything to you about it, but it’s not so uncommon.”
Justin spoke softly and slowly. “What...a...mess. What...to...do?”
Paul’s expression shadowed. “There’s nothing to do. There’s just too many people, Dad. Too many damn people.” Paul turned toward his father, his face twisted with disgust. “Everybody wants...but who volunteers to do with less.”
Justin bit his lip at his son’s sudden show of anger and studied the approach of another swell. Of late, climate change and the degeneration of the environment were common subjects wherever you went. Apprehension undercut even the daily small talk. A warm day in winter was suspect. An earthquake or a volcanic eruption echoed as an omen. A little war here and a little war there projected an overall attitude. Quiet, sullen moments passed. Justin’s anticipated joyous day at sea clouded with Paul’s demeanor and the harbinger of the dead whale. He turned and spoke sternly to his son. “We don’t have to surrender to it.” His eyes drifted to the horizon above the bow of the Orca. “But, we can’t fight it. We can only keep our eyes open. Go with the flow of the surge.” More quiet moments passed.
Abruptly, Paul hoisted his cup. “Well, here’s to open eyes and going with the surge.”
The men sipped their coffee in silence as ponderous seas rolled beneath the Orca and the hefty diesel engine throbbed.
Later, after the men pulled up the last crab pot, the Orca dashed back to port just before the winds of noon.
————————————————
Justin sat in a soft recliner on the back deck of his home, his eyes squinted at a glittering sea under the late afternoon sun of a midsummer day. His home, built from Douglas fir logs, sat high on a hill, presenting a view of the Pacific Ocean, the Umpqua River, and Winchester Bay.
The view did not relieve his agitation. Moments before he silenced the TV after learning of a new form of antibiotic resistant tuberculosis. He spoke with anger. “Keeping that depressing stuff away is like shoveling shit against the tide.”
The doorbell rang, and he heard a familiar voice. “Justin.”
He smiled. “On my way, Zoe.”
Zoe was a New York City transplant from almost four years ago. She was close to Justin in age, but never specified in exactness. A dark haired, dark-eyed beauty, her Mediterranean genes were obvious.
Justin met her at a Blessing of The Fleet festival. In the late hours of the beer garden dance and at the prodding of his friends, he asked her to dance. An unknown entity at the time, she projected mystery with her beauty and big city style. That night a hot relationship ignited between Justin and Zoe, but it cooled quickly to a comfortable warm.
Her perfume swirled in the folds of a cool breeze that meandered through Justin’s rustic living room, into the adjoining dining room, and out the French doors to the covered deck where Justin stood in its flow. Its clean, yet exotic bouquet provoked waves of eagerness in Justin.
Zoe stood in the light of the open house door. A full-bodied woman, she wore jeans that were not tight, just tight enough. A light yellow windbreaker protected her from the ever cool and windy Oregon coast. She wore primitive looking sandals, her toenails painted a crisp red.
Justin watched her ample lips spread in a pleasant smile. “I came to town to get a few things and thought you might have time to take a lonely gal to dinner.”
Justin, joyed by her surprise visit, walked quickly to her and gripped her by the waist with both hands. He planted a sumptuous kiss on her neck.
She stomped her right foot on the floor. “I love that.” Her brow knitted, “But I hate it as well.” She stepped back from him. “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’ to dinner.”
“It’s a yes all right and please stay the night.”
She smiled. “Let’s go to my place. I’ve prepared potions of chocolate.”
Justin only had a general idea of her background. Her first career was as an actress in the New York Theater and she did well, but not great. In her early thirties she changed careers with the help of a friend to some sort of Wall Street situation and made a lot of money. She never married, had no children and as she put it, “Oregon keeps the family at bay.”
Justin moaned. “Chocolate.” He took another breath of her perfume and spoke softly. “Yes, yes, yes.” He stepped backward to contain his urges. “Is the hot tub hot?”
“With my intuitive anticipation, yes.” She pouted a kiss.
Justin took her by the hand. “It’s a bit early for lunch. Let’s have a glass of wine.”
With familiarity they moved toward the table in the dining room. The table consisted of large heavy, unfinished planks retrieved from the beach after a winter storm. It now functioned as the gathering place for all who came to Justin’s home.
Unmatched chairs surrounded the table. Stuffed, with high backs, very comfortable, and not at all formal. Zoe sat in her favorite, an old Mediterranean type with carved mystical animals and soft leather upholstery. Justin went to the kitchen for the wine, a cream sherry. He found an ashtray and joined Zoe. He sat across from her, in David’s chair. Its wood was simple oak and the upholstery overstuffed blue denim. It leaned backward like an office chair.
Justin poured the wine, sat back in his chair, and took a deep drink. “You’ve lightened my day. I’ve been brooding.”
Zoe rummaged through her bag and pulled out a small wooden pipe. “A little of this will be nice before dinner.” She laid it on the table. Her hand went back into the purse, but she suddenly stopped and looked up. “Brooding...don’t tell me.” She stilled, leaned forward and looked deep into his eyes. “I see fear.” She paused. “Also...indecision.” She leaned back, her attention returned to the purse. “Ah, here it is.” She pulled out a silver and gold pillbox.
Justin raised his eyebrows. “You can read eyes?” He smiled. “And you’re right. What’s the source of that talent?”
Zoe filled the pipe with a pinch of pot and handed it to Justin. “It relates to dramatics. Drama school. It can be learned, to some degree.” She paused. “A must, if you’re going to teach acting.”
“I didn’t know that you taught.”
Zoe relaxed back into her chair. “Now and then...between theater engagements...at Columbia and a few times at Julliard.”
Justin’s eyes lit up. “That picture at your house, the group shot.”
“Yes. My last and best class.” She looked beyond Justin at the view of the ocean. “There were two special talents in that group.” She paused and her eyes drifted back to Justin. “They both died...and let’s not talk about that.”
Justin instantly granted her the wish.
Zoe lived in a cozy house overlooking the same river that flowed passed Justin’s place. Her only companions were a couple of dogs and a cat. Zoe came to Oregon seeking isolation to pen a book. To her surprise, the isolation became comfortable.
Justin took the pipe and struck a wooden match. Zoe watched. “What’s causing you to brood, Justin?”
Justin positioned the match carefully and drew in a breath. A moment later he blew out the breath and the match. “The world, the mess, and the seemingly no way out scenario.”
She took the pipe. “And, of course, there are your children.”
Justin sat back. “What of you? ... Do you worry? ... Are you making plans?”
“I’m cognizant as to what is going on.” She struck a match and lit the pipe. A moment later the smoke streamed in a thin line between her pouted lips. “The book is near finished...I will be taking it back to New York.” Her eyes shifted back to Justin. “I’m going to keep the house...I love the place.” She paused and rearranged herself in the chair. “In short Justin...Life as usual.” She picked up her glass of wine and took a sip. “Nice.”
