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			Dedication

			
		
    To Kate, Rachel and Dori - my teachers at Independent Learning School who gave in to my endless complaints and just let me write. You saved my life and gave me the chance to fly.
To Dad who admitted that he cried reading the chapter Jacob's Birth and who kept asking just "when in the hell" I was going to finish this book - well Dad, here it is.
To Mom who inspired the gardener in me and also passed on many thrifty tips that I have used to make ends meet during the starving artist phase of this book. Love you, Mom!
To Danielle who helped to shape the woman and mother that I have become. I have loved you every day of your life. To Emily, you remind me that life, love and happiness are found in the simple act of living and interacting with others. I love watching you grow.
To BB. No other explanation needed.
To Pat Whelan of the Anita B. Gorman Conservation Discovery Center in Kansas City for his amazing knowledge of wild, edible plants, the topography of Missouri, and his time and patience.
To Roger Renner, Firearms Consultant, who provided valuable advice in the manner of weaponry, ammunition and hunting strategy.
And finally to my husband David, who found me half a lifetime after high school and reminded me that hearts can and should heal. You have appeared in more of my little stories than I ever realized and you have encouraged me to write in those dark moments when I doubted myself.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1

[image: ]


And So It Ends

“We overstayed our welcome. We bullied, we pushed, we invaded... and when we were done, when the world had felt our presence in every corner, felt our hands on their backs, shoving our way into every aspect of their lives, faiths, even their very existence... we were hated. God, they hated us. In retrospect, I can summon no actual surprise for what happened next. Our time had come. For our hypocrisy, for our crimes, we each paid such a terribly high price. The world we had known, the nation that our parents were told to be proud of, a place of fast food and ‘freedom fries’, home of the consumer, center of capitalism, world leader, it all ceased to exist. It was a slow, painful end, an extended death rattle, as we slowly tore ourselves apart, and then allowed others to finish what remained.

What was left in the wreckage of the world that was? We were. And this is our story, my story, and the story of us all. We have survived. We have lived on... in a world where ghosts haunt us and memories whisper in our ears. Life continues, one day at a time, and by the skin of our teeth and the force of our will, we will continue. What else can we do?” - Jess’s Journal

On “Black Monday” - the long-faltering United States economy collapsed into complete chaos. In the past few years, state after state had found themselves out of money and out of options. The federal government stopped promising bailouts and instead preached “state independence” and “more autonomy.” Road projects and other public works halted, and it left hundreds of thousands of state and even federal employees holding worthless checks.

Abroad, things moved quickly as well. Quietly, without fanfare or publicity, American troops withdrew from the Middle East and Asian conflicts. In some places they left under cover of night, a stark gaping hole left in their absence. Iraq and Afghanistan dissolved into civil war within days of being abandoned, while their neighbors looked on and tried to decide how to fortify their borders and contain the violence while also profiting from the conflicts.

Where had it all begun? Some said it began with OPEC no longer honoring the decades-long agreement to set prices and sell their oil based on American currency. Others claimed the beginning of the end came with China demanding payment in yen, not United States currency, on the billions in debt the United States owed it. Still others pointed far back to the strategies put into place after World War II that transformed the United States into an economic and political world power and consumer nation.

However it began, it was now crashing down in ruin. The United States had overextended itself and the future of its citizens, financially and politically, in the hearts and minds of people throughout the world. From the not-so-benign foreign policy, to the endless wars waged in the Middle East, our country, once hailed as a world leader, became a mindless bully. We were the tyrant, the monster at the door. Where there had once been handfuls of money to seemingly any country that asked, now there was only debt and abandonment.  

