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​Chapter 1  Lights Out


[image: ]


It was another Monday in Seattle, raining hard, as Dr. Julie Walters rushed under the covering that protected the ER entrance from the weather, whacking her umbrella on the ground, knocking the water off, as the electric doors swung open. She walked through.   

“Morning, Doc.” 

Julie nodded and smiled at the security guard, feeling awkward, making a mental note to learn the man’s name so she could greet him. She pressed the steel plate beside the double doors, and another door swished open, and she was now in the stretcher ER, not to be confused with their Urgent Care, which was right across the hall and past the common waiting area. Across from the ward clerk’s work area was the giant computer screen, where they posted all the patients’ names. She saw that there were eleven patients; leaving nine rooms empty. It could be worse. As she stopped to read the board, the ward clerk called, “Good morning, Dr. Walters.” 

Julie waved over her head and called out, “Julie!”

Working the mid-shift was new to her. No more getting up at five, making it in by seven, no more working at night. Julie now came in at nine in the morning and only worked an eight-hour shift, instead of twelve. She hadn’t worked it long enough to know if she liked it better. Walking down the length of the hallway, she passed closed doors. Not hearing any ominous noises, she figured things were running smoothly. She walked into the doctor’s lounge and locker room, ready to change. Resting her umbrella against the wall, she walked to her locker. Julie always dressed nicely to come into work, never knowing if she might stop somewhere on her way home. And now, with her getting off near dinnertime, she found she preferred eating out rather than cooking for herself. 

Today, Julie was wearing a very nice pair of gray wool slacks and a slinky gray cashmere sweater. She hung her new black George Simonton winter coat in her locker, using a hanger instead of the hooks, not wanting to distort the fabric. Once she changed into the dark blue scrubs provided by the hospital, she slipped on her white lab coat and hung her stethoscope around her neck. After a quick glance in the mirror, Julie walked out into the hallway. She was ready to work. 

She was only a few steps outside the lounge when the power flickered off. Julie stopped walking as she counted one, two, three, four, five, and then she kept ticking off the seconds, knowing that the power should have come on right around the three-or four-second count. The battery-operated emergency lights mounted along the hall came on, each one casting a halo of orange light in two directions. The tight feeling that grabbed her chest was there and then gone. She took her cell phone out of her pocket, and in the dim light, she pushed the power button. Nothing. Her wind-up watch said 9:05. “Well, I’ll be doggone.” 

Julie could already hear people calling out and freaking, and she knew this was going to get way worse. She walked into the closest empty exam room, the room at the end of the hall, Pulling the cupboard open and took out a headlamp, pulling it on. Walking to the waist-high garbage pail, she lifted out the partially full bag and, reaching to the bottom, she removed the stack of extra black plastic garbage bags they stored there. Putting the two bags together for strength, she walked to the first glass-fronted cupboard and started clearing the shelves. The narrow light beam wasn’t much help, but it didn’t matter, since she just about took everything. She took the entire rack of suture packets, all the bottles of lidocaine. She opened a drawer and scooped up all the syringes and the bins of three different-sized hypodermic needles. 

Going to a second cupboard, she took eight bags of IV fluids, wishing she could take more, but they were so heavy. She took a handful of the kits for putting in the IV lines. She dumped in boxes of alcohol and Betadine wipes. Julie stood there, hefting the weight of the bag and trying to think about what else she needed. Dressings and wound care. 

After taking almost everything out of that one exam room, she snapped the battery pack off the wall and took the light and two more garbage bags into the storage room, located right next door at the end of the main hallway. She dumped more dressings into the new garbage bag, and then she saw batteries. They were so heavy, but yet so important. Julie groaned as she picked up the plastic bin full of AA batteries and dumped them in, and then she worked her way down all the trays. She could feel how it had added to the weight of the bag.

Looking down the hallway, Julie saw that Rennie, the ward clerk, was standing in the middle of the hall, holding a flashlight, which she directed toward her. Undaunted, Julie tossed in a full bin of little squeeze-vials of normal saline solution, which would work for cleaning wounds. She scooped up two boxes of menstrual pads and all the tampons. Holding up the light source, she ran her eyes from shelf to shelf. Julie tossed in ten thoracic vent valves, extra-large Q-tips, scalpels, eye wash; what else could she use? There were six bins, each holding one type of tape. She took it all.

She hefted up the two bags and groaned before leaving the two bags in the hall and returning to the locker room. Julie retrieved her purse, grinning at how expensive it had been and how she had coveted it for months before she had broken down and purchased it. Now, she took out her wallet, removed her cash and three pieces of ID: her medical license, driver's license, and her conceal-carry permit.

Tossing her lab coat onto a chair, Julie slid on her coat, leaving her locker open. She walked into the hallway, throwing her stethoscope into one bag before she hefted the two bags up onto her shoulder; they were so heavy they made her bend forward for balance, putting the weight on her back. Taking a deep breath, she walked down the hallway. When Julie passed the clerk’s desk, she said, “I left my purse if someone wants it. I took some supplies so they can keep my last paycheck.”

It was oh so cold outside and quiet, shockingly quiet. There was a traffic light at the corner, and there was traffic stalled three or four cars deep in each direction before they spread out, as they had just drifted to a stop. Several cars had rolled into each other. People were staying in their cars because, first, it was freezing, and second, they probably thought everything would correct itself any minute and they wanted to get on their way. Not having working phones, they couldn’t think through what to do next. Not having someone to call and ask, they just sat.

