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    This book is dedicated to every woman who has been told that they have too much passion, too much energy, too much…something, to succeed.  And to every woman who didn’t listen and went on to achieve great things.  And finally to our daughters, who will see our efforts and model our tenacity of spirit.  
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    Chapter One


     


    Deep within Iran, 46 miles East of Ãbãdãn, the entrance to the war room was planted deep within a cliff. Hidden from all aerial views, it was guarded by heat and motion sensors scattered throughout the hillsides three miles in each direction. There were no roads or trails that could be detected by satellite. The only way in was a GPS guided car that used the exact latitude and longitude of the location to make its way across the barren desert.


    Twenty-six men gathered within the bowels of the underground fortress, nine of whom were wanted by the U.N. as terrorists and war criminals. No two nationalities were the same, though each was joined by a common thread: hatred. The tenor in the room was thick despite the recent victory in the United States three weeks past. As Abu Al-Fadl entered the room, a hush settled over his guests.


    “Welcome.” Many of the men near him inclined their heads and he nodded in response. “There is much to discuss, and the time to release our final plan is upon us. We have nine submarines now, all well equipped for their journey. We await more submarines to join our cause. The Americans will not find our fleet. Our allies from Russia have succeeded in obtaining the new fluid and metamaterial cloaks that will make us invisible to both sonar and radar.”


    Commander Urzhumov raised his glass to those surrounding him. “To the first of many victories using that technology.”


    “Once our fleet has moved into position, the battle will begin at the designated entrances,” Al-Fadl continued. “We have been promised North Korea’s support with General Zhen’s army, and Abu Ahbadi has promised us forces from Syria.”


    There was no expression on Abu Ahbadi’s face. He had come to hear a plan to destroy America. If he did not believe in the strength of the effort, he would withdraw his offer of support and leave.


    General Zhen bowed slightly and handed the case to the man on his right. Ten million dollars bought forgiveness after Abu Al-Fadl’s victory. Each of the men in the room either passed their cases or their wire codes to the soldiers filing into the room. They collected and removed each of the numbered cases from the room. Each would be quickly verified and cataloged. Deceit of either the amount or the code would be unwise.


    “And now,” Abu Al-Fadl smiled and raised his glass, “we drink. To death.”


     


    * * * *


     


    Light. Blinding light from all around and with it, oppressive, smothering air. The kind of air that hurts as you take it into your lungs.


    “Just keep moving.”


    The sun burned as it beat down on my head and shoulders, my skin so tender from weeks underground that I could feel it turning me beet red with each step. Reflexively, my eyes squeezed shut, watering as they tried to acclimate themselves to the extreme sunlight.


    Percy wasn’t going to give us time to look around or unhook our harnesses from each other when we left the mouth of the cave. Like a chain gang, we walked single file behind him. Head down, Percy was following his compass and leading us south. I was able to make out the visitor’s center. It looked as if it had been abandoned right along with us. The vegetation that had surrounded us when we’d arrived was gone. Only bare, scorched earth remained.


    Hot wind rolled over us, and with it, dust. I coughed and shaded my eyes. There had been a road when we drove in. Surely it was still here. It was as if someone had taken their hand and wiped it across the landscape. Fine red soot covered everything. The sun became hotter with each step and I strained against my lead. Pressing onward behind Percy, I could feel the incline in my legs.


    No one spoke. I could feel Ano’s pain from fifteen feet behind me, and it tore at my heart. What good would it have done to tell her weeks ago? The knowledge had been difficult for me to bear. I could only imagine what it would have done to her. No, I had made the right decision in keeping it from her. We still didn’t know how badly Los Angeles had been hit, or any other cities for that matter. She would understand why I’d done it. Ano would forgive me, in time.


    “Matt,” Jazz called out, “switch.” He handed Matt the bag of water we’d brought with us from the streamlet and Matt gently took it from his hands.


    I looked down, easier than looking ahead to where Percy urged us forward. My boots were covered in the chalky red dust that blew around us and caked around our noses and mouths. My eyes burned with the dust and overexposure to sunlight. My throat felt as though I was trying to breathe in a sandstorm, and my mouth was filled with grit.


    After two miles, Percy allowed us to stop. We all rinsed our mouths and drank thirstily from the bag of water. Percy pulled the Geiger counter from his pack and held it up. I looked over his arm to see the screen, but couldn’t read it. Even Percy had to shade it from the extreme brightness in order to read the levels.


    “Well?” Jazz asked.


    “We need to keep moving.” Percy wiped away the sweat from his forehead, accomplishing nothing but making a red smear.


    Matt resealed the bag and lifted it up into his arms, slightly lighter than a few moments ago. My ears strained for the sounds of a car, a truck, an animal; anything. The sound of the wind in my ears was all the answer I was given.


    “Let’s go. We can’t stop.” Percy slung his pack back onto his shoulders.


    “Do we hook up?”


    “No, for a while we can walk independently. Let’s go.”


    All around me were rocks, hills and dust. The heat pressed down and slowed my gait, as if I were walking knee-deep through sand. I looked down at my arms and hands.


    “It’s okay,” Matt said beside me. “No blisters. Besides, I’ve got the water bag. We’re okay.”


    We kept walking, the pace making the muscles in my legs strain once again. All of us felt like targets in a shooting gallery. In the cave we were shielded, protected. Now, we were in the open, raw. Exposed to the elements and susceptible to whatever had changed our world.


    “Four o’clock,” Matt called out to the group.


    Another two miles and we could see the edge of what used to be the road to the Wind Cave. We trudged along on our current course, and I heard the grating sound of an engine.


    “Wait!” Percy said, and we all stopped.


    “I hear something,” Jazz said.


    We stood silently, the hot wind blowing against us. With a billow of dust coming from behind it, a truck barreled down the dirt road that intersected our path about a quarter of a mile up ahead. Matt let out a whoop. Needing no encouragement, we ran.


    Close to the truck I got a stitch in my side, but kept running until it hurt to breathe. We stopped fifty feet before the intersection. The truck slowed when the driver saw us, and Percy raised his arms over his head for him to stop. It was an old 1950’s work truck, rusted along one entire side. Gray bondo covered the rear bedside panel, and it had patches of mint green paint along the hood and door. I exhaled with relief when the truck slowed and pulled alongside Percy.


    The windows were both rolled down and the flatbed of the truck had boards along the top. The tires were worn and the dust that it had kicked up billowed around us as we stood together on the side of the road. Percy approached the driver, who appeared to be either Hispanic or American Indian. His hair was black and shoulder length. He leaned on his elbow and watched Percy approach the truck. His skin was dark brown and dry; almost the color of the earth around us. I realized how insane we must look; all of us filthy with tattered clothing. With his black eye and split lip, Percy looked like he’d caught the worse end of a bar fight.


    “Hola. Um…me llamo Percy.”


    The driver tilted his hat back on his head. “I speak English. Whaddya want.”


