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To those of you surviving…


May you find a way to truly live.



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


THIS STORY CONTAINS


themes of grief and depression.


It references a global pandemic


and mentions the death of


a spouse and of pets.


Please read with care.
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The hens flocked to the pieces of homemade cornbread Mel tossed into the pen. A loud bluish-gray one, who Mel had dubbed Rachel Lynde, flapped her wings and scattered the others so she had first pick of the food. 


Once Rachel Lynde was occupied, a mottled silver-and-black hen named Marilla led the rest to breakfast. The wispy orange one—Anne Shirley, naturally—meandered over last, her beak pointed to the sky as if imagining shapes in the puffy clouds above. When little Minnie May hopped too close to Rachel Lynde, the bigger hen pecked at her. 


“Settle down, girls,” Mel said. “There’s plenty for everyone.”


Not to be ignored, a rooster let out a robust cock-a-doodle-doo from his solitary pen adjacent to the henhouse.


“Plenty for you, too, Mr. Gilbert Blythe.” In went a portion of cornbread for Gilbert. 


It had been Gilbert who originally alerted Mel to the chickens’ existence. She had been riding her bike around, scavenging for firewood, when she’d heard the distinct crow of a rooster. The flock was was somehow still alive, though it must have been at least a year since anyone had taken care of them.


Mouth agape, Mel had stared at them for a full five minutes before coming to her senses. The fence that kept the animals penned in was attached to a shed. The doors were open, and there was a dwindling supply of chicken feed inside. The bags were piled high, all of them sliced open. The feed had spilled out in a scattered mess. All but one bird had survived. Mel surmised that the last act of one of the farmers had been providing this feast, a dying person’s parting gift for the chickens. 


The next day, she visited the library and procured a book about raising chickens. Then, she began gathering materials to build a pen on her cabin property. Buckets of sweat and one swollen thumb later—Mel wasn’t great with a hammer—she had a new home for the flock. It was a comedy of errors to get the birds in cat carriers and bike them up to the cabin one-by-one, but in the end, she made it happen. 


An impatient caw pulled Mel from her reverie. A murder of crows sat patiently on the branches of a tall pine tree. The caw was the friendly kind, not the panicked squawk that warned of predators. The crows were far less rowdy than the hens. 


Mel clicked her tongue in greeting and scattered the rest of the cornbread among the pine needles at the base of the tree. One-by-one the crows swooped down for breakfast.


Warm mug of tea in hand, Mel yawned and took in the mountain view beyond the trees. The sky above was clear except for a few fair weather clouds, but the morning mist stubbornly clung to the mountain peaks. She stole one last look at the view. It was the kind of scene she wished she had someone to share it with.


Despite her jacket and the warm tea, she shivered, a reminder that spring could be slow to come to upstate New York. 


No frost this morning, at least. A solid week had passed since the last frost, which meant it was safe to begin planting some of the more tender seeds and seedlings. There was a lot to do this spring and no one to do it but Mel.


Spring was planting season. The earth thawing. Sowing seeds. New life sprouting after a long winter. Each tiny tendril hope incarnate.


 She clicked her tongue one last time at the birds. It was the most interactive part of her day, done and over with. 


“There’s no point in wallowing,” she chided herself as she returned her mug to the cabin and gathered the seeds from the pantry and the gardening tools from the shed.


Wallowing only made the wave of loneliness harder to shake off. It had been about five years since Mel had seen another human being. Well, since she’d seen another living human being, but she didn’t like to think about that.


She wasn’t exactly counting the days, though she was counting sunflower seeds as she dipped her gloved fingers into the rich soil to make holes. She kept a calendar, so it wasn’t hard to do the math. The calendar helped her keep track of planting and harvesting times. A vitally important skill when you were the only person left in the world. 


To be fair, Mel didn’t have definitive proof that she was the sole person to have survived the pandemic to end all pandemics. But it had been nearly five years since she had permanently relocated to the mountain cabin and nary another human soul to be found. 


Hopes of meeting a real, live person in the flesh had dwindled away as the days had passed, until hope had all but disappeared. If anyone had survived in all of North America, they had yet to make their way to Mel’s place. And she figured they never would. If there were any survivors, they were likely too far away and occupied with their own survival to make it to her humble abode. She was well on her way to assuming she was the last person alive. 


