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Prologue

 

At first, it was about money – too few people had it.  Everyone else was going broke.  Some “have nots” were concerned, but most were apathetic, grudgingly willing to accept what they did have, and not worrying themselves over the bank accounts of the superrich.

Then it was about privacy: cameras prying, computers logging every call, every text.  Who is that guy standing on the corner?  He’s been there for hours.  Probably government spying, always spying.  A few shouted in agreement, invoking Orwell’s 1984.  Most were apathetic, making fun of the shouters in texts sent behind their backs.

Then it was about eugenics, elected officials secretly creating a “better” race, intending wholesale extermination – gradually, with some slow-acting disease – and replacement, putting specially bred puppets in place.  All were apathetic, laughing at claims seemingly drawn from a caricature of Nazi Germany.  That couldn’t happen, isn’t happening, here, now.

Then…

The revolutionists were caught, jailed, tried, imprisoned.  The rich knew.  The government knew.  There were no superior beings, actual or planned.  In truth, it was about power.   Those who had it kept it, used it to spy, to infiltrate, to prosecute, to convict.  All were apathetic.  They knew little of explosives, weapons caches, plots, sleepers.  “Don’t trust them!” the revolutionists screamed.  The rich chuckled, the government laughed.  Their good humor trickled down.  Folks went about their lives, secure in the consistency of their utilities, the flow of gasoline, the bounty at the markets.  Neighbors chatted over fences.  Cocktail parties sprang up, and backyard barbeques, and group vacations.  John outdrove Joe.  Mary outputted Sue.  The kids played football in the yard.

It was over before it started.  Normalcy retained: troops fought wars, police arrested criminals.  Expired meters drew tickets.  “Cracking down on scofflaws!”  Many were jailed.  Everyone else paid the fine.

Electricity rates went up.  Gasoline prices spiked, fell, spiked higher still.  Fresh fruit and vegetables seemed in season year-round.  Neighbors befriended each other.  They swapped stories, split grill duty, traded off behind the wheel.  Normalcy was.  “Business as Usual,” the headlines shrieked.  Was that a question or an exclamation?

 

*

 

Or then…

The insurrectionists organized, planned, attacked.  Rich getting richer, government snooping, superior human beings – did these claims carry a degree of accuracy?  Who knew?  In truth, it was about power – others had it.  The insurrectionists wanted it.  And they took it.  No one was indifferent: bombings, gun fire, assassinations.  Agents ubiquitous.  “Trust no one!” both sides screamed.  The economy went in the toilet.  Folks hid in their homes.  Lights flickered on and off.  Gasoline became scarce.   Food ran short.  Neighbors suspected each other.  Fist fights broke out, knife fights, gun fights.  John killed Joe.  Mary butchered Sue.  The kids were at each other’s throats.

Then it was over, ended.  Order was commanded: troops patrolled.  Police scoured.  Each corner an officer.  “Stop or you’ll be shot!”  Some were gunned down.  Everyone else assumed the position.

Electricity was restored.  Petrol flowed.  Harvests were brought in.  Neighbors eyed each other.  They shook hands, sheathed knives, unloaded magazines.  They buried the dead, set broken bones, stitched gashes, bandaged cuts.  Order was.  “Back to Normal,” the headlines shrieked.  Was that a question or an exclamation?
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I tromped down the stairs, smile on my face, grabbed my keys off the little table at the bottom we – me and Janet – had gotten just for them.  A table she’d insisted we get – I was constantly misplacing them, my keys.  “Morning!” I announced.

The kids were on the couch, watching TV.  Disney’s Motor Mania, mild-mannered Goofy transforming into maniacal Mr. Wheeler when he drove.  I chuckled, taking in a few seconds of the cartoon, Goofy plowing along the sidewalk, terrorizing pedestrians, to get around traffic.  It was an oldie, but goodie, set in the late 40’s or early 50’s.  I stood behind the kids, ruffling Jimmy’s hair.  He’s my – our – youngest. 

