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​​The Back Story
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The Crain family, and the rest of the people in Sandbar, Washington, were six months into the EMP that had caused a total disaster, at least across the United States, and probably throughout the entire civilized world. No one was sure what had caused the disaster, be it man’s inhumanity to man or perhaps a solar flare or some other destructive force. Most people thought they were suffering from the aftermath of one country trying to flex its muscles over another. All they knew was that almost everything electric, computerized or not, had ceased to work.

In the first few seconds after the power outage, Julie Walters, a thirty-three-year-old emergency medicine doctor working in Seattle, had recognized what was happening. She had spent her life expecting this type of emergency, and she had quickly filled two big black garbage bags with emergency room supplies and walked away from her career. After giving her condo to a homeless lady, whom Julie had known for quite a while; she packed up everything she could load into her bicycle storage containers and headed to her family home northeast of Arlington, some forty miles northeast of Seattle.

With cars stalled everywhere, and people having no clue what was happening and willing to sit or stand around expecting things to turn around at any moment, Julie made it out of Seattle, moving into the more rural neighborhoods. Along the way, Julie rescued a tiny dog, swiped a bike cart, and kidnaped a nineteen-year-old college freshman. His family all lived outside the area, while his parents were visiting in New York with his sister, who had just had a baby, so Julie couldn’t bring herself to leave him alone to fend for himself. Julie had convinced Jeremy to help her get to her family’s home, where they welcomed him as a new member of their clan. Julie felt endlessly surprised by Jeremy and how he came to fill a place in her heart as if he were her very own child.

At the time that this was happening, Ron Crain, a twenty-eight-year-old electrical engineering Ph.D. student living in Stanford, California, was sitting on a pleasure boat, waiting to go fishing. His best friend and fellow Ph.D. student, Craig Lang, along with Larry Clinton, a robotics student, had been loading up their gear when everything stopped. It had taken Larry seconds to decide to take the boat up the coast once he determined that this older model boat would still run. 

Ron had been eager to go with him because Larry lived in Everett, a town right on Puget Sound and not all that far from Ron’s own home. The best part was their use of the boat, going up a river, getting them all the way to Arlington, leaving only ten miles for Ron and Craig to walk. Larry returned to his family, taking the boat with him. Craig was grief-stricken over his family and the prospect of them dying soon, which caused him to go into shock as they walked east, and Ron had to stop at a farm when Craig seemed unable to go on. They recuperated at the Matheson farm before Craig and Ron walked the last part of their trip to the Crain home. They climbed the slow, steady grade into the foothills of the Cascade Mountains, and the small town of Sandbar; situated right beside the North Fork of the Stillaguamish River. Once home, they learn how they made it home just a few hours after Julie and Jeremy. In fact, Julie and Jeremy had pedaled right past that same farm at the end of their own odyssey, probably just minutes before the two men set out on foot.

The Crain’s lived on a side-road, just out of the town of Sandbar, on a twenty-two-acre piece of property, situated up on a rise of land, and they share this island of security with the Fisher family, on their own twenty-five acres of land, just southeast of them. This joint parcel, being surrounded by trees, appeared to be isolated, but in fact was a block from town. Behind the Crain property, through a stand of trees to the north, were the only two cul-de-sacs in Sandbar; built for the employees of a software company. Now, the fourteen cul-de-sac survivors, people who had been home, or able to get home when the power went out, required daily encouragement on how to survive in this totally changed world. These people lived in million-dollar homes and weren’t even close to being survivalists.   

Once safe in her family home, Julie needed a cause. She took the small building situated just outside the security gate of the family compound and turned it into a medical clinic. As kids, she and her siblings sold berries in this shed. Now she offered limited emergency care, along with sixteen-year-old Peggy Clinton, who she was training to be a medical caregiver. They hung a Red Cross flag on a post and attached a handle to a rope, which would ring a bell up at the house. After putting up a sign stating that limited medical care was available, they were in business.

Larry Clinton, Ron’s friend, had escaped Everett with his family. Using the same boat, they fled up the coast in, Larry acted on the invitation Ron had made to come and stay at the farm should things get bad. Now, the Crains shared their huge four-story farmhouse with the Clinton family, Hanna, the wife. Besides Peggy, there was Damien at fourteen, and Steven was nine, Collin six, and little Desiree at three. Larry had turned out to be a talented carpenter, and competent at many other things. Hanna was a seamstress, canning enthusiast, and she and Lucy Crain, the matriarch of the family, became fast friends and fellow gardeners.

On the same night that the Clintons arrived, Matt Dragger, Ron’s best friend for his entire life before college, showed up with his good friend Brian. Brian had taken a stray bullet in his arm a few days before, and the wound had become severely infected. Julie treated Brian, and later both men came to live with the Crains. Matt had always had a thing for Julie, despite being five years younger. It never deterred him from pursuing her. His blatant pursuit of her had become something the family had found great humor in. Now that they were living under the same roof, he had asked her to marry him twice; kissing her on several occasions, even getting kissed back several times. With a note of humor, the residents of the community were watching this relationship and making bets as to how it would work out.

As the Crain community was coming together, a motorcycle gang came into town and started robbing and threatening people. Since the Crains had many guns and all the family was competent in using both handguns and rifles, they helped protect the town, killing three men while doing it. It had been that attack that had caused the people in the cul-de-sacs to move into the closest houses just through the woods from the farm and put up some defenses. The events had been an eye-opener, and these computer nerds quickly got on board, working to help their community survive.

Not too long after, a biker came to their sign, looking for a place to stay, while offering to help in the clinic to earn his keep. Brad was a medic from the Special Forces who was traveling by motorcycle, but his classic Harley Davidson had broken down, causing him to push and coast his bike some distance. When he learned that both Matt and Brian were motorcycle mechanics, he was excited about the prospect of getting his bike fixed. He and Julie had bonded over a shared love of medicine, sharing stories and laughing over the macabre humor of life and death. 

