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The Caretaker
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HERMAN GAUSS FOUND a caretaker through an ad he placed.

As a reclusive writer, he didn’t much care for what he got, but had some wishes. Since he’d never married again, the idea of having a female moving about the big empty house made him both worried and content. He had been happy to live quietly at the end of a long, dusty road, but found his cleaning habits left too much dust around.

He wanted to write, not clean house. He didn’t want his solitude interrupted, but would appreciate having the dust gathered out of the corners and the occasional hot meal he didn’t have to prepare himself.

So he placed an ad through an agency. He paid them to find and pre-interview the applicants. They would send over one at a time, only sending the next in line when an earlier one disqualified themselves.

And the reasons for the disqualified applicants seemed inconsistent and even frivolous. But the company was only paid to send applicants, so the money would keep coming to them until Herman ran out of it, or they ran out of applicants. (Word can get around about certain ads...)

Maggie was herself quiet and happy to have such a job. She was a student of writing, but had never published. Her shyness found her many admirers, but never a long relationship. That’s not to say she didn’t have strong opinions. And perhaps those were what drove her would-be lovers away. She never talked about her personal life, even when asked.

How she got hired was a bit of a mystery. She wasn’t outspoken much, but was firm and unmovable when she was. It wasn’t that all things should be a certain way, but certain things should be kept in certain ways.

The hiring company took this minor loss of income in stride.

Herman got used to the thick curtains on the west being open in the morning, and those curtains on the east only open when the sun had passed the house peak, where the west curtains would be closed. He didn’t mind that if he came in early from his walk, he wasn’t allowed back in his own study until the cleaning was finished.

Maggie didn’t work to keep the porch as spotless as the rest of the house inside. So when Herman was refused access to his inner chambers, while she was cleaning, he would come out here. He took the rough broom and ash shovel, and pick up the worst-offending dirt clods and dried mud clumps. He’d even pick up his boots to put them outside on the steps so that he could empty the tray they sat on. All to help get rid of som of the dust. At least those in the form of dirt clumps.

In Spring, he would find occasion to take his heavy tan overalls and dark brown coats to put them into a standalone, faded, porch cabinet out of the sun. Heavy gloves would go into porous bags made from pillowcases, putting in sets onto one of its upper shelves.

However, he wasn’t permitted to clean the windows or screens of that porch. Maggie would have a fit, in her own quiet way, if he tried this. If they needed painting or repairs, then he could take them down to work on them.

The house soon became Maggie’s as much as Herman’s, although he had title to it.

While Herman was busy in his study for hours, Maggie would finish up her housework and do some writing of her own on the kitchen table. Herman had noted that she always had a yellow legal pad in her bag and would find her writing at it when he came out into the kitchen for more coffee.

- - - -
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AFTER A YEAR, HERMAN gave her a room of her own to write in.

Her long, filled-up legal pads stacked up neatly in a corner of the room until they were nearly as high as the desk top. That study oak desk and her ladder-back chair with its woven rush seat, plus a small goose-neck lamp, were the only furniture in that room. They were placed at a definite angle to her window, not aligned to any wall. An oval hook-rug, created with brown, tan, and a few green yarns as accent, fit under the desk and chair. This was the only covering for the wood tongue-and-groove plank floor.

Her current pad was placed at an angle where she could write easily and read quickly. The pages were all flattened back into the original position, so each would stack neatly once filled. At the end of her writing, a sharpened pencil was placed as a book mark on top of the last incomplete page, under the filled pages on top. A small pile of fresh pads were placed along the far left corner of the desk, precisely against the edges.

There was a white, chipped porcelain jar of pencils on the desk, within easy reach, but not close enough to get in the way. These pencils were always kept sharp and the points up. Only just enough pencils that they leaned away from her, able to be grasped easily with an almost casual gesture.  Another matching jar was to the left of this, with dulled pencils facing down. Maggie would deposit a dull pencil to pick up a new, sharp one in a single, efficient motion.

The single drawer in that simple desk held more supplies of the same.

One small tin trash bin, set next to the front right table leg, carried any trash away daily, after the writing was done.

The walls were plain, paneled over the original lath-and-plaster. While they showed scuff marks and tack holes from the children who had grown up in them, there were no nails or screws sticking out to hang things on. The one exception was a dual set of antique-brown coat hooks screwed into the door back, just above eye height, which held Maggie’s shawl or jacket, depending on the weather.

