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Chapter 1  The Cold of Winter
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When she opened the kitchen door, the cold hit her like something solid. Pulling her scarf up over her nose, Julie followed Craig at a run; not because she thought she had an emergency, but they both wanted to get out of the cold. The flashlight caused yellow halos in the frosty air as it cast light in front of them. Craig pushed the unlocked gate open and pushed it closed behind Julie. Going past the pickup truck parked outside the gate, they rushed into the clinic, the warmth from the wood-burning stove a welcome greeting. Because the weather was so brutal, the guard stayed in the clinic, keeping the place warm. The problem with this simple concession toward being more humane was that the people on guard duty found it harder to stay awake. The two rescued Dobermans were walking around, riled by having the newcomers in their space. When they were on duty, their entire demeanor said so.

Brian was standing just inside the door, a lantern casting creepy shadows on the walls. A man was lying on his side on the exam table. A second man was standing by the stove in the back corner. Julie unwrapped her scarf and smiled at the man by the stove. “He must be truly miserable if he will come out on a night like this.”

The man by the stove said, “It’s ten degrees. The wind is twenty miles an hour. If I had a calculator, I would tell you the wind chill factor.”

Julie pulled her jacket off and rubbed her hands with sanitizer, which they kept warm by the stove. “So, what can I do for you?” she addressed her patient.

When the man raised his head, even in the dim lighting, Julie recognized him as one of her very first patients. A man who had an M80 explode in front of him, ripping all the skin from his belly. Later, he had needed to have some of his scars ligated to relieve the tension because he had failed to stretch his belly skin, causing his scars to constrict. 

“David. What’s going on?” Julie reached up and turned the directional lamp on the ceiling so it was pointing at his legs.

“It started yesterday. I had a bellyache, and now it is so bad I can’t stand up.”

“I need you to roll onto your back. Keep your knees bent up if you must.”

Brian walked over, offering his arm, giving David something to pull against as he turned. Julie grinned at the idea of how much better these men were at helping her care for patients. David let out a loud moan. Julie walked to the stove and got a warm blanket, tossing it over David’s legs. Taking her stethoscope, Julie lifted David’s flannel shirt, long underwear, and T-shirt, and listened to his belly. She could hear loud rumbling bowel tones, and she was relieved. It was probable that David had a form of food poisoning.

“Have you been having diarrhea?”

“I haven’t gone in at least two days?”

“Okay.” Julie pressed on David’s belly with all the scar tissue, making the process more difficult. “Tell me if any of this makes the pain worse.”

She did a set of vitals, just to make sure there weren’t surprises lurking beyond what a simple exam could expose. “I am going to give you a suppository, and hopefully it will make you go. The bad news is that you are going to have to use the outhouse. I’m not even sure you can poop when you are that cold, but I think it is worth a try.” 

She had him roll so his butt was away from where the men were standing, and she inserted the medication that should help him go. Julie smiled. “A nurse friend, who had been a nurse’s aid for a decade before going to nursing school told me the only thing she learned in nursing school that was a surprise, was that suppositories got designed to go in dull end first, not pointed end. The point allows it to move further up into your colon. Interesting. I never would have guessed that.” Julie laughed. “Later, I asked my father. He is an aerospace engineer, so I drew a picture and asked him which direction would be most conducive to moving upward into the colon. He didn’t even hesitate. I guess it is a matter of aerodynamics.”

They sat in the clinic while David stayed on the table, waiting for the medication to work. The man with David was Lester Dickerman, Margie Dickerman’s brother-in-law. He was David’s neighbor. On the same day that David had suffered his belly damage, Margie Dickerman’s youngest son, Carl, had blown his hand off with an M-80. It had been a battle trying to save the teenager, and the first time that Julie had actually worked with Peggy, her seventeen-year-old apprentice, who was only sixteen back then. 

Later, they had tried to keep Margie alive, with her totally shot tricuspid valve and the congestive heart failure that eventually took her life. Now Julie heard how Carl was still doing well, constantly learning new ways to get things accomplished with one hand and a stump. Lester laughed as he said how he had watched Carl tie his shoe, using a chopstick in his mouth to hold the knot. “Damnedest thing I ever saw.”

Since David wasn’t very chatty, Lester told Julie about David getting married last fall and how nice his bride seems to be. “He married his high school sweetheart. After ten years of not seeing each other. Funny how that works out.” 

Julie wrote her notes on a square of paper, unwilling to bring their working laptop down to the clinic on these night-time forays. The Crain family, well Harvey Crain, as just one stage of his prepping for a disaster, had built a Faraday Room, which would protect electronics from an EMP. Of all the items stored there, Julie knew there were at least three laptops. One was the device Julie had downloaded lots of medical data onto. It had been a project she had worked on for over a year while she was in Texas doing her emergency medicine residency. Now, she and Peggy used it to keep their patient records, look up information, and make lists of things they needed to do. And on the occasional evening, she and Matt watched a movie.

It took about an hour, one more suppository, and three trips to the outhouse before David felt better or even could walk upright. Repeatedly, he said he couldn’t believe it was just constipation. Julie said it was way more common than you might think. When David was ready to leave, Lester drove her and Craig up to the house, and Julie gave David six bottles of yogurt, reminding him to bring the bottles back when empty. She said that if he had access to milk, he might use one bottle as a starter to make his own yogurt. She said that keeping his gut bacteria levels up was helpful. Not having many medications made Julie think outside the box, and treating digestive problems was very doable. She told him to increase his water intake. Now that people couldn’t drink pop or coffee, they weren’t getting enough fluids.

Infections were her big problem. Julie had a man, Henry, who she had been treating for almost six months, and still, his foot hadn’t healed completely. Twice a week, Henry came to the clinic, and either Julie or Peggy would unpack his wound and reapply the silver solution, which was the only real thing they had to treat external infections, and they would repack it, and send him on his way. The big event was just a month ago; they had just needed to dress Henry’s foot without having to pack the wound. It had healed enough to just put on a dressing, something that Henry should be able to do himself, but he was still so fat that he couldn’t do more than touch his feet. So, he still needed to come by and have it looked at and dressed. Now that the weather was so nasty, his neighbor had been doing it.