When Matt recognized the bike Brad was riding as one featured in a motorcycle magazine, he questioned the story that Brad was telling. He and Ron had done a brief investigation and learned that just days before he had shown up, several men, who looked as if they could be bikers, had been in town asking about the town’s ability to protect itself. And some people who they questioned had bragged that the Crains had defended the town. 

Just as Brian had gotten the bike fixed, the men confronted Brad about being part of the biker gang, and they sent him on his way. Three days later, seventeen bikers attacked the clinic, where all but four of the bandits died. It had been a short but intense battle, and during that time, away from the battle, Jeremy had caught his foot in a ladder, hanging upside down, causing him to lose consciousness. While caring for the injured men, she had also treated this boy she cared about so much. Jeremy had survived with no damage, but it had made everyone realize how much she loved this boy.

Julie and Peggy worked on the bikers, saving Brad and three of his buddies. Later, Harvey Crain had discussed with the four recovering men their intent to try to find a place to put them, and that maybe they would send them to the police in Arlington. One man, Leon, wanting to get away and wanting Matt’s gun, had tried to slit his throat with a scalpel. Peggy shot Leon in the back, killing him. Brad stepped up and gave Matt emergency aid, proving what a capable caregiver he was. Later, after a failed effort to give the three remaining bikers to the Arlington sheriff, a sheriff from Darrington, a small-town further east, up Highway 530, came to talk with the three men. Agreeing to take them and treat them as if they were free because the town needed the help.

During the time Julie and Peggy had the clinic up and running, they had offered all the mundane medical services that a small community might need. Peggy had learned to do stitches and clean wounds, and perform patient examinations. But they had also delivered a baby and treated a boy who blew his hand off with an M80; they had a woman die from a massive bleed in her brain. Then, Ron found a young woman, April, staggering up the road, and she had suffered from dehydration, malnutrition, and hypothermia from being on the road for almost two months. They had saved her, but the battle wasn’t over for April. 

The Crains had family members scattered all around the country. There was a son in Alaska, another in Nevada, a daughter who had been in college, all the way across the nation. Colleen and her husband, Sam, had just had a baby when the power outage isolated them on the south side of Seattle. It took them over two months before Sam had taken a missing neighbor's older car and made it back to the house in Sandbar, with baby Lucy Anne, and for now, the Crain household was complete.
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She was sound asleep when Julie heard the bell ringing. Groaning and grumbling, Julie rolled out of bed. She pulled on some jeans, shoving her Glock into her hip holster, sliding it in at her left front hip. Feeling too tired to change out of the T-shirt she was sleeping in, which meant that she was braless, she didn’t care. She pulled on a flannel shirt, even though it would probably make her too hot on this August night. When she got to the kitchen door, no guard was waiting for her. Julie looked outside, thinking he might be waiting outside. Then she heard footsteps clomping down the stairs, and Craig gave her a groan. “I’m sorry.”

They pulled the door open and walked out into the balmy August night. “I hope this is something simple.”

“Me too,” Craig moaned. Clearly, he was tired of this routine.

Walter, a nineteen-year-old boy from the cul-de-sac, was sitting in the guard shack, a shotgun resting against his chair. He got up and unlocked the gate as Craig walked down to the Red Cross Flag where the patient would be waiting. When they had blocked off their driveway with a stand of potted shrubs sunk into holes, giving the look that they were growing there, a little natural camouflage, little did they know what a bad idea it would turn into. Everyone had thought it was a good idea, giving them added protection. Now people were sick of moving the shrubs every time they wanted to drive off the property or fighting their way through on their way to the street. 

When Craig came back, he had one man being supported by another man and being led by a third. Craig was trailing with a gap between him and the three men as a protective measure. For being a pacifist, he had learned quickly about self-preservation. He had shot at least one man during the biker attack, and he seemed to have a pretty good instinct for good defensive measures.

Julie walked to the clinic, unlocking the door. She shoved it open, feeling the heat rush from the space. As she stepped over the threshold, one man pressed his gun to her head. “Just keep on walking.”

Julie didn’t move. “I don’t have any drugs. The best I can do is give you some over-the-counter pain meds.”

“Well, let us be the judge of that.”

“Ah, damn, what the ....” One of the other men said.

Julie pushed the door open the last few inches with her knee, and then she turned and pressed her gun up under his chin of the man behind her. Craig pulled his gun. As Walter stepped out of the guard shack, pointing the shotgun at the two men outside, he loaded one shell into the chamber. Julie had to laugh. It was the first time Walter had ever pointed a gun at anyone, and she was pretty sure he was shaking in his work boots. She just hoped he didn’t have his finger on the trigger.

The man with the gun to his Adam’s apple heard the familiar noise of the shotgun and dropped his arm down, then held out his gun to Julie. Julie looked at him. “I was telling you the truth. I don’t have any narcotics. Now, you did all of this for nothing.”

Craig started pushing the three men into a line against the fence when the man who had been limping cried out. Julie looked at him. “What is wrong with your leg?”

“I don’t know. It’s just red and swollen.”

Julie shook her head, and Craig stepped up and gave the man an arm to lean on as he hobbled up the stairs. Walter kept his gun leveled at the other two men.

While he was still standing, Julie said, “Drop your pants.” She reached up and turned on the solar-powered light mounted on the ceiling. Shining it on this man’s legs, Julie let out a sigh.

The man staggered around as he finished dropping his pants in a puddle around his feet. Julie bent to look at the man’s calf. “Did you hit it on something?”

“No, not that I can remember. It started out just being a small knot that felt like a charley horse, and it just grew and turned red.”

“Lay down on the table, on your belly.” 

