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			Praise for 

			THE DEATH AND RESURRECTION OF BASEBALL

			“Connecting the past and this imagining of the future gives readers insight into the major problems of the present world, whilst also delivering a classic story with suspense, action, intrigue, and, perhaps most importantly, hope…I would not hesitate to recommend The Death and Resurrection of Baseball to fans of fascinating fiction everywhere.” 

			– Readers Favorite, Award Review

			 * * *

			“The epicness of this tale, and the sheer creativity of Douglas, is enough to make you overlook the fact that every character is nearly flawless and awash in politeness. But maybe that’s part of what makes this feel-good story work.”  

			– Michael Popke, Award Winning Journalist.

			 * * *

			“This was my first Kindle book, and I picked an excellent book to start Kindle reading with. I liked it so well I got it for a Christmas gift for one of my nephews.”

			– Don Wardlow, Retired Baseball Radio Broadcaster

			 * * *

			“What a beautiful novel of relevance depicting how things might be amidst the calamities we currently face and then providing an everlasting beacon of hope. In these times of chaos, it would be an easy task to succumb to the much more prevalent and typical dystopian storytelling. Yet this author takes us on a journey: One of hope and passion led by the innocence of youth.”

			–  John G., Verified Amazon Purchase
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			 “A​t what point then is the approach of danger to be expected? I answer, if it ever reach us, it must spring up amongst us. It cannot come from abroad. If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide.”

			Abraham Lincoln, January 27th, 1838,

			Springfield, IL

			“The one constant through all the years, Ray, has been baseball. America has rolled by like an army of steamrollers. It has been erased like a blackboard, rebuilt and erased again. But baseball has marked the time. This field, this game: it’s a part of our past, Ray. It reminds us of all that once was good and that could be again.”

			James Earl Jones as Terence Mann, 1989, 

			Field of Dreams Universal Pictures
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			​FOREWORD 
BY DON WARDLOW

			​​You will like the world William R. Douglas has created in this book.

			In our current world, I have watched players’ salaries and strikeouts rise while attendance falls in baseball parks around the country. Youth leagues continue to fold. 

			In our current world, even the most loving families in our world scatter to the four winds. Those same families are splintered by political differences that didn’t seem to matter 40 years ago when I left home to go to college.

			I am inviting you to William R. Douglas’ world of a future United States. He pictures a world where baseball had to close up shop because America entered a second Civil War in 2061. His world is America, 2166 A.D., 100 years after the second Civil War ended. With 4 major cities in ruins, his world is the small Illinois town of McHenry. 

			Our protagonist is 12-year-old Joe Scott, who starts out with one of his buddies on a regular Saturday to explore, not sure of what they are looking for or what they might find. They find a relic. Like the tip of an iceberg, finding the relic is the beginning of a much bigger search and adventure.

			It’s easy to imagine baseball forgotten and our country nearly ruined by war. You just have to follow the current news and sports. 

			It takes a man of vision to imagine the game I love and a young boy’s quest to try and restore it to a post-war American society. 

			William R. Douglas is such a man.

			Don Wardlow was the first blind professional baseball broadcaster, working with four teams between 1991 and 2002. His story is detailed in the documentary Miracle League: The Don Wardlow Story. After writing the blog Baseball As I See It from 2015-2019, Don now hosts The Baseball Lifer Podcast.

		


		
			​PREFACE

			​​The writing of my first novel was the culmination of several inputs, all important ingredients towards the story.

			Those inputs came at different times in my life, and, in fact, were decades apart. I list them below, not in chronological order of their occurrences, but in an order that best illustrates what went into my thought processes that led to the germination of the idea behind the storyline for this debut novel.

			In 1993, I read David Aikman’s profoundly disturbing novel, When the Almond Tree Blossoms. In it, Aikman (who once worked as TIME Magazine’s senior foreign correspondent), presents a scenario for a second American civil war, based on ideological lines (i.e., conservatives vs. liberals). The novel ends with a nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarine cruising up the Potomac River, flying the flag of the resistance.