When Henry had lost about eighty pounds, he presented Julie with a completely new medical problem. He had so much flab hanging around his middle that she worried about bacteria growing in the deep recesses. She routinely did a body check, and his uncle Bill, who was his next-door neighbor, was checking Henry’s skin and driving him back and forth in his horse cart. Henry was her most frequent repeat patient, and he was staying stable. They had worked out a multi-step program where he sprayed his belly with a silver solution, dusted it with a cornstarch and baking soda mixture, and used an ointment. So far, it had been working. 

Craig and Julie walked into the kitchen, unwrapped from their winter garb, and headed back up the stairs to sleep. Craig stopped to put more wood into the wood-burning stove in the kitchen. Julie didn’t wait, but she knew he would put wood in the stove in the living room too. Wood was the way they heated this giant house, and they went through a lot of wood, and still the house wasn’t all that warm. Not when it got down to ten degrees.

Last September, Julie married Matt Dragger, a man she had known her whole life, since he was her younger brother’s best friend. She and Matt had moved into a very nice RV, parked right between the barn and the garage. Now, the weather was so cold that staying in the RV was just not an option. It had been a hard decision, giving up privacy so as not to freeze. It had taken them several mornings of having to run to the house with their bladders ready to burst while freezing from the jolt of mountain air before they moved back. After the first hard freeze, they had needed to shut down the water, which meant no showers and no toilet. 

They had tried to tough it out, but in the end, Matt had drained all the water from the pipes to keep them from breaking. He had sealed up the place and fled to the warmth of the house. They were now back in the same bedroom Julie had grown up in, sleeping in her single bed, which, after the luxury of having a king size, seemed surprisingly small. She walked into the dark room; her battery lantern turned down low. Standing over the heat vent, Julie undressed her many layers of clothing before she pulled on the warm pajamas she had left there. Running across the room, Julie crawled into bed, and Matt rolled over, wrapping his arms and legs around her icy body. “You’re so cold.”

“That is why I married you, for when the weather gets cold.”

Matt pulled her in tight. “That wasn’t why I married you.” He wrapped her against him.

“I had David come in.”

“Is he okay?”

“Yeah. He’s fine.” She relaxed back into her husband’s warmth. Julie found it amazing how so much had happened in just a year. Things had looked pretty dire for a while, but now people were working out their own ways of surviving. Sandbar had pulled together and worked as a group, and she hoped similar things were happening all across the country. She said a prayer that people were warm.
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Chapter 2  The Whole Bunch
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The little RV sitting out by the front hedge lay covered in snow. After a winter of snow almost every day, the path leading to the little home was almost three feet deep. The snow was so deep it had buried the wheels, and there were no steps to climb. In fact, Ron had to shovel the snow to keep it below the door. The south-facing side of the trailer had a snowdrift that had been there for a month or more, and it wasn’t going anywhere until the weather warmed. Larry had pointed out how it actually served as insulation, blocking the wind. There was a little swirl of wood smoke drifting up from a chimney protruding from where the cab of the RV should be. 

Ron Crain was in bed with his new wife, Madaline Morrow. He stretched and reached out for her, pulling her over. Maddie sat up and pulled her heavy mane of red hair back, dragging her fingers through it as she did, before flopping back onto the bed. She turned her face, and Ron kissed her puckered lips. He grinned at her, waiting. “So, are you going to jump up and puke, or are you over that?”

Maddie shook her head, snuggling up. “I never know until it happens.”

Ron got up, shivering from the cold. He rushed into the small living room and went to the cab area, opening the door of the small wood stove, built on a shelf over where the driver’s and passenger’s seats should go. Ron tossed several small pieces of firewood in. This was a stove Matt had made for him. The area was small, and he had needed to come back and put in a fire-resistant backing to reflect the heat back into the living area, but it worked almost too well for the small space.

He could hear Maddie puking. Ron sighed. Maybe it will be over tomorrow. He and Maddie had married three and a half months ago, after only knowing each other for a few weeks. Ron had asked her to marry him at their second meeting, after having met her at Julie and Matt’s wedding, just three days before. Well, he had suggested that she think about that possibility, then he asked her if she would consider becoming Catholic. It had amazed him how she hadn’t thought he was crazy and just sent him on his way. He couldn’t remember ever being so happy in his entire life. Every day, Ron was just thrilled to wake up beside her, puking or not. 

Ron had never dated a lot, and he had never really had a girlfriend who he thought he was in love with, except perhaps in his senior year of high school and that was iffy, and compared to how he felt about this woman, Ron didn’t think so. Even when he had been at Stanford, working toward his Ph.D. in electrical engineering, he had never really had a girlfriend. San Francisco was where he had been when the power died. His good friend, Craig Lang, had gone through a steady stream of girls, always sure he was in love, repeatedly; this was the girl for him.

Leaving on his long underwear, Ron pulled on his canvas pants. He took off the sweater he slept in and dressed in a flannel shirt over a T-shirt and a turtleneck. He was lacing his boots when Madeline came walking into the small living room, wrapped up in a warm afghan over her housecoat. She plopped into a chair. “I know Julie explained why women puke when they are pregnant, but I want this to be over.”

Ron stood and kissed her on the forehead. “I’ll wait for you.”

Maddie shot him a dirty look that faded into a grin as she got up and went to dress. 

Ron watched her go. He loved that woman so much it hurt. The attraction had been instantaneous, and he prayed it would never end.