A few steps into the kitchen.  I gave Janet a quick kiss.  She was pouring my coffee.  Great wife that way, doing the little things in the morning.  Bing!  My toast popped up, ready.  She handed me the coffee, started buttering.  She said, “Where’re you off to today, dear?”  She looked young and blonde and pretty, like she always had, even after twelve years of marriage, even after three kids.  She had her hair in a ponytail, and she had on her baggy “cleaning” clothes, but I still felt that same rush, the one I’d felt when I first spotted her in eleventh grade, though not as powerfully as it was then, when I made a fool of myself, freezing and staring.  She blushed and ran, but I kept after her.  We finished high school together, attended college together, and married two days after graduation.  Jennie arrived nine months later, followed, two years apart, by Jessie, and then Jimmy.  After him, we stopped – three was enough.  Janet’s figure had snapped into shape right away.  Now she looked like she always had – young and blonde and pretty.

“I thought I’d head over to the nursery,” I said.  “That bare patch in the backyard needs something to fill it up – some greenery or color or something.”

She handed me the toast.

“Thank you!” I said, kissing her again.

“You’re welcome!  Don’t spend too much money.”

“I won’t, but I want something nice.  Be back in an hour or so.”

“We’ll be here.”

Goofy safely home and no longer behind the wheel, the kids ran over to see me out the door.  “Bye Dad,” they said, giving me a group hug.

“You – all three of you – be good.  Don’t forget to get dressed – who wants to help when I get back?”

“Me!” Jimmy and Jess chorused.  Jen shrugged.  Six months ago, she’d insisted we call her “Jen” or “Jennifer,” not “Jennie.”  It was her time of life.  Of course, Jessie had followed suit.

“Be ready, then.  Bye!”  Coffee cup in one hand and holding the toast in my mouth, I opened the door into the garage, stepped down twice, and pressed the wall switch for the automatic opener.  The motor thrummed.  My car!  Awesome sporty beige convertible.  When I first saw it on the lot, I stared at it like I had Janet in high school.  I had to have her – I had to have it.  The guy gave it to me for a song.  I still remember what he said, “It’s two thousand off, because of the color.”  It was like an apology.  “I’ll take it!” I countered right away, before he came to his senses.  I stuck out my hand.  He shook it.  He was smirking, like he’d pulled a fast one.  For 2K off, I’ll take 345 beige horses any day.  Might even be my favorite color.

I reversed out slowly, glancing left and right, before steering into the street.  My family piled into the garage.  They waved.  I waved back and drove away.

 

*

 

“Hey!” I yelled, coming out of the master bedroom at the end of the hall.  “Does anyone know where my keys are?”  Wearing heavy boots I clomped into the family-room, and ruffled Jimmy’s – our youngest’s – hair.  The kids had on some reality violence show.  I stared at it.  “Why’re you watching that stuff, so early in the morning?  Go get dressed.”  I scooped up the remote and clicked off the TV.

“Da-ad,” Jimmy complained.

“No whining.  Get dressed!”

“O-kay.”  The two kids – Jen and Jimmy – took off down the hall.

I popped some bread in the toaster, set a cup of water in the microwave.  Janet came in a minute later, jangling my keys.  “They were in your pants from yesterday.”

“Great, thanks, hon.”  I gave her a quick kiss.

“Where are you off to today?”  She was blonde and attractive, as she’d always been, every one of our twelve years of marriage, even after three kids.  She’d cut her hair after Jess had died during the surgery to remove the shrapnel.  Janet’s face aged then, and she hoped “short and pert” might lop off a few years.  I hoped it might erase some of the pain.

