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You will forever be missed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Disclaimers



[image: ]




All rights reserved.  Any unauthorized duplication in whole or in part or dissemination of this edition by any means (including but not limited to photocopying, electronic bulletin boards, and the Internet) will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law.

This is a work of fiction.  All of the events described are imaginary.  Most of the characters in this novel are fictional.  A few real-life individuals gave permission for their names to be mentioned.  Aside from these individuals, any resemblance to living people is purely coincidental.  Any mention of any actual place, including, cities, states, or places of business is purely coincidental.

The information contained in this novel is intended for entertainment purposes only.  The medical details contained within this novel do not constitute medical advice.  Consult a doctor if you have any medical questions.

The purpose of this novel is to entertain only.  The author, publisher, and distributor shall have neither entity with respect to any loss or damage caused, or alleged to be caused, directly or indirectly by the information contained in this novel
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Asher’s Men – aka - prison inmates

Asher Asher Latham - aka Polar Bear - 36yo, White, never married, no kids.  Church of Christ, jack-of-all-trades, serving time for murder.

Aaron Thomas - aka Aaron aka Jerk Face - 34yo, White, divorced, has one daughter named Darby.  Baptist, loyal, rail worker not-approachable due to natural facial expression often misread as angry, serving time for armed robbery.

Chris Anglin - aka Red aka Santa Claus - 40yo, White, divorced, three kids.  Baptist, contractor who grew up on a farm, serving time for drug trafficking.

Marlow Warren - aka War aka Milk Man - 30yo, Black, never married, no kids.  Muslim, extremely likeable, always smiles, former semi-pro boxer, serving time for murder.

Martin Carlson - aka Martini - 32yo, White, never married, no kids.  Undecided Christian who dislikes organized religion, wordy, highly intellectual, creative, overly analytical, and really tall, 6’8”, serving time for accessory to murder.

Shane Gaston - aka Stain - 44yo, White, divorced, three kids, Pentecostal Holiness, farmer, contractor, serving time for aggravated assault and drug possession.

Gary Raymore - aka Ger-Bear - 45yo, White, married to Carrie, father of two grown kids, Preston and Peyton.  Baptist, who never shows anger, former executive, serving time for embezzlement.

George Wallace - aka Papa-Smurf - 74yo, White, no living family.  Agnostic, former Flea-Market owner, former biker, experienced outdoorsman, obsessed with word-searches, smart-ellic, serving time for murder and racketeering. 

Alfred Stanford - aka Stack - 82yo, White, divorced, daughters live out of state.  Christian - Pentecostal, former Life-Insurance Salesman, stroke victim, wheelchair bound, serving time for murder.

Drew Glidden - aka Drewsky - 30yo, White, never married, no kids.  New-aged Christian, former college student, nerdy, strong, capable, rarely serious, serving time for forgery.

David Johnson - aka Super Dave - 60yo, Black, divorced, adult estranged kids.  New-aged Christian, former hustler, serving time for drug trafficking.

Duane Collins - aka Reefer - 45yo, Black, never married, no kids.  Jehovah’s Witness, electrician, serving time for murder.

Antonio Madden - aka Mad Man - aka Maña, 62yo, White and Native American mixed race.  Divorced, adult estranged kids.  Christian who dislikes organized religion, grumpy, hence the nickname, serving time for murder.

Kevin Wallace - aka Nutty - 34yo, Black, married, highly intelligent, but quiet.  New-aged Christian, former Music Industry Executive, serving time for drug trafficking.

Craig Johnson - aka Crash - 48yo, White, short, fit, bald headed.  Heathen Asatru, Fire fighter and EMT before ‘crashing out’ into drug addiction a string of petty crimes.

Bradley Smith - aka Big Country - 35yo, White, divorced, estranged children.  Atheist, former tow-truck driver, redneck, serving time for drug trafficking.

Marcos Mendez - aka Marquito - 36yo, Honduran, married, three children.  New-aged Christian, former contractor, serving time for drug trafficking.

Daniel Santaroni - aka Danno - 64yo, half Native Hawaiian half Italian mixed race.  Divorced, adult estranged kids.  Practicing Catholic, former pro surfer and Dive Shop owner.  Likes to call all non natives Haole, serving time for drug trafficking.

The Johnsons and Friends

Mai-Lynn Johnson aka Momma Mai - 55yo, Japanese ethnicity U.S. born, widow of U.S. Marine Mike Johnson, stay-at-home-mom, micro-green gardener.

Mike Johnson - Deceased husband of Mai-Lynn Johnson. 

Bethany Johnson - aka Annie Oakley - 23yo, Vanderbilt Univ. Law student, daughter of Mai-Lynn.  Carries her father’s Heckler & Koch HK416 outfitted w/Leopold scope.

Ashtyn Johnson - 19yo, daughter of Mai-Lynn Vandy undergrad.

Lilly-Anna Johnson - 14yo, daughter of Mai-Lynn private Christian High School.

Gary’s Family

Carrie Raymore - Author, wife of Gary Raymore.

Preston Raymore - aka Pretzel - son of Gary and Carrie Raymore.

Peyton Raymore - Daughter of Gary and Carrie Raymore.

The Church Group

Ted Graham - Senior Pastor of Northern Hills Church of Christ.

Nancy Graham - Wife of Ted Graham.

Mike Heath - Boat shop owner.

Shea Heath - Boat shop owner.

Grant Foster - BudCamp’s RV dealership owners and associate pastor Northern Hills Church of Christ.

Donna-Jo Foster - BudCamp’s RV dealership owner, Grants’ wife and middle-school teacher.

BudCamp’s Neighbors and family

Daniel Martin - Head Mechanic at BudCamp’s RV dealership.

Jackie Martin - Wife of Daniel.

Ben Garretson - Hunter’s dad.

Hunter Garretson - Teenage son of Ben Garretson

Stacey Reed - Teenage friend of Hunter Garretson.

Belinda Davis - Teenage friend of Hunter Garretson.

Luke Bivens – Teenage member of the church.

The Carlsons

Erica Carlson - aka Ricky Bobby - 2nd Lieutenant Carlson, Army 101st Airborne - 30yo, White, Martin’s sister, current microbiologist, former medic in Army mother of Max and Alyssa.

Max Carlson - 14yo son of Erica Carlson.

Alyssa Carlson - 6yo daughter of Erica Carlson.

Brandon Smith - 35yo, EMT, visiting family in Idaho when power goes out.

The Powers

Justin Powers aka Fireman - 29yo, White, Rail-worker, father, small-time organic farmer.

Mandy Powers - 28yo, Armenian ethnicity, born in U.S. Occupational Therapist, small-time organic farmer, wife of Justin Powers.

Finley Powers - 9yo son of Justin and Mandy Powers 

Braydon Powers - 6yo son of Justin and Mandy Powers  

McKenzie Powers - 5yo daughter of Justin and Mandy Powers.