They ate breakfast in the main house. It had become so crowded to where they ate their meals in shifts. Ron and Maddie got to the house when breakfast was in full swing. Now, they had twenty-four people, not counting the babies, Willa, and Lucy Anne. Over the course of the first nine months, the Crains had added Brian, the friend of Matt Dragger, who had taken a stray bullet to the arm. Brian had been Julie’s first patient, and she had saved his life. Then Brian and Matt, Ron’s lifelong best friend, had moved in just a few days after the power went out. Matt had brought Brian with him to check on his parent’s place and do a little fishing. Matt’s folks were up in Canada visiting family when everything ended. Craig Lang had come up from California in the boat with Larry Clinton and Ron. They were ready to go fishing when the power had suddenly ended. They had been listening to cars crashing on the Golden Gate Bridge, just over where the boat sat in the marina. It had taken Larry seconds to decide to take the older boat, which still ran, so he could get home to his family. He planned to go up the coast, and since Larry lived in Everett, not all that far from where the Crains lived, it was a no-brainer that Ron would go with him, leaving Craig little choice, so he had come along. As they had gathered gasoline to fuel the older boat, they had watched airplanes crashing into the San Francisco skyline, which made their decision to leave all the easier. Now, Craig and the Clinton family were part of the Crain’s extended family. 

Jeremy was a twenty-year-old college student, who Julie picked up on her way home. He was now engaged to Peggy, Larry’s seventeen-year-old daughter, and Julie’s apprentice medical caregiver. There were eight children, the four Clinton children ranging in age from fifteen to three, not counting Peggy. Three months after everything had ended, one more Crain sibling came home. Colleen and her husband Sam had lived just south of Seattle, and they had a brand-new baby. Once they thought it was safe, they had taken a neighbor's antique car and headed north, simply driving along the freeway, getting there in just a few hours. 

Then there were the three Rennie kids. After a peculiar attack on their compound, something that made no sense whatsoever, Roger Rennie, a fifteen-year-old kid who had taken part in the attack, returned to the clinic. He sustained injuries in the battle when Ron fired his shotgun into the group of men while they were trying to break through the gate. Along with two other non-life-threatening injuries, Ron had put a shotgun pellet through Roger’s cheek, which amazingly did no actual damage, and Peggy had just stitched it shut. In an act of malice, Roger’s father had ripped the stitches out using a pocketknife. When Roger came back to the clinic, to see if the doctor could put the stitches back in, Julie had invited him and his two sisters to come live with the Crains to get them away from the brutality of their father and put them into an environment where they might thrive. So, they added fifteen-year-old Roger and Nina at nine, and Kate, at five, now six. She had celebrated a birthday in December. 

Then there were Eddy and Lena. Eddy got himself shot while trying to steal chickens. He had been under the delusion that this girl, Cindy, was pregnant with his child, and he wanted to provide for her. Someone had brought him to the clinic, probably the man who had shot him. When it became apparent that Eddy wouldn’t die outright, but would require some care, Ron and two men had gone to the house where Eddy was living to see if someone there could take care of him. It turned out that the house belonged to an old woman named Lena, and her grandson and his friends took over her house and were abusing her. Harvey had sent him to get rid of one person, and he had brought home another instead. Now, Lena, an eighty-eight-year-old woman, and Eddy, a twenty-four-year-old guy, a rehabbed drug user, were living with them. 

Then there was Willa. A full six-weeks from when the power had gone out, April came staggering up their street and literally fell into Ron’s arms. Starved and suffering from hypothermia and dehydrated she had actually walked until she couldn’t take another step. Even after treatment, it took a full day for her to wake up. Then, it took over three months before she confessed to Ron that she was pregnant. That being the reason she had been coming home from Portland to talk to her father about being pregnant without being married. Her parents were missing, but Walter, a high school senior who lived in the cul-de-sac just behind the Crain compound, turned out to be her brother. April had her baby girl at what Julie estimated was eight months' gestation. But because of her having starved, the baby was even smaller, weighing only three pounds. Then, two weeks later, April, having never really recovered from the abuse her body had taken from weeks on the road, had a stroke and died. 

Now, at six months of age, Willamina lived with the Crains, and Ron was her godfather, along with Walter. Even when April and Walter’s mother had come home nine months after the outage, the tiny baby had stayed with the Crains. Born at three pounds, now just over ten pounds, she was steadily gaining weight and strength. Colleen, Ron and Julie’s sister, was sharing the breastfeeding duties with Helena, a woman from the cul-de-sac, and Willa was gaining almost half a pound a week. Everyone still felt very guarded in their feeling that Willa was going to get through her infancy without having some lifelong problem present itself. But her appearing healthy day after day was a relief.

Ron walked into the living room and picked up this baby he loved so much. Maddie came to stand beside him, running her fingers over the little girl’s head, where finally she was growing the first of her long-awaited hair. Ron cradled Willa in his arms as she reached up and tugged at his beard. Maddie reached over and tugged at the whiskers herself. “She doesn’t like that hairy face any more than I do.”

Ron grinned. “But it is warm, oh so warm.”

Most of the men had grown beards over the winter. It had started with Larry and quickly spread like a virus. Even twenty-year-old Jeremy had red whiskers. Harvey and Eddy were the only two clean-shaven male faces in the house. Eddie admitted he couldn’t really grow a beard. Now, as Maddie drank her mint and ginger tea, her anti-nausea treatment, Ron walked over to take an empty seat at the dining room table. Lena came in, carrying a plate of pancakes, and after she set it down, she ruffled Ron’s whiskers. “How’s that baby today?”

Ron bounced Willa in his left arm as he stabbed a couple of pancakes off the serving platter. “She just seems to do better every day.”

“She recognizes you.” Lena patted Ron’s shoulder and returned to the kitchen. Ron knew Lena was endlessly grateful for his taking her from that hellhole she was living in and bringing her to live with his family. She was constantly trying to make herself useful. Almost daily, Lena turned out a knitted hat or pair of slippers for someone in the house. Ron had a pair that were like boots, with a scrap of leather sewn to the sole so they would last. They were what he wore when he was in the house. Lena and Hanna had this perfect balance. While Larry’s wife, Hanna, spent her time using the  sewing machine on the solar battery, Lena spent her time darning things by hand. Right now, Willa was wearing a little sack made from a dishtowel. One of Lena’s products. She had several similar outfits, all knitted or crocheted by her. She even had a pair of funny little pants to keep her legs warm, and they had socks knitted right into them. Lena knitted them from a yarn that changed colors, so they were bright and almost striped, with one leg not matching the other.