    Percy sighed gratefully. “Is there any way we can…um, hitch a ride in the back of your truck to Hot Springs?”


    He grunted and looked at all of us through the narrow slits of eyes. “Whaddya wanna go there for. Ain’t nothin’ there.”


    Percy swore under his breath. “Oh. Right. Um. Could you tell us where the nearest city is?”


    “Nearest city. To what?” He looked at Percy carefully, and then at all of us. “Where ya tryin’ to get?”


    “Denver.”


    He nodded and sat silently for a moment. “You on the run?”


    “No, sir.”


    He thought for a minute, looking all of us over, then swore under his breath. “Name’s Charlie. We’re burnin’ up fuel just sitting here. Get in the back. I’ll take ya as far as Fall River.”


    We rode in the back of Charlie’s truck to Fall River, our legs and backs grateful for the rest. Next to me, Carlie closed her eyes and fell asleep on my shoulder despite the bouncing over the rolling hills. Ano and Jazz leaned against each other and closed their eyes against the dust that still came into the bed of the truck kicked up from the tires. Percy sat on my side, looking out behind us, his head leaned back against Charlie’s rear window.


    “Percy,” I said, trying to be heard over the sound of Charlie’s engine, “do you know where Fall River is? Are we traveling east, or—”


    “We’re traveling away from the Cave, Kate,” he said tersely. “The further the better right now.”


    I nodded, my cheeks burning.


    Across from me, Matt stared out between the boards above the bedside. His hair, longer than when we’d entered the cave, blew in the breeze. Sensing my gaze, he opened his eyes and his expression softened. He smiled at me, then turned back to stare out beyond the truck.


    Less than an hour later, the truck slowed as we approached Fall River, an actual road underneath the tires. I nudged Carlie, who awoke with a start and looked around.


    “Hey,” I said, rubbing my shoulder where she’d been sleeping. “We’re here, I think.”


    She yawned and looked around the town. Although as we passed the buildings with peeling paint and boarded up windows, I wondered if the place we were driving through could be considered an actual town. Charlie was taking us through what probably used to be the main drag, and was now nothing more than a lot of abandoned storefronts and empty homes. Cars sat on the side of the streets, forgotten. It was like driving onto the back lot of a Hollywood western movie; the kind where the entire town is abandoned, and a shootout happens in the stables at the end. Charlie pulled in front of a store with a whitewashed front that had a hand painted sign that read ‘Peterson’s Market’.


    Jazz hopped over the back of the truck, then reached for Ano. I stepped down and moved aside for Carlie, Percy, and Matt. We all stood at the rear of the truck.


    Charlie got out and stood staring at us. He pointed to the store. “Ya got Peterson’s for some groceries, then there’s still Mill House down the way if you want a hot meal.”


    “Do you have…could we find a phone?” I asked him. “We need to use a phone.”


    “All we got is local here, same as most places. ‘Bout the furthest you’ll be able to call is fifty miles.” He shook his head in disbelief. “You come from somewhere that still has long distance?”


    I exhaled hard. “No, we…we didn’t. I was just wondering.”


    “I brought the charger for my cell,” Carlie said. “Battery’s dead right now, but I bet if we found somewhere with—”


    Charlie looked incredulously at us. “What the hell’re you talkin’ about? Ain’t no cell phone that’ll work anymore. Not least out here. Once you’re in Denver you’ll get some access, but…” he took a step backwards. “Where the hell’ve you been? Don’t you know what’s goin’ on?”


    Percy ran a hand through his hair. He looked at Charlie and sighed. “We were down in the Wind Cave for the last month.” Charlie’s expression changed and he looked at all of us quietly. “We felt something like an earthquake about a month ago, and just came up to the surface today. We’re from Stanford…and…we need to get to Denver.”


    “Stanford, huh?” There was something that flickered across his face, and then it was gone. I’m sure that, looking at Percy and the rest of us, it was near to impossible to imagine that any of us had ever gone to Stanford – let alone set foot on any college campus. Charlie narrowed his eyes again and leaned against the truck. “Bet ol’ Pete Windmere was still there. Teaching…economics.”


    Percy’s brows knit together. “Professor Windmere teaches geology.”


    A slow smile spread across Charlie’s face and he nodded at the truck. “Get in. I’ll take you back to my place. You can get a hot shower and a meal.”


    We stood next to his truck, gauging whether he meant what he’d said, and he laughed out loud. “I gotta go into Petersons and get some flour and meat. I’ll be back in a minute. Stay here…Stanford.”


    “Name’s Percy,” Percy said and reached out to shake Charlie’s hand. Percy pointed to us each in turn and introduced us.


    “All right, well stay here. I gotta go into the store.”


    Matt stepped forward and dug through his pack for his wallet. “I can pay, and if they take ATM I can—”


    “Nobody takes ATM, son. Nobody. You don’t got cash, you don’t got money. Stay here.” Charlie disappeared into Peterson’s, still chuckling.


    We all looked at each other in shock. “You think it’s safe to go with him?” Carlie asked Percy quietly.


    Percy looked around at us. “We’re together and he drove us here, and he didn’t have to.”


    “How far are we from Wind Cave?”


    “About thirty miles.”


    “I think we should go with him and find out as much as we can about what happened. Maybe he’ll be able to take us further, or get us somewhere we can catch a ride.”


    “Do they still have buses?” Ano asked. “If they have Amtrak…or—”


    “If they don’t take ATM, though, how are we gonna ride? I think I have around ten dollars cash to my name.”


    We all looked at Matt, who was counting his cash.


    “Okay,” he said looking at us all. “I have a hundred and thirteen. We’ll count up what everyone has tonight and if…if there’s a bus, we can ask Charlie where it picks up at and get there. I don’t know how much a bus ticket is, but it can’t be much.”


    I pointed to the signs in the windows of Petersons. “Look at that, you guys.” The sign read, ‘We have fresh milk! $10/gal’.


    “Ten dollars a gallon!” Ano said loudly. “Are you kidding me?”


    “It’s a small town. They’re probably lucky to get anything. And the farming industry might have changed because of...because of everything.”


    “Okay,” Percy said in a low voice. “There’s likely no internet if there’s no long distance.”


    “If there’s no cell, does that mean the satellites are…what, knocked out or something?”


    Percy sighed. “Or disabled. I…don’t know.”


    “Maybe Charlie will know,” suggested Jazz.


    “If there’s no internet…then the banks likely shut down too. But if there is internet then…” he massaged his temples. “How can everything be gone in thirty days?”


    “If the banks backed up each night then likely that data is stored and can be retrieved manually. Not by internet but other ways. It really depends on what the Federal Reserve and the President…” I stopped when I realized that we might not have a President anymore, either. “Well, what the government decided to do.”


    Charlie returned with a bag of groceries in each arm. “Well, whadd’ya waitin’ for? Climb back in.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


     


    Charlie’s house was about seven miles from town, down a dirt road, in the middle of several large crop fields. He stopped the truck and pulled the bag of groceries from the cab. “C’mon, Stanford. Inside.”