As Julie crossed the street, walking between two cars, she was really glad that, for now at least, the rain had stopped. Feeling like a degenerate Santa Claus hefting a bag full of odd toys, she stumbled her way down the sidewalk. Fifteenth Ave was a busy street, but at nine o’clock in the morning, the people working days were at work and not on the road. Julie hoped that would prove to be the case elsewhere. 

When she saw Hazel, she groaned. What would happen to this poor old woman, who couldn’t take care of herself when everything worked and who lived on disability checks every month? What would she do? How would she survive even until spring? Julie stopped and smiled at the women, setting the bags at her feet. 

“So, Doc, what do you think of all this?” Hazel pointed to the end of the block and all the stalled cars. 

“Hazel, you need to listen to me. Things are going to get really awful. I mean, so that food will be hard to find, and people will kill you for a bottle of water.”

Hazel grinned. “You think this is the end?”

“I believe it could be the beginning of the end.” Julie reached out; touching Hazel’s shoulder and the nasty quilted jacket she was wearing. When Julie had first hired on doing the night shift, she had treated Hazel after an assault. A man had twisted her wrist and robbed her of her belongings — everything held in a backpack. Sometimes she panhandled outside the Safeway store, and Julie had given her money on more than one occasion. She reached into her scrub pocket and took out the wad of money she had removed from her wallet. “I want you to take this.” She handed her two fifty-dollar bills, “and go to the QFC. I bet they will still take cash, and I want you to buy protein bars, things that don’t require refrigerating or cooking. Canned meat, crackers, and bottled water. Don’t buy alcohol. If you have to buy one bottle, okay, but please, only that one. Do you understand what I’m saying? You need to spend all this money because by tomorrow there won’t be any food left to buy. If you have money of your own, spend it.”

Hazel had been grinning, but now she looked like what Julie was saying was sinking in. Julie could see how cold the woman was. “I’ll tell you what. You get all the food you can, even if you have to make more than one trip or take the cart with you. No one will do anything about it if you take a cart. Anyway, you can come and stay at my condo because I won’t be there. You know where I live, right?”

Hazel nodded. “I know the building.”

“I’m on the third floor. 308; I’m in 308. It will be cold, but better than being on the street. You won’t be getting any more checks because this power thing is everywhere. Try to stay there and keep safe. Like I said, people will kill for nothing.” Julie unbuttoned her coat, flinching at the cold. “Here. Take my coat. It will keep you warm. Hazel, please do what I ask.”

Hazel reached out and took the coat. “Are you sure about this, Doc?”

“Hazel, I am positive. Please buy food. Take care of yourself.” She wrapped her arms around herself, freezing. She watched as Hazel dropped her ratty jacket on the sidewalk and slipped on the expensive coat.

“I have to go. Take care, Hazel.” Julie started rushing down the street, with the weight of the bags digging into her unprotected shoulder. 

“Honey, you left your keys.”

Julie turned around and said, “They are your keys now.” Then she realized she would need her keys to get into the building and her unit. She called out to Hazel, and the woman stopped her trek down the street. “I will take them for now and leave them in that planted shrub by the front door.” 
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​Chapter 2  Packing for life
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Julie unlocked the front door and then trudged to the end of the first-floor hallway, and turning a corner, she headed to the basement, banging the bags down the stairs. Once she was in her storage room, she unlocked the door and dragged the bags inside, and let out a sigh. She picked up the flashlight sitting right inside the door and sighed in relief when a stream of light fell onto the floor. 

She ran up the four flights of stairs and into her apartment. Julie couldn’t believe it was already five after eleven. She had spent too much time talking to Hazel, and she prayed it wasn’t all for nothing. She walked to the linen closet and pulled out a top sheet, spreading it on the floor in her entry. Then, she systematically emptied her medicine chest, picking out the things she could use, tossing in some mascara, eyeliner, powder foundation, and an exceptionally nice, big makeup brush; clueless if she would ever have reason to use makeup again. 

She went to her linen closet and tossed down big Costco bottles of Alive, Tylenol, and several other products. She tossed in a Costco three-pack of tampons, two foot-tall bottles of shampoo, matching conditioner, and a couple of jars of moisturizer. As Julie did this, she wondered how she would pack all of this. In her bedroom, she set out her black ski jumper and jacket, and then she just stood in her closet, looking at what she was leaving. She didn’t really have all that much clothing, but the items that she had were really special. She had a flash of Hazel trying on her brand-new Eileen Fisher raincoat, spinning and looking at herself in the mirror. 

Leaving the bedroom and walking to the kitchen, Julie quickly opened her refrigerator and took out the last four bottles of water. Then she shook her head at how little food she had. She opened her top cabinet, taking out a box of zip-lock sandwich bags and the inner bag from a box of dry cereal. Hoping she could leave more food for Hazel; she knew she couldn’t change things. Julie thought about Evelyn, her neighbor, and she retrieved the spare key and quickly left her unit. Crossing the hall, she let herself into Evelyn’s place. She was out of town, probably never to return. Arizona was an insurmountable distance to traverse, given the conditions.

Evelyn was a distributor for a nutrition bar line, and now Julie planned to take as many of them as she could handle. She dragged one case across the hall, and then she just shook her head. Running back, she went to Evelyn’s kitchen and opened her refrigerator. Evelyn had single-wrapped hot dogs and string cheeses. Julie took a handful of each before grabbing three bottles of water from the box sitting on the floor. She would leave Hazel a note and the key so she would have access to this food, too. 