National Guardsmen

Army 1st Lieutenant, Harry Spencer - aka Lifeguard

The Bowmans

Dale Bowman - aka Chip n’ Dale - 64yo, retired, husband of Trina Bowman.

Trina Bowman - 62yo, retired, wife of Dale Bowman.

Melinda Bowman - Grown Daughter of Dale and Trina Bowman. 

Motorcycle Shop Staff

Harriet Seymour - Motorcycle Shop General Manager.

Sabina Kinsey - aka Savage - Motorcycle Shop Head of Marketing.

People Rescued from Major Daniels

Chantel Wallace - Nutty’s wife.

Beth Robertson - Girlfriend of Brad Camino.

Amy Camino Fowler - Sister of Brad Camino.

Charles Fowler - Brother-in-law of Brad Camino.

Taylor Fowler - 5yo, niece of Brad Camino.

Logan Fowler - 14yo, nephew of Brad Camino.

Elizabeth Camino - aka Grandma Lizzy - Mother of Brad Camino.

Jimmy Camino - aka Grandpa Jimmy - Retired Marine sergeant, later in charge of command desk, father of Brad Camino.

Jenna Perkins - Her brother was a soldier for Major Daniels but vanished.

Trisha Jenson - Widow of Wes Jenson—soldier for Major Daniels.

Jaycee Jenson - Son of Wes and Trish Jenson.

Heidi Riley - Widow of Private Riley—truck driver.

Kylie Riley - Young daughter of Heidi and Walter Riley.

Lucas Riley - Young son of Heidi and Walter Riley.

Manesh Patel - 53yo, Indian born, U.S. Nationalized, husband of Prianka Patel.

Prianka Patel - 31yo, Indian born, U.S. Nationalized, wife of Manesh Patel.

Pria Patel - 17yo, Daughter of Manesh and Prianka Patel, born in the U.S.

Priti Patel - 10yo, Son Manesh and Prianka Patel, born in the U.S.

The Clinic Staff & Patients

Dr. Sawyers - Clinic owner and founder.

Betty Langford - Nurse at clinic.

Nicole Odenton - Receptionist at clinic.

Victor O’Shay - Patient of clinic.

Stella O’Shay - Daughter of Victor O’Shay.

The Shannon’s

Meredith Shannon - Young Trauma Surgeon VMC, wife of Lacey Shannon, mother of four adopted children.

Lacey Shannon - Computer coder and social media influencer - Husband of Meredith, father of four adopted children.

Marlow’s Family

Sheryl Warren - 56yo, Black, Marlow’s mom, works at Downtown Marriot as a cook,  works part-time in the evenings at the local Publix, Chicago Native, Christian.

Sharon Jenkins aka Aunt Sharon - 61yo, Black, Marlow’s Aunt, works as a nurse at major hospital.

Marcus Jenkins aka Uncle Marcus - 58yo, Black, Marlow’s Uncle, works as a truck driver.

Julie Jenkins - 22yo, Black, Marlow’s cousin.

Alyia Jenkins - 17yo, Black, Marlow’s cousin.

Brenda Osborne - 42yo, Mixed, Black & White, divorced neighbor of Aunt Sharon & Uncle Marcus.

Bailey Osborne - 19yo, Mixed, Black, White, & Asian, daughter of Brenda.

The Rescued

Alicia - 17yo, 

Sheila - 15yo,

Leah - 13yo,

Michelle - 19yo, - Carter’s older sister.

The Rescued - part 2

Rebecca - 23yo, White, separated from husband and son after collapse.

Missy - 21yo, White and Hispanic mixed – her brother, Max was killed by gang members during her kidnapping.

Andrea - 18yo, Black, twin sister of Andreeka.

Andreeka - 18yo, Black, twin sister of Andrea.

Carter - 9yo, White, brother of Michelle.

Jayson - 10yo, Hispanic.

Prologue

Seeking Home picks up where Facing Darkness left off as groups of survivors struggle to deal with the after-effects of a disaster of unknown origin.

Asher Latham, aka Polar Bear and his small group of former prison inmates had been through a nightmare lasting weeks since the day the power went out, cities burned and they’d been left for dead inside the maximum security prison in which many of them had lived for years serving sentences for an array of crimes.

Even though Asher and his guys found a way out of the prison that nearly became their tomb, most of the men who had been incarcerated alongside them had been killed during a gas attack meted out by soldiers led by a Major Kirkland Daniels of the U.S. Army 157th Infantry who’d gone rogue, violating their oath to uphold and defend the United States Constitution.

Major Daniels had long kept his corruption well hidden from those around him within the ranks of the U.S. military.  But, at the onset of the collapse, he recognized an immense power vacuum left in the region and took decisive and murderous steps to fill that void.  He surrounded himself with a select few men who he could trust to carry out any order he issued and quickly worked to take over a large section of North Western Nashville, Tennessee with designs of eventually taking over the region.   Asher and his men managed to get out of the prison and immediately broke into both the prison warehouse and the armory located outside the main prison fence.  While they found little to no food, they did find a large cache of weapons, pseudo military style clothing and gear, tools, fuel and medical supplies.  They managed to repair an old John Deer Gator UTV and an electric golf cart.  Then, they attached small trailers to each vehicle to haul their gear.

Latham and his group of prisoners also came up with their own moral code, a set of rules that he hoped would keep them united while raising their odds of survival as they traveled through the disaster-ravaged city hoping to reunite with their loved ones.  First and most important in their moral code was the agreement that they would do no harm.  Not naïve to the new world around them and their total lack of station, and with the need to find food and other supplies at the forefront of their minds, they created a moral code that each member would have to adhere to.  In their pact, they swore that they would only take from what was obviously abandoned, they would not rob or murder and they definitely would not commit rape.

As soon as they left the prison complex, they came under fire at a road block where one of their own, Craig Johnson, aka Crash was shot, but not killed.   After their near-death experience they witnessed a small plane crash which cut off their pursuers.  They hid from the shooters inside a cardboard box factory until the coast was clear.  From that point on, they decided to travel down the rail line to avoid potential conflicts on the roads.  They eventually found refuge in an abandoned rail road warehouse where they also located a few grain cars full of food.  With starvation no longer a pressing issue, they began working to find their loved ones.

During their first attempted reunion, Marlow Warren, aka Milk Man, was shot by Erica Carlson, the sister of their group member, Martin Carlson, aka Martini when she and her son spotted armed men approaching their house.  Marlow survived but suffered painful injuries and would need time to recover.  They were able to bring Erica and her two children, 14-year-old Max and 6-year-old Alyssa back to the rail yard.

They hadn’t been at the rail yard long when strangers arrived at the gate.  Justin and Mandy Powers and their three young children had come to the rail yard seeking a place to hide from members of Major Daniel’s forces who had just attacked their neighborhood, killing most, if not all of their beloved neighbors.  Justin, an employee of the rail road, recognized the benefits his family could enjoy at the large service yard; a roof over their heads, an oil-fired heater, nearby access to the river for water, thousands of gallons of fuel and oil, and relative seclusion in the middle of the city.  What he had not expected was to find a large group of well armed people living there.