She supposed there could be another survivor on the far side of the country…or the world. Mel imagined a resilient soul in California picking grapes by day and strumming a guitar by night. The soloist of solos. Or perhaps there was an intrepid soul in India who grew their own curry ingredients and collected rainwater for the crops. 


Mel was lucky enough to have a steady supply of water from a well with a solar pump. It was one aspect of survival she was allowed to take for granted. Though now that she thought of it, collecting rainwater wasn’t a bad idea. If she got done with her chores early enough, she could ride her bike down to the library to see if there were any books on the subject. 


Mel continued to dig holes and count seeds as she absentmindedly hummed a tune, the chickens clucking in their pen and the wind chimes hanging on the cabin porch her accompaniments. 


Before long, she grew warm enough to take off the jacket. Once the rows of sunflowers seeds were planted and Mel had recorded it in her notebook, she filled a watering can and gave them a good drink. 


She sighed and wiped her dirty hands on her jeans. The denim had once been stiff and sturdy, but they were getting a little threadbare in the usual places, mainly in the area where her thighs met her butt. Unlike the denim, her joints were the stiffest they had ever been. As a kindergarten teacher, she had spent many days getting up and down on the floor, but now that she was in her mid 40s, her knees popped whenever she crouched.


A crow watched from one of the wooden posts Mel had hammered into the ground to support the sunflower plants once they were fully grown. Putting the posts in before the seeds might have seemed premature, but Mel liked to be prepared. Plus, it had given her something to do while waiting for the risk of frost to pass. Spending the early spring days preparing meant that now she could devote all her time to growing. Abundant crops were necessary for survival.


From its perch, the crow flapped its wings, a tear evident in one of them.


“Oh, hello, Tiny Tim,” she said.


Unlike the chickens, who all had names, this crow was the only one Mel had given one to. As a baby, it had been attacked by a hawk. Mel had watched the big crows charge at the predator, chasing it into the sky until the hawk dropped the baby.


In a feat she still wasn’t sure how she managed to pull off, Mel had run across the yard to catch the little crow. She’d then made a blanket nest at the base of the pine tree and watched as the big crows crowded around the baby, caring for it until it grew big enough to fly on its own. The tear in the wing was a reminder of how harsh nature could be.


She supposed it was a little unhinged to anthropomorphize the crows and chickens the way she did, clicking her tongue to get their attention and chatting with them when they stopped by. Would it be worse to only have herself to talk to? Yes, it would be infinitely worse.


It was a stroke of luck the birds hadn’t been affected by the sickness that had wiped out humans, along with all the other mammals on the planet as far as Mel could tell. The chickens sustained her body with their eggs, and the crows sustained her lonely heart with their company.


Mel tried to count her blessings instead of hardships. She knew all too well how easy it was to get buried underneath dark thoughts, so she opted to see the sunny side if she could. 
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After a morning of hard work, Mel decided she had earned that trip to the library she had been thinking about. In addition to looking for information about collecting rain water, she wanted to grab a few new fiction titles and look for books about breeding chickens.  


Poor Josie Pye had passed away this winter. When Mel had first found the hen’s body, she had been worried about an illness infecting the flock—a natural place for her mind to go in the after-times of the pandemic. But all of the other hens remained the picture of health through the rest of winter and into spring. 


Mel had read the lifespan of a chicken was five to ten years, and those weren’t all egg-producing years. She knew at some point, she’d have to breed the chickens in order to keep a supply of eggs. It pained her to think of losing any other hens or Gilbert, but such was the way of the world.


Mel retrieved one of her bikes from the shed. She had hauled two up here to make sure she had a back-up and spare parts. They were replicas of vintage bicycles, pilfered from a big box store. She had acquired them when the old pickup truck had still been running, knowing that wouldn’t last forever. 


Today, she chose the vibrant yellow bike. Its paint job had acquired a few chips with time, and the wide leather seat was worn with use. The charming mode of transportation was complete with a metal basket affixed in front of the handlebars. Between the basket and her large backpack, she had plenty of space for anything she would acquire in town.


In the beginning of her time at the mountain cabin, Mel had taken many rides in the truck to nearby towns and acquired many things. Now, the truck was more a lawn ornament than anything else, sitting in the dirt driveway where Mel had last left it. Wildflowers grew up along the side of it in the summer.