    His ranch style house was long and had once painted the same mint green as his truck. The trim was once white but was now a dingy gray and the front porch dipped down at the front and side, giving it a sad appearance. The fact that there was a hot shower inside added to the house’s value considerably.


    “I’m home, Mother!”


    A thin, wiry woman in her early sixties came in, her brown hair in two thick braids on either side of her head, her skin tanned and leathery.


    “’Bout time you came home! I was wonderin’ if…” she stopped when she came into the kitchen and saw us all standing there, as if right off the pages of National Geographic. “Oh, my.”


    Charlie hung up his hat on the rack behind us. He pointed to Percy. “Stanford students. Lost their way.” He paused when she didn’t say anything and added, “Down in Wind Cave when the blast hit.”


    She nodded and patted Charlie on the shoulder. “I see.”


    Matt extended his hand to her. “Matt Skylar. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    I smiled at the fact that he could conjure impeccable manners looking like, well, like he panhandled on the side of Palo Alto Boulevard.


    “Carlie Mannis.” Carlie smiled and shook the woman’s hand.


    “Percy Warner.”


    “Jazz Taylor.” Jazz motioned to Ano. “And Anobelle Johnson.”


    I tried to smile, though I think it came out looking pained. “Kate Moore. Nice to meet you Mrs….uh…”


    She smiled back at me. Her expression was kind, her voice soft. “Caroline Blackhawk. Everyone calls me Carrie.”


    “’Cept me.”


    She smiled and squeezed his arm. “Yes, except you. And shame on you bringing me home strays and not even calling me from town! I could’ve had biscuits ready!”


    The mention of biscuits, or anything not freeze-dried, had my mouth watering.


    “Business at Murphy’s took too long.”


    “You get the seed?”


    “He agreed to the trade.”


    She clapped her hands together and Charlie shook his head. “Doesn’t take much to make you happy.”


    “No, it doesn’t.” She turned to us. “Well, now that that’s settled, come in. Come in.”


    There was a banana on the table with an apple beside it and I looked at it hungrily. Beside me, I could tell that Carlie was thinking the same thing. “I saw it first,” I whispered.


    “Told ‘em they could clean up a bit. Looks like the fellahs here could stand the use of my razor.”


    She laughed and nodded at the men, and then to Charlie. “Take the boys to Ralph and Mark’s room to clean up. I’m sure we have something from the boys still in there that will fit them. I’ll take these three in with me and get them cleaned up.”


    Carrie reached for me, but I pulled my hand away quickly.


    “It’s okay, honey,” she said. “I was just gonna show you to the spare room. My mother-in-law lived there for a while. It’s out back. More private than in here with the men.” She extended her hand to me and this time I took it. Her hand was callused, cool to the touch. “C’mon. We can get you all cleaned up.”


    We followed her out back where a small, whitewashed cottage stood all alone next to a field. She pulled open the screen and stepped inside. It was hot, humid and smelled like old quilts and cedar.


    She stepped inside and opened each of the four windows in a futile attempt to bring in fresh air. “Come on in. It’s clean, and there’s a bathroom in back.”


    Each of us peeked around the corner as she said it. I thought I would die of happiness. Carlie, Ano and I walked into the bathroom, all standing side by side in the doorway, holding hands - just staring. It was small, with a shower and a commode next to it.


    “Did you ever see anything more beautiful in all your life?” Carlie whispered and Ano and I regarded it in reverent silence. Carlie, next to me, was nearly crying.


    “Why girls,” Carrie asked, “what’s wrong?”


    Carlie wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “You have a shower,” she said, nearly jumping up and down. “A real one.”


    “And…a toilet. That flushes and everything,” Ano added.


    Carrie reached into the small wooden cupboard next to the bed and pulled out a stack of brightly-colored mismatched towels down and set them on the bed. “One at a time in the shower, though. Don’t all of you try and pile in there at once.” She winked and reached to the small table in front of us. “Soap in here,” she pointed to the drawer. “Wash cloths there.” She clasped her hands and turned to go. “I’ll go try and find you each somethin’ to wear. Get your clothes together and we’ll wash them when you’re done.”


    We thanked her several times. We were all still thanking her when she left, the screen door slamming shut behind her. A communal victory yell was heard from that little cottage, loud enough to be heard back at Wind Cave.


     


    Regardless of the heat, all three of us took as hot a shower as their poor water heater would allow. The last one to shower, I stood under the stream of water with my eyes closed, just letting it wash over me. It was the first shower I’d taken without two people pouring water over me in a month. For the second time in thirty days, I felt like crying.


    The amount of dirt that washed down that shower drain was enough to clog it several times over. I washed my hair twice with the sweet smelling shampoo that Carrie had left us, shaved nearly every part of my body and scrubbed all my skin until it was bright red.


    I emerged thirty minutes later, cleaner than I had been in a month. Carlie and Ano were both lying on the bed in t-shirts, fast asleep. Their hair, still wet, spread across the pillows like feathers. I smiled and slipped into the clothes that Carrie had left me on the chair. They were larger than I would normally wear, but clean, and I held the shirt up to my nose and smelled it. Cedar. I exhaled and my stomach growled. I had to get food. Looking at Carlie and Ano, I tiptoed out the door, careful not to let it slam on my way out. A pair of large sandals lay on the ground and I slipped my bare feet into them, grateful that my caving shoes were off my feet.


    Carrie’s kitchen smelled wonderful. And there, sitting at the table, were three of the handsomest, most clean shaven men on the planet.


    “Wow,” I said, trying not to gawk as I admired their clean-shaven faces. Matt’s face tipped up to look at me, and he smiled.


    “Thought we were gonna need a chainsaw for Matt’s beard,” Jazz said. I could actually see the dimples in Matt’s cheeks. Normal. We all looked completely normal again. Across the table, Percy glowered.


    “Water in the cottage hot enough for you?” Carrie asked from behind me. I turned to see her kneading a lump of dough at the counter.


    “Yes. It was wonderful, thank you.”


    “And I was right! There was a pretty girl under all that dirt!” Carrie winked at me and pulled a can of lard from inside the cupboard.


    I thanked her and turned to face the table of men I’d shared the last thirty days with. “You guys found the soap I see.”


    “Don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed a shower so much in my life!” Jazz admitted.


    Matt stood and pulled out a chair next to him. “C’mon, Blue Eyes. Sit with us.”


    I pursed my lips at his pathetic attempt at yet another pet name but let it pass.


    “That’s right,” Carrie said, “C’mon in and sit down. Got biscuits that just came out of the oven and fried chicken comin’.”


    “Can I help with anything?” I asked out of politeness, my stomach growling so loudly I was sure she would wonder if they had a dog.