- - - -
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HERMAN’S STUDY WAS not so tidy. Its walls were filled with shelves. Books were crammed into their place with various bookmarks. They were of all sizes and widths. Some covered with ragged dustjackets, others were scarred and scuffed paperbacks. If a book was pristine in condition, it was usually in a pile on the floor. Once Maggie tried to straighten those piles into a neat and tidy alignment, but Herman wouldn’t have it. Apparently the corners sticking out told him what book it was and what was in it. He didn’t expect to have to read the script on the spine to do so.

A big wide table was used as his writing desk, with an old keyboard and all-in-one monitor on it. Old mugs held a variety of pencils, pens, and markers. Pads and notebooks of graph paper stuck out above or beyond the books in stacks next to the computer, and between the table legs at it’s base. A pile of thumbdrives had its own zippered binder, which was kept open by the stacks of them.

The study was big enough for Herman’s double bed. A single night stand was at the side nearest Herman’s desk. Maggie changed the sheets on this weekly, and rotated the covers with the seasons.

Maggie would only dust and sweep and tidy in that room. No papers changed position. She did empty the trashcan once a week. Herman would sometimes throw a wadded paper into it and then recover it. After a spat and a fit about a certain thrown-out paper, Maggie found a duplicate of his trash can and would rotate the new for the old, keeping the spare still filled with last week’s “trash” in a closet near the study door. If Herman knew of the arrangement, he said nothing. Maggie did find that closet door ajar every now and then...

Otherwise, the house was as it had been for over a hundred years. Herman had spent some of his writer’s earnings to have it restored after he inherited it, and before he moved in. Many of the floor joists were replaced, and the house was inspected to ensure there was no rot anywhere. The windows were replaced with modern ones that looked the same. The house was tight and draft-free when he was done.

To the rest of the world, the house looked the same as it had always been. Barn red with gray trim. The farm itself had no barn, as it had tumbled down years before and gradually rotted away. Herman kept cattle and the only sign of it was a corral with a loading chute, as well as the graveled drive to it. The cattle grazed everywhere there were fences to keep them in, and trimmed the trees as well. Of course, they left random placements of manure divots, gradually being reabsorbed into what had formerly been lawns.

When a tree would die, it would be left as is, and cattle would use it for scratching. If it was close enough to the house, Herman would cut it up for firewood. The bigger trunks were left, as Herman didn’t see any need to work at cutting and splitting huge slabs just in order to get them small enough to burn. Instead, he would quit cutting at the point where the wood no longer fit his fireplace opening. Meanwhile, new sprouts would grow, if they didn’t get trimmed by the cow’s grazing habits.

Herman held that the farm was there for solitude and inspiration. It had raised a good number of kids, none of which were much interested in agriculture. There was a small garden where Herman raised various plants that grew themselves from year to year. He only planted what would grow back on its own. Herman would fertilize by collecting the cattle divots in the fall and placing them appropriately in the garden. Blackberry and gooseberry brambles grew around the fences, plants that cows would normally leave alone. Fruit and nut trees were left from the original farm, and Herman would replace these as they died off.

Maggie would visit the farmers’ market for any seasonal vegetables. Herman stocked the freezer with beef he had processed. Chickens provided eggs from their standalone shed near the garden.

Herman would often bring fresh fruit in from his travels, which Maggie would make into jelly and jam. Sometimes breads or cakes.

Hard farm work, mostly in quiet, was Herman’s crucible for his work. The only sounds were the birds in the trees, the occasional cow calling for its calf, and the patter of his keyboard.

Maggie’s own quiet cleaning assisted her inspiration.

The house was spare, minimalist. For the renovations, Herman had given away most of the furniture, and didn’t replace it once he moved in. Relatives had taken anything they held valuable, and charity organizations were glad to take the rest.

The kitchen contained the most furniture, and had four ladder-backed chairs around an oak table. It had a formica top, rimmed in stainless trim around its curved corners. Painted plywood cabinets were built in, although held little besides some canned goods and boxed foodstuffs. Stove, refrigerator, microwave, sink completed the spare outfitting.