She had on jeans and a heavy shirt for the work of the day.  I smiled at her, a genuine, glad smile.  I loved her as much now as I had when I’d first seen her, when I’d first fallen into her sparkling blue eyes at a high school dance on the eve of the insurrection.  When we graduated, we planned to attend university together, but they drafted both of us.  The government was scrambling, hoping to stay in power, and grabbing up anyone they could.  When the fighting stopped – and miraculously neither of us had been hurt – we decided to get married, start a family.  No waiting four more years – who knows what things would be like then?  Jennie had arrived nine months later, followed, two years apart, by Jessie, and then Jimmy.  After him, we stopped – three was enough.  Now Janet was talking about having another.  A replacement for Jess?  A new baby to fill the void?  I wasn’t so sure now was the best idea – still too much gunfire, too much random violence.  Sure, it might be weeks or even months between incidents, but even so.  Intellectually, she agreed, but emotionally she didn’t.  I heard the conflict in her voice, saw it in her face.  She was the same blonde, attractive girl I’d married, but with some mileage on her.  Who didn’t have that?

“I thought I’d head over to the lumber yard,” I said.  “The fence needs work.  It looks like something’s been gnawing at the post in the right corner.  I think I’ll pick up some steel plate too.”  Bing!  My toast was ready.  I plucked out the slices, began buttering.  The microwave beep-beep-beeped.  Janet stirred some instant coffee into the near-boiling water.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Sure.  Don’t spend too much money.  They’re talking about reducing my hours again.”  She kept books a few hours a day for one of the many government agencies, a satellite office.  They allowed her to work at home, which was great for the kids, but the load fluctuated – unlike it did in security.  That was inevitably in high demand.

I sighed.  “I won’t, but, you know, can’t be too safe.”

She kissed me goodbye – a good kiss.  She said, “I know.  We will be.”

Dressed, the kids ran down the hall into the kitchen to see me out the door.  “Bye Dad,” they said, hugging me from each side.

“You – both of you – be good.  Do what your mom tells you to.  Be ready to work when I get back.”

“We will,” Jen said.   Six months ago, she’d insisted we call her “Jen” or “Jennifer,” not “Jennie.”  It was her time of life.

“Me too!” Jimmy shouted.

“Bye!”  Coffee cup in one hand and holding the toast in my mouth, I opened the door into the garage, stepped down twice, and pressed the wall switch for the automatic opener.  The motor thrummed.  There it was – my bruised black pickup, waiting for our next foray.  Bruised on the outside, but sound under the hood.  I made sure of that – no dying engines when I’m out in the world.  I peered into the street.  Empty.  I walked up the driveway to unlock the front gate.  Janet followed into the garage.  The kids stayed inside.  I returned to the truck, climbed in, started the engine.  Leaning out the window, I kissed her goodbye.  “Be back soon,” I said.

“Be careful.”

“Always.”

I reversed out slowly, glancing left and right, before steering into the street.  Janet quickly shut and locked the gate behind me, and, eyes alert, went into the house.  The garage door thrummed closed.
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It was a warm first of September, with a touch of breeze.  I put the top down, tooling along quiet residential streets, in no hurry to reach the Home & Garden shop, the wind accelerating to twenty-five, then slowing with each stop sign.  It ruffled my excellent headful of brown hair.  Brown, I thought, my mind drifting as it usually did on these solo drives.  Brown’s not very hot…  How about bronze?  Or… coffee… No – latté: not so dark and rich, but smoother, more sensual…  Just a sexy guy alone on the road, driving his sexy beige sports car, top down, with the wind running through his sexy latté mane… A conservative sexy, like an older man – no, not older.  A younger, still-energetic man, but with experience and wisdom.  Experience and know-how.  Experience and history, seductive history.  What a rake!  But then Janet’s face popped into my eyes.  She was laughing at me, shaking her head.  Made me chuckle at myself.  Who’m I kidding?  I’m just a married guy with three kids – and a fantastic head of latté hair!

I flipped on the radio, the all-news station.  I liked to keep up, keep an ear on what was going on in the world.  The announcer said, “In National news, a spokesman for the President today projected successful reelection: ‘The President’s approval rating rose from 38% last quarter to 43% in this week’s pole, echoing his recent successes and strength during the last year of political turmoil.’”  Yeah, and his leading opponent was caught kissing a prostitute in a high-end restaurant.  They even got a picture.  That’ll raise the President’s numbers for sure…  A discount mortgage company ad came on.  I shut it off.  My experience and wisdom knew it would be five minutes of commercials before the next bite of news.