Peggy came to the table, and Maddie came to sit beside her. They were talking back and forth as Ron watched them. He was a little surprised at how well Madeline had meshed with his family. He frequently found his wife and one sister or another laughing to the point of tears. Maddie and Peggy often huddled together, talking about something. When they had married and come to live in the little RV, Maddie had confided in Ron that she was worried about blending in with his family, and she was thankful that they had their own little home. Ron laughed, saying, I got this trailer for privacy. This is our own little love shack. Now, Ron was a little jealous of how much his wife loved his family, even the extended family. He liked her brother Carter and his brother’s friend Mark, but he hadn’t meshed all that well with her parents. They were pleasant toward him, but he always had the feeling that her mother felt he didn’t quite measure up.

Ron missed meat at breakfast. They didn’t even get eggs every day. Ron understood how they had been eating too much, and feeding twenty-plus people every day added up quickly, but he found he missed it. Once they had eaten meat and eggs with every breakfast, while joking about what their cholesterol levels were. When they stopped getting toast, with oatmeal it had seemed like a big deal, and switching from sugar to honey for hot cereal had been an adjustment. He ate his four pancakes with berry syrup, another change he didn’t like. He liked maple syrup. Ron finished his glass of goat’s milk and, picking up his dishes, he walked back into the kitchen, setting them beside the sink. He touched Nina on the head as he walked past the kitchen table where the kids were eating. Going to the wall in the kitchen, he looked to see if there was work for him. 

They posted a work schedule, and every morning Harvey assigned jobs to people. With the weather being so brutal, it was hard to find enough work for people to do. Even working in the barn was almost too cold. They had one small woodstove; a steel box Larry had designed and Matt had welded for him. It actually sat up on a stand because there was a built-in storage unit in the only spot to put the chimney along the outside wall. It heated the one small carpenter area, so when it was truly freezing, you were warm enough to only be mildly uncomfortable. When they had the two sub-zero nights, they had moved the goats into that room. It had been a necessity Larry could understand, but not one that pleased him. Larry was the one who did all of their building, and he hadn’t been keen on the idea of goat poop all over his floor. Besides, goats would eat anything, so he had to pick up everything and move it. They liked to be on top of things, and they were nosy, so he had tossed everything into boxes and moved them out of the room completely. 

They had assigned shifts to people  — well, men  — to go out and keep the fire going. He hadn’t been on that list. Since it didn’t require any skill, just the ability to get up when the alarm went off, the young men  — Damien, Eddy, and Roger  — rotated through that task. Larry had joked about insulating the goat pen so they wouldn’t need to put the goats in his space again. They seriously considered putting in a second stove and hanging a tarp over the animal pens to keep the heat in. That would probably be a job for next summer, and then it would help the animals next winter. 

Ron stood at the assignment board, groaning at the idea of having no task. He didn’t want another day of sitting in this crowded little house. “Oh well, spring is right around the corner.”
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Chapter 3  Getting Ready for Babies
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It had snowed for weeks. Julie had hoped that it would be an easy winter, but it had been bitter, with winds blowing hard off the mountains. They had even had two night where it dipped below zero, something that seldom happened to them, even being up the mountain as far as they were. She and Matt had struggled with the idea of moving back into the house, but as always, Old Man Winter had won out, and they had moved. Now, Julie lay in bed, looking at the bright sun shining in through the curtains. She knew it meant even colder weather than when it was cloudy, but maybe they could shovel the paths and not have it be for nothing. The big upside was that the solar batteries would charge and, if they had a little surplus, maybe they could leave the ceiling lights on. She sat up when Matt reached out and pulled her backwards, kissing her neck and running his hand over her growing belly. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I want some privacy. How about we heat the trailer?” Julie looked over her shoulder as she grinned at him. He kissed her cheek and released her. “I’ll see. Harvey said that if I shut down everything, I might have a hard time getting things up and running until it thaws.” Swinging his feet over the bed, he looked over his shoulder. “And you can tell it is below freezing today.”

Julie groaned as she pushed the covers back and sat on the side of the bed. She wanted to take an unauthorized shower and spend some uncensored time with her husband. Being pregnant made her surprisingly amorous. At least she thought it was from being pregnant, but she craved sex way more than she ever did with Marcus. She knew that this happened to some women because of the hormone surge. Julie was only five months along, and she was tired of being horny. She knew Matt found it rather funny. Even when she had said it was just because of her hormones, he had said it was because she just couldn’t get enough of him.

Matt opened the curtain on the window, and Julie put her stocking-clad feet on the cold floor. She walked to her closet and grabbed some clothing, going to the grate that allowed warm air from the first floor into her room. It had been an enormous project, and something Lucy hadn’t been too sure about. It required them to cut holes in her ceiling and put in grates, and then they had pulled away the insulation and woven ducts through the gap between the first and second floor, allowing heat to move. The unexpected advantage was that once they connected the ducts to the existing furnace vents, it spread the heat out to all the rooms. The downside was that it diluted the heat, so people simply got a lukewarm breeze. It kept the upstairs from being unlivable, barely. 

She removed her pajama bottoms and pulled on cold, long-underwear bottoms. Julie put on another pair of socks and then her jeans. Even with the wood stove burning away in the kitchen, and the stove in the living room cranking out heat, and a vent diverting warmed air into the bedrooms, driven by a battery-powered fan, the upstairs still never really got warm. She knew Harvey had added wood to the stoves several times during the night, but it still wasn’t enough. Julie was sick of this weather. She smiled at Matt. He was standing by the dresser, apparently unwilling to look like a baby while he dressed. She shoved the vent closed to encourage the heat to stay downstairs. He smiled back at her, trying to look unfazed. She knew he was freezing, standing just a few feet from the window.