Asher and his men told the new arrivals their cover story, that they were members of a private security team who’s plane had crashed.  As they shared information, a truck arrived just outside the gate.  Justin recognized it was a scout vehicle for Major Daniel’s forces and told them they would only have hours before they would likely come under attack.  Rather than run, they took the time to set traps and put up defenses.  Despite the odds being stacked against them, they somehow won the battle that ensued when Major Daniel’s forces did in fact attempt a raid on the rail yard, though they suffered the heartbreaking loss of several of their friends.  At the end of the battle, they took several hostages, members of Major Daniel’s forces who chose to surrender.

After the battle, Latham’s group independently interviewed the captured soldiers, gaining valuable intelligence.  They learned that Major Daniels had taken over the campus of a local State University creating a pseudo military base.  Working from that very campus, Major Daniel’s forces had been working to clear the neighborhoods around them, ever-expanding the area under his maniacal control.    Their victory came at a heavy cost, as they lost four of their friends.  Alex had been run over by one of the military trucks as it crashed into the woods.  Strong Man had been shot to death while fighting near the front gate of the rail yard.  Cutthroat and Jacob had also both been shot to death in the woods adjacent to the trap Asher’s group had laid for the soldiers as they worked to flank the soldiers.

Under the guidance of their elected leader, Asher Latham, the group launched a rescue mission and were able to free the slaves from the grasp of the murderous Major.

They offered refuge at the rail yard to those they rescued.  Latham immediately recognized their growing numbers meant the need for more food and medical supplies.

***

[image: ]


WHILE LATHAM AND HIS men had been doing all they could to survive, the family of one of his men, Gary Raymore had been living through their own nightmare.  Gary’s son, Preston reacted quickly on day one.  Recognizing something drastically wrong with the power grid, he had immediately chosen to physically sever the connection between his mother’s home and the grid.  When he and his sister Melinda spotted fires in the area, he used his father’s zero-turn mower to respond, taking their mother Carrie along with them.

Along the way, they had a near death encounter with a seemingly murderous self-driving car that nearly crashed into them.  Then, at the scene of the first fire, where a home had been consumed, killing an entire family save the mother, Preston ran into an old high-school buddy Ricky Bowman, and his parents, Dale and Trina.  Ricky offered the use of their ATV’s to try to reach the other fires they could see in the distance and somehow go offer help.  As Ricky and Preston worked to fuel the ATV’s, Ricky’s younger sister, Melinda joined them.  Preston hadn’t seen Melinda in several years, and the gangly, annoying younger sister of his long forgotten friend had grown into a stunningly beautiful young woman.  Now grown, she made her feelings for Preston known as they rode around the city trying to find help. 

They quickly realized that help wasn’t available when they found their larger city in a state of disaster.  Fires burned all around them.  A plane had crashed into the local fire hall.  They were attacked by would-be robbers.  They found vehicle accidents all over the city, people looting stores, and armed civilians manning roadblocks.  Preston knew they would need to react quickly, so he drove straight to a Payday loan store where he secured a large sum of cash.  Their next stop was at a gun store where he purchased a number of firearms and ammunition.  Their final stop was at a small grocery, where Preston purchased a large quantity of food.

The trio returned to the Bowman residence.  Since Preston worked as a risk analyst, he informed the larger group of his fears, that they were living in at least a regional disaster unlike any they’d ever experienced.  He also explained that if help was coming, it wouldn’t arrive anytime soon.  Based in his warnings, the two families agreed to join forces and share resources, hoping to make the best of an horrific nightmare.  They immediately began making preparations to secure the home for the long haul.  One night, looters raided several houses away from the Raymore residence and had to be fought off at gunpoint.

A meeting with many more of their neighbors brought about a secure radio perimeter that helped to warn them when hostile forces edged into their perimeter.

As the young members of both families worked to gather supplies to make it through the harsh winter, they ran into trouble along the way.  They were nearly killed by a drifter at a motorcycle shop.  Instead, Melinda Bowman killed him, saving the day.  In the process, she and Preston rescued two female employees Harriet Seymour and Sabina Kinsey who had been hog tied and cut up by the drifter.  After seeking help to heal their wounds at a small clinic that was still in business, Harriet and Sabina accepted Preston’s offer to join their group.

Not long after, Preston tried to make contact with his father at the prison, instead finding it abandoned and the inmates dead in their cells.  He put two and two together since he’d already learned that some uniformed soldiers and cops working from a tiny regional airport had been manning a roadblock preventing access to the prison.  Believing his father was dead in his cell, murdered by the soldiers, he decided to take revenge.  Preston talked members of his group into helping with his guerilla style attack plan.  And despite all odds against them, they successfully carried out a devastating attack on the troops, killing many of them, stealing a large military truck, and capturing one soldier in the process.

Preston and his small group kept the soldier tied up in his father’s tool shed in the back yard while they tried to figure out what to do with him.  They debated the morality of torture, with opinions running the gamut.  Eventually, before they ever turned to torture, the soldier began providing Preston with answers to his questions.  During the Q & A session, Preston learned straight from the horses mouth that the soldier and his fellow troops had been the ones responsible for the execution of the prison inmates.  Preston left the man to allow himself time to cool off.  But, while he was gone, Preston’s younger sister Peyton went to the soldier to feed him.  During the meal, the soldier began to choke, and while Peyton could have helped him, she watched as he died before her eyes.

At one point, hostile men attacked the local clinic.  A few survivors made it out alive and with guidance from one nurse who Preston had befriended, they made their way to the Raymore residence—seeking shelter.

While hunting alone, Preston was nearly killed by a trio of drug addicts.  Dale and Melinda—who had gone looking for him—saved his life.

***
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ASHER’S GROUP WORKED to settle in with those they’d rescued from Major Daniels when Justin asked him to help bury his murdered neighbors.  They gathered a small force and returned to the ravaged neighborhood.  When they finished with the burials, they searched each home, hoping to find anything of use.

As soon as they returned to the warehouse, they launched another mission, hoping to reunite Gary with his family.  The trip was short but a standoff ensued when they approached the Raymore residence.  Gary was over-the-moon to find his family alive and well, though he was shocked to learn that his son had been keeping a secret from him.  While incarcerated, Preston had become an avid shooter—a fan of hunting and all things gun related.  Gary had long been against guns and believed he’d passed on his feelings to his son.  He immediately recognized that his son’s rebellion had likely saved their lives.  All who had been living at the Raymore residence left and went with Asher’s group to the rail yard.

***
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THE GROUP’S GROWING numbers weighed heavily on Asher and he insisted they go in search of more supplies.  As they searched the surrounding areas, hoping to find anything abandoned that they could use, they came upon a group of starving Christians living inside BudCamp’s RV dealership.  They parlayed with the leaders and hashed out a plan to join forces.  Also, upon their initial arrival at the dealership, Latham met the woman of his dreams, Bethany Johnson.