Aside from the supply trips, Mel hadn’t traveled…save for one memorable road trip.


It was on the one-year anniversary of her husband’s death, about eleven months since she had seen another living human. This was before she had her vegetable garden and her chickens. She had been living off of rations she had gathered, pillaging canned goods and other shelf-stable food from shops and grocery stores. She never took anything from people’s houses if she could help it, if only to avoid the dead bodies as much as possible.


She and Daniel—her late husband—never had children, only their trusty dog, Bruno. But Mel was a kindergarten teacher, so each year had brought a whole classroom of five-year-olds to teach and nurture. Having nothing but herself to fret over for a year had grown torturously tedious. Everything in her life had felt stale, right down to the contents of the cans and jars in her kitchen. Even the summer mountain air had a musty quality to it that year.


One night she went to bed and couldn’t sleep. An overwhelming restless energy had possessed Mel. The next morning, eyes still wide open, she stared at the wooden beams in the ceiling, a wild idea possessing her. She hopped on the bike with no supplies except the clothes on her back until she found a hybrid car sitting in the driveway of a small ranch with an attached garage.


Ignoring her rule about breaking into houses, Mel first tried kicking in the front door with her heel, like some kind of action hero. When all that resulted in was a sore foot, she broke the window next to the door with a big stick. She cleared away the biggest shards of glass with the stick and carefully reached in to unlock the door from the inside. 


She walked into a living room, the air stale and stuffy but not putrid. The inside of the house had that eerie stillness of every empty indoor place, a feeling Mel thought she would never get used to. She avoided looking down a hallway to the right where there were probably bedrooms and headed straight ahead to an eat-in kitchen with sliders out the back and a door to the left. Two key fobs hung neatly on hooks next to the door that probably led to the garage. She grabbed the one of the same make as the hybrid outside.


It took a few tries to get the car started, but once she did, she drove south on the country road until she reached the highway. No one else was on the road, of course, but she drove 65 miles per hour on the dot, using the cruise control to stick to the speed limit. It might have been a rush to punch the gas pedal all the way and push the sedan to its limits, but what would have been the point? 


Mel had never been much of an adrenaline junkie. Even before they bought the cabin, she and Daniel would take a ski trip each winter break. Daniel would hit the double black diamond trails, and Mel would do a few runs on the green trails before calling it a day. She much preferred a spot by the fire in the big lodge, curled up with a book. 


Even now with the bicycle, she walked it down the dirt driveway, skirting around rocks and weeds pushing up through the dirt, waiting to hop on the bike until she reached the paved road. She kept one hand engaged on the back break to keep her speed in check as she rode down the winding hill. The breeze blew her chestnut brown hair—admittedly, now peppered with a bit of gray—off her face. That was all the excitement she needed these days, the restlessness having long left.


It had felt like such a long time back then to have no interaction with another person. In that first year, she hadn’t really gone out of the way to search the world to find any other survivors. After Daniel’s death, she had gone deep into mourning, expecting to die herself and coming to terms with that. When she didn’t die, life became a long slog of surviving on her own. As she scavenged for supplies, she hadn’t come across any survivors, but she hadn’t been looking either.


That anniversary had sparked something in her, a need to search. There was still some hope left that there were others back then. That desperate drive felt like a long time ago, though only four years had passed since then. 


She was a very different person now than she had been. And she was living proof that you could live a life of simple joys even in the worst of circumstances.
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Tears prickled Mel’s eyes as she coasted down the hill on her bike. She might have fooled herself into blaming the wind for the tears if she hadn’t been thinking about the anniversary road trip. 


Her philosophy on life had changed that day. Once she had made her way back home, she’d vowed to stop slogging through life and to take charge of surviving. That’s when she started gardening, and a little while later, she’d found her chickens. The change had resparked her natural curiosity. Curiosity and learning were fundamental parts of her old self as a kindergarten teacher, and tapping into them to survive made her feel alive again.


She’d also worked on her ability to compartmentalize. Certain thoughts had certain boxes, some she kept closed and others she flung open as often as possible. Those deep, dark feelings were best kept locked up, so they couldn’t overwhelm her again.


With that in mind, Mel firmly gripped the bike handlebars to steer herself straight and let the wind swipe away the tears on her cheeks. The fresh air worked its magic on her mood. The cool mountain breeze stung her face. Even with a helmet atop her head, the long tendrils of hair that had escaped whipped across her face. 