The downside of having all these people trapped in the house, when it was too cold for doing much work, was that there was no place to go to be alone. If people retreated to their bedrooms, they traded freezing for privacy. Julie shoved her feet into her fleece-lined slippers. She walked to the mirror and brushed her hair, pulling her hair back into a ponytail. Picking up her used washcloth and towel, she went to wait her turn to use the hall bathroom. 

Hanna, who was now just days away from having her baby, had moved from the attic into one bedroom with its own bathroom, causing them to move people around. Julie could tell that soon she too would need access to a private bathroom herself, as the weight on her bladder continued to grow. She was looking forward to that bathroom being in her beautiful RV. Julie stood in the hallway with Damien and Steven, two of Larry and Hanna’s sons. “Are you excited about having a new sibling?”

Damien turned and gave Julie a surprisingly serious look. “What are the chances that Mom could have problems, like the woman you did surgery on?”

“That woman had a known problem, and she had already had two C-sections. Your Mom has already had five uncomplicated deliveries. So, there is no reason to expect a problem. But now we know how we can do a C-section if we need to.”

“What if you needed a C-section? Who would do yours? Could Peggy do it?”

“We would do what we did before and go to the vet, and Peggy would help him, just like I helped Dr. Newcastle.”

Julie thought about that Sunday in January, when she had been fretting and puzzling over how exactly she could do a C-section with no sterile environment and no anesthesia. For days, Julie had been driving herself nuts with the idea that she would have to cut open a woman who was fully awake. Their initial plan of taking her to Everett was out the window because the roads were almost impassable. The snow was too deep for a horse to traverse. Knowing it was a terrible choice; she had read everything she could get on doing the surgery. She and Peggy had walked through the process, trying to practice what they might need to do. Then, as she was putting on her coat after Mass, Matt came walking Dr. Newcastle over to where she was standing. Matt had said he had asked Richard if he still had some way of anesthetizing animals. He grinned at her when she had broken into a near-hysterical laugh and reached out and hugged him. Then she had turned to the big animal vet, a man who Matt’s mother had worked with for years. I can’t believe I never thought of you. Do you think you could help me do a C-section?

The doctor had nodded his head slowly. On a human?

“I have a book.”

Good. I will need to read it. And that had been what they had done. At first, Julie had planned on taking this woman, who lived up in Darrington, into Everett. Everett General Hospital was up and running, doing limited surgeries. Apparently, the military had provided them with some needed supplies and a source of power. But by the end of November, there was so much snow that the chances of getting all the way to Everett with a laboring mother were nil, even in a sleigh. Even after the great news of how Richard could provide the environment for surgery, she had spent day after day reading about C-sections. She and Richard had spent hours talking their way through the surgery. Julie had known how anesthesia would depress the baby’s breathing, and Julie had no equipment to resuscitate a newborn. It was something Richard was more prepared for. Going to the vet solved many of these problems. 

They had brought the mother down to Sandbar three days before her due date, and she had stayed with Dr. Newcastle and his wife. She had been a little taken aback when she realized a veterinarian was going to do her surgery, but she understood how it was the best choice. The whole procedure had gone so slickly that it had seemed amazing. Julie had only done a few rotations with surgeons during her residency, and none had been OB. Almost from the first cut, she had known she would have been in over her head had she been trying this in her clinic.

Ron and Craig had come in and installed a solar unit and hooked up some lighting, which had been a game changer. On the day of the surgery, it had been heavy clouds and very dark, with the surgery room having only two small windows up high. The lights made all the difference. They had joked about trying to get someone to hold a lamp for them. Mother and her beautiful baby girl went home four days later.

“Okay, the new clinic schedule will be Monday, general care, for people who don’t want to bother us on the weekend.” It was a trend they had noticed. Like going to the doctor’s office. Unless someone was really ill, they waited until Monday. Even with trauma. It made so little sense, but it was clearly what people did. “Tuesday mornings will be follow-up care, suture removal, and whatever else. What day should we do maternity care?”

Peggy clicked on the laptop and sorted their patients by condition. “We have eleven pregnant women.”

“So, we could do the first or second Tuesday afternoon.” They were trying to group their patients, thinking it made them more efficient. The downside was that once they had four women scheduled and a man with a severely lacerated leg showed up, and they had needed to send all the mothers home because he took hours of work to fix him up. If you were just jumping into a car, it wouldn’t be that hard, but some of these women had ridden a horse cart or walked for a mile or more. When the weather got awful, women didn’t book appointments, saying it was just too hard. That led to the problem of people rushing in once they got a break in the weather.

“Wouldn’t you rather have it be in the morning? Besides, wouldn’t we have more visits than what we could get to in one afternoon? We spend about forty-five minutes per visit.” Peggy studied the screen. “We have three women who need to be seen more than monthly. We could do three mornings, and that way if we get something unexpected, we could have them wait and not have to travel more than once.” 

Julie nodded. “I guess half on Wednesday, starting in the mornings. The second half on Thursday.” Their other concern was having enough battery power to run their lights and not wasting firewood, heating the clinic on a day when no one showed up. The guards tended to let the clinic cool way down, not wanting to waste wood or be too comfortable.

Peggy nodded. “And Thursdays for those who can’t make it on Wednesdays? Sounds good.”

“And Wednesdays for those who need to be seen weekly.” Julie picked up her coffee cup, drank her last swallow, as they nodded in agreement. “Well, I guess we need to work on the birthing trailer. I think our little trailer is going to work pretty well.”