***
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ON DAY ONE OF THE COLLAPSE, Bethany Johnson had nearly been killed on the campus of Vanderbilt University by a fellow student who wouldn’t take no for an answer.  Another student, Cooper Allen stepped in to help her.  To return the favor, she took him with her as they fled the chaotic scene.  The pair escaped the campus in Bethany’s old, but heavily customized, and well maintained Jeep Cherokee.  They used the working vehicle to navigate the disaster ravaged city and reunite Bethany with her sisters, her mother, her neighbors and eventually Cooper with his own roommates.

Cooper and his roommates were computer hackers and the most skilled of the group, Angelica Peña, aka Angel, believed she could help solve whatever was happening to the world.  She wanted to build a machine, using computer parts that she could use to combat what she believed was a cyber attack that ravaged the globe.  Bethany agreed to help, so she, Cooper, and his other roommates, Randy Vincent, Nicky Landers, DeMarcus Jackson, 

Chantel Murphy all pitched in to help Angel.  They searched the area looking for any device they could get their hands on, and brought it all back to Cooper’s house.  There, Angel worked day and night trying to get any device online long enough to at least identify the enemy.

One night, Angel nearly burned Cooper’s house down.  After that, The Johnson family chose to leave, hoping to make their way to a hippie commune in a rural part of the state.  They never made it out of the city.  Bethany’s Jeep became stuck in a traffic jam and they had to go it on foot.  They found refuge in a FEMA camp, where on the first night, her sister Ashtyn was attacked by a would-be rapist.  Her mother, Mai-Lynn, shot the man and the family fled to another tent.  As they reeled from the attack, an older man, Hubert Decker asked if he could join them.  He apologized for not helping during the would-be rapist’s attack and offered them some food.  Not long afterwards, they learned that the camp was closing due to flooding in the area.  Not wanting to relocate to the outdoor football arena in downtown Nashville, they prepared to make their escape.  As they marched out of the camp, Hubert led them away from the soldiers.  They hid underneath an overpass for a couple days, and then returned to the flooded camp searching for supplies.  Then, they made their way to a nearby RV dealership seeking shelter in an RV.  It was then that they were absorbed into the larger group living inside the dealership.  

***
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LATHAM’S GROUP AND the group living in BudCamp’s made a deal for the groups to merge for mutual aid and protection with the understanding that Asher and his original group would eventually move on as they attempted to reunite with their own families.

Not long after the merge, they pulled off a daring underwater salvage operation at the nearby Opry Mills Mall, during which they were able to salvage much needed goods from the Bass Pro Shop.  The operation provided them with a plethora of survival gear, including, a vast array of weaponry, food, and other much needed tactical gear.

To keep things as normal as possible, Donna-Jo set up a school for the children.  Having learned that portions of the flooded mall were still above water, she asked the salvage team if they’d be willing to return and bring back books for the school.

Glad to oblige her request, another mission at the flooded mall was well underway when strangers in a canoe got the drop on Mike Heath—who was alone aboard the salvage boat.

Follow along with these survivors as they try to overcome obstacles and try to reunite with their loved ones.
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Sneak Attack - Asher

Night 28

Asher Latham had only been back inside the partially flooded book store for a few moments.  He’d worked his way around some debris near the front plate glass windows when he heard voices reverberating through the glass.  Instantly, the hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up, because he knew the only person outside the store was his new friend, Mike Heath.  What bothered Asher the most was that he knew for a fact that Mike was alone, especially since he’d just dropped a box of books onto the front of the pontoon boat—they’d dubbed the Dive Bar—and spoken with Mike.  More to the point, they had sentries posted all over the parking-lot-turned-lake, each of whom had radios, were armed, and were riding Sea-do’s.  Asher couldn’t fathom anyone breaching their perimeter, and he’d not heard a boat motor.  His gut told him something was terribly wrong. 

***
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MIKE HEATH’S HAND SCREAMED out to him, radiating in pain from the hot coffee that had just poured over it when the pair of strangers startled him.

He stood on deck of The Dive bar—the pontoon boat from his dealership, Boater’s Paradise that they’d been using to salvage usable goods from the flooded mall.  The bow faced the entrance to a large commercial chain bookstore, and was tied off to the building itself.  And though the store was flooded, the flood waters on that end of the mall were only a few feet deep.

Inside the flooded bookstore, members of his rag-tag group of fellow survivors were gathering up books.  The request was one they were glad to oblige.  Donna-Jo Foster, the school principle, and owner of BudCamp’s RV dealership—where the group was living—had asked for more books to help teach the kids, and no one objected.

He wished Asher had stayed behind long enough for a cup of coffee, then he’d have a chance.

Mike realized the stranger’s in the canoe had the drop on him and he knew if he didn’t somehow hail his back-up, these strange men just might kill him.  His thoughts drifted to his beloved wife, Shea.  He wondered how she would fare without him.

In his peripheral vision, he realized the microphone for the radio was hanging from the dashboard, right beside his leg.  His only hope was that the radio was still on.

Mike knew he would likely have only one chance.  Keeping his hands high, he rocked his feet back and forth inching the soles towards the helm.  When he felt he was close enough, and without ever taking his eyes off the pair of strangers, he used his thigh to key the microphone, hoping the security team could hear what was going down.

“Look fellas, I’ve got books and fresh coffee.  You want a cup, you just put them guns down and climb up here and I’ll pour you each one.”

“You’re about the worst liar I done ever met,” the big man laughed.  “Ain’t nobody looting books in the middle of this!”

“Well, I’d gladly explain, but I really don’t feel comfortable with those guns aimed at me.  I mean, it is cold and one of you might shoot me by accident.”

***
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THE RADIO CRACKLED to life and Asher heard the voices more clearly.  He’d already begun to warn those nearest him inside the store, using hand signals to get them to quietly work their way towards him.  The crew had dropped the books and readied their weapons as they inched towards the entrance to the store.

***
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THE HIGH-PITCHED WHINE of Sea-Do engines cut through the otherwise silent night air.

“What the heck!” the smaller man yelled as his head turned on a swivel realizing they had not one, but several armed persons aboard Sea-Do’s zippiong across the water heading straight at them.

The larger man stood and reached for the rail of the pontoon boat as if he might want to jump aboard.  Mike splashed him with coffee from the Thermos, scalding his outstretched hand.  He grabbed a nearby oar and used it to shove the canoe away from the pontoon boat, and then ducked behind the bow seating for cover.

Asher waded through the front of the store, aiming his red dot recticle right at the big man’s face.  The guy was doing his best to maintain his balance as the canoe bobbed wildly from their movements.  Right behind Asher, Bethany Johnson, Ashtyn Johnson, Craig Johnson—no relation to the other Johnson’s, but also nicknamed Crash—Max Carlson and Aaron Thomas, all appeared, wading through the water with their weapons pointed directly at the pair in the canoe.

The sentries also zipped across the lake, riding their Sea-Do’s, with their guns drawn.  A few fired warning shots into the air.