    She turned and smiled at me. I liked the way the crow’s feet showed in the corners of her eyes and her braids bobbed when she moved her head. “Nope, now go on there and sit.”


    “Ano still in the shower?” Jazz asked.


    “No, she and Carlie crashed out on the bed while I took mine. They’ll be in here as soon as they smell the food.”


    Matt helped me sit and pushed in my chair. Percy’s expression didn’t change, but he didn’t look at me, either. All three of them had empty plates in front of them, and half empty glasses of either milk or juice.


    “Here,” Matt said, sliding his glass over in front of me. “Drink. It’s so good.”


    I accepted his glass, draining the remaining juice from the cup. I’d died and gone to heaven. I just sat there, the taste of the orange juice on my tongue. “Oh my gosh.”


    He grinned. “I know.”


    A plate appeared in front of me, filled with two buttermilk biscuits and three sausage links. I looked at Matt, Jazz and Percy. “Aren’t you going to eat?”


    “We already did,” Jazz assured me. “While you all were taking your time? We got the first set of biscuits.”


    I eyed the plate for about three seconds before picking up the hot biscuit and taking a huge bite.


    “Careful, it’s still hot, you’ll…” Carrie saw me fairly devour the biscuit in three bites. “I’ll have more out of the oven in a few minutes.”


    The sausage links disappeared equally fast.


    “Don’t eat too much, too quickly,” Percy warned me. “You’ll be sick.”


    My smile faded and I swallowed the last bite of biscuit over the lump in my throat. “Okay, Percy.”


    “It’s not like she hasn’t eaten at all,” Matt reminded him. “Just let her enjoy it, would you?”


    “I’m trying to make sure she doesn’t get—”


    “Boys,” Carrie admonished, and set a plate of fried chicken down in the middle of the table. “G’on now and help yourselves.”


    All three helped themselves to a piece of fried chicken and began to devour it in the same ravenous fashion that I was. Before my plate could get empty, Carrie walked over and set a piece of chicken on my plate and rubbed my back gently with the other hand. “Look like you could use fattening up.”


    I tried to catch Percy’s gaze several times, but he never looked directly at me. Matt, however, touched me throughout our entire meal. His hand grazed my arm, his knee rested against mine under the table. It was odd to touch someone this much.


    “Mrs. Blackhawk, this is delicious.”


    All three of us echoed Matt’s sentiments, but Carrie hushed us. “No more of that Mrs. Blackhawk. Call me Carrie.”


    “Well, Carrie, thank you for the meal. And the hospitality.” Matt was pouring on the charm and I rolled my eyes in mock disgust.


    Percy looked up to Carrie. “Where’s Charlie?”


    “Out at the barn. He’ll be in for supper in ‘bout a half hour, I suspect.”


    “Jazz, Matt, you’re on dish duty,” he said. For a brief moment he looked at me. “If you’re done eating, you could go tell Ano and Carlie there’s food in here.”

    As soon as he finished his sentence, he stood and walked over to Carrie.


    I’m sure my face fell, despite my best effort to conceal it. “Percy, I thought we should check the—”


    “Kate,” he said, without turning, “go and do as I asked, please.”


    I stood up, plate in hand. I wasn’t used to being ordered around, and certainly not by him. Both Matt and Jazz sat silently, watching for my reaction. I lifted my chin and, even though his back was to me, I gave an exaggerated salute.


    “Yes, sir.”


    Carrie took my plate while the three men moved in to do dishes. Her face was soft and she smiled at me kindly. “Here, honey. I’ve got that.”


    Percy didn’t react to my irritation. “I’ll be in the barn. I need to talk to Charlie.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


     


    Born and raised in Manhattan, Percy had never seen the inside of a barn. He wasn’t a ‘country boy’ by any means. However, walking into Charlie’s barn, he was fairly certain that this wasn’t how a barn was supposed to look. Machinery was parked inches from each other, tractors, ploughs, shovels and hay bales were stacked up on top of each other along one entire wall. Three makeshift chicken coops were lined side by side against the far barn door.


    Wearing the clothes of Charlie and Carrie’s son, Percy thought he looked as out of place as everything else. He swung open the large barn door cautiously and stepped inside. “Charlie?”


    From the loft above, Charlie called out, “Just a minute, Stanford. On my way down.” He descended the ladder quickly, having much more agility than a man who looked every day of his sixty-five years. “Carrie sent you in to call me to supper, I s’pect.”


    “About thirty minutes, she said.”


    “Good ‘nuff.”


    They stood in silence for a few minutes. Percy asked Charlie, his tone low, “Charlie, what happened?”


    A darkness fell across Charlie’s face. He walked over to one of the hay bales and leaned against it. “When’d you go down? Into Wind Cave, I mean.”


    “June twentieth.”


    Charlie nodded, but didn’t say anything.


    “It was supposed to be a four day expedition,” Percy explained. “Before my PhD.”


    A slight smile caught the edge of Charlie’s mouth. “D’you know that Pete Windmere grew up out here?” Charlie motioned towards the fields outside of the barn door. “His old man used to have a farm few miles from here. Back then,” he said and sighed, “he went by the name Peter Wind Hawk. Family name.”


    “I didn’t know that.”


    “Course, he moved out west, changed his name to something so people wouldn’t know his heritage.” He paused. “What a waste.”


    “Charlie,” Percy insisted.


    Charlie’s sigh was heavy. “On June twenty-second, a nuclear bomb was detonated in the subway in New York, ‘bout three miles from where they hit us on 9/11.”


    Percy closed his eyes.


    “Thirty seconds later, a second nuke hit less than a quarter mile from the White House.” His face lost all expression and turned gray as the sun had begun to fade from the sky. “By then it was all over the news. Air raid warnings, emergency signals went off.” He shook his head in disgust. “Too goddamned late.”


    He turned to Percy and saw the pallor of his face change. “Two more went off a half-hour later. One in Kennedy Space Center, one in Houston.” He pulled a long piece of hay from the bale underneath them. “West Coast got hit worse. Three nukes went off…oh, ‘bout ten minutes later.”


    Percy’s voice was barely audible. “Where?”


    “LA, San Francisco, and Seattle. We knew, hearing all this on the news, we’d be next. Been telling the folks in Washington for years to get those nukes outta the Dakotas.”


    He’d been right. Percy closed his eyes and listened to what had actually happened. The story that, up until now, he’d only been able to speculate about. It was worse, hearing the truth of it confirmed, and he felt nauseated.


    “By then, we were all scramblin’. Getting the livestock in, tryin’ to get enough food into the cellar so we could survive if we were next.” He looked at Percy. “Safest place, you know. Underground.”


    Percy nodded.


    “Last bombs hit North Dakota at 4:35 on June twenty-second. Blew everything sky high.” He took a breath and looked at Percy. “’Bout a hundred and fifty miles from where you were.”


    Percy’s stomach lurched. He needed air. He stood up, but swayed. Charlie stood up next to him, held him by the arm, and led him out into the South Dakota twilight.