Once both women had bundled up; coats, gloves, hats, mufflers, heavy pants, the heaviest boots they could find, Julie had even resorted to wearing her ski pants over her jeans, the same outfit she had worn for her trip from Seattle when the power had died, they head out. Just before it started snowing in earnest, the men had brought one more trailer home. It was nice, but it needed modification. It was the smallest of the three. There was a built-in queen-size bed, which needed to be removed so they could put in a bed that was easier to work around. They had retrieved a twin-bed mattress from an empty house. Larry had built an elevated platform, making the bed at the perfect height for delivering a baby, and changed the frame so the end of the bed dropped away. He had removed a storage unit, which blocked one side of the room. Where Larry had removed the storage unit, he had cut a hole in the outside wall and placed a small wood-burning stove. Larry had designed the stove out of steel, like the one in the barn. Matt had welded it together to make a small enough box to fit into the now bricked-in opening, with a venting system that blew heat in two directions. The trailer came well insulated, so once it was warm, it should be easy to keep it that way. The women were concerned it might get too warm for a laboring mother. There was a ceiling vent, but you couldn’t open it with snow piled up on the roof.

Julie and Peggy stomped through knee-high snow to where the trailer was against the hedge, just inside the gate. They had thought about replacing the guard shack with the trailer, but the ground was so uneven in the area where you had a view of the gate, they opted to move the trailer down the hedge, closer to where Ron and Maddie lived.

Once outside the door, Julie had to scoop out a couple of shovelfuls of snow so that she could just get the door open. They hadn’t been out there for several days. Even with two steps up, snow had buried the door a foot or more, and she had to jerk hard to get it open. Taking three pieces of wood from the basket next to the stove, she tossed in some kindling and paper to get the fire going. They stood around stomping their feet as they waited for the fire to take off. As it looked so far, Hanna would be the first one to use this new little addition to the clinic, and they only had a few days to get it finished. It had been a bit of a shock when Julie had checked Hanna for her pregnancy to learn she was so far along. As an excuse, she said she hadn’t wanted all the fuss. An excuse that made Julie roll her eyes. As they cleaned up all the mess from doing the brickwork and carpentry, Julie had Peggy tell her everything she knew about delivering a baby. 

They had already delivered four babies, one a woman who had had no prenatal care. She had been forty-three and thought she was going through the change of life. She hadn’t realized that she was pregnant until the start of her fourth month, and she realized how her breasts were growing while she was losing weight. By the time she felt the baby move, she had already figured it out and wasn’t too sure how she felt about it. Living out on a farm, the idea of getting to the clinic had seemed more of a hassle than it was worth. Her youngest child was thirteen. While she had been laboring, Julie had given her the rundown on natural family planning, where you only have sex during the days when you know you can’t conceive. Julie and Peggy had given this lecture to lots of women. Some women had laughed at the idea of Peggy, at seventeen, giving them lectures on pregnancy prevention. This woman had an implanted birth control but had never considered how it might expire. 

Once they had cleaned the last of the mess, it was warm enough that they could remove their coats and not be cold. It was a giant relief to know how effective the heat was. They did a dry run, acting as if they had a mother in the bed. The two women practiced removing the support and breaking the foot of the bed down, making more room to work. Peggy and Julie took turns stretching out on the bed, seeing how hard it was to do this with weight on the mattress. They each put their feet in the stirrups that hung down from the ceiling, laughing at the idea, but it was the only way they could think of to make it work. There was even a hook, so they could attach a rope for resistant for women to pull against. Some women found it very helpful when pushing to actually pull against something. 

They acted out distinct problems that could happen. Shoulder dystocia, where the baby’s head was out but the shoulders wouldn’t deliver without extra work, was a big concern. Of all the problems that could happen with a natural birth, this was the biggest one that was most likely. If it took too long to get the body out once they had delivered the head, it could really compromise the baby. If you had to manipulate the baby too much, you could break a clavicle or do nerve damage to that arm. A brachial plexus injury could leave the arm paralyzed. The other big problem would be if the baby had his first bowel movement while in-utero and the baby inhaled some of the stool, called meconium. They called the condition meconium aspiration, and it could cause all kinds of complications, which Julie had no way of treating. With the help of Craig, she had concocted a makeshift suction device so she could clean an airway, but she didn’t really trust it would work. He used the pump from an aquarium and managed to make it a vacuum, and she would need to use the clear plastic tubing to clean out the airway. Doctor Newcastle had a suction device, and Julie wanted the men to look at it to see if they could get it working. It could have computer chips regulating the negative pressure. 

Julie told Peggy a story, a situation which the pediatrician and respiratory therapist who had been at the delivery had described to her. The baby had been determined to be a breach, so they had moved the mother from the room where she had been laboring into the delivery operating room because it had better lighting and more equipment should they need it. Most mothers delivered in the room where they labored. When they moved the mother from her bed to the operating table, thinking they might need to do a C-section, they discovered that the baby’s body was outside the mother, and the head was still inside. “They call this cranial entrapment. The obstetrician tried every way she could think of to get the baby’s head free, twisting and turning the baby’s body, trying to slide her fingers in to push the head out.”

“To make this even worse,” Julie said, “the cord became caught between the baby’s head and the mother’s body, which could cut off blood flow to the baby. Then, the father of the baby, who was in the room, was an internal medicine resident, and the mother was fully awake.” Julie smiled at the look on Peggy’s face. “They gave the mother anesthesia gas, trying to knock her out as fast as they could, thinking that the mother’s muscles might relax and free up the baby. Then, suddenly, the baby’s head just popped out. They weren’t even sure what caused it to finally come free. Maybe it was another contraction? They rushed the baby to the table where the two caregivers were waiting, expecting the worst. The RT bagged the baby a few breaths, and she started to cry. They checked her extremities, expecting to see damage from the frantic movements of the OB, but everything looked great. They had been sure they had at least broken a clavicle, but nothing. Later, they did a CT scan and found one kidney bruised.”

“What would have happened had the head not come out?”

Julie shook her head. “I asked that same question. Apparently, one nurse at that delivery said that in the only cranial entrapment she had ever seen, they had needed to cut off the baby’s head and then do a C-section to remove the body.” 

“How could you do that? How could you go through that and survive to go on and have more babies? This must be a really rare thing to happen?”

“Sometime later, one of the other Peds docs said how she had been to hundreds of deliveries and had never even heard about this happening. It’s so rare that none of the Peds docs had ever heard of it.”  

Peggy looked up from making the bed. “Something else to be afraid of.”