Clearly in much pain, he pushed off his shoes, and stepping on one pant leg, he pulled the pants off his bad leg. When he sat down, Julie pulled the other pant leg off. She ran her fingers over the hot spot. Julie felt all around the knot in the man’s calf. She moved his leg and rotated his ankle, and it caused a little increase in pain, until she flexed his toes up toward his knee, stretching his calf muscle. 

“Okay, I think you have a blood clot. The danger is that a piece of it will break off and end up in your heart, lungs, or brain.” Julie walked over to the glass-fronted cabinet attached to the wall and removed a little vial of medicine. She got a tiny syringe from a canister. It was one of a set of cobalt blue glass canisters, which had once belonged to the big house in the cul-de-sac, and now sat on her long worktable, which ran along the back wall of the clinic. “Roll back over.”

Craig helped the man roll over. Julie pulled up the man’s T-shirt and swabbed a spot on his belly. She glanced at the expiration date, glad to see it was still good. She drew up the Heparin. “I am going to give you an injection. This should help dissolve the clot. Do you live around here?”

The man looked strained as he nodded. “It wasn’t my idea to rob you. I didn’t know he was going to do that until he did.”

Julie shrugged. “Maybe you should pick better friends.”

“He’s my brother.”

In a sarcastic tone, Julie said, “Well. Then I guess it’s your mother’s fault.”

“So, are you going to treat me?”

Julie jabbed the needle into the man’s belly, squirting the medicine under his skin. “I need to come see you for a couple of days in a row, or if you think you can give this medicine to yourself, I will give you a couple of syringes and the vial?”

“My wife could give me a shot. She has given dogs shots in their necks lots of times.”

“Well, it is much the same process.” Julie went to a tablet and wrote out instructions. Then she handed over three tiny syringes and the vial of Heparin. “We will give you a ride home. I want you off that leg. No walking, except to go to the bathroom, and if you have to go outside.”

Before she had time to finish, he shook his head. “We’re on a working septic, so far.” 

Julie picked up his pants and slid them over his feet and slipped his sandals onto his feet. Craig helped the man to stand, and then actually helped him pull his pants up. He turned and looked at Julie. “I’m not getting paid enough.”

Julie laughed. “Me neither.” Then she let out a loud sigh. “And what to do about the guy with the gun?” 

Craig held the man’s arm as he helped him out of the clinic and down the stairs. He looked over at Walter. “Will you go get the Bug?”

Julie now saw that Craig had a big knife sticking out of his back pocket. She figured he had taken it from one of the two men. “So, have you learned your lesson? Or do we have to figure out some way of punishing you?”

The man who probably had the knife raised his hands, pulling back from the fence. “I had nothing to do with it.”

Julie looked at the patient. “What is your name?”

“Michael Walton. He’s Cory and Rex Davide.”

“Well, Cory, you wanted to risk your brother’s well-being, possibly his life, so that you might get high. That doesn’t make you a very loving brother. I have no narcotics.” Julie shook her head. “We are going to keep your gun. That is what this little act of stupidity has cost you.”

“Oh, don’t take my gun. It’s the only one I have.”

“Have you robbed anyone else around town?”

“I swiped some food from a house, but I didn’t use my gun. No one was there. It wasn’t in town; it was on my way here.”

“Was someone living there, but just gone?”

He shook his head. “I don’t know; no one was there. But they had a lot of food, and I just took five or six items. It was early, like during the first week or a little more.” 

Walter drove up, and Craig helped Michael into the passenger seat. “You guys can walk.” 

Walter walked down and pulled out the one big shrub and tossed down the plywood cover. Driving close to the Alder tree, Craig drove out the driveway. Walter held the shotgun as Julie locked up the clinic and walked back to the other side of the gate. She turned to the men. “Go.”

The two men walked down to the shrubs, and then Cory turned. “If I come back and work for you, can I earn my gun back?”

“When I go see Michael in three days, I might discuss that option.”

“You need a gun. At least one person in a group needs one. You need to be armed.”

“Go home. I’m not discussing it now.” Julie took a couple of steps toward the house, then she turned. “Supposedly we are under martial law, and the penalty for thievery is death. No questions asked. That should give you something to think about.”

Walter took a couple of steps closer to the fence, and the men turned and walked down toward the road. 

“Well, that was an unexpected event.” Julie smiled at Walter. 

Walter walked Julie to the top of the rise. “It is just one more time that Harvey was right. We need to continue to protect you and Peggy.”

Julie grinned. “Dad, he has a sixth sense about this stuff.” 

Walter turned and headed back down toward the guard shack. Then he called out, “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Walter.” 

Julie had just flopped back into her bed when she heard the VW come rumbling up the driveway. Poor Craig wouldn’t be getting much sleep either.
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Ron heard the bell ring, and then he tried to remember if it was his night to guard Julie. As soon as he realized he was off the hook, he fell back asleep.

When Ron woke again, his alarm was ringing. As he swung his feet onto the floor and sat up, he tried to remember how many times that damn emergency bell had woken him up. It had seemed like a good idea when they had started the project, but he was sick of it. He knew it woke the entire house every time it rang. Then he thought about Julie, who had to get up and physically respond to each and every one of those calls. It was just one more reason he was glad he wasn’t a doctor. He knew many nights she was down there for hours, and one night she had gone down at eleven and come back at breakfast time. He couldn’t imagine how awful that would be. Especially if you went to bed tired and then never got to stay there.