			At the time of publishing, in 1993, the Cold War had just ended a few years earlier, with the fall of the Soviet Union. Here on American soil, what was just beginning was the current era of political polarization between liberal and conservative ideologies, which has continued, in varying degrees of ferocity, to the current times and remains on a deadly trajectory.

			Ten or so years ago, I came across an article about games that kids used to play, way back before the American Civil War of the 1860s. These old, “extinct” games had long been forgotten, due to the passage of time and the changing whims of what kids like to play.

			For the bulk of my working career, I have worked in the Information Technology field. I spent most of that time working with servers. I was in the IT field when the Internet for the masses exploded onto the world stage in the 1990s. This newly interconnected world and the free flow of information has also been a temptation for nefarious individuals, criminal enterprises, and rogue states to engage in all manner of theft, large and small. From time to time, they’ve also engaged in the spreading of computer viruses for the sole purposes of destruction.

			In 2011, I read William Forstchen’s novel, One Second After. This New York Times bestseller tells the chilling tale of an EMP (electromagnetic pulse) attack against the United States that throws the entire country back into “horse and buggy” mode.

			EMP attacks render all electronics, from the most complex to the most mundane, permanently destroyed. Since nearly every aspect of modern America has a printed circuit board as a critical functional component, the destruction of all of them at once, via an EMP attack, would be catastrophic, to say the least. In Forstchen’s novel, 90% of the U.S. population is dead within several months.

			One Second After caused quite a stir within the halls of the U.S. government, and in fact, the author sent a copy of the book to every member of Congress, hoping to stir action. To date, the entire nation’s modern infrastructure remains gravely imperiled in the event of an EMP attack.

			When I was a child, growing up in the 1960s, baseball was still king and was known as “America’s Pastime.” As my childhood went on, baseball changed. Money became a larger component at the professional level, with collective bargaining and free agency. Later, in my adult years, professional players went on strike (for more money). I expect that by 2030, at the very latest, we will all see baseball’s first billion-dollar contract. A ten-year, $100 million-a-year contract to play ball. What effect will that have on the average fan struggling from paycheck to paycheck? What if it turns off huge numbers of fans?

			Watching the game used to be easy (and free). Now, it’s very hard to find a televised baseball game to watch, without paying someone for the privilege, and the funny thing is, you still have commercial breaks. Nowadays, not everyone can afford the top-of-the-line sports bundle to watch their favorite baseball team. Without free televised games, many potential fans are left by the wayside to pass their time watching something else, and in doing so, some have already lost interest in the game of baseball.

			Meanwhile, in the youth realm, the shifting tastes of what games and sports kids want to play have been changing.

			To be clear, youth are still playing football, but that is coming under increasing pressure because of concussions and other injuries. They are also still playing basketball. Of all the youth sports, “pickup games” of basketball bode well for the sport’s continued long-term health and existence.

			Kids are also still playing soccer, and in recent years, lacrosse, in increasing numbers.

			Then there’s baseball.

			Sandlot ball, where kids gather and play the game without adult supervision, is all but dead.

			In-house baseball leagues (i.e., non-travel baseball leagues) continue to see rapidly declining numbers, because of the popularity of travel-ball. The enormously more expensive travel-ball leagues have a built-in cut system. You have to try out for travel-ball, and if you don’t make the cut, in many locales, you are out of luck. This is a recipe for disaster!

			The number of travel-ball teams can never match the number of teams that an in-house league can accommodate. Thus, if the in-house leagues continue to shrink (or disappear altogether), that means fewer and fewer kids playing baseball (and softball), which eventually translates into fewer and fewer adult fans. What if that trend continues? What if it becomes no longer “cool” to even play baseball?

			In 2016, the general storyline of the book had coalesced around the central theme of baseball having died. But how? The popularity of it waned, kids got interested in other things (like video games) and other sports (like soccer and lacrosse). Adults also lost interest. Financial woes enter the picture for some teams. A protracted labor strike also casts a pall over the game, at all levels of play.