Julie nodded. “Over time, this might be our most frequent job: delivering babies.”

“Naw. I think stitches. Look at all the stitches we have put in. They don’t even freak me out anymore.”

Julie looked up from where she was putting towels up in a cupboard. “Stitches freaked you out? I never would have guessed that. Even from the start, you always looked so calm.”

“Well, I didn’t want the patients to know I felt freaked. When I first started, my hands would shake.”

Julie nodded. “I never noticed that.”

“Well, it wasn’t like I was having a seizure. It was a tremor.”

The two women sat at the table, enjoying the idea of not being in the crowded house. Julie had a passing thought about bringing Matt out here. That would be a possibility. The place heated quickly and stayed warm. Larry had said it had something called an Artic Pack. Which meant the place had extra insulation. Peggy was sitting with her head back, her eyes closed. “Do you ever wonder what you would be doing had things not changed? When everything fell apart, I was trying to pick a color to paint my bedroom. I had a giant paper I needed to write for a history class.” She opened her eyes without moving her head, looking out over her cheeks. “I had a fierce crush on my history teacher. It was his second year of teaching, so he was, what, twenty-five. He was so cute.”

Julie had been doodling on a tablet. “I had a terrible crush on a teacher’s aide during medical school. He turned out to be a total jerk. It turned out I wasn’t the only one, and he was sleeping with one or another of his admirers every night, and not being discreet about it. Later, I heard how he once stood in the hall with three women around him, and he did this eeny-meeny-miny-moe thing, choosing who he would sleep with next.”

“Yeah, he was a jerk.”
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Chapter 4  Killing Time
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Ron and Craig stood in the kitchen, looking out at the cold, cloudless day. The wind was blowing hard granules of ice along the ground, accentuating how icy it was. Mother Nature had blessed them with three clear days in a row. The upside was that the solar batteries were all charged. The downside was that it was too cold to go outside and actually do a task. It was even too cold to work in the barn. They were burning through firewood at an incredible pace. Both men wanted to have something to do, but they just stood there looking out the window. Lucy came into the kitchen. “I would offer to let you help me make bread, but I already have several volunteers.”

Ron turned and grinned at his wife, who was standing in the wide opening to the dining room. “We could go to the trailer?”

Maddie grinned. “I’m going to learn how to make breadsticks.”

Ron groaned so loudly it sounded like a wounded animal. Maddie walked up to him, whispering to him, “You need to stop thinking of me as your entertainment, your break from boredom.” She kissed him on the cheek, giving him a sweet smile.

Craig followed Ron into the living room, which had people scattered everywhere. Some months ago, the men had gone out with Hanna to look for more useful furniture. They went from having a couch, two recliners and two easy chairs, to having two couches, one that came equipped with its own recliners on each end, it had come from Matt’s house, along with a second small coffee table, which now sat in front, and there were four chairs, two from Matt’s house, and two recliners, along with two additional recliners off in a corner, with their own little table. Even with all that furniture, they could seat only sixteen to eighteen people comfortably. Ron walked to the two recliners in the corner, where he could see out the large corner windows. Ron flopped down in a recliner. Craig came to sit beside him.

“Any ideas?” Ron asked. He couldn’t miss the icy air rolling down the glass and making his slippered-feet cold. He flipped the lever, lifting his feet off the floor. The house had fairly new thermal windows, which they designed to be better than just plain double-paned glass. Still, they got cold when the weather was this bitter.

“We could go play with the broadband radio, but I think the kids are in the office.”

Ron got up and walked across the room, picking up Willa from her bassinet. He carried her back, placing her back against his bent-up thighs. He let her grab his fingers, and he would let her pull herself up, seeing how strong she was. “Boy, you are really getting strong; you little peanut. Craig, did you know she can hold up her head and balance herself? Watch this.” Ron picked up Willa and with her butt in one hand, sitting on his palm, and one hand loosely supporting her torso, he held her there. She wobbled around a little, keeping her balance, holding her head upright. This would be a simple task for a baby born under normal circumstances, but it had taken a long time to get to this point with Willa.

Both men were watching her as Colleen came over to them. “Sorry boys. I need to take your toy. She needs a bath.”

As Colleen reached in and lifted Willa out of Ron’s hands, Ron looked at Craig and said, “We could bathe her?”

Craig laughed at the idea. After a long pause, where the two men just looked out the windows, Craig asked, “I wonder what Julie did with that marijuana that she got in trade?”

Ron grinned at him. “Yeah, I wonder.” Ron giggled. “Where is Julie? Maybe she put it in the gun safe. That is where she keeps the meds.” They sat there grinning at the idea before Ron shook his head. “Julie won’t let us have any.” He blew forced air out his lips. “Great idea. I haven’t gotten stoned in a decade. It would be great fun.” 

Craig looked over his shoulder. “Not that much, with all these people around.”

“Yeah. Besides, I think she gave it to that man with cancer.”        

The children came flooding into the living room, and Ron looked at Craig. “I guess school is out. We need to find somewhere else to be.”

After the kids got their snack and flooded into the living room, ready to play board games on the floor, they got up and walked to the office. Harvey, Jeremy, and Larry, all crowded around the radio, were searching for some working channel they hadn’t yet discovered. Ron smiled at his father. “I remember when the man who owned that radio showed me how it worked. He said how thrilling it was being able to contact people in other parts of the world.”

“I wonder why his kids didn’t take the radios when he died. Didn’t you say he died suddenly?”

“They went to live with their mother. They probably never even thought about it. There was even furniture left behind. I don’t understand why nobody did anything with the house. They just left it there to rot.” Ron looked at Harvey. “What would you say to giving us a taste of the good stuff?” He glanced at Larry, thinking he would like the idea.

Harvey gave Ron a serious look. “You want to drink whiskey at,” Harvey made a display of lifting his arm and looking at his watch, “eleven-thirty in the morning?”

Ron groaned. “We are so bored. I just thought it was an idea.”

Larry chimed in, “I could stand a little nip.”