Three more blocks passed, the houses gradually turning to businesses.  I turned into the nursery parking lot.  Mostly trucks and minivans.  Leaving the top down, I popped the trunk, climbed out, smoothed my fabulous latté with my hand, and strutted to the rear of the car.  I pulled out an old, green tarp to lay down in the backseat, then headed to the entrance.

Striding among the displays of shrubs and late summer flowers, I went into the building.  I was looking for Pammy.  Her nametag read “Pamela.”  She asked people to call her “Pam,” but I thought of her as “Pammy.”  She was young.  It seemed to fit.  There she is.  I spotted her squatting in one of the aisles, chestnut ponytail dangling, restocking fertilizer or something.  Great legs.  Fantastic legs, and always in those shorts.  My eyes lapped up her naked skin, her legs, and that delicious spot above her waistband, exposed by her “Owen’s Nursery” shirt riding up.  Almost a little butt cleavage.  I should put my hand right there, and kiss the back of her neck.  Just to say hello.  Just hello – and thinking about other stuff.

It had taken me a good while to get to know her, and to get her to know me.  I had to come here tons of times to gradually draw her out by talking about my yard and the climate conditions and by asking her questions – you know, what plants are good for what soil and what weather, that sort of thing.  Finally, she told me something about herself – single, twenty-three years old, university degree in horticulture.  She was at Owen’s to get some experience in her field working retail.

“Hey,” I said.

She stood, turned around, tugged down her shirt.  “Hello, Adam, what can I do for you?”  I’d loved her face at first sight.  Now it owned my imagination – green eyes, faint brows and lashes, smooth, straight nose, wide mouth, luscious lips.  A bit of a pointy chin – a heart shaped face, they called it.  A young face.  Was it her youth I’d fallen for?  The perfect skin and the pert, fit body.  Maybe my latté, my just-stirred latté, will turn her on.

I looked into her eyes for a moment, looked deeply, looked intently, before speaking.  She tightened her lips.  A smile?   I said, “Uh, do you remember me telling you about that bare patch in my backyard, the one that nothing seems to grow in?  I’ve, um – I’ve planted lots of things there – what if the soil’s no good?  Should I dig it out and replace it?  Or I don’t know just condition it?  What would you do?”  I closed my mouth.  Real smooth.  Latté needs more stirring.

“Yes, I remember.  When you were here last week, we thought it was too shaded, but you weren’t sure, so you were going to monitor it to see.  What did you find out?”

“Oh, yeah,” I blurted.  Deep breath.  “Yes, I asked my – kids to check it every day.  All three of them.  They made charts – but I forgot to bring them.  I think they said it only gets a little sun in the morning, and none in the afternoon.  That could be it – not enough sun.  What do you think?”

“Sounds like that might be it.  If you gather more data, we can find the right plants for the spot.  How big did you say it is?”

“It’s long and skinny – ten feet by two feet or so.”

“Okay, let’s go look at plants that like shade and don’t get too big.”  She turned to lead the way.  I followed, my eyes dancing up and down her sexy legs.

Back in the car, tarp returned to the trunk, I held a list she’d written me: half a dozen shrubs that might work for my troublesome bare patch.  She’d said, “Talk to your family about it – see what they think.  We carry these here.”  Two or three other customers had gathered nearby, waiting their turn, so I said, “Thanks, Pammy.  You’ve been a great help as usual.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. Back.  See you next Saturday.”

“I’ll be here – with more data.”  I smiled a goodbye, but she’d already turned away to help the next person.

 

*

 

It was a hot and windy first of September.  Since the war – since the series of confrontations – it seemed hotter than it’d been before.  Nobody talked about it, but some made oblique references, bringing up roasted trees or softened asphalt or just plain sweat.  I drove my truck cautiously along the streets.  The mileage was poor and gas was expensive – it had tripled in price immediately after the takeover and had continued to rise ever since – but the extra steel was worth it.  I felt safer in my big, black hulk than I would in any car.