			But what else could so utterly eliminate a game from our culture? A proverbial “nail in the coffin,” a second civil war, the likes of which are unparalleled in the histories of the nations of the world. This would be no ordinary civil war. If it were, recovery would be much faster. How do you take a super-power like the United States and knock it down so badly that it takes decades for the country, and the world, to get back up? Take a fratricidal war, that includes a limited nuclear exchange involving four large metro areas, and add in an EMP attack, along with the worst cyber-attack in modern times. That’s how.

			The war acts like a giant eraser. Erasing lives, geography, and parts of our culture. In the war’s aftermath, it is this clawing back from the near-total devastation that is an important undercurrent in the storyline. At the beginning of our story, America has recovered, technologically, back to where it was at the war’s outbreak. Self-driving cars and trucks. AI equipped domestic robots. Vertical take-off and landing commercial aircraft. And much more. But there are still chunks of American culture missing, they just don’t know it. One missing piece is baseball.

			The rediscovery of a lost and forgotten part of America’s pre-war past and culture is rich in symbolism. For baseball is as much a symbol of America itself as it is a game still enjoyed by millions.

			 So it was in Destin, Florida, during a family reunion trip in 2016, that I announced to my son, Joe, and brother, Scott, (both avid baseball fans) that I was going to write a novel and that the central character’s name was a melding of their first names.

			Enjoy the story!

		


		
			​PROLOGUE

			The year is 2166. It has be​en over a ​​hundred years since the end of the Second American Civil War, which began on April 12th, 2061.

			The sport of baseball has been dead for well over a century. There is no living soul that personally remembers the game.

			Before the Second American Civil War, the game of baseball (at a professional level) had succumbed to financial woes that were further exacerbated by a prolonged labor strike of three years. At the amateur level, the explosive growth of soccer and lacrosse, at all levels of play, combined with the pressures of other interests and other sports, caused the kids to simply lose interest in baseball, and it was no longer “cool” to play the game.

			Baseball’s last breath came as an unintended consequence of the Second American Civil War. Internationally, the sport died as well, because of the loss of its American sponsors.

			The United States and the entire world survived this post-war period, but not without extreme costs to lives, culture, and history.

			It has taken a century for the United States to recover from the three devastating blows suffered during the war.

			The first blow was the loss of four major US cities: New York City, New York; Chicago, Illinois; Charlotte, North Carolina; and Atlanta, Georgia. The destruction of these four large, metropolitan areas was caused by a battlefield nuclear exchange that led to the single greatest loss of American lives on American soil in one day.

			The second blow was a massive cyberattack launched half a world away. It used a weaponized computer virus that erased everything on every computer, public and private. Worldwide havoc ensued, because of the loss of all data and knowledge.

			The third and final crippling blow was an EMP attack that plunged the United States and parts of Canada and Mexico into “horse and buggy” mode. The EMP attack destroyed the nation’s electric grid, all electronic devices, all public and private transportation networks, and led to a breakdown in law and order brought on by a supply chain collapse.

			When the maelstrom had ended, the developed world found itself not much better off than a third world country. As a result, the entire world was plunged into a severe and decades-long depression. With the rest of the nations of the world focused on caring for their own, there was no help to be found for a country the size of the United States.

			Thus, an agonizingly prolonged period of survival mode ensued before reconstruction could begin. Reconstruction took several decades to return America and the industrialized world to some semblance of their former glory.

			Now, with the sun rising on the reconstructed United States, McHenry, a town in northern Illinois, is home to an intrepid twelve-year-old boy named Joe Scott.

			Joe has a knack for exploring and sets out one day with a buddy to see what is in the woods east of town, on the other side of the river, which has been labeled a “no-man’s-land” since the end of the war.

			While there, Joe discovers a century-old relic that sets him on a quest to learn its meaning. His journey leads to the rebirth of a game long since forgotten by time and the ravages of civil war.