Ron wolfed his breakfast, said thank you, and carried his dishes to the sink. Ron walked out to the garage, where he had converted one corner into an electric equipment repair center. He and Craig, being electrical engineers, meant that all the electrical repairs fell into their laps. Ron was pretty sure that Craig enjoyed being called upon for these jobs. It was better than digging ditches or chopping firewood, which unfortunately they still ended up needing to do. Ron thought about Craig, and how in those first few days after the EMP, when they were bringing the boat up the coast from California, and later as they trudged through pouring rain, he had thought he might have lost his friend to the oppressive depression that settled in on him. Craig had good reason to believe that neither his parents would live long, and that fact had hit him hard. Now, as he worked with Craig, he could honestly say he had recovered. He was still sad about his parents and his girlfriend, whom he would never see again either, but he was clearly functional and, for the most part, upbeat.

Ron was currently working on a solar panel from what they called the Big House. This was the enormous house where the owner of a computer software company, which had sprung up in Sandbar, had lived. The man, Art Dumas, had built a big, totally out-of-place office complex, just outside of Sandbar, and then decided that he wanted to live in the county, and he bought the acreage just behind the Crain’s twenty-two-acre farm, where he had fourteen additional houses built for his employees. They were the only houses in all of Sandbar, built in a cul-de-sac. Now, all the surviving employees of Dumas’ Company lived in the three houses closest to the gate leading to the Crain’s property. It had taken some time and an attack by a biker gang, but eventually, they had agreed to move into the empty homes of their missing coworkers and put in a big garden, and then there was the big change, when the men agreed to be armed. Now, three men were carrying guns and taking their own rotations in the guard shack.

Now, they used the big house where Art Dumas and his family had lived as the location for their church. Their childhood friend and brand-new priest, Father James Fisher, the next to the youngest son of their closest neighbors, the Fishers, had been on his way home after the power went out. He had been walking with his brother and fellow seminary student when they stopped to see the Bishop in Seattle. And Father James got ordained a month early, and Kenny, a year behind him in his education, got ordained as a deacon. Now, these two were running a small church and offering Mass. They were conducting church business in this ridiculously lavish home. It was Ron and Craig’s goal to give the house at least some power. The house had four solar units on each side of the roof, so this was the first step in what looked to be a long process. But they were up for it, eager to help where they could.

Harvey Crain, Ron and Julie’s stepfather, was the head of this community, and he had prepared for some form of disaster for most of his life, being what you would call a survivalist, but not a recluse living off the grid. He had been an aerodynamics engineer for Boeing and an active participant in his community. Now, Harvey and his wife, Lucy, were working to help their neighbors in Sandbar survive. Harvey had socked away everything he could think of that they might need. Having prepped for a long time, he had supplies no one knew about. In particular, he had prepared for an EMP, which it turned out to be the very thing that had brought down their nation and probably the world. Now, Ron, with the aid of all the supplies Harvey had safeguarded in the Faraday room to protect electronics from the impact of an electromagnetic power surge, was trying to undo that damage, one solar setup at a time. 

He had managed to fix three units by being able to change out some internal parts. The interesting thing was that The EMP was so hit and miss. The batteries themselves didn’t seem affected. Once he got these three units up and charging, the batteries were fine. But they had a vacuum cleaner, which wasn’t even plugged in at the time of the EPM and had no computer parts, and it had stopped working. Whether it was just coincidence or from the surge, it was hard to tell. They had walkie-talkies that wouldn’t work, even though they were in the Faraday room. They had been among the very first things Harvey had brought out. The thought was some residual electromagnetic waves in the air that had fried them. Ron couldn’t make sense of it, and if he were still in school, he would write a paper about it.

As he was working on the solar panel, Ron was thinking about April, and how he had found her walking on the road, near death, and he had taken her to the clinic, where Julie and Peggy had brought her back from the brink. Now Ron thought about her often. He had talked to her every day since he found her, and then at his sister’s request, he had walked her around in the front yard, where it was pretty flat, in an attempt to help her build muscle. She had held his arm, and they had chatted. He found himself running through those conversations as he worked. He liked her and cared about her well-being, but he didn’t know if it was more than that. Maybe it was nothing more than an obligation to support her. It had always been hard for Ron to settle on a woman. He had never dated much, and he just didn’t have that hound-dog mentality of so many men. He just wasn’t a one-night-stand kind of guy. But he wasn’t sure he would know love if it hit him in the face.

Ron was standing outside the barn as Julie was walking back from the cul-de-sac. She walked over to him. “What’s up?”

Ron nodded his head toward the back of the house, a smile on his face. Standing on the back porch were Lucy and Harvey, kissing. It was a wrap your arms around each other and go for it kind of kiss. “It’s nice to know that they are still in love.”

Julie nodded. “I saw them out walking toward the berry farm the other night. They were holding hands. They looked like a couple of kids.”

“So, what are you going to do about Matt?” Ron raised his eyebrows at his sister.

Julie grinned at her brother. “I don’t know. Matt?” Julie groaned. “I really like Matt, and to be honest, I like him more now, and differently than I did before. I don’t look at him as your goofy little friend. But do I love him?” Julie made a face. “Could I make a life with him?” She made even more of a face.

Ron grinned as Julie talked. He had just expected her to give him some flip answer, maybe punch him in the arm and walk away, say it was none of his business. He loves his sister, and he loves Matt like a brother, but he had a hard time imagining them together as a couple. But he also knew that Matt had been carrying a torch for his sister for a long time, and the fact of Julie being five years older and way more accomplished didn’t appear to be an obstacle for him. From his point of view, their love had started when he was in the seventh grade, and she was heading off for her pre-med education. Just days before she left for her residence in Texas, they had kissed. Matt had just graduated from high school, and she was already a doctor. Ron grinned at the idea of Matt telling him about it.

Julie looked at Ron. “How are things for you?”

“I’m muttering through. I have times when I really miss the normal little things of our old lives, like going to a bar and listening to live music. Hell, I’d like to listen to recorded music.”

Julie stepped up and kissed Ron on the cheek. “I’d like to sit at an outside table and drink fantastic coffee and watch people I don’t know. Maybe shop, with no intent to buy.” She grinned. “Books. I would like to spend an hour reading jacket covers.”