Julie went into her bedroom and stripped off her scrubs, putting on a pair of long underwear before donning comfortable jeans and a jersey turtleneck. She tugged on some heavy socks and slid her feet into a pair of hard-soled shoes. Then she picked up a pair of hiking boots and a pair of cowboy boots, and knowing that she had no room for them, she tossed them into the pile. She knew she would have some clothing to wear, but she didn’t think she had any shoes at her parents’ place. She would need to get at least one pair packed. She could only take work shoes, no heels or sandals.

Returning to the closet, she opened her gun safe with an old-fashioned four-number punch code. She slipped on a shoulder holster and put her Glock 19 in it. She took the second Glock, a 17, with its hip holster and carried it to the couch, where she had placed her sky outfit. Then, returning, she retrieved all four boxes of ammo. All of this was way too heavy. 

Julie snapped herself into her sky outfit. She wrote the note, including instructions to fill the bathtub with water, so she could use it to flush the toilet and for drinking. She said to do it across the hall, too. Julie looked around at this place she liked so much, probably never to see it again. She had just bought a new area rug, and it really pulled the room together. Then she walked back to her bedroom and retrieved all of her underwear and bras. She grabbed the few nice jewelry pieces she owned and all the cash she had in the house. Dropping two more fifties on the note, beside her neighbor's keys, Julie figured she had done all she could for Hazel. She returned to her junk drawer and grabbed a roll of duct tape. 

Bumping the sheet full of her life down the four flights of stairs and into her storage room, it was surprising how she didn’t feel bummed. It had taken her an hour to collect all this stuff, and she felt like she was running a footrace. She had wanted to be on the road by noon, but now she would be lucky to head out by one. 

When she had been doing her residency in Texas, she had used a bike for transportation. Luckily, Julie had bought a selection of extra storage containers she could strap onto the bike. She spread out the contents of the two black garbage bags on the floor, and then she started packing the molded-plastic saddlebags that hung on each side of the back wheel, putting the heaviest items on the bottom, working from side to side, packing as tightly as she could, she tried to balance the weight. Then she picked up the container that would secure over the top of the back fender and filled that up, dumping the contents of big jars of pills into Ziploc bags so she could pack them tighter. She opened the containers that hung on both sides of the front fender and filled them. 

Julie stood there looking at the remaining pile of booty; many items seemed so very important. Then she noticed the backpack sitting in the corner. Could she actually wear a pack while riding a bike? She opened it and started putting the lighter items in there: the female products and her few items of extra clothing. She packed as many protein bars in the outside pockets as she could, dropping them inside her boots and shoving them into the pockets of her jacket. 

By the time she thought she was out of space, there were only a few items left. Having used the garbage bags, she had wrapped up many of her supplies and taped them into plastic bundles, trying to balance them the best she could. Doing it front and back, it added so much weight. Julie duct-taped the tops of the hiking boots closed after filling them with the smaller items. She hung them over the area behind the seat so that they fell on the outside of the garbage bags. Then she took two bungee cables and secured the cowboy boots to the backpack, facing down, so they wouldn’t fill up with water. 

Then, using the duct tape, she secured the Glock 17 onto the crossbar, right up under her seat. So, if she needed it, it would be easy to grab. It was too cold to ride with her jacket open so she could have access to her shoulder holster.

Julie picked up the packet of hot dogs and the cheese, along with two bottles of water and two protein bars, and stuffed them into the little fanny-pack container that hung from the inside of the handlebars. Still having a little room, she walked over and picked up the nice makeup brush. Moving everything so that it was at the bottom, she looked back at the nearly empty sheet of personal items. She grinned at the idea of how she had actually found the room to pack all her fancy underthings. Looking like a big, bloated hippo, she was ready to hit the road. Rolling across the basement floor, Julie struggled to get the mountain bike up the four stairs to the backyard of the building. After running around and putting the keys in the front planter, she pulled on the backpack, swung her leg over the crossbar, and shoved off. She was on the road. It was ten past one.
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​Chapter 3  On the Road
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Julie rode down a side street, mostly on the sidewalks, finding the occasional stalled car or person standing around in the street. The few people there were just watching her ride along, not saying anything. She saw a woman standing in her apartment window, watching her. She felt so sorry for these people. Julie felt like shouting that if they had places to go out of the city, they should leave. She didn’t want to draw attention to herself.

The anxiety she felt surprised her. But now that she was away from the safety of her apartment, the fear that if she tipped her bike over, she wouldn’t be able to set it upright and be on her way again was profoundly nerve-wracking. Julie took a left and crossed 15th Ave, heading for 10th, where she would undoubtedly find even more stalled cars and people. She got to 11th Ave and headed north, paralleling 10th, riding downhill until she had no choice, and she swung over one block and headed down an even steeper hill. She crossed the bridge that ran over the freeway. It was the easiest way off the hill, going north. Glancing down, she could see accidents and people standing around.

Some people yelled at her, asking if she had any idea what was happening, and she just put her hand in the air and waved, but didn’t slow. It was a bit of a surprise how easy it seemed. She cut across the park and down two residential streets before having to go back onto a busy street that paralleled Interstate 5. She could see all the stalled cars on the freeway and wondered how many people were just sitting in their cars, not having a clue, waiting. It had been hours, and still people were sitting in their cars. People could be so stupid.