Homes had fences around them now, usually chain-link, but sometimes high painted steel – what’s going on in there? I used to wonder.  One day I slowed to try to find out.  An armored jeep idled out front, waiting for the remote-controlled door to slide open.  Almost stopped, I tried to see inside.  A rap on my window made me jump.  A huge guy with a buzz cut and obsidian eyes was glaring at me, holding a long-barreled pistol, both hands wrapped around it, aiming at my face.  I grabbed the wheel hard and punched it.  The truck lurched forward, zooming away.  I looked in the rear view.  No one.  The jeep was disappearing into the compound.  My heart thudded.  I blew through the next two stop signs.  Luckily – and one of the few good things these days – there’s never much traffic.  Now, today – now, always – I kept my eyes to myself, driving directly through the neighborhood, not too fast, not too slow, stopping only at the intersections, as signs demanded.  Whatever’s inside those compounds can stay there.

I flipped on the radio, an all-news station – nothing but all-news these days.  Occasionally, some “approved” music from the 1930’s or 40’s, happy big-band sounds, or longing vocals of chaste unrequited love, but mostly the party line.  The newsman said, “Today Leadership announced…”  I didn’t know who or what was in power any more.  Shortly after the obvious, visible confrontations had ceased, media terminology had been revised, and “Leadership” had been chosen for “President” or “Congress” or for “Government.”  The radio voice said: “Today Leadership announced the third straight quarter of economic gains and an equally impressive annual projection of tier three health improvements…”  That means not as many of the poor are starving to death this year as did last.  More food in summer and fall than in winter and spring.  No kidding.  Before the war most didn’t have to worry about food.  Why are we having shortages now?  I didn’t know – and they wouldn’t tell us.  We were lucky, my family and I – our yard got good sun, decent rainfall, and we had a long growing season.  The vegetables and dwarf fruit trees we had in the back, behind our own high fence – wood, but tall and thick – liked the summer heat, and the roof runoff I collected in barrels during winter kept the garden alive until Halloween and the first rains.  Is that what’s behind those steel walls, guarded with soldiers and guns?  Crops?  Food?

The announcer droned on, siting hyperbolic successes and positive trends.  I blocked it out: only the occasional quote or stat got through.  I was focused on the roadway in front and glancing behind and side to side.  I looked around continuously, checked my mirrors often, just to be certain.  No surprises.  Can’t be too safe.

Three more blocks passed, houses gradually turning to businesses.  I pulled into the lumberyard parking lot.  Two or three other trucks.  A high double fence surrounded the place, with a guard sitting in a booth near the gate, a semiautomatic weapon of some kind resting on her lap.  Checking the local area first, I exited the truck and locked it.  I walked toward her.  “Hey Pammy,” I said.  If it weren’t for the uniform and the semiauto and the grim, suspicious expression, she would’ve been cute.  The sign on the door read, “Associate Pamela.”  She asked people to call her “Pam.”  I called her “Pammy.”  She just seemed like a “Pammy.”  She nodded.  She’d assembled her outfit to conceal her femininity: held-rigid curves, loose fatigues, army boots.  She’d added faceblack bands under her eyes to absorb glare and tucked her hair into her cap to complete a military appearance.

“Adam Back,” she said, both to me and into a headset microphone she wore.  The first of the double gates buzzed and slowly rolled aside.  I stepped through.  The gate reversed, closing, imprisoning me.  After they’d looked me over, the second gate would open to free me.  A moment later it did so.  Two buzzes sounded – two for authorized.  More than that, and they might shoot.  One, and I would be held there, caged, for the authorities.

I looked behind, trying to catch Pammy’s eye through the chain links.  “Thanks,” I called to her.

“Yes, sir.”  She replied, expressionless.