In a wistful voice, Ron said, “Be taken home by a stranger.” Then he kissed his sister’s cheek back as he turned and walked back into the barn. 

Julie called after him. “I hope you didn’t do that very often.”

Ron called back, “In retrospect, not often enough.”

Ron shook his head. He had to wonder if it was his religious upbringing or was it just that he didn’t have the right drives. Ron would never be willing to admit such a thing, but he truly worried about his sex drive. When he had been in college, all of his buddies were sleeping with everyone. Craig had gone from one relationship to the next, and Ron had just never felt the pull. Yeah, he worried that something might be wrong with him. ​​Maybe he was incapable of making that commitment, but then he had been almost incapable of having a frivolous affair either. He had women who were interested in him, but it just hadn’t seemed right. Even when his friends had laughed at him. It just hadn’t seemed right.
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​​Chapter 3​​​  Pediatric Service  
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The sun was glaring into Julie’s eyes, just as her alarm was assaulting her ears. She slapped at the clock, silencing it. It had been a long night, and she had forgotten to reset her alarm. Now, with three hours' sleep, she would be up regardless. Once she woke up, that was it.

When she staggered into the kitchen, her mother matted her brow. “I thought you had a late night?”

“I did. We had a dislocated shoulder, and it was a three-person job to get it back in place. Then, just as we thought we were done, a guy with a nail through his foot. What he was doing awake and walking around in the middle of the night, I don’t know, and I didn’t ask. That was another three-person job. The guy cried like a baby, but even numb, I couldn’t kill the pain in the middle of his foot. I couldn’t believe he showed up with the nail and the board still stuck to his foot. Who would do that?”

“Was he drunk?”

“Not even.” She looked at her mother. “Drunk, I might understand.” Julie took the cup of coffee her mother had offered before she continued. “Oh, I’m not done. We got a woman having her first-ever migraine headache. All I could do was give her something for the pain, a fistful of magnesium, and have her drink a lot of water.” Julie smiled. “She didn’t want to leave because she didn’t believe I knew what I was doing. She was sure she would die any minute. Convinced herself she was bleeding into her head. I couldn’t get her to relax, which just compounded the problem.”

Julie took her cup of coffee and walked out onto the back porch. She sat in an Adirondack Chair, as her little dog, Minnie, came running up. “Well, good morning. I see someone let you out. Did they feed you?” At the sound of her voice, the two rescued Doberman Pinschers came running up. Julie patted each dog on the head as Minnie stretched out her neck, sniffing. A few of their goats, both their alpaca and the dogs, came from a house where the owners were vacationing in Texas when it all fell apart. People all over town had taken in livestock, but in turn, they had put down their pets, unable to feed them. Most people realized that having pets was a luxury. Julie knew of only a few dogs left in town. She sighed at the memory of Harvey asking for a volunteer to shoot the dogs in the cul-de-sac. It had taken those people a couple of weeks before they realized that feeding them was just too much of a drain. In the end, it had been Larry who had done the task. They had agreed to let their cats go, and mostly those animals could fend for themselves and were still in the area. She knew that releasing pets was a hard task. Later, while having a conversation, Larry said it was the hardest thing he had ever done. Most of the animals had been cute, little, furry things. He had needed to cover their heads with a burlap bag before actually shooting them. 

Julie looked out over the garden, as everything was lush and growing gangbusters. They had enlarged the garden, and they needed it to be productive. Their longevity revolved around being able to produce enough to survive. She watched Harvey and Brian come walking from the barn, carrying a five-gallon container of milk. They produced a little over ten gallons of milk a day; half they kept, and half went to the people who lived behind them in the cul-de-sac. They had three other families come to get milk from them. Now that several of the goats had produced kids, the milk production would be down some, but in the end, getting more goats was a good thing. 

Damien Clinton was feeding the three horses and the two alpacas that occupied the pasture that ran along the back of their property. Julie watched as the animals came to the trough, where Damien dumped some greens from the spent green-bean plants pulled out of the ground the day before. They were a little past their prime for animal food, because they had left big tough beans on the pants long enough to let the seed inside mature. That would ensure more plants in the following year. Then he pushed the big cart over to the goat pen to toss in the last of the greens for them. Even the kids had chores. She had never asked Damien or any of the kids how they felt about doing farm chores, but she knew that they all seemed to be pretty good about doing them. These kids would experience an upbringing completely different from what they had expected.

Julie got up and walked into the house, following Brian and her stepfather. She walked to the dining room and took her seat beside her half-sister, Colleen, and her little baby, Lucy Ann. Julie reached out and took the baby, lifting the seven-month-old onto her lap. “You are just such a sweetie.”

It had taken Colleen and her husband, Sam, three months to come home. They had been in a huge apartment complex south of Seattle, and because of Harvey and his encouraging them in preparedness, they could hunker down and stay put with all the supplies they had at hand. Once things looked to be calming down, Sam broke into the garage of a man who never came home and hot-wired his antique Triumph and drove to Sandbar. They could take only their baby, Lucy Ann, and a few belongings. Being just a few blocks from the freeway, they had shot right through Seattle and headed home, making it safe and sound. Sam had laughed at how easy it had been. He had mentally prepared himself to shoot someone should it become necessary. But in fact, they had never seen a single person until they went through the guard station in Arlington. The man had just grinned and waved them through, commenting on how happy their family was going to be.

Matt came to sit beside Julie, watching her play with the baby. As he reached over, taking one of the baby’s hands in his, he leaned in and whispered to her, “See, we could have a couple of these little things.” 

Julie just grinned at him. With Matt having asked Julie to marry him twice and all the not-so-subtle comments about the life they could have together, she knew she needed to either accept or tell him to can it. The problem was Julie didn’t know what response she wanted to give. She turned her attention back to the baby.