    “C’mon, let’s go for a walk.”


    He slid an arm around Percy’s shoulder; no small feat considering Charlie wasn’t an inch over 5’9, stocky and muscular. They walked down a path that had been well worn with machinery but was now overgrown. They got to the end of the trail and looked out over the horizon where the sun threatened to leave them in the dark. Percy took a shuddering breath, fell to his knees, and was sick.


    Charlie knelt with him and said nothing, then helped him up and kept him from falling again as Percy stumbled backwards. “Take it easy, Stanford. Jus’ take it easy.”


    Percy couldn’t stand. He sank down to the ground, the reality of what had occurred in their absence too staggering to contemplate. His entire family. His brothers. His parents. Everyone he knew. He asked the only question on his mind. Oddly enough, it was the same question that everyone in America had asked for the last thirty days.


    “Why?”


    Charlie actually laughed. A bitter, harsh sounding laugh. “That’s the question, right?”


    The sun finally disappeared, leaving them in darkness. Crickets began to sound in the distance and Percy struggled to stand. Charlie reached down for him and helped him up, dusted him off.


    “Do we know who…”


    “Nope. Some say North Korea, some say it was the same bastards that hit us on 9/11 but nobody knows for sure.” He paused and a sad smile touched his lips. “And the President’s not talkin’.” He chuckled at his own sick attempt at humor.


    “Jesus Christ.”


    “Yup.”


    “And the rest of the county? Any other states hit?”


    “By the time the last of the bombs went off, everything stopped. Planes were all going down, airwaves were jammed. It wasn’t just the bombs. Satellites, cell towers, computer mainframes. It was like they knew just how to hit us so that we were blind mice. Damage everywhere. Hundreds of planes crashed that day. Hundreds. Looting, killing. It was like…it was like the entire country just…” Charlie shook his head, not finding the word he needed.


    “Went insane.”


    “Yeah, I guess.”


    “And now?”


    Charlie let out a breath in a whistle. “Well, Stanford, now isn’t much better. Carrie and me, we stay here in Fall River because, well, it’s safe enough. We’ve got one cow left, and some chickens. We know the folks that stayed, and we all help out each other. That, and I’ve got enough guns in my cellar to blow anyone who aims to do us harm to Kingdom Come.”


    Percy smiled and they were quiet for a minute. “You don’t have a way of contacting anyone, though? What about satellites, or—”


    Charlie laughed out loud. “You think we got a satellite receiver out here, Stanford?”


    “No, sir.”


    “We’ve got a short wave radio and a long wave radio in what used to be the post office. It’s enough that we pick up transmissions from time to time. Some make sense, some don’t.”


    “What about the President? I mean, who’s running the country?”


    “Don’t know.”


    They were both quiet for a moment, listening to the chirping of the crickets around them. “Don’t know who the next in line was, don’t know what they’re doin’ to help the country back on its feet.”


    “What about foreign aid? What about all the countries that we helped when they were—”


    “Yeah, well, I guess they all got real short memories, cause we haven’t seen or heard of anyone comin’ to the U.S. wantin’ to pay back for our good deeds. Like they say, I guess. No good deed goes unpunished.”


    “Is everything gone? Internet, phone reception?”


    “We got short distance with phone lines, maybe about fifty miles. Some folks say they can call as far as Nebraska, but that’s about it.” Don’t know if it’s the planes goin’ down that knocked out the lines, but…” his voice trailed off for a moment. “We’ve tried calling our boys in Ohio and the calls just won’t go through. Nobody knows what was hit and what wasn’t, though nothing seems to be workin’. It’s like they’ve got us…”


    “Isolated,” Percy finished for him, and looked around them at the desolate fields.


    “That’s about it.”


    Percy swallowed, caught somewhere between rage and grief. He hung his head.


    Charlie motioned towards the house. “They know?”


    “No.”


    Charlie let out a breath in a whistle. “Well, shit.”


    “I…I have to tell them.”


    “You all made it this far, Stanford. Thirty days, you said? Down in Wind Cave?”


    Percy nodded. “Yes, sir.”


    Charlie laid a weathered, calloused hand on Percy’s back. “You’ll make it the rest of the way.”


    Percy’s head hurt. He needed more answers, but for now, he’d absorbed all the information he could take. They turned and headed back towards the house, Charlie’s arm around Percy’s shoulders, leading him back inside to tell the others.

  


  
    Chapter Four


     


    After Charlie shared the news of what had happened, none of us spoke. Ano had been crying for the better part of an hour when Jazz finally got her to take some aspirin and lie down with him in Charlie and Carrie’s son’s room. Carlie, fed but exhausted, gratefully accepted the couch and some blankets. She abandoned the rest of us in the kitchen for the comfort of sleep. The strain of it all finally claimed Percy who, after listening to Charlie tell everyone the news, fell asleep in Charlie’s recliner, stretched out in the chair. He snored softly from across the room. Carrie emerged with a quilt and draped it over Percy’s lanky body.


    Matt sat in the kitchen, looking at his folded hands in front of him. Carrie touched his shoulder. “You should get some sleep. Cottage is all made up. You an’ Kate can stay out there.”


    Carrie motioned for me to follow her into her bedroom. “I’ve got more blankets in the cupboard, but it’s a warm night and you ‘probly won’t be needing them,” she said and peeked back at Matt. “You stay with him. He needs someone to comfort him.”


    “Oh, I’m not very good at that. He’ll be better on his own.”


    She waited, and an expression crossed her face that I didn’t recognize. “He won’t be. He’s suffering. He needs someone to help him.”


    “I know he does, but…” I held my hands in front of me helplessly. I couldn’t begin to explain to her how I lacked the skills to do any of the things Matt needed right now.


    She laid a hand on my shoulder. “I know it’s hard, honey. You’ve all lost everything.”


    “No, it’s…it’s watching my friends lose everything that’s so hard,” I admitted. The sight of Ano’s face when she heard the news made me want to run down the hall into the room where she was. I should be the one with her, not Jazz.


    “You…seem…” she paused. “It’s all right to cry, you know.”


    “Oh. I don’t have…I’m not like the others.” I took a breath and then exhaled. “I’m…alone. On my own. It’s just me.”


    Carrie tipped her head slightly to the side, her hand absently reached out and tucked a strand of my blonde hair behind my ear. Amazingly, I didn’t flinch. “Your parents have passed?”


    I nodded.


    “And you got no family? No other…” she searched my face, hoping I could provide some shred of family tree and I shrugged.


    “No, it’s just me.” I hurried to add, “Except Ano. She’s like family.”


    Unlike everyone else who wore an expression of pity after I told them, Carrie’s expression was unreadable. She patted my cheek and linked elbows with me as we walked back into the kitchen. “Just take care of him, then,” she whispered into my hair. “He just lost everything. Let him grieve.”