Julie looked across the freeway at the wall of apartment buildings that faced east. It was a wall of flames. The whole east-facing side of Queen Anne Hill was ablaze. There was what looked like the tail of a huge plane sticking out from the flames. That was a hazard she hadn’t thought about. But now, all the planes in the air were down. The next obstacle would be crossing the Montlake Drawbridge. Struggling to keep her bike balanced, she rolled down the last section of the steep hill. Coming around the corner, Julie was relieved to see the bridge wasn’t stuck in the open position. Had that been the situation, she would have needed to ride miles out of her way to the next bridge. She felt too preoccupied with just balancing the bike to think about how she would negotiate a detour. When she got a clear shot of the bridge, she saw so many people standing on the walkway beside the driving lanes; it worried her how it could be a problem. 

Without slowing, she headed forward. “Hey, Lady. Do you have any idea what’s happening?” The man almost jumped in front of her. 

“No. I don’t. There’s a cop at the top of the hill. I heard he is talking about it.”

The man moved aside, and Julie smiled at him. “He might have plans to work his way down here. I don’t know.” Julie pushed off, struggling to get the bike up to speed when a second man stepped in her way. 

“What did you say to that guy?”

Being forced to stop, Julie groaned. “I said there was a cop at the top of the hill talking about what happened.”

“What have you got in here?” He tapped the rigid plastic of the front container.

Julie leaned forward and unsnapped the lid. “Mostly dressing materials. No drugs or anything good. Just supplies for an urgent care down by Northgate.” She tried to keep her voice even. 

“Got anything to eat?”

Julie looked at him, trying to gauge how hard he would press and if others might join in. Dropping her voice, she said, “I can give you a string cheese or a protein bar.”

He nodded. “Cheese.”

Julie opened the handlebar pouch and removed two string cheese and slid them to him underhanded, so no one would see. He nodded, “Thanks.”

“If I were you, I wouldn’t stand around waiting for things to get better. If you live close enough or have a friend you could stay with, I would go there. Get out of the city. If you have food, take it with you.” She handed him a bottle of water.

He nodded. “Yeah, thanks. I was thinking there wasn’t much point in hanging around.”

“Give me a push, will you?”

The man waited until she was up and pedaling, and then he ran behind her, pushing. The other people on the walkway saw him and cleared a path. Once she was off the bridge and back on the road, she felt utter relief. When the rain started again, she struggled to pull her hood up, grumbling under her breath. Putting her sunglasses into her inside pocket, she wondered if the ski outfit would keep her dry. It did when it was snowing, but she could only hope that it would do so now. Thinking she might have dressed too warmly, with all the work she was doing, she could feel herself sweating. If she got too sweaty, she knew it would make her cold. The good thing was that the rain drove the people, who were just standing around, back into their cars. She rode past a few people walking, but she rode along the edge of the street, and people moved up onto the sidewalk out of her way. Julie struggled with whether she should ride on the main avenues or move a couple of blocks over and be in a more residential area. When she approached her first big intersection, where there were a lot of cars blocking it, she took the first available right to bypass that congestion, crossing two blocks further away from the light where the cars were more spread out.

Julie ate two hot dogs and drank some water without having to stop. She found several nice, long runs of downhill coasting. Suddenly she missed her iTunes, and the ability to listen to music or, even better, a book. Thinking she was making pretty good time; she was now seeing more people walking around. People were heading home. After only a few minutes, she started reciting the rosary. Thinking she needed all the prayers she could get; she said it out loud.

The riding was going much better than she had expected. Having not ridden her bike very often over the last year, it took her a while to get her rhythm and balance. Never having ridden with so much weight, it made it feel awkward. It had taken her quite a while before she had figured out how to position the backpack, having it catch on the over-the-fender container over and over. Once she tightened the straps, making it so high it was uncomfortable, it solved that problem. Stopping and starting were the hardest things. Tomorrow would be much worse because there would be more people and more hills. But the best Julie could hope for would be more rain. She had gotten as far as Shoreline, not quite a fourth or fifth of the way, by the time it was getting dark. It had been a trying day, and now she needed to find a place to sleep. 

With the light fading, Julie could see more and more houses with weak flickers of light and chimneys with smoke. In the neighborhood she was riding through, almost no cars were blocking the streets. She was looking for a row of houses with no lights so she could break into a house to sleep. Julie was wondering how it was she could just steal and lie without even a little compunction. She was seeing a new side of herself; one she hoped would be short-lived. The movement in the window caught her eye. There, looking through the Venetian blinds, was a small dog. Julie turned into the driveway, pedaling hard up the steep grade. She rolled her bike to the side gate. Opening it, she pushed her bike through. When she got to the back door, she knocked hard, and the dog came running up, barking at her. After knocking several times, she walked out into the yard and grabbed a rock, breaking the window of the back door. “Now, I can add breaking an entry to the list.”

The house smelled of dog poop. The little bitty animal had relieved itself several times. Julie cleaned it up before she found the dog food and fed the puppy. Then she opened several drawers before she found another flashlight and used it, saving her batteries. Walking around this small house, the dog bounced around beside her. The house looked occupied by a single middle-aged or older woman. There was a crocheted afghan over the back of the couch, and a candy dish with a lid on the coffee table. Julie opened the freezer to find the food still frozen. She took out a carton of ice cream, Rocky Road, and taking a spoon from the dish rack, she ate her fill, as she ran the flashlight beam over the surfaces of this woman’s home. Julie opened the garage and, surprised; she saw a nice bike and one of those little three-wheeled carts like people use to pull their dog or kid around in. As she stepped into the garage, Julie flipped the light switch and then shook her head at the idea. Looking down at the dog, she said, “So how long will that habit last?”