The living room had a simple, padded oak bench for a couch, an oak coffee table and two brown padded chairs with tall backs, all arranged facing the old fireplace. Herman had installed a fireplace insert to cut down drafts. Another hooked rug covered most of the wood floor. Two floor lamps by the chairs completed the furniture. Panelling covered the plaster walls. Here, too, there was nothing hung on those walls. The mantel of the fireplace was bare. This was a room kept clean for necessary visitors, which were few and far between. The spartan condition of the room wasn’t inviting for them to stay long or come back.

- - - -
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ONE WINTER, HERMAN got quite ill. This was when Maggie moved a double bed into her own room upstairs, along with a wardrobe for her clothes. After she nursed him back to health, she never moved out again.

Neither Maggie or Herman talked about this much. Or said much when they did answer someone’s question.

People in town might have talked about this, but it didn’t matter to either Maggie or Herman. Maggie did the weekly shopping for food and house supplies. Herman visited the local weekly livestock auction regularly. He was there to check the prices for his cattle, and as much to get inspiration for his books. In town, or at the auction, they had conversations, but were known to just smile and nod more than voice any opinion.

Both seemed content with how things went.

They would talk over meals, in quiet and short sentences. Otherwise, the silence of the big farm house was only affected by the season’s storms that occasionally thundered, or whistled, or roared.

The porch was most affected by that weather, more than the occupants.

In summer, the screens would let some wind-blown rain in.

By the end of fall, the windows would replace them and be battered by gusts.

In the winter, the windows would frost over. Both Herman’s and Maggies boots would bring in snow, sometimes ice.

The spring would rotate the windows back to storage to let fresh spring air in again.

The house inside would stay temperate and clean. Both writers would be hard at work in their comfortable silence, regardless of temperature or wind outdoors.

- - - -
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MAGGIE RECEIVED A PRESENT one day. Herman had a laptop delivered for her.

This was one of the few times they had a discussion outside of meal times. Maggie seemed to protest, but Herman repeated that he thought that would help speed her writing progress.

He revealed that he had read several of her yellow pads and found them to be quite good. “Sufficient for publishing,” was his phrase. Maggie blushed, one of her rare few times.

Herman also had a satellite installed that year to bring them Internet access, but no TV. Before this, Herman would mail a flashdrive of his works to his publisher. What mail he got before that was in letter form or he answered on his phone.

His quiet mentorship of Maggie got her first book published. And they started sitting in the living room in the evening, each in their own tall padded chair. Herman had gotten them both e-reader tablets and they read each other’s works.

Maggie wrote Romance, Herman wrote mystery-adventure stories.

They’d make notes in the margins and as bookmarks of sentence improvements and apparent plot holes. Their sharing sped both of their works, and improved them.

Herman started putting love interests into his stories. Maggie started including more mystery and action in hers.

Eventually, they became co-authors on a few longer stories. And readers started finding the other’s works. Both Maggie and Herman became well-known under their own names, as well as many pen-names.

- - - -
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WHEN MAGGIE STARTED bringing childbirth and child-raising scenes into her stories, Herman brought this up at one of their meals. She thought this was an interesting element that she wanted to explore. She started a children’s series. Herman produced a series with a family adventure in it.

Unknown to Herman, Maggie had added a freestanding shelf to her room, and had put books on it. When this was filled, she started stacking books on the floor beside it. They were neat, tidy stacks and organized by size with the largest and thickest nearest the floor. A small stool kept the lowest one high enough to be swept under.

One day, Maggie found that one of the kitchen chairs had been moved to her room, and a book had been left on it. A bookmark was in a particular spot. She left it exactly as she found it. Day after day, she saw that the bookmark moved further through the book. And when it was about to reach the end, another book took it’s place and the process continued.

Herman soon found a nightstand had been placed on the far side of his bed. A book was on it, with a bookmark. He noticed it, but didn’t touch it. It’s bookmark moved through the book gradually, and then another book would replace it.

- - - -
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ONE DAY, HERMAN STOPPED Maggie and surprised her with a hug. This became a daily occurrence they both enjoyed.

Maggie started going on walks with Herman around the farm to check on the cattle he raised, to help him repair the fences.

Herman was of no use to her in cleaning the house, but started gathering wild flowers for the kitchen table. He also moved some wild roses next to the house, which he said was to keep the cattle from rubbing on the house-corners. Both knew that was a “stretch” as none of the cows had ever been permitted to scratch themselves in that fashion.

One stormy, windy night, Maggie joined Herman in his bed. Herman visited hers the following evening.