The men in the canoe were scared half to death, so much so that the big man actually peed his pants when they found themselves surrounded and outgunned.

“You fellas go on and drop your weapons right there on the side of my boat,” Mike said with a laugh, once he had backup and the men realized they were outnumbered.

The two men immediately complied.

“We got your back, bro.  Good thinking on the mic, Mike!”  Marlow Warren laughed at his unintended play on words as he sat atop a Sea-Do, rifle in hand.

The waves from all the Sea-Do’s zipping over continued to rock all the boats.  The metal canoe banged loudly against the pontoon of the Dive Bar, as the waves shoved it back against the larger vessel.  For a moment, the two men thought they might even tip the canoe.

“So, why are you two here,” Mike asked with a tone of authority.

The bigger guy spoke first.  “Man, I swear we ain’t lookin’ for no trouble.  We jest gotta find some food for our wives and youngans, is all.”

“Yeah, ya’ll can let us go,” the smaller man pleaded.  “We got our camp up river and we’ze jest trying to survive, just like you.” 

Mike bent down, scooped up their guns and put them underneath the front couch cushion in the Dive Bar.

“Come on, man, you can’t take our guns!  We’ll die without ‘em!” the small man pleaded.

“Those guns almost got you both killed,” Crash called out.

“But, how can we hunt for food or protect our families?”

“Shoulda’ thought about that before you tried to rob me,” Mike scoffed with no sympathy.

“Man, we wusn’t trying to rob you, jest make sure you wudn’t gonna hurt us is all,” the big guy lied.

“Seriously, is that how you wanna play this?  You’re little buddy already called me a liar,” Mike reached down and opened the container of books, tipping it so they could see inside.  “Remember, I told you these were just books, but you hoped that I had food in these bags.  Heck, I woulda’ even given you guys a cup of my coffee, but no, you wanted to rob me and call me a liar.  And now you want my sympathy.”

“But, we wusn’t gonna steal it if it was,” the big guy lied again.

“Stop lying Willie,” the smaller man yelled.  “They know what was up.  Look, man, jest ignore my brother-in-law.  You know we woulda took yer food, and we’re sorry.  But please, jest let us go.  You gotta understand we got mouths to feed.  My little girl ain’t ate nothin’ but a couple squirrels we shot in days.  Now that’s the truth.  We wudn’t gonna hurt you, but yeah we was gonna take yer food.”

“And, my guns.”

“Naw, just yer ammunition and yer boat.  But, we’d have dropped you fellas on shore.  We ain’t no murderers, neither.  Oh, and if’n you fellas don’t believe me, I gotta picture of our family in my wallet if’n you let me show you.”

“No, you keep your hands high.  I’ll get your wallet,” Asher said.

Asher waded over to the canoe and fished the man’s wallet out.  Sure enough, inside he found a group family photo including the pair of men, two women, and a whole bunch of cute little kids.

“Don’t you two make any move or those kids will never see their dads again,” Asher said as he climbed aboard the Dive Bar.

He pulled Mike and Justin Powers to the stern to discuss their options.  Bethany followed close behind.  Asher believed the men were likely telling the truth about having mouths to feed, and none of them wanted to leave them in worse condition than they had been when they found them, but they also couldn’t risk having armed men this close to their own group.

They decided on a compromise that would serve both parties well.  First they bound the men.  Then, they put two compound bows and twenty arrows in the canoe with them.  Then after Bethany argued for the kids, they gave them a bag of food and another bag loaded with water and a few medical supplies.

“Now, where’d ya’ll come from,” Asher asked after they’d finished loading the canoe.

The men hesitated, looking to one another while refusing to respond.

“Now look, we’re trying to be reasonable here.  We ain’t trying to find and kill or harm your families in any way.  You don’t have to take us to your camp, but if you don’t at least help us get ya’ll out of here, you can drown right here for all I care.  You tell us where, and we’ll tow you near your camp and leave you to cut yourselves free.  You two can find your way back from there.”

Finally, Calvin told them which direction to take them.

Asher tied the canoe to a line off the stern of the John Boat so that Justin and Preston Raymore could tow the pair upstream.

Once they’d traveled pretty far upstream from the mall, they untied the canoe and tied it onto the trunk of a flooded tree.

“If we see you two down river again, anywhere near the mall, you’ll be shot on sight, no questions asked.  You get me?”

They both nodded.

Before motoring away, Justin tossed a small pocket knife into the middle of their canoe.

“Count to one thousand before moving for that knife.  If you make a move before then, we’ll turn around and shoot you both dead.”  With that, Justin goosed the throttle and pulled away, heading back downstream.  Preston watched the men as they left, but they didn’t dare move.

***
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FOR THE REST OF THE night, with everyone on high alert, they worked hard to quickly complete their mission.  They realized they’d been lucky that the incident was the only human contact they’d had so far in their salvage missions.  They also realized there was no time for sorting.  They simply took every book, manual, magazine, catalog, even CD-ROMs and flash drives that they could get their hands on.  Once they ran out of containers, they bagged them all up in large garbage bags and passed them off to the John Boat, load after load, just like they’d done with the supplies from the Bass Pro Shop.  Waiting on shore, Shane and the others ferried each load back to BudCamp’s, just like they had on the previous missions, although the bed of The Beast had been drained of the used motor oil and the tarps had been removed.

***
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BACK AT THE DEALERSHIP, Donna-Jo and her staff were blown away by the sheer quantity of books that began pouring into the dealership.  Donna-Jo recruited not only her teaching staff, but all the children to begin sorting and cataloging the contents of their new library.  Her husband, Grant had others move shelving from the Retail Shop to an area adjacent to the school trailer to help organize the books.  Somehow, the entire group seemed to realize they were helping to save the future of civilization.

“How funny,” Ashtyn commented.  “We’re essentially saving these people and ourselves by boat?  The National Guard had prevented the mall from being looted, only to have it flooded.  But, by that same chain of events, look how many lives have been saved.”

“You read the Bible a lot?”  Asher asked, when she said what she did.

“My whole family does.  We were raised in the church and were taught all the major Bible stories from a young age.”

“Me too.  I used to be able to recite all the books of the Bible.”

“You can’t anymore?”

“Only the first half of the Old Testament and all the New.”

“My sisters and I can recite them all,” she said as she noticed his eyes had drifted in Bethany’s direction.

***
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GRANT CALLED FOR A meeting and when Asher stepped into the room, he noticed most of the leaders were present, though it was a much smaller group.

“Asher, my guy who’s been dumping the sewage tanks for us quit on me.”

“What happened?”

“When he was dumping a tank, the drain hose came loose and spilled waste all over the floor.  Then the guy vomited—only adding to the mess that had to be cleaned up.  After that, it became clear that someone else would need to do the work.  My crew who work here can handle it, but they’re already covered up in other work.”

“I spoke with all of my group and encouraged them to stop using their toilets.”