Before Julie had taken more than a couple of bites of food, she heard the bell ringing. She groaned as she folded over a pancake with a sausage wrapped inside. She carried her full coffee cup into the kitchen, remembering when they had first put the bell in, and she had literally run down the driveway for every call. Now she took the time to pour her coffee into a travel mug to take with her. Peggy came walking down the stairs, and both women slid on light shirts to cover their holsters and guns before they walked out the kitchen door. 

Now, Ron came to walk with the two caregivers as they headed down the long driveway toward the clinic. Ron was going to be a guard for the women, carrying a shotgun. When they approached the gate, Craig came out of the guard shack and went to unlock the gate. This was their routine. One guard would walk out to the road and retrieve whoever was standing at the Red Cross Flag. Although lately, people frequently just walk up to the clinic on their own, especially people who had been there before. The poor potted shrubs were looking a little worse for wear now that the weather was hot, and they dried out completely before getting watered. Julie had asked about the possibility of their running a hose down there and leaving it, wanting water for people and animals. Harvey had been hesitant because drinking water from a hose was disgusting. Now, she had containers of filtered well-water, and the men took turns bringing buckets of water down for the horses when people showed up riding an animal. That was getting to be much more common than the old car that was still running.

They had been talking about stopping the twenty-four-hour guards since their main reason for having the guards had been the fear of strangers coming up their driveway, looking for food or other things. Then there had been the threat of the bikers. But now, with that threats seeming to be over, Harvey still wasn’t comfortable leaving the gate unguarded. He had a battery-powered motion alarm just inside the gate, but having the guards, he had turned that off, saving a big nine-volt battery for some other uses.

Craig walked down through the shrubs to the Flag and returned carrying what looked like a sleeping child, maybe four-years-old and accompanied by a young woman. Julie walked into the clinic. She turned to the child as Craig placed him on the exam table. “What’s going on?” Julie addressed the young woman.

“He has been sick with a high fever. Then he had what looked like a seizure. Now, he won’t wake up.” She sounded on the verge of tears.

“How long since the seizure?”

“Twenty minutes, maybe?”

Peggy was placing a thermometer in the child’s armpit. 

“How long did the seizure last?”

“Oh, really long. Ten or maybe even fifteen minutes.” The woman was now crying.

“What did it look like?” Julie asked.

“His whole body squirmed around. He didn’t jerk as much as flail.” She moved her arms in a waving motion.

“I think it is just a febrile seizure, and it usually takes a while for the child to wake up afterward. How high was the fever?”

“I don’t have a thermometer that works.”

Julie nodded as Peggy took out the thermometer and said, “101 degrees, so 103 core temp.” 

Julie grinned at how well this girl remembered information. She turned her attention back to the woman. “What have you given him for the temp?”

“Motrin two hours ago. Four hours before that.”

Julie looked at Peggy. “So how much Tylenol would you give?”

Peggy looked at the boy and said, “I would say thirty pounds, so.” Peggy walked to the dosage chart stapled to the wall beside the glass-fronted cabinet. “Seven and a half ccs.”

Peggy retrieved a bottle of pediatric Tylenol and drew up the correct dose, and not bothering to show it to Julie, she squeezed the syringe into the child’s mouth. Reflexively, he swallowed it. 

“Was I giving him the wrong thing?”

“No. They just work differently. Both will treat fever.” Looking at Peggy as she felt under his chin, trying to determine if he had swollen glands, she asked. “What would you suggest?” Julie asked Peggy.

“That we wait to see if he just wakes up on his own.”

Julie nodded. “And?”

“See if we can figure out what is causing the fever.”

Julie picked up her flashlight and, using a spoon, she opened the boy’s mouth, looking to see if his throat was red. Then she pulled hard on his earlobe to look at his eardrum. “Well, he has an ear infection.” She stepped to the side, allowing Peggy to look. “You can’t see the entire eardrum. But it is red down there.”

The young woman asked, “Are you training her?”

“I am.”

“I heard you treated the boy who had his hand blown off.”

“We treated him together.”

“You’re a doctor, right?”

Julie nodded just as the little boy started crying. “And here we go.” She reached out and cradled the child, not wanting him to fall off the exam table. “Your mommy is right here,” Julie said to comfort the boy.

As the boy went up on one straight arm, looking around, the woman said, “Oh, no, I’m not his mother.” She stepped up and hugged the boy as he continued to cry, now with renewed gusto. “His mother hasn’t come home.”

“Are you a relative?”

“Friend. She was my best friend.” The woman looked very stressed as she said this. “I don’t know what happened to her. She worked this side of Everett, and I really thought she would make it home. I’m living with family, but I take care of Danny every day, so Daniel can work in the co-op garden.”

Peggy came over with a small syringe, and Julie nodded at her. She dribbled a few drops of hydrogen peroxide into Danny’s ear, and it caused him to cry anew as he pulled at his ear. Peggy said, “It doesn’t hurt, but the sound of it fizzing is really loud. I did it to myself. Even without an infection, it feels weird.” 

“Should I do that?”

“Do you have any at home?”

“I’m sure I can get some.”

The woman held the child’s head, since he didn’t look inclined to let them put more in his ear. She dripped a few drops of another liquid. “Mullin. It is an herb long used for earaches. We will send a little home with you.”

Julie took the time to listen to his heart, and then his lungs as he continued to fuss. She felt his belly and said she thought his nutrition looked good. The woman said that so far they were eating okay. They walked her out onto the porch, as Julie said. “If you could drop off the bottle once he is better. We can make the mullein, but the bottles with the little droppers are hard to come by.”

“Eyedroppers. We might have a few.”

“That would be helpful.”
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​​​​​Chapter 4​​​  Expecting I’m Expecting
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Ron walked Julie and Peggy down to the clinic. He went and leaned against the gate as he spoke with Craig. “Did the kid look very sick?”