Some months later, Herman brought an antique single bed with new springs and mattress from town. He assembled this in the other upstairs bedroom. Maggie later brought back a wardrobe and chest of drawers, plus a nightstand. Herman then brought a small set of shelves. And put her series of children’s books in it, neatly arranged. Maggie had his series of family stories placed on a bottom shelf.

- - - -
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HERMAN AND MAGGIE STILL live and write in that old farmhouse at the end of their long, dusty road. In the evenings, they still sit in their tall padded chairs and make notes on each other’s writing. Meanwhile, a child is between them, quietly playing with his toys or reads books on the hooked rug that covers their living room floor. In the afternoons, you can see the three of them walking around the farm, hand-in-hand as they check the cattle and get their inspirations for more writing.

Their child has plenty of ruled pads to draw and write in.

And a sister on the way.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​The Wild Calls
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​I


MY NAME IS KELLY AND I like to read.  And since the cities left us, that was hard enough. Finding real books was tough. Thought I'd like to be a writer one day. As soon as someone started producing paper and printing them again. Meanwhile, I thought up stories and told them to people. 

But I never thought I'd be doing something crazier that my own imagination.

It's like this: I’d had coyotes and crows talking to me for months in my dreams. Thought I’d been reading too many Amerindian legends. So I laid off them and picked up an old copy of Twain’s “Life on the Mississippi”, thinking some nonfiction would cure my imagination-osis.

Nope.

We’d have these talks. I’d sit there in my dream, on a log in my nightgown, while across a smoldering fire sat a well-groomed coyote on his haunches. On a pine bough overhead stood a crow, black and seemingly able to appear and disappear in the surrounding darkness. 

Who would start the conversation was often anyone’s guess. 

But the last talk we had saved my life, and those of my kin.

- - - -
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“I TELL YOU THAT YOU need to visit that building, Now.” The coyote was staring at me, not moving his mouth, as usual in these dreams. It was all thought-sending. Telepathy by hooman-name, but the wolf-kin disliked the term as too limited...

“Why?” I asked.

“You need to save our kin and yours. Like I said before, and been telling you for nights. Now you have no choice. They are coming,” answered Coyote.

“Who?” I asked.

“So many questions...” Coyote seemed to sigh. “Again: feral non-human persons who will kill my kin and then kill yours and you,” replied Coyote.

Crow spoke up, “This is so. I have seen it with my eyes. They travelled long and are now here. You are out of time.”

“Our time for talking is over. You act today, or we both lose kin. Crow and I cannot help you after tonight. You must act or we all die,” said Coyote.

“What would you have me do?” I asked.

“We’ve covered this before. Are all Hoomans this slow?” Crow cawed to make the point.

“Enter the tall building, find the den, save the pups,” Coyote sent.

“And face the dangers alone?” I asked.

Coyote sighed. “You are more courageous than any of your kin. Your people won’t believe you to give you any help. Trying to convince them will waste precious time. So act now, alone.”

At that, the dream faded. The sunlight was brightening in the east and making it light enough to see inside our construction tent. My brother and sister weren’t moving yet, covered in their snug comforters on top of thick cushions over their ground tarps.

I rose quietly, and pulled my jeans and sweater in under my nightgown to dress. The morning air was chilly, it wasn’t just being modest. Also, the snaps and zippers made less noise that way. And better to leave the others sleeping. 

My moccasins were better than heavy construction boots for the work I needed to do. 

Sure, it still seemed like a fool’s errand. I could seriously get hurt in that old building. My Da and his brothers had told me this over and over. It wasn’t just the building falling in on me, but the wildlife inside. A cornered animal will attack humans and even kill them to protect themselves and their own.

Moccasins would get me out of my human camp and around inside that building without being heard, and also make me able to feel what I was stepping on before I put my weight down. They wouldn’t protect against sharp objects or cuts from broken glass or ragged metal. So the trade-off, instead of heavy construction boots, was to keep my own awareness high. And live in the moment of each step I took.

Belting on my hunting knife and stuffing a hand-cranked flashlight into an empty rucksack, I about to leave when I saw the pemmican bars wrapped in thin rabbit leather we’d made the day before. Grabbing a couple of them and shoving them into a rucksack pocket, I slung that over my shoulder and left through the rear flap of the tent. This made is possible to avoid coming out into the common area. 