Trees shadowed the edges of the road, but she kept to the middle where the sun shone down on her, warming her from the top down. She imagined it feeding her soul, her spirit lifting like the sunflower blooms following the path of the sun across the sky. 


It was tempting to close her eyes, but the roads around here had never been in great shape. Seasons of water seeping into cracks, freezing, and melting were harsh on the asphalt surface. Weeds, too, thrived with no traffic to keep them at bay. So she kept her eyes on the road as she neared the end of the winding turns.


The road leveled off and the trees thinned, making way for something that felt more like civilization when civilization was still a thing. Mel pumped the pedals to keep a steady pace on the bike. She passed by all the familiar landmarks, fancy chalets for the rich, family-run inns, and less-expensive rental places. Time and disuse had given them all a weathered look, nature beginning to take them all for herself. 


The Thirsty Crow Tavern marked the start of town and the end of the country road. Mel slowed and took a right at the intersection, the only one in town that had a stoplight. It used to blink on and off all day and night, but now it hung dark. 


She passed by the gas station, dusty and overgrown with weeds, and rode over the small bridge that spanned the river, coming to a stop outside the library. She propped the bike on its kickstand on the sidewalk and hung the helmet from the handlebars. She fluffed out her helmet hair as she caught her breath from the vigorous ride.


The library building was an old Roman Gothic church made with brown stones. The windows were arched, and a small square steeple sprouted up on the left side. The right side of the church spilled into a more modern part that had been added on. The newer part was made of bricks that didn’t quite match the original stonework. It was a rather unique look for a library, and a bit of a Frankenstein monster with modern conveniences pieced together with the original footprint. 


The main entrance had a covered landing with staircases on either side, one of which had been retrofitted with a ramp. Mel skirted around the rather grand entrance and slipped into the library through an unassuming side door made of metal. It was painted brown to match the stones so it mostly blended in with the facade.


This put her right into the corner of a large room with high ceilings and stained-glass windows. There were tables and chairs set up in the middle of the space with shelves of books in the back and front. A catwalk with even more shelving ran around the perimeter of the room, accessed by a metal staircase on one side and a ramp on the other. 


On sunny days like today, light poured in through the stained-glass windows, painting the library in a kaleidoscope of colors.


She sighed and then breathed in the scent of books. She loved this library. 


Mel would’ve liked to transport all the books up to her home. Well, maybe not all the books—she wasn’t much into legal thrillers and horror stories gave her nightmares, something you didn’t want to have when you were all alone on a very dark mountain every night—but many of the books. There was nowhere for her to store a library’s worth of books, though. 


The cabin was full of food, seeds, and herbs, and her shed was for various supplies. Among the many items in there, she had what she calculated to be a lifetime’s worth of cotton socks. Plus, the shed wasn’t climate controlled, so not a good fit for books even if she had the space. Not that the library was climate controlled these days, but the inside was better protection from the elements than her shed.


Mel had settled on keeping the most important books at home all the time, mainly those about growing and making the things she needed for everyday life, along with a few of her favorites. In the warmer months, she rotated other books in and out of her personal collection with regular trips to the library. The fantasy and romance sections saw heavy usage. Before the winter months came, she would always stock up on books in case the weather prevented her from riding down the mountain road.


She loved picture books, too. But she didn’t read those. Not anymore. Too many memories.


Today, she reshelved a dark fantasy romance and went in search of what to read next. It was a busy planting time, so she wanted to grab a few books in case she didn’t make it back to the library for a couple of weeks. She selected a romance with an illustrated cover that looked light-hearted and a sci-fi that had a love story in it. Then, she headed to the fantasy section where she decided to randomly select books. 


She picked a shelf, closed her eyes, and ran her fingers across the spines as she slowly walked down the aisle. She counted to seven—her favorite number—and grabbed whatever book her fingers were touching and slipped it into her bag without looking at the cover. She did this two more times, until she had three surprise fantasy books to read. 


This was risky to do with fantasy because a lot of the books were series and she might get a book that wasn’t the first one. When that happened, she simply kept the book in her cabin and grabbed the rest of the series the next time she went to the library. It was the kind of risk that kept life interesting but didn’t pose any real danger.