“I think it helped, but...”  Grant was interrupted by Brad Camino.

“My nephew, Logan would be perfect for the assignment, Asher.”

“You must not like the kid.”

Brad laughed.  “No, I love him!  But, he’s got the strongest stomach of anyone I know.  Plus, we’ve caught him looking up some really gross stuff with his friends online.”

“And, you know our family camps out every summer and I always get him to help me dump the tanks on our RV, so he’s already familiar with the task,” Grandpa Jimmy added.

“He’s your family, so it’s whatever you think.”

Martin Carlson added Logan’s name to the duty roster, penciling it into the slot for waste management.

“You know, when I saw the mess, it actually gave me an idea,” Brad said.  “We should start dumping some of it up at the exit where the troops were massacred, as if the tanks on the crashed RVs ruptured.  It will add to the effect of deterring anyone who wants to investigate too closely and try to walk around it all on foot.”

“It’ll take longer for him to drive up there and back, but he could dump a few loads there.  Just please send someone along with him for security, whenever he does that.  He can use one of the golf carts,” Asher added.  

Brad nodded.  “Of course, I’ll probably go myself, since the rest of these wusses don’t want to be around the smell.”
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Rabbits - Asher

Day 29

The salt blocks had been a valuable find.  Already, they had three deer carcasses hanging in a back area of the shop, ready to be butchered.  And Papa Smurf had been teaching some of the kitchen staff how to butcher them using only a knife.

Head mechanic at BudCamp’s RV dealership, Daniel Martin had modified a meat grinder by adding an electric motor to it so they could enjoy ground venison.  He also set aside some cuts of venison to teach them how to salt cure it.  For breakfast that afternoon, fresh venison sausage was on the menu and excitement filled the air.

After the meal, Asher held his introductory survival session with the older group of children, teaching them their first survival lesson.  He talked about discipline, specifically; light, noise and litter discipline.  He explained how the tiniest source of light could be seen from very far distances.  How an enemy could track you from your trash or the noise you make.  All the kids listened intently and asked a lot of questions.

While Asher worked with the older kids, Alfred Stanford, aka, Stack and George Wallace, aka Papa Smurf taught the younger kids how to build a non-lethal trap.  It was a long rectangular box with a screen on one end and a trap door on the other.  When he explained how that type of trap wouldn’t harm the animal, Justin Powers’ daughter, McKenzie asked Papa Smurf if he’d bring back a bunny rabbit for her to keep as a pet.

“They’re not tame like the ones at the pet store, liddle’un,” he attempted a smile.  “They wouldn’t be good pets.”

She didn’t like his answer, so not long after the survival classes ended, she came running over, dragging Bear along behind her on his leash.

“Hey, McKenzie!”  Asher said.  “I see you and Bear are getting along fine.”  He bent over and gave Bear a good rubbing.  “Why the sad face?”

“Where’s my daddy?”  

“I think he’s out on shift, working security.  Is there anything I can help you with?”

She sniffled and nodded on the verge of tears.  “Papa Smurf said I can’t have a pet bunny.”

“A pet bunny!” he wanted to laugh but held back so as not to push her to tears.  “Where in the world would he get you one of those?”

She explained, and while her whining and love of pets tickled him to the core, her words sparked an idea.

“Now, McKenzie, please don’t cry.  But, he’s right.  Wild rabbits aren’t safe as pets.  I tell you what, how ‘bout you be patient and we’ll see if down the road we can’t find you some tame ones.  But, you gotta be real patient.  Can you do that for me?”

Her frown instantly turned into a huge smile and she hugged Asher’s leg, nodding furiously.  “I’ll be really, really patient and Bear will too, won’t you Bear,” she leaned over and when she did, Bear licked her face at the mention of his name.

***
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LATER ON, ASHER WAS walking along with Bethany, when they ran into Papa Smurf.  They stopped so that Asher could run an idea by him.  It was obvious the old man didn’t seem to keen to be held up, so Asher got right to the point.  “So, Papa Smurf, I once read an article in a hippie magazine about raising rabbits for meat and fur.  Do you think we could try to breed them here?”

“I don’t know, but if you wanna try, I’ll try to save some of them instead of killing ‘em.”

“I think I can find someone in the group who might be willing to try it,” Asher said.

“Some of our older members grew up on farms, so surely someone would know something useful,” Grant added after walking up late in the conversation.

“I’ll check with the newly appointed librarian and see if any of the books we brought back could help,” Bethany added.

“Well look, if it’s a success, we gotta save one from the first litter as a pet for McKenzie.  This was kinda her idea.”

***
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ELIZABETH CAMINO AND Victor O’Shay volunteered to help build rabbit pens and get the breeding program off and running.  Elizabeth had grown up on a farm and Charles had some carpentry skills.  Victor’s daughter, Stella—having regained her energy after a bad case of influenza—joined them for the project.  She also brought along a few of the other children whom she’d become fast friends with.

Nicole Odenton also dropped by after she heard they were going to begin breeding rabbits.  Her shift in the clinic had just ended and fresh on her mind was the fact that she had missed her period—the first time ever since she’d become pregnant with her daughter, many years in the past.  She’d also begun having trouble keeping down her meals.  Nicole knew she was pregnant, but every time the thought came to her, she pushed it away.  She’d also barely spoken to Preston Raymore since their night together.  Despite her admiration of the younger man, much had transpired and the whole group had moved twice since then.  Also, since their fling, she’d learned more about his apparent connection with Melinda Bowman and she wanted nothing to do with any of that drama.

Nicole approached the work area, hoping to free her mind of any worries.  “Hey, Stella, I’m glad to see you up and running around.”

“She’s been so full of energy,” Victor said as he turned to great Nicole.

Stella was so wrapped up with showing her friends how they were gonna keep the rabbits, she barely nodded to Nicole.

Victor smiled.  “When I heard about this project, I knew I had to bring her along.”

“I’m Elizabeth, but these days most people call me Grandma Lizzy.  I guess they all associate me with my son, Deputy Brad Camino.”  The older woman held out an elbow for Nicole to bump.

“Right, nice to meet you.  I’ve met Brad.  Nice guy!”  Nicole added.

“You know anything about building pens or breeding rabbits?”  Grandma Lizzy asked.

“Not really, I just got off work and thought I’d see if I could do anything to help.  I like to mingle and get to know everybody here, any chance I have.”  She picked up a hammer.  “I do know how to swing one of these puppies, though.”

“Well, then I’m sure we can find something for you to help out with.”

“Thanks.”

***
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THEY HAD BEEN HARD at work for about an hour when a tap on her shoulder startled Nicole.  She turned and found that she was staring in the face of the last person she wanted to see, Melinda Bowman.

Melinda smiled brightly as if seeing Nicole was the highlight of her day.  Melinda even reached for her, offering a hug.

Nicole, hugged her back, but then, suddenly overcome with emotion, she had the urge to vomit.  She covered her mouth and ran for a nearby trashcan.  Ever the good friend, Melinda followed and reached for Nicole’s long dark hair, helping to pull it away from her face as she hurled into the large can, time and time again, until there was nothing left coming up but bile.