    I knelt down by Matt’s side and hesitantly touched his arm. I reached for his hand. “Come on,” I urged. “Come on. I’m…” I stole a glance at Carrie and she nodded at me. “I’m going to take care of you. Let’s go.”


    He allowed me to lead him out of the house towards the cottage. The air was still humid and warm and the crickets chirped all around us. The screen door creaked loudly when we entered, and I fumbled around for the lamp next to the bed.


    The sound of his voice startled me. “Leave it. Please, turn it off.”


    I turned off the light and stood in darkness. He found his way to the bed and sat on the edge. Pulling the fluffy chintz pillows off, I scattered them on the chair and turned down the bed on both sides. Walking over to Matt, I knelt in front of him and pulled the boots his boots off. His face was immobile; stoic. Unlike in the cave where the oppressive darkness afforded us a modicum of privacy, there was enough light in the cottage – even in the evening darkness – to see the outline of his face.


    “C’mon,” I urged him, “you need sleep.”


    “Why?” he asked, his voice dead. “What the hell is sleep going to accomplish?”


    I had listened to Ano enough to know there were four or five stages of grief. Although I couldn’t remember most of them, I knew that anger was one of them. I also knew that arguing with him wouldn’t do any good.


    “Okay. We won’t sleep,” I conceded. “Would you just lie down?” He didn’t say anything, which I took to be assent. He also didn’t move from his perch on the edge of the bed.


    I studied him for a few seconds. He seemed drained, like he was so overwhelmed that he was unable to single out one emotion at a time and so, instead, he shut down. Remembering what Carrie had said, I reached forward and began unbuttoning his shirt. I slipped it from him and hesitated before trying to get him out of his pants. They were really big on him, nearly falling off his hips, secured by a thick belt.


    “Matt,” I said, trying to keep my voice soft, “I need you to step out of your pants for me.”


    He stood and, with one swift movement, the pants were on the floor. Thankful that the process was going easier than I thought, I manipulated him, now clad only in his boxers, to the right side of the bed where he laid down. Exhausted myself, I pulled off my clothes and walked around to the left side of the bed and crawled under the covers to lie next to Matt. I turned onto my side to face him.


    “There,” I said. “Much better, right?”


    He didn’t respond. With my head against the soft down pillow, my eyes began to close. My limbs were heavy. Sleep was just seconds away. From next to me, I heard the muffled sounds of…


    I opened my eyes. Matt’s back was to me, but his whole body was shaking and his face was buried in the pillow. I exhaled, hoping his crying would stop. It didn’t. His rounded shoulders shook and he pressed his face further into the pillow as he cried.


    How many times, had I assumed that exact position when I was younger? Hundreds? It had felt like thousands.


    I touched his shoulder lightly. He shook his head vehemently against my touch, but for once, I knew exactly what he needed. I reached out again and this time slid closer in bed towards him and wrapped my arm around his waist.


    Instead of rejecting me, his arm was like a vise, pulling my arm around him tighter. His face came out of the pillow and I could feel his sobs. I lay against him and held him as tightly as my arms would allow.


    “They can’t be. It can’t be.” He whispered it over and over, until the words began to all sound the same.


    Fighting off sleep so badly that I was nearly shaking my head in an effort to keep from drifting off, I reached my other hand up to Matt’s back. Slowly, delicately, I began to trace circles on his back with the tip of my index finger. Around and around I went, until my arm ached and my eyes closed from sheer necessity. His sobs faded and I could feel him take shuddering breaths until even those came infrequently. Finally, he turned over to face me and I rubbed my thumb across his cheek, as if to clear the tears that he’d shed.


    “I’m…I’m so sorry, Matt.”


    He pulled me against him tightly, wrapping both arms around me; both of us finally allowing blessed sleep to claim us.


     


     


    For the first time in a month, I woke up and didn’t feel pain. Through the thin curtains, I could see the faint early morning light. Matt’s arms were still around me and I looked up into his face at the trace of stubble on his chin and cheeks. I marveled at how perfect his features were. His eyes fluttered open a few seconds later and he caught me staring at him.


    I blushed. “G’morning.”


    Reality came back to him before he had the chance to greet me and a shadow passed over his face. He leaned his head down and rested it against my neck. I wrapped my arms around him, grateful that he hadn’t started crying again.


    He lifted his head and looked at me, his eyes red and tired looking. “Hey.”


    Everything that came to mind was trite, so I said nothing. I ran a hand through his hair and stroked his cheek with my index finger. I traced the lines of his chest and the angle of his neck. With each touch, his face relaxed a little more. When I stopped for a moment, he opened his eyes and stared into mine.


    “Hey, Kate?”


    “Yeah, Matt?”


    His hand reached over and stroked my arm under the covers. He scooted closer until his legs were touching mine and I began to retreat.


    “No, don’t. Please?”


    The pain returned to his eyes, so I stayed where I was. Scooting closer to him, I felt his body relax and I smoothed the hair back from his forehead. “There,” I said, managing a slight smile. “Better?”


    “Better,” he agreed, and tilted his head towards mine. His fingers traced up my arm to my neck and then down again, his hand resting on the curve of my hip. His body edged closer to mine and he pressed a kiss to my temple.


    I began to panic slightly, but it wasn’t for the obvious reason that I was in a bed with a gorgeous, half-naked man. It had suddenly dawned on me what Matt was trying to mask his grief with, and that I was going to be faced with a choice in the next few minutes that I wasn’t ready to make.


    “Matt,” I began, “we shouldn’t…”


    “Kate,” he said, his voice low between us, “I need you.” His voice had a desperate tone to it, but I knew he was pleading with me to respond with words I didn’t possess. “I would do anything for you.” He looked into my eyes. I saw the unasked question there, behind his pain.


    He kissed my shoulder; waiting for me to pull away. When I didn’t, he moved to my collarbone and then the base of my neck. Again he waited. When I retreated, his eyes pleaded with me not to. My mind was waging an internal battle that he couldn’t hear. Pros and cons flew through my mind as his hands slid around to cup my behind and pull me against him.


    The pain and emptiness that I’d seen last night had linked me to him in a way I never thought I would share with anyone. If he was now an orphan too, that made us similar. Percy had seemed so close to me those last few nights in the cave. Was that real though? Was his offer to go to Virginia an offer of convenience for him that offered me little in return, or was he really offering me a chance to be together? He was so distant now, and I was tired of being pushed away for reasons I didn’t understand. I heard Ano’s voice in my head, telling me that it was time to make a choice. I had played both sides of the field and it was time to choose a team.


    His voice pulled me from my internal conversation. “You are everything to me, Kate. I will never hurt you.”


    Painfully slowly, I tilted my head up towards his face and kissed his jawline, the small cut that was healing from where Percy had hit him, the edge of the black eye that threatened to turn green in an effort to heal. He tipped his face toward me to allow me better access and I slid my hands up along his chest, his skin warm and hard against my fingertips.


    I paused at his lips, knowing that once I kissed him, there was no turning back.