Justin loved her self-assuredness. Unlike some women it was inoffensive and authentic, not some sort of proclamation or ultimatum. “World stability has a skin about as thick as a soap bubble.”
Zoe’s face shadowed. “I prefer it pop...while I’m in New York.”
Justin drank more of the wine. “It’s going to be ugly.”
Zoe took a deep breath. “Listen to your gut, Justin. It’s what I do. We have our destinies and our guts show the way.” She paused. “Relax. Allow the thoughts to come.”
Justin flopped back in his chair. “You’re right! Let the revelations come. I will think with my gut.” He smiled. “And right now it tells me eating time is near.”
Zoe smiled back. “I’m really in the mood for seafood. Crab, salmon and oysters...where should we go?”
“The Crabby Wench. Of course.”
They stood and headed for the door.
————————————————
One winter day, Justin walked the beach just south of Winchester Bay. The sun brightened the cold air as it moved from sea to shore. Huge chunks of trees, some simple in shape, most true sculpture, decorated the beach. Washed ashore by winter storms their visit lasted only to mid-spring. Justin never understood how most found their way back to sea.
He looked to the southwest. A dark wall of clouds pushed shoreward beneath a lid of thin gray clouds. Another storm on its way. Large drops of wind driven rain would soon be pelting his form. He always found that acceptable and even welcoming.
Justin walked the wet sand behind a still receding tide, his interest on a large root wad less than a quarter of a mile away. It arrived on the beach only hours ago. Justin pressed his weight into the southerly wind and headed for the carcass of wood.
When he arrived, he paused in the lee of the stump and for a moment studied its shape. Eventually he raised a hand and rubbed a smooth segment. The thrashing sea scrubbed the wad clean of all small roots and most of its bark. At its base, a shallow pool shimmered in the gusty wind. Justin reached into the sea puddle and grasped a cockleshell. Being careful not to spill its contents, he raised it to his mouth and poured the liquid in. One of Justin’s shore walk rituals. As he put it, “A bit of the sea within.”
As the seawater ran down his throat, Zoe came to mind. He was close to loving her, but knew better. Instinctively he knew that if he made a step in that direction, she would instantly cut him loose, like the swipe of a Samurai blade. Zoe had a hidden agenda.
Justin smiled. He knew that some said he was being used. “Perhaps, and perhaps not. In any case, she did it in a nice way.” He looked at the huge storm-driven waves, icy green with a frothy white across their chaotic tops. Zoe had disappeared into another life. “It’s been months since I’ve heard from her.”
An exceptionally strong gust of wind rushed passed the huge root wad. Justin stepped into the open and turned south. The thoughts of Zoe fluttered away and his conversation with Paul fluttered in.
“Flow with the surge,” he thought.
Justin came to a sudden stop. His body froze as if poised before a precipice. He shouted into the wind. “Take control of your life. What crap.”
He stepped forward resuming his walk. “Think with your gut.”
Justin mused. “Birth. One step leads to another. Cause and effect. You must have control at the beginning, or you never have control. Given genes. Subjected to environment. Now here.”
He closed his eyes and walked blindly. “Six billion people doing what they want.”
He stopped again and opened his eyes. “I don’t think so.”
Again he walked. “The control is somewhere else. And the effort is not for me or for us.”
A seagull, troubled with the man’s approach, took two gawky steps with spread wings and rose into the air. Gracefully it veered west and then north, but quickly grounded after establishing satisfactory distance.
“Well, excuse me!” Justin followed the flight of the bird and walked backwards as he waved a good-bye and turned south once more.
His mind resumed its philosophical flow. “Separateness is an illusion created by the Powers That Be.” He lowered his head to the contemplation of being one with the seagull. “Neither of us is perfect and if we are one with the One, then the One is not perfect.” He spun his back to the wind and stopped. “I’m being used!” He looked at the seagull. “We’re all being used!”
“My life and yours.” He pointed at the seagull. “Are being used. Used to achieve Their perfection.”
Justin turned back to face the wind. He spread his arms out and looked down.
The remnants of a wave washed close to his feet and ebbed back to sea. Struck by the sudden urge to be near the action, he lowered his arms and followed the wave, at a trot. The flat subsiding water slid under the next incoming wave causing it to break and join its rush back to sea. Cold water seeped into Justin’s walking shoes as he ambled through the slouchy sand. Abruptly, a burly wave swelled in front of him, green and strong. Justin took another step, halted, and took a step backward. The wave paused and then rushed at him. He turned and ran. Peripherally he saw the wave catching up, forcing him to sprint.
He reached dry sand and spun around, watching his challenger retreat. He smiled. “Sorry, my drowning wasn’t meant to be. I’m not finished being used.”
Justin stood quietly and surveyed the turbulent sea far beyond the breaking waves. He sucked in a deep breath and savored the moist, salt air. His mind cleared and rested. He stood that way for close to twenty minutes.
————————————————
A single large drop of rain struck Justin on the left side of his neck and ran beneath his clothing. Instantly he turned north, back to the truck. As he walked, he pulled the hood of his jacket over his head. An instantaneous hush occurred when the heavy fabric covered his ears. Justin anticipated the effect and the now silent wind pushed at his back and levitated his steps.
“I’m not responsible.” He smiled. “And I haven’t anything better to do anyway.”
Justin, light of heart, followed his past footprints back to where they climbed the small beach dune leading to the parking lot. The large globules of rain pelted his back with increased intensity, though they felt more like pats.
“It would be foolish not to prepare.”
————————————————
Justin drove up the small private road he shared with two other neighbors. His house was large, four bedrooms, two baths. Old cedar trees screened its eastern side. A comfortable home, warm and secure for his family. It would be difficult to leave; a trepidation Justin already wrestled with.
He parked the truck and walked into the house. “Is anybody here?”
A response came from one of the back rooms.” Yeah! I’m here. In my room.” It was David.
David was eighteen and just out of high school, a bright boy and a sure candidate for college. These days he made periodic fishing trips with Paul earning pocket money. He planned to take a year or two off for what he called ‘fooling around’ before going to college. A computer wiz, he did a lot of reading and sometimes talked about writing. Justin didn’t mind the schooling delay. He was mature beyond his age and Justin trusted his decisions.
Justin spoke loudly. “Did you check with Paul? I think he had some work for you.” Justin heard the boy’s footsteps coming down the hall.
“No, but I will. Can I use the truck Dad?” He stopped at the end of the hallway and faced his father.