“He looked like he was asleep, but the mother said he had a seizure.”

“Oh, man. I hope we don’t have to sit through a kid’s death. That young woman’s death was hard for everyone.”

“There is nothing like having someone your own age kicking off to drive home the fact that you can die at any point.” Craig cleared his throat. “What did Harvey have to say about that guy pulling a gun, night before last?”

“Well, Julie never mentioned it. Walter told him in passing. It just reinforced the idea that we aren’t out of the woods yet.”

“I know it doesn’t fit, but your sister has balls, big brass balls. She drew her gun and just pressed it to that guy's throat, and she looked cool and calm while she did it. Damn, she is one tough broad.” 

Ron laughed, nodding. He could easily see Julie doing just that.

They continued to talk about the solar panel job they planned to do later. The Crain house now had three working solar panels, and each of the three occupied homes in the cul-de-sac had one working panel. One panel wasn’t enough to run anything big, but like the Crains, they used their power to run a washing machine, drying their clothes on a line while the weather held. Hanna used an older electric sewing machine, and they had two living room lights in the evening, which had required them to run new wire on the outside of the drywall, but it was fine. It saved the battery-powered lanterns, which was good. They were rechargeable, but if they didn’t get used, that would make the batteries last longer. They had been talking about running a refrigerator, and Ron had been keeping track of battery levels to see if that was possible, while he fantasized how great it would be to have ice. It would require them to find an older model. Lucy had just bought a new one, and it had computer chips, but it had once crushed ice and dumped cold water out the door. They all missed cold beverages. Ron had expected Harvey to save the old one, but it had a compressor problem, and he hadn’t thought it was salvageable. They had donated it to a program that taught appliance repair.

The woman came walking out of the clinic, carrying the boy, now clearly awake. Ron walked over to where Julie and Peggy were talking to the mother. When he got close, the woman turned and smiled at him, and he thought he knew her. She offered her hand. “Sara. I’m Sara Knox. Remember me?”

Ron grinned. “I do. I certainly remember you. So, do you still live around here?”

“I do now. I was actually driving here to visit my family and friends. Luck would have it. I only had to walk from just past the bridge, but it wasn’t all that bad, considering. It was a blessing to be home.”

“Where were you living?”

“Bellevue. I lived and worked there?” She shifted the weight of the boy as she asked, “Where were you?”

“I was in San Francisco, going to Stanford. It just happened that I was on a boat that ran. We came home up the coast.”

“Lucky.”

Ron grinned. “Do you need a ride home?”

“I don’t. I have a truck parked out on the road.” 

Ron walked her to the road, offering to carry the boy, but the youngster wouldn’t allow it. 

He walked her down through the shrubs. When he came back, he was grinning. “Who was that?” Craig asked.

“It was a girl I had a fierce crush on when I was like fourteen. In fact, I used to climb that tree right there,” Ron pointed to a medium-sized pine tree, “and I would spy on her. She worked at the ice cream parlor, and I was using binoculars; I had an up-close view of her inside the store. The entire front was glass.”

Craig said, “Well, she’s pretty, and she seems interested in you.”

Ron shrugged. “It’s funny. She isn’t as pretty as I thought she was at fourteen.” Then Ron laughed. “I spent every penny I earned on ice cream. She must have thought my folks never fed me, for all the ice cream I ate.”

“She didn’t know you had a crush on her?”

“Oh, I think she probably knew. I never took her out, like a movie. Didn’t have a car, and there isn’t much to do in town. When we went back to school after summer break, I learned she had a boyfriend. Then it died.”

Ron walked back up to the house with Peggy and Julie. Julie smiled at her brother. “So, how do you know her?”

Ron told his story as he watched both his sister and Peggy grin at him. Ron explained, “I was only fourteen.” Then Ron asked, “Is her whole family here?”

“That little boy isn’t hers. She is just taking care of her best friend’s kid.”

Ron licked his lips. “So, did you notice if she was wearing a wedding ring?”

Julie laughed as she walked off toward the house, but Peggy said, “No. She didn’t have a wedding ring.”

Ron and Peggy walked back to the house to eat a little cold breakfast. They were talking about how they spent their downtime. The work was pretty constant, day to day, but now it was mostly simple maintenance jobs until fall, when the garden would need extra care and the house buttoned up for winter.

“I’ve been going over to the big house. In that craft room, there is a foot-driven potter’s wheel, and I have been trying to learn how to throw a pot.” Peggy laughed, “I have thrown more than one pot off the wheel. Have you ever tried it?”

Ron laughed along. “In high school, I took my turn, no pun intended. I couldn’t do it. How will you fire the pot if you make one?”

“There is a way to do it by baking it in a fire. There are all kinds of books on, well, every craft you can imagine, but on fire-pit firing. They call it Raku. It’s a Japanese method.”

“I’ll dig you a pit if you want to try it.”

“You can use a metal garbage pail.”

Ron laughed. “I like that idea better.”

Ron was filling a big plastic jug with water, trying to keep hydrated in this late summer heat. Julie came walking into the kitchen. “Would you do me a favor?”

Ron nodded. “If I can.”

Julie grinned. “Carry these two jars of yogurt over to April.”

Ron grinned back as he took the two jars. “My pleasure.”

“I thought it might be.”

Ron walked to the barn, calling out to Craig. “I’m going over to the big house.”

Craig called back, “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

Ron walked past the garden, seeing his mother and Hanna working in the baking sun. “It’s going to be a hot one today,” Ron called to the two women, as if they wouldn’t be able to figure that out on their own. Then he walked through the gate into the pasture, with their three horses and the two alpacas coming to walk with him. Ron rubbed each horse’s nose. The alpacas were worse than the horses for wanting attention. Squeezing in between, bumping him with their noses. He rubbed their faces and patted their chests. They needed to be shorn. Harvey was looking into how to do that. They had a woman in town who wanted the fleece once it was available. Usually, people did it in the spring, but they needed to do it before it started getting cold, so they would have enough time to grow out new coats.