Harvey walked to the closet along the wall behind his desk and disappeared behind the door. He came to his desk carrying one bottle, another tucked under his arm. “We have this Bowman's twenty-five-year-old single malt, which by now is much older than that. I believe you have already tasted this particular whiskey.” Harvey directed his comment to Ron.

Ron nodded, as he remembered when they had cleaned out the big house, moving all the furniture down into the basement to make the upstairs into a place to have Mass. That had been when they had cleared out the bar, bringing the booty to Harvey. “It was exceptional.”

Harvey pulled the second bottle out from under his arm, setting it on his desk with a thunk. “This is something that is rather unique.” The bottle had a little pig standing on its back legs, mounted on the top of the cap. “Here we have Whistlepig Boss Hog Black Prime Rye Whiskey. Never heard of it, but it looks expensive.” Harvey twisted the cap, ripping the paper seal. “I think we will taste this one first.”

Jeremy stepped up to the desk as Harvey took out five shot glasses. Harvey poured  half a shot of whiskey into each glass, and Jeremy handed them out. The five men sniffed the musky aroma that emanated from their glasses. Ron took a little sip, holding it in his mouth. There was almost no bite. He swallowed it down and laughed. “Boy, this is a wonderful incentive for earning a lot of money. Whistlepig. Probably the best whiskey I have ever consumed.” He took a second sip.

“It’s a rye whiskey. I wonder if rye is naturally more mellow?” Craig asked.

Larry shrugged. “I think this is just an exceptionally tasty drink.”

It took them about ten minutes of sipping before they had all consumed their drinks. Harvey poured the second whiskey, Bowman's, and the men all sipped this treat. Craig said, “They are both really tasty. I think the Boss Hog is a little better.” 

Ron, Craig, and Jeremy walked out of the office, all with a little liquor-induced glow. Standing in the dining room, Ron couldn’t think of what he could do. “Maybe I’ll go read.”

“In your trailer?”

Ron grimaced, not wanting to go outside.

Matt and Sam were stamping their feet on the back porch, then after removing their boots, they came walking in the kitchen door. The three men walked into the kitchen to see what the others were up to. Matt said, “Well, it all fits together pretty well, and it seems to work.”

Jeremy asked, “What is working?”

“That heatalator system that Sam designed for Lenny’s house.” Jeremy shook his head, and Matt continued, “They couldn’t keep that house warm with just the fireplace for heat. Sam designed a device where steel pipes looped through the basement hearth and up the outside of the chimney and through the living room floor. The pipes take in cool air from the floor of the basement and deliver hot air into the living room upstairs. Once we got the downstairs fire going, the hot tubes propelled the air out as if it were fan-driven. The downside was that it caused a bit of a draft across the basement floor.” 

Sam added. “We even made the pipes flush with the floor and covered them with a grating. It looks really slick.” He shrugged. “The basement doesn’t look quite so slick.”

“You had to work with the fire out. That had to be a cold job?” Jeremy offered.

Matt rolled his eyes as he turned to Sam. “So, where do you think we can get more steel pipe?”

“If we took the muffler systems off cars, that pipe would work, but I think it would take a long time to get rid of that exhaust smell, and the welding would be a nightmare.”

Matt shook his head. “Cutting it apart and then fitting it back together.”

“What did you use?”

Sam said, “Through the stove, we used steel pipes. Something Mr. Fisher had sitting around. Then we used regular furnace ducts for the rest of it. Fitting it together was tricky.”

Matt added, “One side had the ten-inch pipe, and we had four of the two-inch on the other side. Then we connected them up to the vent system, which we had to wrap with insulation to keep the heat in.”

“Really. Sounds like a lot of work.” Jeremy, the master of the complicated task, commented. 

Sam laughed. “Well, had we not had an abundance of duct tape, it probably never would have worked, or not without a lot more work.”

Jeremy asked, “I wonder where the closest muffler shop is. We could go get new pipes from there.”

Ron said, “I bet you would have to go all the way to Arlington, and they might not let you just take it. They have increased their guards and are protecting more shops every day. Maybe we would need to get permission. Put in a request and wait for the bureaucratic powers to approve it.” Ron laughed. “It makes sense that the first thing to come back would be bureaucracy.”

Matt shook his head. “I think the best bet would be more of that steel tubing. If we could find more of that? Ask Mr. Fisher where he got it, or what its original use was.”

The men worked their way out of the kitchen and into the dining room, and then eventually into Harvey’s office. They decided they needed to go to Arlington, and that meant that they would need to take a horse-drawn sleigh. Ron groaned; he had been hoping to get to take the VW Bus because it got around really well in snow. Then Ron felt disappointed when they decided they would wait a few days and make sure that the setup that they had made worked well enough to justify another one in Rhonda’s house. 

Ron thought about Rhonda and how she must feel wonderful about getting her husband, Kevin, back after nine months. Ron and Walter had been doing the morning patrol, something which had started out being every morning, but as their supply of gasoline had diminished and the threats lessened, it changed to twice a week, and they stopped with the first snow that stuck. On a day in late fall, they had been heading west toward the flatlands when Walter had suddenly stomped on the brakes. He had recognized his mother as one of the three people walking along Highway 530. It was when talking to Kevin, and Neil the husband of another woman, Patricia, who lives in the cul-de-sac, and Willamina, Walter and April’s mother that they learned the National Guard had taken over many cities and were regulating the dispersal of food, providing shelters, and keeping the peace. It was then that they had received the latest local news and some idea of how bad it was in the areas around Puget Sound. Of course, that had been some months ago, but still. Then, just about that time, they had the uplifting experience of having two American military jets fly right overhead. That had been the first clue that all of America hadn’t ended. 

Now, Ron had a little shudder over how he and Craig had joked about Craig getting to be with Rhonda, because her husband was probably dead. Suddenly, he wondered if he should confess joking about such things. 

Ron was back in the living room, looking out the window at the blowing snow. He groaned. Drinking some whiskey
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