Justin looked at his son’s long hair. Wavy, brown, and shoulder length, it enhanced his angular face, giving him an intellectual look. “Sure, the keys are in it.” Justin watched him turn and head for the door. His somewhat frail body moved with grace, but not strength. Running around in the wild could be difficult for him. “Be home for dinner and if you see Michelle, tell her the same.”
David spun around, his brown eyes squinting. “Something up. What?” David possessed a special insight that always caught Justin off guard.
Justin hesitated. “I’ve made a decision and I want to tell all of you at the same time.”
David studied his father for a long moment before turning for the door again.
“I always have faith in what you do, Dad.” He twisted the door handle and spoke over his shoulder. “Michelle’s working at the café. I’ll stop by and tell her.” He opened the door, stepped through and closed it.
Justin stared at the closed door and mused. “David would be good at the navigational skills needed in the woods; gather maps, find places to hide supplies, and how to get back to them.”
Michelle, the middle child, close to twenty years old, worked part time for Paul as well, taking care of the books and sometimes waiting on tables at the Crabby Wench. She was saving money for college and planned to attend the University of Oregon when, as she put it, “I am absolutely sure what I want to be.” Michelle, like Paul, a former high school athlete, possessed a strong body.
Justin mused again. “Putting the foodstuff together. Information on edible wild plants. I’ll give her some help. There’s also the medical supplies. And how to use them.”
His thoughts switched to Paul. “Weapons, shelter, hunting techniques.”
————————————————
Justin pushed his plate away and took a sip of wine. “There’s a serious subject I want to talk about.” He rubbed his chin. “It’s about the mess the world’s in. And how to deal with it.”
His children were quick to voice opinions. Michelle spoke with anger about the struggling environment and overpopulation. Paul cited examples of society’s decreasing ability to maintain order and scoffed at the police state rules that only increased the chaos. David’s contribution related to the terror tactics popping up everywhere and he saw no meaningful leadership from any quarter.
Justin stopped the conversation. “OK, OK. We know all that shit.” He bit his lip. “What counts is how we deal with it.”
A few moments of quiet ensued. Justin leaned toward the table. “I have a plan. I’ll state it to the point, without details.”
The children waited. Justin bit his lip and took a breath. “Well...most likely we’ll end up living...in the woods...moving from place to place.” He looked at his children. Paul wore a slight smile. Michelle’s eyes widened. David sat expressionless, almost relaxed.
Justin continued. “Living off the land and hidden supplies.” He took another sip of wine.
The smile on Paul’s face grew to a grin. “So you really want to do this.” He slapped the table. “We’re going to live in the woods!”
Justin held up one hand. “This is preparation. We’re not heading out the door in a few weeks. The preparations will take months. And hopefully it won’t be needed. “Michelle looked directly at her father with a serious expression. “Dad, tell me this is a joke.” Justin made no comment, he just stared back at her. Michelle’s face calmed and she leaned back in her chair. “Count me out. I’m not living in the woods.” She ran her fingers through her long light brown hair.
David toyed with the scraps of food on his plate.
Michelle spoke again. “We can’t just run off and start living in the woods. That’s crazy.” She had her father’s blue eyes and they darkened with each passing moment. “We can pile things up here.”
David responded. “He said that we should prepare and that we might wind up in the woods.”
Michelle smirked. “My little brother, our father has done peculiar things before.”
Paul leaned forward. “OK. The world’s a mess. We can all see that.” He sat up straight. “Preparation. No big deal. Money in the bank.” He relaxed back into his chair.
Michelle slapped the table with both hands. “Wait a minute, wait a minute.” She looked at her father. “This talk is scary. Are things getting that bad?”
Justin frowned. “Scary is a good description.”
Paul smirked. “Fucked up is another.”
Michelle placed her elbows on the table, her face resting in her hands. Justin knew her plans for the future, love, marriage, career, et cetera. But what could he do? Paul’s eyes were bright. Justin mused to himself silently. “Paul will do just fine. The action, the adventure. It’ll stimulate his blood.”
Justin turned to David. “What do you think son?”
David bit his lip and studied the table before him. “Living in the woods will be hard and dangerous.”
Justin swallowed and cleared his throat. “We’ll do some training. Build up our endurance.”
Paul spoke up. “Are we going to put up some kind of house or shelter?”
Justin sat back in his chair. “The plan is to be independent. We move a lot. We stay for only short periods of time at any given spot. We don’t want to be put in a position of defending a place. There’s no way of telling which place will be safe and for how long. We’ll have buried supplies. We’ll live off the land as much as possible.” He paused. “Eventually things will calm down and order will return. It’s the in-between time that we need to worry about.”
All three of his children fell silent; they did not look at one another. After a few moments Michelle pushed her chair away from the table, picked up her plate and tableware, and walked slowly into the kitchen. David still toyed with food scraps on his plate. Paul leaned back in his chair, his hands behind his head. He stared into space.
Justin broke the silence. “Let’s clean up the dishes. The plan needs to cook awhile.”
As the boys rose to a standing position, Justin added a closing statement. “One important thing to remember. Our plans are to remain a closed family matter. No one else is to know. It’ll be difficult enough to save ourselves.” He drank down the last sip of his wine. “We’ll talk again Tuesday.”
————————————————
Tuesday arrived and the family was again at the dinner table. Justin finished the last of his second plate of spaghetti. Michelle questioned Paul about some invoices for the last load of crab he sold. David rocked in his chair, knotting his hair at the base of his skull.
Justin pushed his plate away and reached for his glass of wine. “We have been chit chatting about the plan all week. Now is the time for a yes or no.” He settled back in his chair and took a deep breath. “We have to be together on this thing. A divided decision is unthinkable.” He paused, looking at each of his children in turn. “If the vote is a tie, I’ll give myself a double vote.”
David looked at Michelle. “I see no reason not to prepare. In fact, it would be a mistake if we didn’t. I also think it’s important to keep it all quiet.”
Paul nodded his head in agreement. “I agree with it all.”
Michelle’s eyes shifted from one brother to the other. “What about our friends? What about our relatives? Don’t we tell them? Don’t we say something?” She turned to Justin. Her eyes widened. “What about Zoe?”
Justin’s shoulders slumped noticeably. “Zoe’s in New York. I haven’t heard anything from her.” He turned to Michelle. “No, we don’t tell anyone. The world situation is obvious, preparation is a choice.” All went suddenly quiet.
Justin rubbed his chin. “There are a lot of people preparing, but not all.” He took a deep breath, shook his head, and let his words spill across the table. “I don’t want us to be in the situation where those who didn’t prepare attempt...” He left his sentence hanging. “Well you know what I mean.”
Michelle put her hands to her cheeks. “I hate this. I really hate it. But, yes I agree.” She spun her head toward Justin. “When will we have to leave?”
All eyes shifted to Justin. “We’ll know when the time comes.”