    “Kate,” he said, his voice low, “please?”


    My mouth found his and I pressed him back against the pillows, my hands on his shoulders. He lifted me as he rolled onto his back, his hands like solid iron, crushing me to him. His hands slid underneath my shirt and slipped it from me in seconds while his tongue explored my mouth and his teeth tugged at my lower lip.


    I straddled him and he sat up, burying his face against my chest. One of his hands twisted in my hair, the other slid down to cup my behind. I tipped my face down to his and cradled his face in my hands. I knew this face; knew what it looked like in the morning, after a hard hike, and after weeks of living underground. I touched his bottom lip with my thumb before taking it into my mouth and sucking on it gently.


    While I didn’t know everything there was to know about Matt, I knew at that moment what he needed; to feel something besides the pain that was tearing him apart. And for once, I wasn’t afraid of my ability to comfort someone. I had been where he was and I knew the pain that was ripping through him. I wanted to comfort Matt with all my heart.


    He rolled on top of me and I accepted his weight. Instinctively, I wrapped my legs around him. His kisses were greedy; his hands everywhere. I pressed against him until we began to move together as if in sync. I couldn’t tell where one kiss ended and another began.


    Deftly, one hand slipped his boxers off and then moved to remove my thin cotton bikinis. And, for the first time, we were against each other – nothing between us, nothing stopping us. He lay against me, still on top of me, and we locked eyes. Both our chests were heaving, and he pulled himself closer so I could feel his breath on my cheek as he spoke.


    “We don’t have to…if…you don’t want to.”


    “I know.” I touched his cheek. “I…I want to.”


    “You sure?”


    “Yes.”


    He kissed my face. “Then tell me. Please, Kate.”


    I shifted my hips, heat pulsing through me as I did so, mixed with a little fear of the unknown. I answered his kiss and whispered back, “I want you, Matt.”


    His entire body reacted to my words. He covered my mouth with his own and pressed against me. I knew from Ano that there would likely be some pain associated with my first time, so I closed my eyes and braced myself. Matt’s voice made me open my eyes.


    “Not yet, sweetheart.”


    His mouth left mine and trailed down the front of my body, lower and lower, kicking the covers from us until they fell completely off the bed in a heap. When his mouth touched me for the first time, I cried out a little with surprise and shock. It was nothing like that morning with Percy in the cave and yet the same feeling was building inside me, closer and closer with each moment. I opened my mouth but no sound came out. My hands clutched the pillow above my head as I felt his tongue and mouth moving against me, in time with the pulsing I thought only I could feel, a climax he was bringing with him every second he continued.


    When the beat within me became frantic I pressed against him, my hand tangled in his hair. The explosions inside me came so intensely I cried out and arched my back. His hands held me to him until I felt the spasms inside me recede and I relaxed against the damp sheets, my breaths coming in ragged gasps. He slid up to me and I could feel him hard against my leg. Barely able to open my eyes, I shook my head in amazement. “That was…incredible.” He leaned in and kissed me, and I could taste myself on his lips.


    Matt rolled on top of me, and this time I didn’t tense. He paused for a moment, and our eyes locked. In silent assent of what was coming, I nodded and felt him guide himself inside me, the contractions from moments before still pulsing. His breathing was labored and the muscles in his jaw hard. “Kate.” He withdrew and then drove inside me, sharp pain replacing where pleasure had been just seconds ago.


    I cried out and his mouth covered mine, rolling on top of me and waiting until the first pain subsided before withdrawing again. His kiss ended and I gasped. It still hurt, but not as badly. Cautiously, I moved my hips against his, the length of him inside me. He leaned his head against me, cursing under his breath, moving slowly in an effort to cause as little pain as possible. Heat began to fill me and I moved against him, harder this time.


    His eyes were closed and his jaw clenched, and I kissed the line of his neck.


    “Kiss me,” I commanded him. Matt devoured my mouth and moved inside me with more force. His breathing became labored and we moved in time together. I arched my back and dug my fingers into his back.


    “Say my name.” He kissed me over and over, breathing hard against my neck.


    Wrapping my legs around him, I felt his control slipping. His breathing was coming in short gasps and I called out his name.

  


  
    Chapter Five


     


    We showered together, sated with the feeling of tepid water and the blush of sex. His hands never left my body as he kissed me over and over, unintelligible endearments whispered into my hair. Being naked and against someone was like pulling away the curtains of yourself for all the world to see. I wasn’t ready to do this yet. This was a level of intimacy that would take some getting used to.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked.


    “Nothing, why?”


    He sighed, his arms still around me. “Your nose is doing that scrunching thing that you do when you’re deep in thought.” He kissed my cheek and the nape of my neck. “What’re you thinking about, sweetheart?”


    I don’t scrunch my nose up!


    “Nothing, I’m just not used to this.”


    He smiled. “I know.” His hand slid down my body and came to rest on my behind and I fought the urge to tense. He laughed out loud. “I felt that!”


    I turned around so that my back was to him. “Sorry. Not used to anyone touching my body in a shower but me.”


    “Well, then, I’ll have to get to know it better.” He chuckled and cupped my breast. I pushed him away but he caught me by the waist and wrapped his arms around me securely. “We’ll start with something more benign,” he teased. His hand slid down my right arm to my elbow. “What’s this?”


    “I cut my arm on the top of the fence that used to surround my elementary school. I got over the top of it but my sweater got caught and I scraped my elbow on the way down.”


    “How old were you?”


    I shrugged. “I dunno. Nine, I guess?”


    “How many stitches was this?”


    “None.”


    Pulling my arm up, he inspected it more closely. “None? This had to be pretty deep. It’s a wicked scar.”


    “I guess so, but my dad was gone on a job that night. So by the time I got home, the bleeding had basically stopped. I poured some stuff on it, wrapped it with an Ace bandage and he noticed it a few days later. By then it was too late to stitch.”


    He was quiet for a moment, and let my arm fall to my side.


    We dried and dressed quietly, the sun now glaring through the curtains in the cottage. I was anxious to get inside and see how Ano was, and reached for the door. Matt caught me by the hand and pulled me into his arms.


    “I need you…so much,” he said, holding me tightly to him.


    His words took me by surprise. I didn’t have a good response, so I kissed him back. I could still feel the pain in his embrace, and see it in his face.


    “Kate, I want you to come with me. To Stanford.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and sighed. He pulled away and looked at me. “You just gave me the most precious gift you had to give. That doesn’t count for something?”


    I smiled. “It does. It does count for something.”


    He hugged me tightly and kissed my neck. “I love you, Kate.”


    The words came out fast, and I was sure he didn’t mean them. I was sure he’d said them to a hundred girls before me. I was equally sure that I didn’t have the capacity to say them back. I’d never told a living soul I loved them; not even Ano. I’m not sure if I’d even told my own father I loved him before he died.


    He pulled away and looked at me closely. “So, yes?” he searched my eyes. “You’ll come back? To Stanford with me?”