The militias that disappeared underground or forcibly disbanded in the mid-1990s came back with ferocious fervor. Perhaps they had never really left. But everyone from the Luddites to the Neo-Nazi to small bands of survivalists was forming, each seeking to put their own unique vision of how the world should work into action. And with those thousands of voices clamoring for different methods, different approaches—combined with the financial collapse from within, abandonment by the rest of the world and foreign banks screaming for payment — these things brought one of the most powerful nations in the world to its knees. It heaved a great sigh and quickly came apart at the seams. The federal system collapsed first, then the states, breaking into chunks of territories, areas full of in-fighting and instability. Among the military factions, abandoned by their government, rose a dangerous and powerful network of former soldiers in the West. They called themselves the Western Front. 

Consisting of units from Fort Pendleton and Fort Irwin and picking up odd assortments of the militaristic militias along the way, the Western Front tore its way through Nevada and Colorado. Their numbers ebbed and flowed, but as more and more of the basic infrastructure of the country broke down, their power in numbers and weaponry increased. They looked to the east and rumors spread that they would soon be on the move. 

Jess was twelve years old on Black Monday, and Christopher was fifteen. But they both remembered that day, just as their parents before them remembered the fall of the Twin Towers or the day they shot President Reagan. Mom lost her job two months before after the latest layoffs, and Dad headed home after sitting around for half the day. No business, no customers, no one out on the streets. As if a death knell sounded, those still employed, those who still had jobs and places to go to, suddenly found themselves at home, wondering what would happen next. That evening they watched the television in dull shock as the President held a press conference to announce that all debts, foreign and private, were to be held void. The British, heavily invested in American banks, were already threatening embargoes. The Chinese had been rioting for weeks over the trade/import issues, and their government was making threats that continued to grow in clarity and intensity. 

The world fell apart. Jess’s parents said little, and in the months and years that followed, they simply tightened their belts, planted gardens, began raising chickens for eggs and meat, and got by on less. As the infrastructure continued to collapse, utilities and out of area supplies faltered. First there were the brownouts, just a lull in the electrical flow that rarely even caused the computers to reboot. Later there were blackouts, first for a few minutes and finally hours and even days at a time. The price of natural gas spiked so high that Jess’s father, Michael, installed a wood-burning stove in the living room against the west wall. It was a prized antique, but it was also an honest-to-goodness working stove and Jess’s mother Tess experimented with it regularly, churning out loaves of bread that slowly transformed from inedible black carbon, to uneven half black half browned to beautiful, perfect loaves over a course of a few months. “The pioneers did it,” she said proudly, “and I can too!”  

But the real Black Monday, the one that came on November 4th, was the one that tore apart Jess’ world. And when it was over, when the Western Front troops tore through the small town of Belton, with barely a hiccup of resistance from its terrified residents, destroying any who even dared fight back, Jess learned what actual loss felt like.  

In the camps, miles to the South, weeks of marching later, and hours of standing in line at gunpoint, she found herself thrust into a tent. There was a long folding table, three men seated behind it, with several checklists on the battered folding table in front of them.

“Name?” one of them asked, barely looking up.

“Jessica Aaronson.” She replied. The second man ran his finger down the lists. “Age?” he asked, bored.

“15.”

“Parents?” he asked.

“Daniel and Julie Aaronson.” He scanned further, finding nothing. “Any other relatives?”

“My brother, Christopher Aaronson.” She tried to stay calm. There were so many people here, so many places they might be. She had been just a few miles away at the store, buying flour and haggling with the store owner, Michael Banks, over the price of apples when the troops came barreling in. Hearing the shots and the tank, Banks pulled a weapon from a hidden place behind the counter. The invaders shot him the second they saw the rifle in his hands. His blood still stained her shirt. For three days she searched desperately for her family as armed men kept the bedraggled, exhausted groups of prisoners under close watch.  

The second man found nothing in his lists. He shook his head at the third, who was eyeing Jess in a way that made her skin crawl.

She shivered. It had rained earlier while she stood in line, and she was wet and cold, filthy, and scared. Far too terrified to even care that she had eaten little more than a handful of food in the past few days. Where were Mom and Dad? And Chris? Where the hell was everyone? Belton was not a big town, but not that small either. Jess saw only one neighbor she recognized, Mrs. Dillon, from down the street.  