For the next half hour Justin added a few details to the plan and then gave them their assignments. The children listened to their father without interruption. When he finished, they rose silently, cleared the table, and departed to different parts of the house. Justin remained at the table, sipping wine in quiet repose.
————————————————
In this unfamiliar situation, they proceeded slowly. Each task started as a group effort, but ended with an individual. They spent hours with maps that led to expeditions to affirm choices.
Simultaneously, they prepared their bodies with medical examinations, dental care, and physical training that emphasized endurance, such as running in the sand dunes. They expected the wilderness lifestyle of itself to give them the strength they needed. They experimented with shoes and clothing, read books, watched videos, and talked to people, seeking survival skills.
Supply choices demanded extensive scrutiny. With added consideration for needs after the calamity, a mammoth list resulted. However, time ironed out the problems.
They stored the supplies in aluminum chests and buried three at eight different locations, one on top of the other. The top chest, buried two feet down, measured 4’ x 3’ x 3’. Fifty percent of its space consisted of food, ten percent for medical supplies and forty percent for clothing. Below that chest lay a shovel, an axe, a rope and a light cable, all wrapped in oiled canvas. The second chest, two feet further down, measured 8’ x 4’ x 4’. Thirty percent of its space consisted of food, mostly dried, including vitamins, minerals, and seed for a garden. Another ten percent went to medical supplies, including surgical equipment and information on its use. The remaining space was for clothing. An inventory of tools and weapons, also wrapped in oilskin, lay beneath this second chest.
The last chest, allocated to the recovery time, measured 6’ x 2’ x 4’. It contained material related to the arts and sciences. It was a noble effort, but the collection, though far from complete, instilled hope for the future.
Into the unused nooks and crannies of every chest, they stuffed all sorts of items, mostly personal and impulsively chosen.
The weapons of choice consisted of compound bows, blowguns and knives. Firearms and ammunition, heavy in most cases, required constant care. Any repair work seemed difficult and procurement of additional ammunition, unlikely. Their noisy quality was counter to the plan of avoiding detection.
They situated all the supply sites away from the coast as a precaution against tidal waves. Establishing them on hilltops deterred visits and reduced their loss from landslides or covering debris. They placed multiple markers, large and durable, at the burial sites and others in a circle five miles from the area. Pointing them in random directions made them meaningless to all except the family. The project was exhausting, expensive, time consuming, and vital.
All members of the family memorized the location of each cache, and every chest contained a coded map of all the chests. Pencils, pens, and paper were added with the thought that if the family got separated, a message could be left.
They trained with their weapons, practiced hunting techniques, built shelters, and learned different ways to make fire. They studied emergency first aid, minor surgery, and combat medicine. They acquired knowledge of edible plants, fungi, animals, and insects. They learned where to look for water and how to purify it.
At their home in Winchester Bay, departure supplies and equipment sat ready. A four-wheel drive vehicle stood by to deliver them to a predetermined place for entry into the wilderness. The family never strayed more than twenty miles from one another and all members knew the location of the others at all times.
Keeping their plans to themselves required intensive effort, not only because of the practical problems involved, but the emotional ones as well. The family lived in this area for close to twenty years and the children had friendships going back to grammar school, pals, confidants, and partners in mischief. People from the joyous times of growing up, people they would leave without a word.
————————————————
Justin’s worldly notions came to pass. The world situation deteriorated. The family’s departure into the wilderness was imminent. With plans perceived as both justifiable and plausible, they retreated into isolation.
The Cessna 150 swooped in a low pass over the Circle 11 Ranch. The pilot, Teddy Stanic, sat next to his wife, Maya. Nicole and her husband, Adam, sat behind them. The plane’s maneuver informed Adam’s and Nicole’s daughters, Julia and Chimene, of their parents return from Seattle.
————————————————
The ranch sat in the northeast corner of Washington State. It was a sprawling, prosperous ranch that Adam’s ancestors pioneered over one hundred and fifty years ago. With succeeding generations, acreage was added, and improvements made to both equipment and stock. The well organized ranch, part green rolling hills dotted white with grazing sheep and part flat land roamed by huge red cattle, was profitable and a model to similar establishments in the area. Forested hills greened the northeastern corner of the ranch. Pristine in tone and appearance, the area supplied timber to the ranch’s modest sawmill.
————————————————
The plane banked to the left, two hundred feet above the ranch house. Nicole elbowed Adam. “Look, the girls.” Two waving figures ran from the house as the plane completed a half circle and leveled off. The girls dashed to a truck parked near an old apple tree.
Adam tapped Nicole’s knee. “Ten bucks, Julia gets to the driver’s seat first.”
Nicole smirked. “She’s already at the door.”
Nicole studied the land passing beneath the aircraft. Her first sky-view at springtime. An enchanting site of pink blooming fruit trees and yellow spotted pastures.
Nicole touched Adam’s knee. “Everything is so lush.” She pointed. “The sheep are little balls of cotton in high grass.”
Adam squeezed her hand. “I’m happy you’re happy living here.”
Nicole started life as a city girl in Seattle and later lived in San Francisco. For her, the ranch had a fascination tinged with adventure.
Nicole turned, her eyes narrowed with a smile. “I loved San Francisco and teaching. And, of course, the opportunity to dance. But here,” she turned back to the window, “I found something special.” She spun toward Adam. “A home.”
Adam squeezed her hand.
Nicole sat back and closed her eyes. The airy sensation of dance swirled through her mind. She missed the bodily movement. However, her dance play with her daughter Chimene softened the loss.
Nicole took a deep breath. “I love flying.”
The plane, now level, flew to the south. Teddy turned to Adam. “Same spot, Adam?”
“Yeah, it’s been mowed and the wind sock’s up.”
Adam and Nicole had taken the train to Seattle to see Nicole’s parents and spend a few days with the Stanics. An impulsive decision, it broke the routine of ranch life.
Once again the plane banked to the left as it descended behind a low hill to a newly mowed pasture. Teddy pushed in the throttle and nosed the plane into a sharper descent.
The aircraft made a comfortable touchdown, came to a stop, and Teddy silenced the engine with the flip of a switch. “Sorry we can’t stay, but Maya doesn’t like flying at night.”
Nicole undid her seat belt. “The kids will be disappointed. I’m sure they were expecting a flight.”
Maya opened the passenger’s door, climbed out, and turned to Nicole. “Tell them I’ll give them an extra special ride next time.”
After unloading the luggage, they exchanged good-by hugs. The Stanics climbed back into the plane, Maya the pilot. The engine started after a quick spin of the propeller, and the aircraft rolled a short way, turned a sharp 180-degrees, and headed back to the sky.