		


		
			​CHAPTER ONE

			​It’s in the Woods

			Twelve-year-old Joe Scot​​t was not amused by the comments from some of his friends that he was odd. So what if he didn’t like to sit inside and waste hours at a time playing the latest metaverse immersion experience. Unlike the old MVI, which had been all the rage, this newer evolution of gaming introduced a level of sensory interaction that Joe found unpleasant. Joe had determined to set out on a different course, one that led him towards a great love of the outdoors and a quest for discovery.

			At 5 feet 7 inches tall, young Joe was the second tallest kid in his 6th-grade class at Landmark Middle School in McHenry, Illinois. He was also stocky and the strongest kid in his class. An average student, Joe was well-liked by both his teachers and classmates. But, like most students, he lived for the weekends. Two full days of outdoor exploration and adventure.

			So it was that this typical Saturday in September was not much different from the last one, except for the fact that he had raced to finish his obligatory weekly chores in record time. He had started on his chores on Friday night, just so that he could spend this first Saturday in September doing what he loved best, being outside with his friends and “exploring undiscovered country,” his favorite phrase for his expeditions into the great outdoors. His gang included several other buddies who had caught the same exploration bug and decided they would much rather be outside than inside on most days.

			On this day, however, it was just Joe and his buddy, Ted, that went on an expedition of discovery in the VFW Woods on the east side of town, across the Fox River.

			Although McHenry had largely escaped the carnage and destruction of the Second American Civil War that had occurred 100 years earlier, she did not escape it totally.

			The Battle of McHenry was fought on the east side of town and centered along a line that stretched from a small industrial park, just to the east of the old VFW hall, over to the east bank of the Fox River, where it turned south along River Road and then ran clear down to the Illinois Route 176 bridge.

			For almost all of Joe’s young life, tales of death, ghosts, and hauntings in those woods had kept him, and others, out of it. While some tales were surely exaggerated, others not so much. The size of the American Military Cemetery north of town gave stark and sobering testimony of the sheer depth and scale of the carnage that had happened in the battle over a century earlier.

			But on this day, Joe and Ted had decided to defy the wishes of their parents and go exploring in the VFW Woods to see what relics and treasures lay there, just waiting to be discovered. Joe had heard, what he believed to be a reliable rumor, that the Army was about to give the “all clear” and that the woods were no longer a danger to life and limb. In spite of the old stories, Joe’s thirst for exploring would not be quenched this day; no, this expedition would start a fire in him. Teddy, his partner for the day, was the perfect pal for this quest.

			Fellow twelve-year-old, Ted Lee Banks, aka Teddy, was among Joe Scott’s best friends. Ted and his family lived a few doors down from Joe, and he and Joe had been best friends since the first time they met, years earlier. A full hand-width taller than Joe, Ted was lanky, with glasses and rusty brown hair. Witty and quick to smile, Ted was the kind of friend that would light up a room when he walked into it.

			Joe and Ted both attended McHenry’s Landmark Middle School and were in the same 6th-grade class with Mrs. Meeghan. While Teddy was great at math, Joe’s favorite subject was history. They would often get together and help each other out with their homework. Each of their respective favorite subjects was the other’s weakness. Which worked out great, since they could do their homework together and help each other out.

			On this particular day, the two of them had planned to meet up at the old war memorial park on Pearl Street, a few doors down from their homes.  

			“If we’re gonna do this, we have to do it right. If we mess up and get caught, we’ll be in so much trouble. We’ll be grounded for a month,” Joe said.

			“A month! More like the rest of the summer for me,” Teddy exclaimed. “Okay, but remember, the first snake I see, we’re so out of there! I hate snakes!”

			“Stop worrying,” Joe said. “It’s gonna be awesome! Did you bring a water bottle?”

			“Yeah, and I brought some chips too, in case we get hungry,” Teddy replied. “And I got a flashlight.”

			“Cool! I’ve got a pocketknife and some rope.”