It was easy to tell that there was usually a car parked in this garage, and it was leaking oil. Going down on one knee, Julie looked at the cart and wondered if this woman was still working her way home; she didn’t want to rob her blind, but she wanted this cart. Finally, she went back into the living room and sat on the couch. The dog was shivering as she stood there looking at her. Julie reached down to pick the dog up, but it ran away. Looking around, she would sleep on the couch. She looked at the dog, thinking that this woman couldn’t possibly need that big cart to ride the dog around. It must be for the grandkids.

It was a struggle, but Julie pulled her bike in through the back door, parking it in the kitchen. She had needed to take many of the side items off before she had the space. Julie first thought that she would sleep in her clothing, but she knew it would be a mistake. She could already feel how sweaty she was. Having forgotten to bring anything to sleep in, she reluctantly went into the larger bedroom and went through the woman’s dresser. She found a pair of sweatpants with a matching sweatshirt in the bottom drawer. They were XXL, and when Julie pulled them up, she laughed out loud. She looked at the dog, who followed her everywhere she went, happy to have any person around. “Hopefully, I will never fill these up.”

Taking a pillow and the quilt from the second bedroom with her, Julie dropped them onto the couch. She returned to the bathroom and brushed her teeth, washed her face, and peed. She had consumed only one bottle of water, so in the five hours she had been on the road, she hadn’t had to worry about finding a place to go. 

Once on the couch, Julie thought it might not be the best choice, and after only about ten minutes, she knew it wouldn’t work. Getting back up, she walked into the guest room, replaced the quilt, and then tossed the crocheted afghan over one side of the bed. Crawling in, she settled. “This will work.” 

The dog whined to get up, and after Julie had lifted her onto the bed, she curled up at Julie’s neck. Julie had never owned a dog as an adult. They always had dogs when she was a kid, but they had been outdoor dogs, sleeping in the kitchen when the weather was cold. There was no way she was going to sleep with this dog on her neck. She lifted the dog up and put her down beside her belly, but the dog slowly crawled her way back up. Finally, Julie put the dog under the covers and prayed that she wouldn’t roll over and kill her in her sleep. The dog slowly seemed to stop shaking. She gave the dog a pat. “It will be okay.” The dog licked her hand, and she left it there, hoping to warm the poor, shivering beast. As she fell asleep, she thought about how she had only traveled about ten miles. It had been easy enough traveling, but she had been hoping for a three-day trip, but now she wasn’t so sure. 
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​Chapter 4  Finding a Friend
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Not having an alarm was a drag. When Julie woke, it was still dark, but then in the Pacific Northwest in February, daybreak was like 7:30, and on a cloudy day it might seem dark even later. It was shockingly cold. The night before, it hadn’t seemed all that bad, but now it was teeth-chattering cold. Julie had forgotten about the dog as she sat up on the side of the bed. The little thing crawled out from under a pile of bedding, and Julie patted her on the head. “Well, I guess you survived.” This dog was just so cute, but Julie wasn’t too sure what to do about her. Could she really ride off and leave this dog to starve to death, if not freeze? “What am I going to do with you?”

The dog stood looking over the edge, as if afraid to jump down from the bed. Julie placed her on the floor, and she ran to the back door. Julie followed the dog, holding her sweatpants up as she walked, her feet freezing through her socks, as she edged past the bike and packs. She opened the back door, and the dog ran outside. Julie saw that there was frost on the lawn. 

She dressed in the same outfit as the day before, finding it freezing. She already missed the days of putting clothes in the dryer to warm them. Julie pushed her feet into her shoes, thinking they hadn’t been the best choice for riding a bike, but not really having a better pair. Hearing the dog bark at the back door, she went to let her in. Then she saw the note. Picking up the paper, she read, I will be back early Thursday so you can skip the second feeding. Thanks. I’ll bring you something nice. “Okay, so you are out of town.” 

Julie realized that if this woman was very far away, she might never come back ever. If the woman had to fly or drive, it would never happen. She looked down at the dog, shaking her head. She put food in the dog’s dish and then walked back into the garage and looked at the little cart again. Its tires were big, like bike tires, and it looked easy to pull. Unzipping the cover, Julie wondered why this woman would have a contraption to pull around kids. Maybe she had grandkids. The woman with the huge sweats didn’t seem like she would be a bike rider. Maybe it was an impulse buy. It looked unused.    

She again felt like she was under the gun, so she now looked around the house with a fresh eye. What could she take that would be of help? She saw big Costco TP and paper towel packs, and that meant that this woman might stock up on other things. Walking into the house, she went to the bathroom, opening the medicine cabinet. “Bonanza.” The woman had two bottles of painkillers. That was something that she might really need. There was a bottle of silver solution, used as a natural antibiotic, another score. She took an old-style glass thermometer, since the little, handy, computerized ones were history. 

There was a hall closet, and Julie pulled the doors open. Right away, she saw three more bottles of silver solution, three spray bottles of magnesium, which was good for muscle strain. There were all kinds of supplements, and without bothering to read the bottles, she brushed them all off the shelf and into a laundry basket. Julie took more shampoo and a five-pack of toothpaste. There were even some toothbrushes, mouthwash, and hand sanitizer. This woman was like a Minni survivalist. She loved this woman and wished her the best. Julie prayed this woman was off visiting family and not staying at some Hampton Inn on business. Having family around would give her a chance.