The nonfiction section was organized with the Dewey Decimal system. With no power, there was no computer system, and therefore no help in finding the subjects she desired. Originally, she had known very little about the numbering system, other than the biographies being in the 900 section, so this had initially presented itself as a challenge. 


 But now, she knew all the topics and their numbers. Today brought her to the 600 section. It was a well-perused one because it included the agricultural and health books, quite a few of which had a permanent home at the cabin. She was surprised to find several books on raising and breeding backyard chickens and one on rain collection systems. This was a bigger library when it came to rural communities, but it was still not what she would have considered large. Then again, it was a topic that could have been popular in this particular community, especially given how she had found her chickens not too far from there.


She added the books to her tote bag and decided she had better head home. Though sunset was hours away, she did not want to chance getting caught out in the dark. It was a much longer ride home up the hill than it was coming down.
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Mel’s hands felt raw after a morning of laundry, even with wearing gloves, and she was soaked and shivering. She had always hated laundry. And having to do it by hand in water that turned cold way too fast…well, that had been a thing that had nearly sent her over the edge a few times in the last five years. 


She settled for rewearing her clothes as much as she could stand and washing the laundry no more than once every two weeks. She got away with doing it even less in the winter when she didn’t get sweaty working in the garden.


At least she hadn’t had to make her own laundry detergent, not yet. The powdered detergent she had stocked up on seemed to last indefinitely, so long as she stored it where it stayed dry. She used maybe a teaspoon every time she did laundry. 


She hoped it would be a long time before she had to find that detergent recipe in her notebook. It used ash of all things. Imagine something so messy cleaning laundry!


Mel hung her clean clothes, towel, and a handful of dish rags on the clothesline that ran from one end of the cabin to a sturdy tree. The clothesline, like the chicken coop, was one of her greatest triumphs that came at the cost of a sore thumb. It seemed whenever she used a hammer, she ended up with an injury—thankfully only minor ones so far.


After a quick snack of cold rosemary potatoes leftover from breakfast, Mel turned her attention to planting corn. It was one of the most important crops because she could make cornmeal with it. Properly-stored cornmeal lasted a year and was versatile. She could use it to make biscuits, cakes, pancakes, dumplings, muffins, pie crust, and so much more. 


During the summer and most of the fall, Mel had a steady supply of fresh food. It was the winter and early spring that were the trickiest. She grew a few crops, like romaine lettuce, inside year-round, but not enough to sustain her through the cold months. Building a greenhouse was a pipe dream, and she shuddered thinking of the injuries she might sustain in tackling a project like that. Instead, she relied on drying, pickling, and long-storage methods to survive the winter.


As she planted the rows of corn seeds, Mel’s thoughts wandered to her very first gardening project with one of her kindergarten classes. They had planted beanpole seeds and also zinnias in little paper cups. The kids brought them home as Mother’s Day gifts.


Mel had planted her seedlings in her little yard at home. A few of them withered, but she had grown enough to make a couple of side dishes with the beans. In the summer, the zinnias had bloomed in a cheerful array of colors. It was like a tiny fireworks show in her garden, and the bees seemed to love them as much as she did.


After that school project, Mel had been hooked on growing things from seeds. It became a project her class did every year and sowed a love of gardening for a fair few of her students, some of whom had sent her pictures of their gardens years later. 


A splotch of wetness hit her soil-covered glove. She blinked and let the tears fall. Grief over losing all those young lives was one of the boxes she usually kept closed. It did no good to linger on the losses, but it also wasn’t good to repress them all the time. Planting corn seeds and remembering old students’ gardens was a box she allowed herself to crack open, but not for long. 


Soon, she wiped the tears away and went to get water from the hose. She held the end of the hose in the watering can and turned the spigot attached to the side of the cabin. Nothing happened. Not even a drop of water came out.


Mel turned the spigot to the closed position and then twisted it back open. Still no water.

OEBPS/images/SATEOTW-title-page-image.png
Katie L. Carrol|





OEBPS/images/Sunflower-Ch-2.png





OEBPS/images/Sunflower-Ch-3.png





OEBPS/images/Sunflower-Ch-4.png





OEBPS/images/Sunflowers-Ch-1.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
o skl

5 Bbol@Cne

< z\ (#

Katie L. Carroll