			The late summer sun was high in the sky as the boys set out and walked the few blocks to the western shore of the Fox River. Over on the east shore of the river began the VFW Woods. The woods lined the entire riverbank, to the north and south, as far as the eye could see. The trees had even grown up on what had been the old Illinois State Route 120. To the east, the road was now destroyed, and nature had reclaimed the space. The Rt. 120 bridge was now useless to cars, since there were several bomb holes in the bridge deck, but it was still somewhat safe to walk across, if you were careful.

			In that close-knit town, word traveled fast back to parents of kids seen getting into mischief, so Joe and Ted quietly slipped behind a pile of rubble, just north of the bridge. The old road dead-ended right there at the base of the rubble and the bombed-out bridge.

			Joe raised his head, peered out over the edge of the rubble, and studied the old road and businesses to the west. Sensing the coast was clear, he motioned to Ted to follow him, and they made a mad dash toward the Rt. 120 bridge.

			Before the war, the Fox River served as a dividing line of the town, separating the eastern part — half incorporated and half not — from the central business district and larger western portion of the city. Illinois Rt. 120 had been a major four-lane, east-west highway linking McHenry County to Lake County and Cook County in northern Illinois, both to the east and southeast.

			The Rt. 120 bridge had been severely damaged during the battle. But, since it only led to the irradiated Lake County and Cook County, it was decided early in the post-war reconstruction period to abandon the bridge. Just five miles to the east began the uninhabitable zone that stretched to Lake Michigan, then down and around clear over to the Michigan state line.

			As they made their way across the bridge, Teddy was the first one to start feeling a little nervous.

			“Joe, you sure about this? What about the stories we’ve heard?”

			“Relax, will ya? They’re just stories! Nothing to ‘em,” Joe insisted.

			A huge bomb crater lay at the base of the bridge on the east side, and they had to traverse busted concrete, twisted rebar metal, and weeds to slide down into it.

			“I still don’t get it,” Joe sighed. “Why did they do it?”

			“Do what?” Teddy asked.

			“The war,” Joe answered. “Why did they have to resort to shooting each other? It’s crazy to think about. Like the chapter about the Battle of McHenry in our history book. Kids all over America read about our hometown and this battle and all the people that died right here.”

			“Yeah, I know what you mean,” Teddy said. “My dad says it was over politics. My mom says it was over religion.”

			“I’m so glad it was such a long time ago and things are better now,” Joe said.

			“Me too,” Teddy agreed. “Me too.”

			“Hey, my dad says there’s even talk of fixing the bridge and rebuilding the old road to the east, where the wasteland is,” Joe said, trying to steer the conversation to something a little less depressing. “He says some scientists may have figured out a way to make the places to the east livable again.”

			 “Wow, that would be so cool!”

			Emerging out of the crater, they were face to face with a tall forest of maple and oak trees. Adding to it was a thick growth of underbrush. Earlier, before they had set out for the day, they had both dressed in long pants and long sleeves, despite the late summer heat. Now they were both glad they did.

			“Hey, that looks like a path or something,” Teddy observed, pointing to an opening in the brush, about 20 yards to the left.

			“Okay, let’s check it out,” Joe said. 

			They walked into the forest on what was, more than likely, a deer path. As they walked along, they heard the sounds of birds in the air and the crunch of leaves and sticks under their feet. After just a minute, the air became noticeably cooler, and the sunlight was much dimmer. The forest canopy was thick, and wildflowers that carpeted the sporadic open areas enhanced the forest smells.

			Joe was the first one to spot the large pile of debris 50 yards ahead. “Hey, look. I think it’s the ruins of the old marina. I read about this in history. During the battle, it was a field hospital and command post. When the front lines started moving closer to the river, they moved the field hospital further west. They also changed the command post to the old Justen Hotel on the other side of the river.”

			“Wow, so that’s the pile of rubble and the memorial on the other side of the bridge where we started?” Ted asked.

			“Yeah, that’s all that’s left,” Joe replied. “There was also another bridge right by the marina. The Pearl Street Bridge. They blew it up as a defensive measure, as the other side was getting closer.”

			Ted looked at the rubble. “That must have been one hairy moment when all that went down.”