She tossed all of it into her newly acquired cart. Then she thought about some of the long hills she would have to climb; nothing if you are in a car, but if on a bike and going too slowly, someone could just rip her off her bike and take it all. “Darn. Am I just setting myself up for a huge mistake?”

Back in the kitchen, she gathered up all the food she could find, but then she rethought it and left several items. It wasn’t much, just some soup and cereal. She wrote a note. I am sorry I took some of your stuff. I took your dog so that she wouldn’t die. If you need a place to go, ride your bike to my parents’ place, and we will welcome you. Julie put her parents’ address at the bottom, and then she added a little map, just showing how to find it once she was on Highway 530. It would be a long ride for someone unfamiliar with biking. She felt surprised at the guilt she was dealing with. Even taking stuff from her friend Evelyn hadn’t bothered her, but then she was really sure that Evelyn wouldn’t be coming home. 

Putting on the ski jumper, she again wondered if she would be too warm. Now, she was so cold she wasn’t willing to undress again. After donning her shoulder holster, Julie put on her ski jacket. She walked her bike through the house and out to the garage. Not needing to stick all the container back to the outside of the bike, she tossed them into the cart. It took her some time to realize that she needed to take the top container off before she could attach the cart. When she was finally ready to leave, Julie picked up the dog, placing her inside her jacket. She wound her watch, looking to see that it was still pretty early, 8:10.

The first half hour was all downhill, and Julie couldn’t help but fear it would be a wide valley, and she would have to climb an equal amount on the other side. She was also afraid to just let the bike coast, for fear she would get going too fast and not be able to stop, with all that weight behind her. The upside of having the cart was that she no longer needed to worry about balancing it. That part made it easier. Pulling all this weight made it harder.

Riding on residential streets, she didn’t need to concentrate as much as the day before. Her paranoia about people being out on the street was much less since it was so early and so very cold. Julie started thinking about Marcus, her husband, and what he would think of this. Marcus and Julie’s stepfather, Harvey, had talked about the possibility of an EMP happening and what would be the best way to handle it. In fact, Marcus had mentioned EMPs to her when they had met for the second time, and when he had realized that she knew all about them, it had clearly impressed him. She had even teased him, saying that if she hadn't understood what he was talking about, he might never have asked for her phone number. But Marcus had grinned at her, saying, No, I think I would grab the opportunity to teach you about it myself.

Julie thought about the time she had taken Marcus home to meet her parents. First off, her family had acted thrilled at her having found someone she cared about enough to bring home, then, Harvey and Marcus had bonded over the shared belief of how a low yield nuclear bomb could cause an electromagnetic pulse that could fry the normal electrical wiring, everything connected to that wire, and shut down everything that had a computer chip, down to the smallest insignificant items, like a digital watch or thermometer. 

They had quibbled over the details — how big a bomb, and at what altitude — but they had agreed on the effects such an EMP would have on the world. Now that it had happened, it didn’t really matter much whether it was 10-kilotons or more or less thirty miles up in the atmosphere. Whatever the terrorists were trying to do, they had accomplished it. The only questions were how many of them exploded and how large an area they had effectively impacted. Was it only in the United States, or was it worldwide? Then, she had to wonder if there was a second part to this plan. There had been some concerns that if some nation could pull this off, and not destroy their own infrastructure, would they do a secondary attack, coming in and claiming America for themselves?

Julie’s stepfather, Harvey, was a real survivalist, having shared all his prepping steps with Marcus. For a very long time, Harvey had been putting electronic items, like laptops, solar panels, and converters, some weather reading equipment, and who knows what, into a thing called a Faraday Box. The two men had collaborated on the construction of the box, which by the time they had finished, was really a room, with a steel frame and galvanized steel walls. They had lined the box with a heavy layer of cardboard. Then, they put down a layer of bubble wrap lining the entire room before gluing four layers of heavy tinfoil as the final layer. Then, as an extra step, they made galvanized boxes, raised on rubber ball legs, wrapped in more tinfoil to store the items that might be the most sensitive. Both men had laughed at how over the top they had been, but they had clearly enjoyed the process.

Julie couldn’t help but wonder if the room had done its job of protecting the equipment stored there. Their family had a running joke about how everything would be out of the room when the EMP struck. Now, she prayed that wouldn’t be the case. There was no way Julie could deny the fact that having grown up in the shadow of EMP phobia had been the reason she had immediately known what was happening. That ingrained belief had been the sole reason that she was ready to throw away her career by stealing the items she knew she might need in this new life.
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​Chapter 5  Just Fear and Heartbreak
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Around noon, Julie had just struggled up a very steep hill, where she had actually had to get off her bike and drag both the bike and cart by the handlebars, one pain-racking step at a time. Once she was at the top of the hill, she had actually had to bend over, struggling for breath. As she was recovering her composure, her wobbling legs regaining their strength, and getting ready to head off again, she heard men talking. 

“I say we just go out and take what we need.”

“I don’t know. This could get ugly.”

“Well, our starving could get ugly, too.”