Nicole and Adam watched the plane lift into the air. Nicole squeezed Adam’s hand. “That was fun, and I got to see my parents.” They turned to the clamor of a speeding truck billowing a cloud of dust.
Adam chuckled. “They’re going to be pissed.”
The truck slid to a stop. Chimene jumped from the passenger side. She slammed the door. “Julia drives like a jerk.” Her eyes squinted. “Sixty on a dirt road.” Adam and Nicole walked to the road.
Chimene, seventeen, the older of the two daughters, pointed to her sister. “Her driving is a hazard. She won’t listen no matter what I say.” Like Julia, she had her mother’s black hair, which they both wore long. Chimene’s whipped through the air as she spun toward her sister, still sitting in the truck. “You’re not driving back!”
Julia was fifteen, smaller than her sister, but a good athlete with surprising strength. She loved horses and played the flute. “You’re my sister, not my mother.” A sarcastic smile came to her face. Julia scooted across the seat, opened the door, and dropped down in front of her sister. “You’re such an old lady. There’s no traffic around here.”
Adam hoisted the luggage into the back of the truck. “Sixty miles per hour on this road is too fast. If nothing else, it’s very hard on the truck.”
Julia hugged her mother. “Why did they leave so fast? I thought we were going to get a ride.”
Nicole pushed her back to arm’s length. “Oh, did you want a ride? I didn’t think of it.” She turned to Adam. “Did you know they wanted a ride in the airplane?”
“No, I didn’t.” He looked at Julia with a puzzled look on his face. “Did you want a ride in the airplane?”
Julia stepped to her father, planting a kiss on his check. “Very funny.”
Chimene, still sulking, quietly kissed her parents and immediately climbed into the driver’s side of the truck. The truck was the ranch worker with a crew cab. Nicole and Adam got into the back seats and the family headed for the house. Nicole put a hand on Adam’s knee as she studied her daughters. They would soon be going to college and after that seeking a life of their own.
Nicole remembered her parents’ sadness when she told them of her plans to move to San Francisco. “Mom, Dad. It’s what I want. I’ll be teaching at Brentwood Academy and I’ll have a chance to audition.”
Teaching proved rewarding beyond her expectations. With an active social life, her situation became most comfortable. She even spent an entire summer touring the nation with a small dance troupe. However, her stay in San Francisco lasted only a few years.
Chimene shouted, “Look who’s coming.” A large, liver and white Appaloosa stallion pranced a fast trot toward the truck. He was Adam’s horse, and at over twenty years of age, was seldom ridden. Adam showed his face and the horse whinnied, nodded and snorted with obvious glee.
The truck slowed, and Adam rolled down his window. “Hi big fella. I’ll get you some apples later.”
Nicole leaned forward to see the horse. Named “Prepared,” Nicole had seen the animal for the first time in a San Francisco horse show. Shortly after that, she had her first sight of Adam.
————————————————
The horse show occurred in the winter following her summer dance tour. Nicole attended at the invitation of her friend Heather, a fellow teacher. After the show’s conclusion, the ladies proceeded to the stables seeking a closer look at the animals.
Nicole wore cream-colored slacks, loose about her legs, but clinging to her hips. Her blouse, white with an opened collar, showed a “v” of powder-white skin between her very ample breasts. Being sleeveless, it exposed arms of real strength. Her hair, long and black, framed her cool-blue eyes. Definitely overdressed for the stables, she had watched the show from the table section, sipping wine coolers. The visit to the stable was unexpected.
They paused to pat the head of a huge Persian draft horse. Nicole spun to her right with a sudden sensation of someone standing next to her. With no one there, she followed the feeling to a man fifty feet away. He stood by a horse Nicole recognized from the show. His back to her, he tinkered with horse equipment. Nicole liked what she saw and liked what she felt.
Nicole maneuvered herself and Heather to within fifteen feet of Adam. Adam looked over his shoulder at the sound of their voices. Nicole pondered his shiny black eyes as he smiled and spoke into his horse’s ear. “Now there’s a pretty lady.” He continued to look at Nicole with a grin that flashed above a strong chin and under a thick blonde mustache.
Their subsequent romance flowed like skiing in powder. Fast, soft and lots of fun. Quick to be lovers, they married after a short ten months and headed north.
————————————————
Prepared whinnied and halted. Adam shut his window and the truck drove on.
He spoke to the girls. “We’ve got presents for you guys, but most of the things are being shipped.” He squeezed Nicole’s knee. “Your mother’s ferocious when she shops and she knows Seattle like the back of her hand.”
Julia spun around to face her mother. “Tell us what you got.”
Nicole smiled. “Later. After dinner.”
Chimene spoke over her shoulder. “At dinner, please.”
Adam inquired. “Were there any calls from the Cattlemen’s Association?”
Adam spent a great deal of time with ranch business, a diligence that related more to a sense of duty than desire. It reflected a peculiar side to his personality, a type of paranoia. To be more exact, a fear of unpreparedness. The notion was strong, although not debilitating. Nicole and the children considered it more amusing than serious. They thought it a result of his parents’ early death, caused by a sudden storm on Mt. Hood, where they were caught and died of exposure. They were unprepared.
On the premises of the ranch, Adam did his best to prevent that type of scenario from occurring again. He stored extra food, medical supplies, and ammunition. He even built a bomb shelter, installed an auxiliary power generator, acquired two four-wheel drive vehicles, and cut four different departure routes through the brush, one to the north, one to the south, and two others leading east and west.
Adam instructed Nicole and his daughters in the use of all the equipment and its location. He had only a bit of success in getting them to read the survival books that he put about the ranch house. The man’s insistence with these precautions was at times difficult, however the women indulged him. They couldn’t resist his sincerity and open concern for their wellbeing.
Chimene answered his question. “All the messages are written down.”
The truck arrived at the ranch house and the entire family went in to enjoy the meal the girls had prepared. Life at the ranch remained agreeable and very comfortable, even in a world of troublesome happenings.
————————————————
On a bright, sunny summer day, Adam called Nicole from the nearby town of Kettle Falls.
“Hi sugar. I just bought a new pickup. A big sucker, four wheel-drive, diesel powered, extra fuel tanks. You’ll love it.”
Nicole grinned and nodded. “Another truck. I’m sure I’ll love it. I already love the other two.”
Adam chuckled. “Well...you know. Keep the kids close. I want to show it to them. Let’m drive it.”
“Will do, love.”
“OK. Later.”
Nicole folded the phone and put it in her pocket. In a loud voice she called. “Julia!”
Julia was saddling her horse “Buttons” at the far end of the barn. Buttons was a big, fast, and agile animal. Nicole worried when Adam suggested giving it to her, knowing her daughter’s aggressive nature. However, Adam’s wisdom held the day. “It’s better she have a horse with the ability to match her nerve than one she might push too far.”