I entered the facility.  I’d been before, so I knew where the best materials were.  Like everything else of any quality, they cost more, but for extra safety it was worth it.  I bought a sheet of inch-thick plywood, sawn lengthwise in half, two boxes of massive eight-inch bolts, with washers and nuts, and two four foot by one foot panels of quarter inch steel plate, with holes drilled ten inches apart, around the perimeter.  I paid and was ready to leave.  They opened both gates.  Associate Pamela stood, slinging her weapon over her shoulder.  Since they knew me at Owen’s Home Supply, she was allowed to help me carry my purchases out.  Two additional guards took up her post, looking on.

“Give me a sec,” I said.  We leaned the building materials against the truck.  She stood lookout, while I unlocked the cables holding in place the triple-thick canvas top stretched over the bed.  I rolled it back, unlatched the tailgate.  We loaded the stuff.  I pulled the cover into place, securing it with the cables and padlocks.  “How are they treating you here?” I asked, feeling like we should talk a bit, two humans, one helping the other.

She shrugged the rifle into her hands.  “Same as anywhere else might,” she said, standing at the threshold of my conversational door.

“Thanks, Pammy.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. Back.  See you next time.”  She marched to her post.
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I tossed the tarp into the trunk, and threw myself into the driver’s seat.  I grabbed the wheel with both hands.  Real suave I thought, with a long “a” sound.   I laughed – laughed at myself.  I was doing a lot of that these days.  The verbal fumbling, the sweaty palms.  What a rake.  What a fool.  I started the engine.

On the slow suburban drive, stop sign to stop sign, my mind turned over.  Just talk to her – I’m just saying hello anyway.  Nothing’s gonna happen.  She doesn’t even like me – I’m just a customer.  It took me two months to get her to call me by my first name.  I make her feel uncomfortable.  Just talk to her.  Get her to relax.  Get her to like you.  You’ll need more than perfect latté hair for that.  How about some muscles?  Maybe I should join a gym, work out, get in shape.  Would she be impressed?  I don’t know.  Just talk to her.  Besides, what do I want to happen, anyway?  Am I really going to have an affair or leave my wife and family for the Owen’s Nursery Girl?  She’s not even that cute.  Yes, she is.  I could do better.  In what world?  I laughed some more.

Turning into the driveway, I saw Janet and the kids weeding the flower bed along the front walk.  She’d planted a border of azaleas, but native grasses had been invading.  Even in her bulky gardening clothes, she was gorgeous.  I already am doing better.  What an idiot!  They waved at me, all smiles.  I grinned and waved back.  I clicked open the garage door, pulled in, and parked my excellent beige convertible.

Just as I was climbing out, Jimmy ran up.  “What’d you get, Dad?  I don’t see nothing.”

“You don’t see anything.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“I didn’t buy anything.  I need to get the sunlight data you and your sisters have been collecting.  I forgot to bring it, so P—the girl at the nursery didn’t know what I should get.  Come on – let’s go find it.”

“Okay.”  Jimmy ran past the car, through the door, into the house.  My youngest – he moved like a bowling ball chucked by a gorilla – at top speed, not necessarily in the direction you’d expect.  He was a bit short for his age, had an animated round face, and had more energy than the rest of us combined.  That energy drove his legs and his high spirits.  I jogged after him.

He yanked open the drawer in the car-keys table.  Inside was a spiral-bound notebook.  He scooped it out.  “Got it, Dad!” he yelled.

“I can see,” I said, approaching.  “Please don’t shout in the house.”

“Sorry.”

I tousled the boy’s brown – latté – hair.  “It’s fine, Kiddo.  Inside voice.”

“I know.”

“What does it say?”

“We got a page for every day and when the sun came up and when it first got on the bare patch and when it went off it.  We got the weather too.”

“Can I see it?”

“Sure, Dad.  Here.”  He thrust the notebook at me.

Sitting on the family-room couch, I looked over the pages.  Jimmy jumped on alongside.  It was as he’d said – one page per day, when the sun started, when it ended, but… “Hey, Jimmy, this is good, really good, but how come some days are missing data?  Like this one – last Wednesday.  It says the sun started on the patch at 11:32, but then doesn’t say when it went off.  How come?”