			“Right? I can’t even imagine,” Joe stated. “To make matters worse, after three days of fighting here, the battle blew up and turned into the huge battle of the Fox River Valley. There was fighting clear down past Elgin. That’s something like 25 miles away.

			“That’s a lot of shooting,” Ted said.

			Joe paused, then looked at his buddy in the eyes. “And a lot of killing.”

			Turning their focus back towards the ground directly in front of them, Joe spotted something. 

			“Look! I found an old flashlight made of green metal. I think it’s aluminum!” Joe shouted, as he picked up the beat-up soldier’s flashlight and rubbed the dirt off. 

			After turning it this way and that, he put it into his back pocket, excited that he was the first to find a relic half-buried in the dirt. Ted was thrilled that they had found their first bit of treasure so soon into their adventure too, and he began looking ahead of them for more.

			Seeing something tubular sticking up from the ground, Ted hurried over for a closer look. He reached down and gave it a yank. It barely budged. He could tell a large part of it was buried. After a few minutes of digging with his hands, he wrestled the relic up from out of the ground. With excitement, Ted yelled out, “Joe, look at this! It’s an old rifle.”

			“Whoa!” Joe gasped.

			“Looks like the barrel is all that’s left,” Teddy said, examining his find.

			“Ya’ gonna keep it?” Joe asked.

			“Well, sure, why not?” Teddy answered. “I can swing it around and move the brush out of our way as we move along.”

			“That’s a great idea,” Joe conceded. “Hey, look, there’s a tree limb laying over there. I’ll grab that, and we can both swing away.”

			The deer path led onward towards the east. As the boys continued to walk, they passed burnt-out homes that had collapsed and had long ago become overgrown with vegetation. They occasionally stopped to pick through the rubble of a home for a short while, before moving along down the path, deeper into the woods.

			About 30 minutes into their hike, they came upon a large building. Much larger than the ruined homes they had passed, but not as big as the marina.

			“Hey, let’s take a look in there,” Joe said. “It’s not totally collapsed, so we should be okay.”

			Stepping over debris and the vines that had invaded the building, they were excited by the prospect of finding some good relics inside the place. Of all the ruins they had seen so far on their venture into the woods, this building appeared the least damaged from the battle, time, and the elements.

			“Hey, look at this. I think it’s a sign,” Ted said as he picked up an old, degraded piece of metal. Sure enough, there was a faint outline of letters and numbers.

			“Can you make it out?” Joe asked.

			“I think so,” Ted muttered, squinting at the faded print. “Let me go over to the window and get a little more light on it so I can see it better.”

			Walking towards a south-facing window, Ted held the relic up to the opening, long bereft of glass. As the sunlight illuminated the sign, he read aloud.

			“It says V - F - W Post Four - Six - Zero … I’m not sure, but I think the last number is a zero too.”

			“Wow, we’re in the old VFW building!” Joe exclaimed. “This is where, during the battle, both sides ran out of ammunition and fought hand to hand until there were like only a few soldiers left. The VFW building was really important. Something like the Alamo. Towards the end, it came under mortar fire and took a direct hit. Did a lot of damage, but it wasn’t totally destroyed.”

			“Obviously, since we’re standing inside of it,” Ted said. “What happened that they made this place off-limits for so long?”

			“Well, there were lots of unexploded bombs and stuff. After the nukes, there was really no sense in keeping this area open. Making the no-man’s-land start at the river just made a lot of sense to the military government at the time,” Joe explained.

			“Oh yeah, and then there’s the story of Hezekiah Smith,” Ted added.

			“Hezekiah Smith!? You remember that story? I thought history was your worst subject?” Joe mused.

			“Yeah, it is. But a story of a guy getting blown to bits over here on this side of the river, after stepping on an old mine, well, you don’t easily forget that. That sticks with you, even for guys like me that don’t like history,”  Ted replied. “Alright, that’s enough history. C’mon professor, let’s keep looking.” 

			They lingered a few minutes looking for more artifacts but found none of any interest. Joe noticed another doorway on the east wall, and the two explorers passed through it and re-emerged outside.