When he exited the pasture, securing the back gate, Ron walked on the gravel path they had put down, in a slightly ineffective attempt to control the mud left behind after they had felled a dozen alder trees and pulled the stumps out, using the three horses for that work. There was a spring in the area, so the area was always wet. Before everything fell apart, there had been a stand of trees and two fences between the Crain property and the modern, upscale homes built on the property behind them. Now, they had put in a gate to the wire fence that kept the horses in, and the second wood-fence had one section that functioned as a gate, and past that, there was a huge garden, which ran the length of three backyards, that the computer geeks were tending. That gate frequently stood open.

April, whose family had lived in one of those homes, was a woman in her late twenties. She had arrived in Seattle by train from Portland, Oregon, heading home to Arlington to visit her family. It had taken her almost two full months to walk her way from Seattle, and in those two months, she had starved, and she had fallen down over and over. When Ron found her walking on the road, she was soaking wet from the week and a half of pouring rain, and she had collapsed into his arms from total physical exhaustion. She had also suffered the ravages of drinking contaminated water and had been nothing but skin and bones. 

Ron didn’t know why, because she had lost so much weight that she was skeletal in appearance, and she seemed to have problems remembering things from day to day, but he found himself oddly attracted to her. He even found her secretive and very guarded about her life, and it still didn’t deter him. 

When they had first found her, they had not realized that she had actually been coming to Sandbar, and that Walter was her brother. Now, she was living with her brother in the home of Maureen and Lenny, an older couple who had no children. They also shared their home with a man named Carl and his wife, Virginia; Carl was having a very hard time with anxiety and depression, which had increased since the power had gone out and he no longer had medications to help him. His wife seemed on edge most of the time, probably worried about him.

As Ron walked through the open gate, he saw April down on her knees, working in the garden. When he saw her, he felt shocked. Ron had just seen her the day before yesterday, and he had thought she was looking better, but now she looked thinner and paler. April looked up and gave Ron a smile, but she looked strained and almost tearful.

He walked across the garden to where she was working. He went down on one knee. “Are you doing okay?”

“I’m tired and weak. But yeah, I’m getting better.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t work in this heat. This weed pulling can wait.”

April nodded, and Ron stood, putting out his hand for her, but she couldn’t pull herself up. Ron stooped down and lifted her into a standing position. April’s body wobbled a little, and Ron picked her up, stunned to feel how light she felt. It didn’t seem as if she had gained anything since he had carried her off the street on that first day.

Maureen came rushing up. “What happened?”

“She just got really weak. I’ll take her into the house, where it’s cooler.”

“Put her in the rec room; it stays cooler.” Maureen rushed ahead, opening the back sliding door to the basement. 

Ron walked into the inviting coolness and placed April on the couch. “Yeah, this will be much better.” He smiled at April. He looked at Maureen, the concern apparent on her face. “Will you go get Julie?” He knelt down beside April, brushing her hair off her damp face. “Have you been feeling worse?”

“It was just the heat.”

Ron kissed her sweaty forehead. He got up and walked into the bathroom, getting a washcloth wet with cool water. Walking back, he washed April’s face. 

“That helps. I’m just too hot.” She took the rag and pressed it to her neck.

Ron looked at her. “No, I don’t think it is just the heat.” He picked up her hand, and he could see every vessel through her transparent skin. “Have you been eating?”

“I have. I eat everything put in front of me. Even if I am full, I try.”

Ron noticed how her belly was bloated, round like half of a beach ball. He remembered Julie talking about liver disease and how it could make your abdomen fill with fluid. He rubbed her hand and whispered, “Maureen went to get Julie.” 

April reached up and touched Ron’s face. She sobbed out, “I should have told you.”

“That you are feeling sicker?”

She shook her head, and tears rolled down her face. “I’m pregnant.” 

“What?” Ron dropped his eyes to her belly.

In a sobbing voice, talking fast, she said, “That was why I came back home, to tell my dad. I told my mother over the phone. She was upset, but okay. I needed to tell my dad. I knew he would be really mad.” April let her eyes fall closed, tears rolling down into her hair.

“It doesn’t matter. We, Julie, will get you through this.” 

“I don’t know if she can.”

Ron kissed her on the cheek. “Just wait until Julie gets here. She can fix this.” Ron just kept brushing his fingers over her forehead and into her hair, as a kind of panic washed over him. He had no way of knowing whether or not this was something Julie could fix, so he prayed.
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​​Chapter 5  The Gift Box
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Julie had been working in the garden. She was picking zucchini and bell peppers. They had a bounty crop of both. They had done as Lucy had suggested and given away lots of squash starts, so they were hoping to get some trade. Julie liked butternut and Hubbard more than summer squash. They had built low cages, covered with fine netting, and planted one variety of squash in each one. Having to hand pollinate them, they were getting fruit, so they could harvest them just for seed. It was an experiment, but Lucy was thinking it would work. If it didn’t, there was the chance they wouldn’t be growing edible squash next year. 

Larry had made a solar dehydrator, and they were drying a lot of the surplus veggies, which required them to slice them thin and place them on screens. Julie was thinking she had most of her day plotted out in front of her. Now, at least, they had a hand slicer, which did it with just the turning of a crank, so it was quick work, and it gave them a uniform slice, so they dried evenly. She had only been working for about twenty minutes when Maureen came rushing up. “We need you to look at April.” Maureen was crying. 

Julie wiped her hands on her jeans as she yelled for Peggy to bring her bag. Julie took off at a trot, crossing the pasture and running down the gravel trail. When she got
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