Julia hollered, “Almost finished. What’s up?”
“Your father’s bringing home a new truck. He wants you and your sister to stick around until he gets here.”
Julia rode out of the stall and walked the horse up to Nicole. She looked down at her mother. “Mom, please. I know how to drive a truck, shift gears, four wheel-drive, all that stuff. No need to go through it again.”
“Yes, again. Go find your sister and tell her to stay near.”
“I don’t know what to do with all the keys I have now.” She kneed her horse slightly. “Come on, Buttons. The horse carried her out of the barn at a slow walk as the girl continued talking. “Keys for the trucks, keys for the house, keys for the shelter, keys for the generator. My friends come over and ask me, ‘What’s with all the keys?’ And I...” She turned left as she exited the barn and the sound of her chatter ceased.
————————————————
An hour and a half later, Adam drove up with the new truck, got out, and walked to the women standing at the barn door.
Chimene slapped her thighs with both hands. “Dad. It’s another truck. We know about trucks.”
Adam waved his right hand. “This won’t take long.” He bent slightly toward Chimene. “I do this because I love you and care about you.”
He took them to the truck and showed them this and that then gave them all keys. Next, the girls were each obliged to drive the truck into the corral, put it in four-wheel drive, and run it back.
Julia, without an invitation, climbed into the truck, drove into the corral, shifted into four-wheel drive, cut the wheel hard and stomped on the accelerator. The truck did a donut and sped back to the barn. Julia jumped out, a big smile on her face.
Chimene walked over to Julia and snatched the keys out of her hands. “Ass. When will you grow up?”
Chimene drove with deliberate calm. Back at the barn, the girls disappeared in an instant.
Nicole ambled over to Adam and gave him a hug. “Maybe we should have a tank on hand.” She paused. “I know what we need, a balloon. We could just float off. Just in case all the trucks don’t run.”
Adam hugged her back. “I’d love to float off with you.” He kissed her on the top of the head as they walked into the barn. “I know I am over-reacting, but I read the paper and get scared silly. I feel helpless. So I buy a truck.”
“You need a distraction.” Nicole stood on her toes and kissed him. “You scared the kids off. They won’t be back for hours. And...” she pointed her thumb toward the barn’s hay loft, “there’s fresh hay up there.”
————————————————
Adam’s foresight would prove lifesaving for the family, but naïve in development. Adam’s preparations were known by all the locals, including the unprepared and the unscrupulous. The times pulsed with strangeness and trepidation.
The prophets of old predicted the end of this age would be preceded by the appearance of many fiery objects in the sky. And so it came to be. From the cosmos, streaking comets and meteors adorned the night sky, beautiful and jewel-like. But for many this was a terrifying beauty. Within religious groups, people hung their heads in submissive dread. Others, more optimistic and convinced of their purity, looked skyward anticipating deliverance through ascension.
Public penance became commonplace, and many of the rich surrendered their wealth. Spiritual fanaticism flared, stimulated by prophecy, spectacle, and proclamations of heavenly visitations. At the other end of the spectrum, inner fear of impending doom fostered the extremes of murder and suicide.
Among the flamboyant and frivolous, sky watching became the vogue. Commercial aircraft, refitted with special viewing ports, ferried the rich to high-altitude viewing of the cosmic extravaganza. Books and songs dramatized the events. Clothing and fashion designers, makers of movies, and toys, all found inspiration in the celestial show.
The scientific world, entirely enraptured, fired rockets to sample the wakes of the interstellar objects. Data fed computers hummed and produced information faster than it could be read.
On earth, the long occurring and gradual phenomena of global warming suddenly surged. The band of heat normal to equatorial earth expanded north and south into the major food producing temperate zones. The sterilizing effect of the winter freeze was compromised. Crops endured assaults of insect blooms and disease infestations. Food became the major issue when humanity experienced its first worldwide crop failure. The majority of cultivated food plants, of similar hybrid types, lacked diversity, which amplified worldwide vulnerability. Starvation touched every continent.
The earth’s hot places blistered and cracked in the increasing heat. From within, it rumbled and groaned with terrifying frequency. In California, a long series of closely spaced moderate quakes reduced most major cities to a pile of rubble.
The state’s manmade dams crumbled and released rivers that rampaged through towns and cities. Unchallenged fires raged, fed by broken fuel lines and spewing oil wells. The wild lands of brush and forest burned. Of the heroic and desperate who ventured into the smoke and rubble, few returned.
California was not alone in the devastation. Similar disasters occurred worldwide. Large cities suffered the most. Panic and confusion raged. Hospitals ceased functioning, and the sick had to fend for themselves. Law enforcement dissipated into self-defense. Collapse, collapse, collapse.
Where the rains did fall, they were ponderous. Rivers broadened, lakes expanded to seas, and the polar ice shrunk. In Antarctica, a large portion of the western ice slope slid into the sea. Ocean levels rose dramatically evoking coastal flooding. Collapse, collapse, collapse.
As California rumbled, its population scattered, many people arriving in Oregon. At first Oregonians took the refugees to heart, providing them with what they could. However, as in the town of Winchester Bay, most places soon posted signs indicating the town could hold no more. Charitable efforts vanished. Those with supplies became defensive and those without, aggressive.
Federal officials conducted self-indulgent preparations, and all agencies discontinued contact with the populace. Politicians disappeared into military compounds, which they sealed with zealous security.
————————————————
Departure time for Justin and his family arrived. Hostilities erupted throughout the area and the periodic sound of shots crackled in the air.
In early fall, the northwest anguished under a persistent drought and the forest dried to kindling. Justin apprehensively studied the sky for signs of rain. However, a greater danger loomed in the eyes of neighboring people. He knew they would fight to live and he wanted no part of that struggle.
The family sat at home waiting for the night and the rising of the moon. They dealt with their fears and sadness, and many silent tears fell in the gloom of their awareness.
————————————————
At midnight, Justin rose to his feet.
“Let’s go.”
They walked out the door to their waiting vehicle. They got in and Justin started the engine. “I’m going to make a quick stop at the sea view.”
He stared through the windshield. “One more look at the sea and a good-by. It’ll only take a moment.”
He took their silence as an affirmative answer.
A short, five minutes drive brought them to an overlook, one hundred feet above a sandy beach. Justin and Paul got out of the car. The moon glittered the sea with silver sparks. The air was still, cool and moist with the breath of the sea. Justin’s chest expanded and contracted in three deep breaths. “Perfumed femininity.”
He turned to Paul. “It’ll be a long time before we see her again.”