Grandma Lizzy approached holding a wet cloth.  Victor also followed, wanting to help, but Grandma Lizzy waved him off.

“You don’t think you have COVID, do you?”  Melinda asked, as Nicole wiped her mouth and tried to collect herself.

Nicole shook her head, no.

Something about her face and overall demeanor told Grandma Lizzy the truth.

“No, honey, your friend’s pregnant, aren’t you, dear,” Not stopping long enough for the other women to respond, she continued.  “I guessed it earlier.  You kept touching your belly.  But, now, I know it’s true.  You must be excited.  And let me tell you, every time I got pregnant—at least for the first trimester—I couldn’t keep anything down either.”

Melinda smiled, and tried to hug Nicole, but she pushed her away, shaking her head while covering her mouth.

“Sorry, but, congratulations!”  Melinda said, beaming with joy.  “Oh, you must be so excited, and so scared.”

Nicole vomited again.

“You probably shouldn’t remind her how scary times are right now,” Grandma Lizzy laughed.  “I’m sure she’s already thinking about it.”

“You’re not even showing.  My mom said it was like that when she was pregnant with me and with my brother.  We were both born underweight.  She said we looked like premie’s even though we were both full term.  I bet you’re gonna have a little baby, you know since you’re belly is still so flat.”

Nicole had no desire to stay and discuss her pregnancy with anyone, much less Melinda.  “I’m sorry ladies.  I need to go lay down.”

“I’ll help you back to your camper,” Melinda offered.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3

[image: ]




The Truth – The Patel’s

Day 29

Prianka Patel found her husband, Manesh playing cards with some other men.  She waited for the hand to finish and then asked him to step aside with her so she could talk to him.

“I just saw Pria walk off with that Max boy again.  We must talk to her, Manesh.  Things are different now.”

Manesh had begun to watch his daughter, Pria more closely after Prianka first shared her concerns with him back at the rail yard.

“I agree!  Thank you for bringing this to me.”  Her eyes revealed just how deeply she had been affected by their daughter’s recent actions.  He wanted nothing but peace for his family.

The Patel’s were  thankful they had survived the power outage and having been put to work for Major Daniel’s and later saved by this rag-tag group of people, they recognized their fortune.  Despite having been welcomed by the group, their own culture held certain expectations.

Countless tens of thousands of the Patel clan had immigrated and settled into life in the United States, but they remained steadfast, sticking to their long-held tradition of arranged marriages.  So serious was the practice to all Patels that the clan held yearly conventions all around the U.S. wherein parents would send their young, marriage-age Patels for what amounted to huge meet-and-greet group dates.  The soul purpose was to help them find suitable mates.

And while, over the decades, a few of the younger Patels had fought against the tradition, Prianka and Manesh had never had any reason to worry about their own daughter’s obedience.  Pria had never shown the slightest objection or indication that she would go against their wishes and marry outside the clan.  All she had ever asked when the subject arose was that they allow her to finish her college education before they arranged a marriage for her.  But, since they’d begun living at BudCamp’s, surrounded by Christians, they’d found her participating in prayer circles and meeting with other girls her age during Bible studies.  Then one of the ladies commented on Pria’s affections for Max.

“He’s American, and white!”  Prianka lamented to her husband.

“I know, dear.  And worse yet, he’s not a Patel!”

“And what I am knowing is that he is having only one parent.  His mother, Erica.”

“I know, dear.  We will talk with her.  That is what must be done.  But for now, just keep your eye on her you must, please.”

“Of course.”

***
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LATER THAT EVENING, as night fell, Manesh and Prianka decided to confront Pria.  And not only their accusations, but their matter-of-fact demands caught her completely off guard.  She was horrified, because it was not at all how she’d hoped to deal with the subject.

Out of her habit of deceiving them for years, and not yet understanding how much they had figured out, she denied any knowledge of rumors of a relationship between her and Max.  Pria knew she held strong feelings for Max, but also that it was too soon to know what the future might hold, especially with all that was going on around them.  She had considered telling them that she liked the boy, but she knew that would cause them more stress.  Pria had become such a practiced liar when it came to protecting her own life choices around her parents that she quickly crafted a believable cover story.  And even as the words flew from her mouth, she felt an overwhelming sense of guilt.  

“Baba, you know how these ladies are.  They try to play match maker, nosy busybodies, that’s all.  They don’t understand our ways, or our culture, Baba,” she hoped they would drop it.

Her father and mother looked at one another as if they had successfully meted out the prearranged ambush they’d  designed to control her.

“Well, Pria, I am glad to hear it.  You know how important it is to marry within our clan.  It is what your mother and I did, and what you will do, yes.”

Pria nodded—staring at the floor, still unwilling to look her parents in their eyes when she lied.

“My beloved daughter, while we are here talking, you should know that we think it’s best that you do not continue with this praying and studying of their bible with these people.  It may contribute to the rumors and give the wrong impression.”

Her mother interrupted.  “Of course, you do not believe as they do, so why is it that you would want to behave as though you do?”

Feelings of both fear and anger began building inside Pria as she faced her parents.  She’d long imagined how that day, how that conversation might play out, and never once had she thought it would look or feel like it did.  She’d always taken careful steps to avoid discussing her true feelings and intentions concerning her parents expectations for her own future.  She’d long hoped that their own dealings with other non-Indian Americans would somehow soften what she felt like were out-dated beliefs, that somehow their life in America would influence their expectations to ones more in line with that of the modern world.

She’d been a Christian for over two years, and while she wasn’t against marrying within the Patel clan, she had promised herself for a very long time that she would marry for love and she had long ago decided that she would only marry a Christian.  Although she was already attending college and had been for over a year, she was not yet eighteen.  That would change in less than a week, not that it mattered with the world in shambles.

“Baba, Mama.  I have something to tell you.  I do not want to bring disappointment to either one of you, but I will not deny this thing you asked me.  I am a Christian,” she paused to allow her words to sink in, and then continued.  “I was baptized into Christ Jesus over two years ago and have been living for Him ever since.  I lied to both of you moments ago about Max, for that I am very sorry, and I ask for your forgiveness for that lie.  And while I have kept this fact from you, I have never lied to you about being a Christian.  I am a sinner, but for all my sins, I turn to Him and he forgives me.  I want you to know Him also, and that is why I must tell you the truth now.  If I deny Jesus, it would be like I never knew Him, and He would not then forgive me, so I have to tell you the truth.  Please, you must understand, and please forgive me for not telling you sooner.”  A sense of relief washed over her and before she knew it, she was smiling.  “So, there it is.  I’m a Christian and I will continue to pray and read the Word of God as he commands us all to do, studying with other believers.  I’d love to share what I have learned about Him with both of you.  As for Max, I have been sharing what I know about Jesus with him, as well and yes, I do like the boy.  He is very kind, and very funny, and well, I think he’s...”