			On that side of the ruin, there was no path. Just old bomb craters filled with thick brush and trees. Heading eastward, Teddy, using his gun barrel turned makeshift sickle, and Joe, using the small tree limb, took turns swinging away to help knock down the brush so they could walk easier. 

			They had been slowly fighting through the undergrowth for about ten minutes when, just ahead, Joe noticed a gigantic wall of green ivy through the forest. It was unmistakable.

			“Hey, you see that?” Joe asked. “Look how big it is!”

			The wall of green towered over their heads.

			“Whoa,” Teddy breathed. “What is it?”

			As they pushed their way through the thick brush, they came right up against it. It was thick with ivy, brush, and a tree here and there. The wall was high and curved up and out of sight. Looking to the south, they could see that the wall dropped dramatically and continued on a straight line to the south. Before moving down that way, Joe reached out his hand into the thick ivy to see what it was attached to. Sticking his hand in, he pulled away leaves and vines until he felt something metallic.

			“It’s a fence. Let’s follow it that way,” Joe said, as he pointed to the right. 

			As they made their way along the wall of ivy, south, Ted marveled at how big it was. “It’s like a green monster.”

			The ivy and other vegetation had grown up next to and through the chain link, creating a massive walled carpet of green. Some parts of the fence were missing, but the vegetation had taken over, replacing the destroyed sections with their tentacles of ivy and branches, along a nearly straight line.

			As Joe walked along, he noticed a patch of ivy with a small gap in it. He took a closer look and could make something out. “Hey, I think I see something here. I think it’s a sign or something.”

			He cleared away the ivy from the tattered remains of an old sign attached to the fence. It was covered with dirt and moss. Getting one of the water bottles, he popped the cap open and splashed some water to wash it off as much as he could. He struggled to read the faint words of the sign out loud. 

			“The word ‘No’ is clear. Then I can see a P … an E … another P …” Joe rubbed at the remaining dirt. “Hold on, let me splash some more water on it.” When he did, the rest of the faint lettering became more clear to read. “I got it!” he announced. “It says ‘No Pepper.’”

			Ted looked confused. “Huh? No Pepper? What’s that mean?”

			“Beats me,” Joe shrugged. “Maybe this place was a restaurant?”

			“Kinda weird for a restaurant to put up a sign up like that,” Ted doubted. “No Pepper? What the heck?”

			Joe was about to keep walking and leave the sign behind, when he felt a powerful urge to stop and take another look. He stared at it for a long time. “No Pepper,” Joe whispered.

			Joe took out his pocketknife and extracted the screwdriver bit from it and unscrewed the sign from the fence. He could not put his finger on it, but Joe felt in his gut this sign meant something. If he was wrong, no harm done. It would be just another relic to add to his collection.

			The boys continued to walk south to a point where the fence dropped to around four feet in height. There, the brush, ivy, and woods were the thickest they had come across since entering the path down by the river. It was almost impenetrable. But, undeterred, the boys fought their way through to the end of the line, where the fence made a sharp turn away from them and curved slowly to the left, until the forest blocked their view of it.

			Ted felt a little uneasy about going any further. “Joe, I think we’ve gone far enough. I really think we should go back home. I don’t want to get near the radiation zone. Where exactly is that?”

			Joe replied, “We’re safe here, Ted. The radiation zone starts about 5 miles to the east of here.”

			“How big is it?” Ted asked.

			“It’s big, bro. It stretches all the way to Lake Michigan, then all the way south and around the bottom part of the lake clear over to the Michigan state line.”

			Ted shook his head in disbelief. As he did, he felt a slight shudder in his body. His mind was made up. “Let’s go back home.” 

			“Why? We’re okay,” Joe argued. “There might be something else over here.”

			“Nah, I’m done,” Ted insisted. “Let’s go back.”

			“Are you sure?” asked Joe.

			“Yeah,” Ted said. “Let’s go back now.”

			“Well, okay, if you say so.”