Paul shuffled his feet on sand dusted stone and reached down to pinch a small measure of white granules between his forefinger and thumb. Part of the sand he placed in his trouser pocket. The rest he handed to his father. “I think of the Orca, sitting and waiting for an ugly end. That hurts.” He strolled back to the car.
Justin gazed across the sea and whispered. “Forget me not.” He then turned in the direction of the moored Orca. “Sorry gal.”
He looked to the east. “Take care, Zoe.” Looking at the sand in his hand, he let it drop to the ground.
Not so very far at sea a whale’s head rose above the shimmering waves and looked toward land. The creature held the position for a very long moment and then slid slowly beneath the surface.
Justin returned to the car, started the engine, and the family headed inland. They left their home, they left the sea, and focused on the future. A future sure to have pain and struggle, and sure to not leave them unmarked.
They drove through Winchester Bay watching shadowy figures move among the unlit buildings. The four-wheeler never stopped. David stared through the back window until a turn in the road blotted out the view of the little town. Michelle never looked back. She leaned her head against the side window in quiet repose.
They came to and turned down a gravel road that headed east into the dense Oregon coastal forest. When they reached their pre-selected spot, they parked the truck and covered it with brush. Justin turned to the direction from which they came.
He toyed with the keys. “Perhaps a miracle.” He put the keys into his pocket.
With packs loaded, the foursome disappeared into the thick dark forest.
Adam’s diagnosed paranoia transformed into insight. The locals now praised him and a few apologized for past criticisms. “You did the right thing Adam. Should’ve done the same thing myself.”
However, the congratulations dwindled with the dwindling of supplies accessible to the populace. The local attitude toward Adam and his family changed to an inquiring nature.
“Tell me Adam, just how much food and stuff do you have on hand?”
“Adam, are you willing to share your supplies?”
————————————————
Adam sat in his favorite living room chair. Nicole lay across from him on a plush, deep red couch. Her eyes studied the heavy beams of the high arched ceiling. The room was large and old and little changed from generations back. Nicole’s left arm cushioned the back of her head. Her right arm caressed a hollow and nervous stomach.
Adam rubbed his chin as he stared down at the plush Asiatic rug. “Everybody around here knows I’ve got piles of supplies.” He looked at Nicole. “I’ve been talking about it for years.” He shook his head. “I’ve even tried to get the others to do the same.”
Nicole swung her feet to the floor and leaned forward, her hands went to the sides of her head and her long black hair draped over the rug. “So, you think there’s going to be trouble?”
Adam slumped down in his chair, his head eased back and he closed his eyes. “The stuff we have...social order is breaking down.” His head moved like a ponderous weight. He rubbed his eyes. “Trouble is on the way.”
After a long silence Adam spoke again. “Envision a mass of people...our neighbors? In desperate need...marching on our home?” He took a deep breath. “It’s a matter of time...they will soon need things. We can’t stop them.” He looked deeply into Nicole’s eyes. “We wouldn’t want to.”
Nicole sat back into the couch, her body weak from continued stress. “Perhaps we can give it away now, before anything happens.”
Adam stood up and strode to the large stone fireplace. There was no fire; it was late spring. He extended his palms to the mantel and leaned his weight against the stones. “Who gets what? And how much? In the end they will take it all. How can we survive with nothing?”
Nicole spoke to his back. “Are you saying that we have to leave?”
Adam’s head dropped between his arms. “No other way.”
————————————————
Two days later, a very demoralized family gathered in the living room, the girls on the couch, Nicole in Adam’s chair, and Adam standing in front of the fireplace. They sat before him, quiet and solemnly attentive. Adam proceeded. “I made a mistake... I don’t know why I didn’t anticipate it.” He looked up and shook his head. “Most of the people around here are totally unprepared. They’re running out of everything. And they know we have a lot of what they need.”
Nicole sat quietly, her chin resting on entwined fingers. Chimene watched her father with puffy eyes as she wrung a wad of tissues in her hands. Julia curled up at the other end of the couch and pulled an afghan across her body. The girls now spent these days at home avoiding the neighbors and the town’s people.
Adam continued. “I was in town yesterday. There isn’t much left in any of the stores.”
Chimene spoke in a shaky voice. “Why don’t we give some of our stuff away?”
Nicole turned solemn eyes to her daughter. “They’ll keep coming until everything is gone.” She paused. “We don’t want to get involved in any sort of confrontation.”
Adam took a deep breath. “No, no, we can’t fight. We have to take what we can and go somewhere.”
Julia’s eyes brightened. “Perhaps we can go to grandma’s and grandpa’s in Seattle.”
Adam shook his head. “No. No...perhaps later when things simmer down.” He looked at Nicole and turned back to the children. “Things in the city are probably worse.”
Nicole’s voice cracked as she spoke. “We spoke to grandma and grandpa. They told us to stay away.” She couldn’t say anymore. She couldn’t tell the girls that her parent’s phone only beeped a busy signal for the past week. She closed her eyes with a silent sigh.
Chimene spoke in a whisper, her words quivered. “I guess we can go somewhere for awhile? Wait things out? Come back later?”
Adam straightened and spoke with firm words. “Right. We’ll take the two big trucks, load’em up with supplies and find a spot to hunker down for a while. Camp somewhere.”
Chimene forced a smile. “When do we go? What do we bring?”
Adam moved to his daughters and stood before them. “We’ll take it one step at a time. First step, I’ll turn all the livestock loose.” He looked at Nicole. “Your mother will start gathering the camping stuff and food...You two,” he looked at Julia, “Go upstairs and get your camping clothes together.” Julia uncurled and stood. Chimene rose, walked past her father and stood at her sister’s side.
Adam sighed. “Do it now.”
The girls turned with heads down and walked out of the room and up the stairs.
Adam turned to Nicole. “We’ll set up a camp site down the south road, near Chippy Creek. I can make a few runs back to get more stuff.” He exhaled a deep breath. “Then we’ll decide on step two.”
Nicole’s eyes welled with tears, she blinked and the tears rolled down her checks. She took a deep breath and looked at Adam. “The good times are over...aren’t they?”
Adam didn’t answer. In the silence they could hear the girls moving about and talking through their tears.
Adam whispered. “I’m going out to the barn.”
——————————
They established the campsite at Chippy Creek. Nicole and the girls stayed at the site and Adam made trips back to the ranch for additional supplies. The trucks’ AM-FM radios kept them up to date on world events, which continued to deteriorate, panic spreading, cities in riot, and the roads filled with the fleeing. Their cellular phones still worked and provided communications. Calls to their neighbors gave the impression that the situation at the ranch remained unchanged. To add to the deception, Adam drove through town several times.
——————————
Adam finished unloading the truck after his fifth trip to the ranch. Nicole wrung her hands. “That should be enough.” She looked at the pile. “It’s more than we can take with us, even with two trucks.” She waited for Adam to answer. Then she pleaded. “Let’s cover our trail. Onto step two.”