Julie thought the voices were coming from behind a fence to her right, and she scooped up the dog, who she had let down to walk her own way up the hill. She got back on her bike and, pushing as hard as she could, tried to get her load moving. It was a slow process, and she was still on a slight incline, so it was an enormous struggle. She was standing up, letting her body weight push one pedal down at a time, when she heard someone, a man, call, “Hey you. Stop.”

Julie tried changing gears, cursing the fact that she didn’t really understand the gearing as well as she should. But there was no way she could outrun the man who called after her. When she felt one of them grab the back of the cart, pulling her to a stop, she reached down and claimed her gun from under her seat. 

One man came up to where she remained seated. “Where are you coming from?”

Julie looked over her shoulder, watching to see what the other man was doing. “I was up on Capitol Hill.”

“How long did it take you to get here?”

She looked at her watch. “I have been on the road a total of eight hours.”

“Do you know what happened?” 

Julie again glanced over her shoulder to see the man pulling the cart zipper pen. “What exactly do you want?” She called to the man behind her. 

“We were just wondering how it is out there,” the man beside her said.

“Well, I would suggest that you stay close to home and if you have any cash, try to buy food. If your water is running, fill up everything you have: the bathtub and maybe even line a garbage pail with a black garbage bag and fill it with water.” As she spoke, she held the gun tight in the folds of her jacket. The dog stuck her head out, looking around. “I think this is not going away anytime soon.” 

“Where are you going?”

“My family is east of Arlington.”

The man, who had been at the cart, came to stand on the other side of her, and now she had one man on either side: not a safe position to be in.


“How is this bike for getting around?”


“Well, it would be better if I didn’t have all my belongings to pull behind me.”

The same man, who had been at the cart, opened the clasp on the front container. He flipped the lid open and saw nothing but medical supplies. “Why do you have all this stuff?” He picked up a roll of paper tape and dropped it back in. 

“I had access to dressings and sutures and things, so I am bringing some for my mother.”

He stood there nodding, and Julie had a distinct feeling he was considering whether he should take her bike. 

“I need to get going. You wouldn’t happen to have a local map, would you?”

“I might.” He was the first guy. “Do you have something to trade?”

“Like what, Band-Aids?”

“Do you have any alcohol?”

“I am going to guess you are looking for drinking alcohol, not rubbing? No, I don’t.”

The second guy stepped away, and Julie turned to watch him walk off. When he went to his pickup truck, she thought he might get her a map. 

“I could give you some protein bars. I have a few of them. It would be worth it to get the map.”

The man beside her nodded. Julie popped open the handlebar container with her left hand, and as she leaned forward, she slid the Glock back into its holster under the seat. She picked up the two bars and then looked at the guy. “Cheese?”

“Yeah, Okay.”

The other man came back, handing over a book of maps. “Here you go.”

“If you want, I can just remove the couple of pages I need, and you can keep the book.”

Julie stepped off the bike and let the dog down on the ground so she could sniff a little. Julie set the book on the flat case over the front fender, and it only took her a few minutes to find what she needed. Removing the six pages, she handed the book back to the second man. Then she reached into her pocket and took out two more protein bars. So, they now had four bars and two string cheeses. “I’m not kidding about the water. If you get an excess of water, people will probably be willing to trade you for food. Find some containers to fill and get ready. Running water won’t last long. This might not be nationwide, but this outage is covering more than just our area. Help will be some time, if ever.”

Both men nodded, as if the idea that this was as good as it would get hadn’t occurred to them. “Give it a couple of days, and give people a chance to get home, but after that, you might look into some of the empty houses. But remember, we are one people, and we need to come together, not fall apart.”

Both these men stood side by side as they nodded at what she had said. They looked totally clueless.

Julie walked over and picked up the dog. “I think it’s going to get way worse before it gets better. Do you have any weapons?”

They both shook their heads. 

“Like I said, stay close to home, and you might even make a place to hide, in case people start prowling around, like maybe make a place in your attic. You know, where you could put some water and maybe some food, enough so you can stay up there a few hours or longer. Be sure that invaders can’t tell you retreated to a hiding place.” She looked at these two men. “Maybe put a ladder there and be ready to pull it up and conceal where you are.” She could see the concern on their faces.

“Yeah, that sounds good.” 

“I need to go. But think about what I said. If you go through people’s houses, don’t just look for food, but think ahead. Any Motrin, other over-the-counter medications, and like I have, first aid things, toilet paper. Even moving into another house, one that suits you better for living without power. Natural gas is something to look for, a house with gas or a wood-burning fireplace.” Looking from face to face, she said, “Maybe a better hiding place. People will start prowling around, seeing if they can find stuff needed to live.”

Swinging her leg over the bar, she sat down, tucking the dog back into her jacket. “Take care.” She stood up and bounced a little on the pedal, trying to get going, before she looked at the two men, and they came over and pushed her until she could make it on her own. Once away, Julie let out a deep breath. They had freaked her out at first, and even as she was riding away, she hadn’t been too sure about them. Would she have pulled her gun and defended herself? Yes. Would she have hated the idea of it? Yes.

She couldn’t help wondering what their chances were. They looked like they were brothers. They didn’t look like they had it in them to be ruthless and selfish, to the point where it might be necessary to survive. Unfortunately, there were probably people heading this way who could be. She had to wonder how long it would take before their attitudes would change. Maybe the first time they got threatened. It might just take someone robbing them of everything before they learned to fight.