I took each step in quiet small paces until I could get to a beaten trail. This trail was kept clear of branches and twigs that could make noise or scratch me in the still-dim light. Until then, I moved slow, with caution. 

As I reached the main trail that led to the old building site, I was already a couple of bends beyond discovery by anyone in the camp. Putting the rucksack straps across both shoulders, I quickened into a quiet, padding jog along the path. I had to get in and get out quick. Because I didn’t know if these feral non-humans hunted in light or at night.

I didn’t want to be hunted. But I had no choice.

Coyote and Crow still echoed in my mind. I’d long ago accepted them as real. Just as real as my family and our village. Regardless of other’s opinions. But to act on this alone was either courageous - or very stupid.

Looking to the sky, I saw a black bird flying above me, stopping every few branches while the trees were dense. As if to track me and encourage me at the same time. It might have been my imagination, but I also glimpsed something moving through the trees at the edge of my vision. I was hoping that was a coyote...

​II


SOON I REACHED THE old parking lot and stopped to peer from the brush and low pine limbs at the edge of the asphalt. The crow perched overhead. Nothing else moved in the lot, other than the wind blowing the tall grasses, brush, and tree sprouts. 

The place had been abandoned since the cities left. Probably before that, when most of the businesses moved from the suburbs back to the cities. This had been called an “office park” and so escaped most of the rampaging that happened later. 

That was also the reason it still existed mostly intact. There was no food in here, or anything valuable. Not like stores or factories or warehouses. So there was no reason to break in and steal. Of course, since there were no real laws anymore, it wasn’t really stealing. Salvage, more like it.

The parking lot itself was very slowly being broken up by the freeze-thaw cycles of weather. Plus any trees, brush, and plants that could get rooted in the cracked asphalt. No deserted cars here. That gave me some relief, as nothing could hide there and attack me.

Inside that building, it could be another matter.

I could see across the lot, between the tree sprouts and higher growth, that most of the ground floor windows were broken out or had been salvaged. The doors were gone. But it was still mostly dark inside. Creepers had climbed up the buildings, both annuals and perennials. The bushes someone had planted as lanscaping had grown tall and shaded out the ground floor building as those “buses” were actually fast-growing trees. That’s why they had to be pruned constantly and would keep a dense shape. 

All of that growth made peering into the inside gloom that much harder. 

And daylight was getting stronger. There wasn’t much cloud coverage this morning. Mostly high cirrus horse-tail clouds. These would burn off later today, but might be replaced with the storm clouds they foretold. 

It didn’t matter to me. I had only hours to act. 

Nothing was in the lot, that was what I was waiting for. So I started moving, keeping to the darker side of the trees. The lightness wasn’t helping me. I was obviously there for anything else to see or smell me. The reason for keeping to the edge of the trees was to make sure I still had an escape.

Now I was just 50 feet away from the building and it was now or not ever. I crouched to take another fast look, then sprinted to the side of the building and along those trees at its front into the big mouth they used to call a doorway. 

I stopped right inside, behind the wall. Listening to hear if anything was behind me. Calming my own breath, looking around to see my next move. 

It was a tall center atrium that went up the three stories of this building. About half the skylight glass was missing for some reason or other. The clouds thinned and all darkness inside the reception-atrium disappeared. I was as obvious as a thumb, sticking out from the smooth walls. 

Another fast sprint took me into the big built-in reception desk. I crouched behind one end of it and looked around. Inside was another round built-in shelving system, for paperwork supplies. All the shelf doors were open or missing, anything that used to be there was gone if it could be removed. So it looked like a gap-toothed grin. Some of the house plants had survived and spread across it’s top. Most had long stems and few leaves. I imagine that it was because the sparse water that they could get from rain through the broken skylight, as well as the lack of light except during a few hours around noon. But it had stayed dry enough to not smell of rot. Any more than the earthy scent of the forest that grew and encroached outside.

Where was this coyote kin that I was supposed to rescue? So far, I had no clue. I’d mainly been involved in keeping myself in one piece and not leaking blood from self-inflicted wounds. 

You’d think that animals would leave humans alone like the old days. But things had changed since the cities left. Like me, most of the animals had been born since. Unlike us humans, they had grown in number. I was the third generation since the City-Rise. The existing humans had mostly died off from plague or lawless killing. The few that remained had holed up and stayed isolated until the plague ran its course. It was only in our generation that exploring for salvage had become a regular activity. For our survival as a species.
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