Adam kicked a few stones in the dusty soil. “I want to make one more trip. A few more medical supplies.” He looked at her. “We can hide some of this stuff and get it later.”
“Adam, we have enough!” Nicole’s hands started to shake and she clasped them together.
“It’ll be OK ...I’ll call you on the phone before I go in.” Adam’s eyes shifted away. “We need a reserve.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Just in case.” Adam walked to the truck and climbed in. “I’ll look the place over with the field glasses. If anything is amiss, I’m outta there.”
“I don’t like this, Adam, please stay. Please!”
“It’s OK. One more trip.” His hand reached for the ignition key and the truck’s engine roared into life. Nicole stepped back. She unclasped her hands and whispered as the truck rumble away.
“It’ll be OK.” The truck went over a little rise and was gone. Nicole continued to watch for several long moments. She took a deep breath, turned, and took long strides to the other truck to await his call.
——————————
About forty minutes later the phone rang. Nicole picked it up and pushed the appropriate buttons. “Hi.”
“It’s quiet. I’m going in. This won’t take long.”
“Leave the phone on.”
“OK.”
The engine rumbled as Adam drove to a storage building. She heard the truck door open and close. Later she heard sounds of things dropping into the back of the truck.
“That’s enough Adam, that’s enough!”
Minutes later the cab door opened and she heard sounds of Adam climbing in. The truck door shut, but almost instantly, reopened and a powerful blast sounded..
Nicole flinched and sucked in a breath. Terror rose from her bottom, passed through her heart and filled her mind.
“What the fuck?...You asshole. You killed the sucker.” A husky voice, a voice Nicole knew. A matching facial image flashed in her mind. Rufus Dawn, the owner of a dilapidated ranch close to town. Nicole’s legs trembled. The phone spoke with a younger voice. “What’ d you wan’ a do?...Take prisoners?” Nicole’s quivering hand rose to her mouth.
Rufus spoke again. “He was taking that shit somewhere... he came from down that road.”
Again the younger voice. “Hey, is that cell phone on...Shit.” The phone went silent.
Nicole swallowed. The phone fell from her grip and her vision blurred. On trembling legs she exited the truck, her hands groping across the truck’s front fender. She blinked to clear the blurring in her eyes and scanned the campsite. A large pile of equipment, two tents and a smoldering fire sat near the shallow stream. Chimene sat with her back toward Nicole, her legs drawn up tight to her chest, held by her arms. Her chin rested on her knees as she gazed at the stream. Julia stood at her sister’s side, facing her mother. The young girl’s hand reached out and shook Chimene’s shoulder.
Nicole squinted at a strange droning sound that blocked all other sound. Her hands shook and her stomach hollowed. Her gaze turned to the stack of supplies. Her mind whispered. The killers will follow the road to this place. You have to do something. The children, the children. She looked at them.
Chimene rose and turned to face her. Her mouth moved, but the words were inaudible to Nicole. The girls started walking toward her, grimacing, their strides queerly labored.
Nicole ran to the supplies and shouted hysterically. “Load the truck! As much as we can. Hurry.”
The girls came to a sudden stop and gawked at their mother. Nicole picked up a box and shouted. “Do what I said.” The girls didn’t respond. Nicole dropped the box and rushed to them. She grabbed each by the hand and dragged them to the supplies. “Pick something up and put it in the truck!”
Nicole picked up a box and threw it in the truck. The girls responded with ugly scowls, and barraged Nicole with questions. Questions that fell on deaf ears.
Nicole spun around, her eyes glaring. “Do it. Do it now.” The girls responded and tried to match their mother’s speed.
They filled the truck and covered the contents with a tent. Nicole directed the girls into the cab. She climbed in behind the steering wheel and gave the ignition switch a quick twist. The big engine roared with power that restored Nicole’s hearing. The girls were again jabbering for an explanation. Nicole raised her hand to silence them. Tears welled and ran down her checks.
Her voice stammered. “Your father...is dead...someone shot him.” Her hands gripped the top of the steering wheel, and she rested her head on her knuckles. “I heard the whole thing on the phone.” She took two short breaths. “They know we’re here...our supplies. They’re coming to get them.” She rolled her head toward them. “We have to run.” Her hands trembled.
Chimene’s eyes widened and she shouted. “What?”
Nicole ignored the question, pushed herself back into the seat, shifted the transmission lever into drive and depressed the accelerator. The truck’s back tire sprayed gravel and proceeded down the bumpy, primitive road.
Nicole acted with pure instinct. Step two presented itself as going. Simply going. The world was now a jungle and they were pursued by predatory animals. They could hide in the jungle, but they couldn’t get out of it.
Nicole drove with sporadic shivers, the sound of the shot echoing in her mind. My lover’s gone, his strength’s gone, we’re alone.
Julia sat next to her, rocking back and forth, her hands covering her face. Chimene’s hands moved in a silent one-person conversation. Nicole hung onto the steering wheel, eyeing the darkening shroud of a day’s end. I don’t want the night. She looked in the rear view mirror. We’re alone.
The primitive back road ended and a paved one began. Intuitively, Nicole turned to the southerly direction. No sleep needed, she drove on and on. Periodically the girls talked to each other in short conversations. At other times, one or the other cried. Questions directed at Nicole where answered by the phrase, “I don’t know.” Silence enveloped the trio.
——————————
Droning hours gave way to a new day. Nicole stared through weighty eyes and slouched behind the wheel. Exhaustion provided a near vacant mind and the sun’s light bestowed a touch of warmth. The girls, awake, stared hypnotically, their eyes merely slits.
Nicole slowed and turned left at an intersection. She didn’t know why; she just did it. The road separated two fields of knee-high, brown-dry grass. The matching images enveloped her scattered mind with simplicity.
Three miles down the road, to her left, a group of bushy trees stood like a bundle of green umbrellas. Nicole slowed the truck, shifted into four-wheel drive and turned into the surprisingly smooth field.
She drove to the trees, stopped and silenced the truck. Nicole slumped across the steering wheel with her head turned toward the girls. “Get the sleeping bags.” She blinked. “Find a place under the trees. I’ll sleep in the truck.”
Julia and Chimene listlessly climbed out of the truck and when they returned, Nicole lay across the seat, asleep. They covered her and withdrew to the trees.
——————————
Hours later Nicole, startled by a dream, sat up. Still dreamy, she fumbled to open the door. Slowly she stepped to the ground and walked to the rear of the truck. With her bladder in urgent pain, she dropped her trousers and squatted with a relaxed sigh. Wheel tracks led back to the road. Nicole mused. A trail. The killers. They’ll find us.
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