“I didn’t do it – Jess was sposed to write down the end times.  I do the morning ones.”

“But…” I said, flipping through the pages.  “It doesn’t look like those are all in here either…”

“I know.  Sometimes I forgot.”  He hung his head.

“Hey, Kiddo, it’s okay.”  I ruffled his hair again.  “We’ll get it right.  Go get your sisters – both of them.”

“Cool!”  He leapt up and ran through the kitchen into the garage.

I looked at the rest of the notebook.  Twelve pages of incomplete data, only one or two days fully filled out.

The kids tumbled in.  “Everyone sit on the couch,” I said.  They did.  I continued, “I want to talk about how to gather scientific data.  This is what you guys have so far.”  I held out the notebook.  “It looks like the plan was to write down when the sun first hit the bare patch and then when it went off it.  And to write down the weather.  That’s a good plan, but some data is missing, which makes it not as useful as it could be.  We need to be more consistent.”

“Dad,” Jen complained.  “It’s hard to stay here for the whole day and check.  I have stuff to do.”

“Me too,” said Jess, dejected.

“I don’t have that much stuff,” said Jimmy.

“Shut up – you do too!” Jess said, now incendiary.

“No I don’t!”

“Yes you do!”

“No I don’t!”

“Wait!  Wait!  No arguing!”  I announced, with a laugh.  As you can see, my middle child was a chameleon – half Jen, budding teenager, and half Jimmy, ape-launched bowling ball.  Whatever served.  She was a good kid.  They all were.

“We just need to make a plan,” I continued, “so each of you know what your responsibilities are.  Then you can do whatever stuff you have to do and keep the records.”

“What kind of plan?” muttered Jen into her lap.

“How about this: since there are seven days in a week, each of you is responsible for two, and your mom and I will take care of the other one.”

“I want Sunday and Wednesday,” Jen said.

“No, I want Sunday,” said Jess.

“I said it first.”

“So?”

“Wait!  No fighting about that, either.  I’ll write the names of the days on slips of paper and put them in a bag.  Then each of you draw two.”

“I get to go first,” said Jen.

“No!”

“We can decide who goes first the same way.  Slips of paper that I draw out of a bag.  Okay?”

“Do we hafta do this?” Jen said.

“Yes, we do.  We agreed last month that we would gather data on sunlight in the backyard.  You guys made a good start.  This’s just making it formal.

“Whatever.”

“Jimmy, get a pen for me, will you?”

“Sure!”  He took off.

“And, Jess, a bag – one of those brown ones we have in the drawer.”

“Alright.”  She plodded to the kitchen.

I folded and tore a sheet of notebook paper into ten pieces.  Jimmy brought in a green colored pencil.  “I couldn’t find no pen,” he said.

“Couldn’t find a pen.”

“Couldn’t find a pen.”

“This’ll work.”  I wrote their names on three of the slips, the days of the week on the others.  Jess came back with a small sack.  I tossed the names into it.  “Jen, you hold the bag up high, over my head, and shake it.”

She rolled her eyes, but did as I asked.  “Here we go,” I said.  I reached up and pulled a name from the bag.  “Jess!  You get to pick first.”

“Cool!”  She stuck her tongue out at Jen, who returned the favor.

“Hey, none of that!”  I said.  They cut it out.  I drew the remaining two slips – “Jimmy!” and “Jen.”  “Give me the bag.  I’ll put in the days.  Jess, you pick first, then Jimmy, then Jen.  We’ll do it twice like that.  Your mom and I’ll get whatever one is left.”  I dropped the days into the bag, held it up, and shook it.  “Let’s do it.”  The kids drew out slips in turn, until one remained.  “Saturday.  Your mom and I have to do Saturday.  Jen has Friday and Sunday, Jess Monday and Tuesday, Jimmy Wednesday and Thursday.”  I wrote down the assignments in the notebook.  “Don’t forget your days.  I put them down in here in case you do.  I want to do two full weeks of this – that’s fourteen days in a row – and you can’t skip any.  If you do, you have to start over.  It might help if you checked each other’s work.  If one of you forgets, another can make up for it.  Help each other out.  There won’t be as many mistakes that way.  Understand?”