			They started heading back, retracing the path they had made by clearing the brush. On the way back, Joe caught a glance of something large lying on the ground to his right, by a large oak tree. It was partially covered in vegetation. As he cleared it off, he could tell there were three words. The first one was Buss. The second word was mostly obliterated with a hole. “Shrapnel maybe,” he thought. The third was only partially readable, and the letters F-I-E-L were barely visible. 

			“Buss blank Fiel. What does that mean?” Joe wondered out loud.

			“The last word was probably field,” Ted said. “As for what it means, I don’t know, but we better keep heading back.”

			As they continued on, they stumbled across a few more relics, but none of any interest to them, so they left them there where they lay. All the while, on the way back, Joe could feel the cold metal of the “No Pepper” sign as it pressed against his side where he held it. The more he held it, the more glad he felt he had taken it down.

			As Ted and Joe made their way back towards the Rt. 120 bridge, Joe wondered what other relics were in the thick forest beyond the fence that had, for now, stopped their advance.

			“Teddy, we need to go back sometime soon. I got a feeling there’s more cool stuff to find.”

			“Well, if you say so,” Ted said. “But next time, let’s bring the rest of the guys with us too.”

			“Yeah, why not,” said Joe. “Maybe tomorrow, after church. This sign has me wondering.”

			Teddy glanced over at Joe, with a puzzled look on his face. “Yeah, right. No Pepper. I have no idea.”

			 “Look, we gotta be clear about something,” Joe stated. “We can’t let our parents find out we were here. If they do, there’s no way they’ll let us ever come back!”

			“Plus, we’ll be grounded for who knows how long. Okay, my lips are sealed,” Ted said. “I promise.”

			“You swear it?”

			“On my mother’s grave!”

			“Huh?” Joe said, looking confused. “Your mom’s alive.”

			“I heard my dad say that once, when he made a promise to our neighbor.”

			“Well, okay then.”

			Fifteen minutes later, they emerged back onto the Fox River bank as the sun was lowering toward dinner time. After again traversing the old, ruined state route bridge and making it back to their neighborhood, they parted company. 

			Joe walked into the garage. Seeing the back side of his dad, who was hunched over working on something, he quickly walked past and said hi. Just outside the door and out of sight of anyone around, he realized that, if his mom saw the sign, she might get suspicious. So, he tucked it up underneath his shirt and walked into the kitchen, where his mom was preparing supper. After giving a cheerful “hello,” without stopping, he headed to his younger brother’s room.

			“Austin, promise not to tell anyone what I’m gonna tell ya.”

			“Ok, promise. What is it?”

			“You won’t believe what we found! It’s in the woods.”

		


		
			​CHAPTER TWO

			​Collateral Damage

			Sam Scott had met and fallen in love with Mary Woodbridge during his junior year at McHenry High School. Mary was a sophomore that year. It was quite some time before he worked up enough courage to ask her to the Homecoming dance. She shyly accepted. But the night had been a comical disaster. Sam was​​ late to pick her up, his car broke down, and he made several dumb comments because of an overwhelming nervousness. 

			A month later, after Mary had forgiven his missteps, Sam worked up the courage to ask her out again for a second date. He took her up to Lake Geneva, Wisconsin. They had an incredible evening aboard a dinner cruise. She knew, before the night was over, that she would marry Sam one day.

			Two years later, upon Mary’s graduation from high school, Sam convinced her that, rather than wait until college was finished, they could get married right away and still pursue their college degrees at Freedom University in Woodstock, Illinois.

			After graduating from Freedom, the United States Department of Recovery and Reconstruction hired Sam as an accountant.

			The department was housed in the giant, 110-story Eisenhower Federal office building on the south side of McHenry. The mammoth building housed 5,000 workers, all engaged in doing their part in the ongoing efforts to reconstruct the nation from the carnage of the past. The Department of Recovery and Reconstruction had similar facilities in three other regions, but theirs was second in size only to the headquarters’ facility in Alexandria, Virginia, outside of Washington, D.C. 
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