Julie thought about the advice she had given to the boys. It was the advice Harvey had given her when she had moved to Texas, something that her family hadn’t been happy about. Julie had looked at lots of apartments before picking a trashy little place in an older home. She picked it because it had attic access in the ceiling of her closet. The lady landlord had shown her two units for the same price, and she had picked the worst of the two. The woman had looked surprised at her choice. If later the other tenants heard her banging around in the attic, she never knew. Julie had actually practiced climbing up, putting a stack of plastic milk cartons in the closet just for that purpose. She had disguised them as storage, but they made a decent set of stairs.

The second set of hills took its toll. Not wanting to rest out in the open, Julie rode up a long driveway, which curved out of sight from the street. She let the dog down and fed him a couple of bites of hot dog before she took out her map and started plotting out her trail, working from the first page, then continuing onto another page. 

The map had once seemed really detailed, designed for someone looking for an address before the days of Google Maps. It was from the days before cell phones could give you directions. It was like playing that game where you have to trace the trail through the maze to the prize. Julie had tried to stay on side streets, but she was in Mount Lake Terrace, and there were a ton of streets that didn’t go all the way through. She was eating a protein bar and drinking some water, leaning her back against a garage, when she looked up and saw an older woman looking out at her; she looked to be in her eighties. 

Julie waved, and the woman walked to her side door and opened it a little. Julie got back up and walked to the house, the dog running along. “How are you doing with the power being out?”

“We have natural gas, so I am using it to heat the house. My phone doesn’t work, not even my cell phone.” The woman had bundled up in two sweaters.

Julie nodded. “Everything is out. It won’t get better anytime soon, so you need to just stay in the house and be careful, unless you have a neighbor you might go stay with.” The woman shook her head, and Julie gave the woman the same advice about saving water and seeing if she could find a hiding place. She said she had a staircase going to her attic, so she could hide there. Julie told her to hide some of her food and water up there.

“Is my husband going to come home?”

“Where was he?”

“In Seattle. Downtown.”

“I wouldn’t plan on his coming home anytime soon. None of the cars are working.”

“What would cause this to happen?”

Julie told the abbreviated story of an EMP and then she said her goodbyes, thinking that this was another person who probably would never make it more than a few days. Her husband could never walk from downtown to Mountlake Terrace, and she could never get by on her own. Again, she tucked the dog into her jacket and rolled down the driveway. It gave her a running start, and she was off once more.
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​Chapter 6  Getting a Partner
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It looked like her fate was to go up and down hills, and the map didn’t show elevations, so she found herself stopping to revive her map over and over. Julie had hoped to be past Lynnwood before she called it a day. Noticing how she was feeling a lot more leg fatigue than the first day, the hills were taking their toll. She came to the top of a hill that was so steep that there was no way she would ever get down with the bike and cart, even if she separated them and did them one at a time. She groaned as she stood at the top of the hill; it was yet another detour. 

Julie was cold and tired; her butt hurt, and her feet felt frozen. Slowly, she walked the bike around in a big circle and headed back down the road she had just traveled, knowing that most of the streets coming off it were dead ends. She trudged up a driveway and pulled out the map. Using her finger to trace the track she had taken, she found the next through street was almost eight blocks back, which meant going back up a hill she had just come down. She wasn’t even sure that street would let her out of this maze of cul-de-sacs she was in. Everything got complicated by how they had constructed lots of new housing since they drew the map up, and she had started out counting off how many blocks until she needed to turn. But it was no longer accurate. She would need to use street numbers.

Sitting there, trying to decide if she wanted to call it a day or go on, Julie noticed a cat walking back and forth on a windowsill. Groaning, she swung her leg over the bar; she stretched a little. Putting the dog on the ground, she walked to the back door of the house. She could see three cats sitting on the kitchen floor, and without bothering to knock, Julie went and found a big, round rock. She was ready to throw the rock through the glass slider when a woman came walking into her line of vision. 

When the women made eye contact, Julie froze, and then she tossed the rock back onto the lawn. Calling through the glass, she said, “I thought the cats were abandoned.” Julie grinned. “I was going to set them free. Sorry.”

The woman came to the door. Sliding it open a little, she asked, “Do you live around here?”

“No, I am trying to get to Arlington.”

“Oh, boy. How are you traveling? Are you on foot?”

“I have a bike and a cart.”

The woman slid the door open a little more and looked toward the driveway but couldn’t see the bike. She looked down at the dog, where she was sticking her nose in where the door was open a crack. “How is it out there?”

“Well, I came from Capitol Hill, and on the first day, people were just standing around waiting for something to happen. Now, people realize things aren’t likely to get better. But then, they aren’t rioting yet, at least not that I know of.”

The woman looked like she wanted to ask more questions, but Julie wanted to hit the road. “Could you tell me how I can get off this hill without backtracking a long way, would you?”

They talked for about twenty minutes, and Julie was glad that she had stopped. She used her bathroom and got a bottle of cool iced tea. The woman had a husband and three sons. None of them had made it home so far. She felt scared, but physically she was secure for now. Having a gun, she said she wasn’t afraid to use it. She also gave Julie a route of side streets that would take her a long way, hopefully without many obstacles.

Getting the advice was worth the time Julie had spent. Once she got to 52nd Ave., it was such easy riding that she kept riding until after dark. It was a little discouraging that there were so few homes that had any kind of lights coming from them. Julie had to wonder how many people were still on the road, heading home, or just sitting in the dark. She had expected more people out walking and wondered if people were still waiting for things to improve. She
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