    At that moment, I wanted to give him the assurance he needed. I’d actually given myself to a man and not only did he want me but he had told me he loved me. I didn’t feel about him the same way I felt about Percy, and that thought bothered me greatly. But I looked into his eyes, his arms tight around me and felt…safe.


    “Give me some time,” I said, and played with a button on his shirt collar. “I just…I’m not ready to make that decision.”


    His face darkened. “All right. A little time.”


    We walked into Carrie’s kitchen, where it seemed everyone was already gathered for breakfast around the table.


    “G’morning, you two.” Carrie smiled at us as we entered and we greeted her in kind. “There’s eggs coming and biscuits and sausage on the table.”


    “Carrie,” I said, looking at the delicious food and shaking my head, “we’d really be okay with just cereal or fruit. You don’t have to go through all this.”


    She came over and set a plate in front of me with two hot, fried eggs. “Nonsense. Been a while since I’ve had so many grateful mouths to feed and the chickens get cranky if their eggs go to waste. Now, eat.”


    I thanked her and looked over to Carlie, who’d worked her way through breakfast and was finishing a glass of juice.


    “I forgot,” she said, turning the glass, “how good orange juice tasted.”


    I stabbed a huge forkful of eggs in my mouth and reached for a biscuit. I looked at Jazz, who was finishing his breakfast, and saw the empty space next to him. “Where’s Ano?” I asked.


    “Shower.”


    Across from me Percy ate silently, looking only at his plate or Carrie.


    “She doing better this morning?” I asked Jazz.


    “She’s not cryin’ anymore, which is good. She just…you know, needs to get down there…see what’s goin’ on.”


    “Carrie,” I asked, “if there’s no long distance and no internet, how do people communicate?” And then a thought struck me. “Is the postal system still working?”


    “Folks still mail letters for sure,” Carrie said, turning around to face us, spatula in her hand. “But without planes and with a lotta roads still out, takes a lot longer to get through. Plus, a lot of people are…” she looked around the room. “…well, a lotta folks have moved on.”


    I turned to Jazz. “Maybe she’d feel better if she…you know, wrote a letter.”


    Jazz’s face actually lit up, just slightly. “That’s a good idea, Kate. I’ll…” his face fell a little. “Maybe you could talk to her this morning. I think it’d sound better coming from you.”


    “Okay,” I said, and hurried to finish my breakfast.


    Next to me, Matt was eating his breakfast. I looked up at Carlie, who looked to Matt, then to me and raised an eyebrow. I scowled at her and gave my head a slight shake. She nodded and finished her juice.


    “Carrie, I’m going to help you do dishes,” Carlie said, “and then I’m going outside and I’ll need some of those tools you promised me. Your side garden looks neglected.”


    Carrie wiped her hands on her apron and her whole face lit up. “Well, we haven’t tended to it much since…well, that’d be real nice.” She looked at me. “Kate, want to come with us?”


    I laughed a little. “I’ve no idea how to make a garden grow. I’m more of a lab person.”


    Carrie walked over to squeeze my shoulder. “Well then, I’ll teach you. C’mon outside after you’ve talked with Ano. Carlie and me, we’ll be on the side of the house.” Carrie’s voice softened. “Charlie’s out in the barn, messin’ with the tools and such,” she said to Percy. “He’d probly welcome a spare set of hands as well, if you’re willing.”


    Percy nodded. “Of course.”


    “If he can handle both of us, I’ll go to,” Jazz said. “It’s the least we can do after everything you’ve done for us.”


    Carrie smiled. “I’m sure he’d love the help. Been a while since we’ve had strong boys around to help us. All our help left on…well, they left ‘bout a month ago.” She left it at that and turned back around to the sink where Carlie was doing breakfast dishes. I popped the last part of a sausage link in my mouth and took my plate to Carlie, who accepted it with soapy hands. Down the hall was Carrie’s sons’ room and I approached it, listening for sounds of Ano in either the bathroom or bedroom. I leaned against the closed bedroom door, listening for a moment, and then, hearing nothing, entered.


    Ano was lying on the bed on her side, hair still wrapped in a towel from her shower. I could see the creamy ebony of her bare shoulders above one of Carrie’s quilts that was wrapped around her. She didn’t roll over when I entered, but her voice sounded dead. “I told you, jus’ leave me alone.”


    “That’s gonna be kind of hard, seeing as how you’re all the family I’ve got.” I moved to the side of the bed and she rolled over, her face showing a mixture of relief and pleasure at my presence.


    She reached for me and nearly threw herself into my arms. She rested her head in my lap and clutched at my arms; not crying, but so silent I knew her pain was deep.


    “I’m so scared, Katie.”


    “I know.”


    She sniffled. “What if…they’re both dead? What if I can’t ever talk to my mom again? Or be with my family? Or…” She sniffed and I could tell she was at that point where something was necessary to break her out of the cycle she was in.


    “Okay,” I said and took a deep breath. “What if?”


    She looked up at me, her eyes swollen as if she’d been in the same fight as Percy and Matt without the bruising. “Whaddyou mean?”


    Ano was the only one who knew nearly everything about my past; the good, the bad…everything. It was finally my turn to pass on what little life experience I had to her.


    “Okay,” I said, keeping my voice soft. “Your mom and grandma are gone. Now what?” I used a line that Percy had used on me in the lab. “Go that next step.”


    She shook her head, her expression blank. “Then…I have no one.” She sniffed again, her nose stuffy sounding, and I handed her a Kleenex from the nightstand. “I’m alone.”


    “No, you’re not.” I took her hand in mine and stroked it, her long fingers looking graceful against my own short ones. “Your cousin Christee from North Carolina?”


    She made an exasperated sound. “The one who smoked pot at Thanksgiving last year?”


    “That’s the one. And your uncle in New Orleans, what’s his name?”


    Her response was quiet. “Robert.”


    “Right, Robert. His wife and their ten kids.”


    She snickered begrudgingly. “Four.”


    “Right,” I said with a slight smile. “Four, whatever.” I stroked her hand. “That’s your mom’s brother,” I said, and waited for that to sink in before going on. “You’ve lost your mom. And that’s a huge thing. But you’re not alone. You’ve got family.”


    She nodded silently, and I could tell she was processing what I’d said, coming out of her grief slightly. “And you’ve got me. And Jazz. Although we’re not blood rel—”


    “Don’t you ever say that to me again Katie Moore,” Ano cut in.


    I pressed my lips together. “I was talking to Carrie and she said sometimes the mail is slow, but it gets through.”


    Ano didn’t say anything, just played with the edge of the quilt.


    “Maybe you could write Grandma a letter. Telling her everything. And, even if it never makes it to her…” I let the silent meaning fall on her ears and she nodded, “…you’ve said your piece.”


    She looked down at her hands in her lap and the tears that I thought had all been spent began to fall again from her eyes.
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