“Yeah…”

“Okay.”

“Okay!”

“Good.  Today is Saturday, so we start tomorrow – Sunday.  That’s Jen.  Does anybody have any questions?”  Jen stared out the window.  Jess looked at the floor.  Jimmy bounced on the sofa.  Nobody spoke.  “All right, then.  We start tomorrow.”  The girls got up and left.  Jimmy ran off.

What an ordeal.  All this so I can bring the data to Pammy and get the chance to talk to her about it.

 

*

 

I made sure the canvas bed-cover was secure, then climbed up into the driver’s seat.  I grabbed the wheel with both hands.  I looked out every window, checked every mirror.  Can’t be too careful.  Two or three other trucks.  I glanced at the guard shed.  Pammy had resumed her duty.  The other two had gone back inside the double fence.  I started the engine.

On the slow suburban drive, stop sign to stop sign, my mind turned over.  What would she be doing, if the war hadn’t happened?  Probably dating or married already, or building herself a career.  Now she’s just another guy with a gun – or girl.  You see them all over these days.  Security.  Lots of security.  At each stop sign, I executed my well-practiced routine: look behind, look to the sides, look ahead.  Ready on the gas pedal.  Can’t be too careful!

Anyone with any skills can get a job.  How did she learn to shoot?  Maybe her father taught her.  I should teach Jen and Jimmy.  Never too early to learn how to defend yourself.  Never know when you’ll need it.  Janet and I had talked about it, teaching the kids to shoot.  Together we decided it’d be a good idea.  I have to do that.  We should start soon.

Turning into the driveway, I stopped before the gate.  I put the truck in reverse in case I had to move fast.  I executed my routine – behind, sides, ahead.  No one in sight.  Shifting into neutral, I exited the cab, leaving the motor running.  I quickly unlocked the gate, jumped back behind the wheel, drove in.  Once again through the routine – still no one.  I shut and locked the gate.  I opened the garage door, parked inside, closed it.  Another safe trip.

Just as I was climbing out, Jimmy ran in.  “What’d you get, Dad?  I don’t see nothing.”

“You don’t see anything.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“I got some wood and steel plate to fix the fence.  It’s in the truck, under the cover.  You and Jen will have to help me carry it out into the yard.

“Okay.”  He ran into the house.  Our youngest – he moved like a bowling ball chucked by a gorilla – at top speed, not necessarily in the direction you’d expect.  He was short for his age, had an animated round face, and jumped and darted and bounced more than the rest of us put together.  He was a bundle of energy with churning legs and high spirits.  I jogged after him.

Janet and Jen were outside, clearing brush away from the base of the fence, and making sure dirt hadn’t piled up, and nothing had tunneled underneath.  This was their Saturday morning procedure.  Have to keep the wood from rotting and make sure there were no perimeter breaches.  Jimmy normally helped with the brush clearing.  It was my job to check the fence itself.  Each of us pitched in, generally on Saturday afternoons.

Jimmy and I went out into the yard.  Janet and Jen had nearly completed their circuit.  I said, “I got everything we need – no trouble.”

“That’s good,” Janet said, standing, clapping her gloves together to knock off dirt.  We quickly kissed.  “We’re nearly done here,” she said.  “No problems.”

“Thanks.  I’ll need some help hauling the new materials out here and dropping them over the wall.  First, I have to get some tools from the garage.  Back in a sec.  You’ll need gloves for this – the plywood and the plates are heavy.”

A minute later, I returned, carrying a crate.  Setting it down, I said, “Let’s go get the stuff.  We headed through the family-room and kitchen, into the garage.  I rolled back the heavy canvass bed-cover.  One piece at a time, we lifted out the plywood half-sheets and the steel.  I carried the front, Janet the rear.  The kids helped as best they could.  We worked steadily, getting them out into the yard, leaning them against the fence.  “Let’s get the stairs.”