“You are forbidden to speak to him!”  Her father’s words flew from his own mouth with a level of anger she had never before witnessed, scaring her.  Do you hear me!  I will hear no more about it.  It is decided!”

She was shocked by his reaction.

“You will do as your father tells you, Pria.  Go to your room!  We will discuss this more later.”

“What?  My room.  I am not a child anymore and I don’t have a room!”

Pria had been sleeping on a small couch that converted to a bed in the camper where she and her parents had been assigned.  She stormed out of the camper in tears, leaving her parents both calling after her.

She ran through the building, looking for Max, but people in the Command Room told her that he was out on LP/OP duty.  Instead, she found one of her new friends and began telling her what happened.
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Hard Question - Nicole

Night 29

Nicole was in her assigned camper when a knock on the door woke her.

She opened the door and there stood Preston’s mother, Carrie Raymore.

“Can I come in?”  Carrie asked.

Nicole nodded and then stepped back, allowing Carrie to pass by her.

“This camper is nice, but tiny,” Carrie said as she took in her surroundings.  “Are you the only one staying here?”

“Yeah, and don’t take this the wrong way, but after being around strangers twenty-four seven, I really liked the idea of having my own space.”

“No apology necessary.  I wouldn’t mind some alone time, myself.  With Gary in prison, and the kids grown and gone, I hadn’t realized just how used to being alone I had become.”

Nicole yawned.

“I’m sorry I woke you...”

“Which begs the question, why are you here?”

“What are you gonna do?”

The women were both old enough and mature enough not to dance around the subject.

“What a question!”  Nicole stood and grabbed a glass from a small cabinet above the space saving sink.  “Water is all I have.”

“I’ll take a glass.”

Nicole poured one for Carrie and then one for herself.

“Your face tells me you’ve been crying a lot.  Melinda told me you vomited a lot earlier.  I’ll make you some soup later.  I’ve got a recipe that was all I could keep down when I was pregnant with Peyton.  With Preston, I craved anything and everything I could get my hands on.”

“Thank you,” Nicole sipped from her glass and then tugged the sleeves of her sweater down over her wrists.  “Does Preston know?”

“I was gonna ask you the same thing.”

“I’ve really complicated things, huh?”

“You both did, but that’s not even the point, now.”  Carrie reached for Nicole’s hand.  “I’ve always wanted to be a grandmother, though I hoped a few more years might pass, first.  Then, all this happened and I spend so much of each day worrying for my two children.  I can only imagine how badly I’ll worry for my grandchildren.”

Tears began to pour down Nicole’s cheeks.  Carrie was putting into words exactly the dilemma that had already been kicking around in Nicole’s head.

“How can I bring a child into this?  But, on the other hand, how can I not after losing my daughter.”

Carrie nodded.  “Even if you didn’t, what could you do to stop it.  I mean, it’s not like the Planned Parenthood clinic is open for business.”

“I already spoke to Dr. Sawyers.  She said I won’t have to keep it.”

Carrie’s heart fell.  She was against abortion, both due to her Christianity, and because of her experiences as a mother.  But, she didn’t want to push Nicole and possibly push her towards that fateful decision.

“Preston told me you’d lost a child.  I can’t imagine the pain.  Are you seriously considering not keeping this one?”

Nicole wiped her tears on the back of the sleeve with her free hand.  “I don’t know.  I mean, I haven’t ever taken a stance on the subject, either way.  The next guy I dated after my husband, he turned out to be a loser, too.  After that, I didn’t date much, and when I did, I was always took precautions to ensure I didn’t get pregnant.  As time passed and having failed to meet anyone special, I guess I gave up hope on having my own family.  Now, the thought of a little one both frightens and excites me.  But, Preston...it’s just, he and Melinda...she’s been confiding in me, thinking we’re besties or something.”

“I’m sorry my son put you in this predicament.”

Nicole laughed out loud.

Carrie let go of her hand and leaned back, shocked by Nicole’s reaction.

“Carrie, I guess he hasn’t told you much about our...whatever it was.”

Carrie shook no.

“I chased him.  I wanted him, and I got him.  But, and this next detail is very important.  I didn’t truly understand the thing between he and Melinda.  Had I, I would have backed off.”

“His father and I had a long talk...actually, we’ve had a few talks with him about the fact that he needs to come clean with her.”  Carrie folded her arms.  “Neither of us are very happy with him about this.”  As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized she sounded too judgmental.

“I think he meant to.  But, without this,” Nicole leaned back and placed a hand on her belly.  “None of it really matters.  I only say that because he and I have barely spoken.  There’s so much more pressing issues with our very survival than to waste time worrying about romantic feelings.  I’m sure he’s just been busy trying to help keep us all alive.”

“I didn’t mean to judge you.”

“You didn’t offend me.”

“It’s just, I’m gonna go ahead and spit it out.  I haven’t even talked to Gary about this yet.  I want to wait for Preston to know first, but I can tell you he would agree with everything I’m about to say.  If, and I hope you do decide to keep the baby, but if you do, we will do anything we can to help you.  If that means, raising it ourselves, we would do so.  I also want you to know that I have no doubts that Preston would move mountains to care for any child of his own.”

Nicole laughed again.  “I know that.  His character is one of the things I think I like the most about him.  That’s why I hate that I tempted him to go outside his normal pattern of behavior.”

“Girl, you’re being too hard on yourself.  My son is a good man, but he’s no saint.  If he didn’t want to be with you, he wouldn’t have.  It’s not like you drugged him.  In fact, I think he has very strong feelings for you.”

Nicole’s face brightened.  “But, what about Melinda?”

“I shouldn’t have said anything.  All I wanted to relay to you is that you’re not alone in this.”

Carrie stood and grabbed her jacket.  “If you ever want to talk, please don’t hesitate.”

They shared a hug and Carried headed towards the door.

At the last moment, she turned.  “I’ll be by later with some soup.  You try and get some rest.”

“Thanks, Carrie, for everything!”
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A Favor - Bethany

Night 29

Bethany found Asher milling about with some of his friends.  She pulled him off to one side and asked if he could spare a few minutes to talk.

“Sure, what’s on your brain?”

“When my family had to abandon my Jeep, we walked out in the woods and buried our belongings under a huge oak tree.”

He stared at her, waiting for more information while she fidgeted with the ties on her jacket and stared at the floor.

“What is it?”

She looked up at him.  “I just feel silly.  We’ve had such a windfall, a true blessing having salvaged all we did from the Bass Pro Shop that I feel silly asking for your help.”

He brushed his hand down her arm “Don’t feel silly.  Go on, please!”

“It’s just, I had some things in my bag that belonged to my dad and I’d like to go get it.  Dad and I were very close.  He wanted a boy and well, since he got me instead, he treated me like a firstborn son.  He took me everywhere with him, taught me to hunt, to fish, to shoot and to fight.”

Asher held his hands up in mock surrender.  “I give up, don’t beat me up!”
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