The third man smiled widely at her discomfort. It was an evil smile, full of malice, and Jess shivered in her damp shirt. “Well, she’s available for assignment then.” He wrote her name down on his list, and checked the Troop Entertainment box and turned to the guard, “Take her to Tent Five.” As the trooper took her by the arm and led her away, she could hear him call to her, “I’ll be by later to see how you’ve settled in.” He laughed then, and it wasn’t a pleasant sound. She heard him snap out “Next!” for the man next in line to step forward.

Her feet slipped in the mud and the trooper kept a firm grip on her arm, practically dragging her along. Mrs. Dillon was there in line. “Did you find your parents, dear?”

Jess was in near tears. “No, Mrs. Dillon. They’re taking me to Tent 5; please see if you can find Chris or my Mom or Dad, please!” She broke into tears then, partially from the painful grip the soldier had on her arm, partly from absolute terror. What the hell was Tent 5?

Behind her, Mrs. Dillon stood stock still, her usually impeccably groomed gray hair in disarray. Strands of gray stuck out from her bun wildly, waving in the late fall wind. A young boy, clad in an oversized, stained blue and red Western Front uniform, stood nearby. He smirked as he watched the girl being dragged away. The old woman turned to him and took a hold of his sleeve. He was barely fifteen, if even that. She shook his arm and demanded, “Where are they taking her?”

“Lemme go, lady!” he wiggled, and the guard stationed nearby leveled his rifle and yelled at her to get back in line.

“Where are they taking her?” she persisted. “What’s Tent 5?”

“That’s the whores’ tent, lady. She’s gonna be ‘tainment for the men.”  

Her grip loosened and her eyes widened in horror. He grinned at her maliciously, showing a mouth full of tobacco-stained and twisted teeth.  

His tongue darted out to lick his chapped lips. “She gonna ‘git it good too.” He pulled free of her hand and gave the shocked old woman a hard shove. “Now ‘git back in line.”  

Then the boy spit a long brown stain in the dirt, marking the old woman’s shoe with tobacco juice as he walked away. She just stood there, trembling, tears of pity trickling down her lined face. A small, thin, ugly girl behind her in line leaned close and whispered, 

“Welcome to hell.”

Mrs. Dillon didn’t have long to wait. A mere ten minutes later and it was her turn before the three seated men.

“Name?”

“Esther Dillon.”

“Age?”

Her lip quivered, “I’m sixty-eight years old.”

“Family?”

“Only my husband, Murray, and he died last year.”

The second man didn’t even bother to look up, but the third man did. And with a cold smile, he simply scribbled her name, checked the Range Disposal box and nodded to the guard. “Take her to the range.”  

The old woman went quietly. Most of them did. If anyone was paying attention, which they weren’t, they would have heard the single shot ring out a few minutes later. She was the tenth one that morning. 

​
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Welcome to Hell

“There are those who prey on fear. It isn’t war that makes them evil; they are already brutal and sadistic by nature. War simply gives them some level of freedom to do as they will, to act on their deepest, darkest desires.”—Jess’s Journal

Tent Five was large—larger than any of the other tents in this muddy hell. It sat apart from the others and the only way in or out was ringed with wire. They pulled the main entrance flap to one side. It was dark inside of the tent, and men were entering and leaving. A handful turned to assess the new piece of ass being hauled in.  

Jess had tripped twice, slipping in the mud and it caked the front of her jeans, her free arm, and part of her shirt since the soldier had not even paused, just dragged her along until she regained her footing enough to trot unevenly next to him. Her arm was on fire where the soldier gripped it and she felt certain there would be bruises from his relentless iron grip.

Abruptly, just inside the tent flap, they came to a halt. The tent appeared to be a rabbit warren of halls and partitioned rooms. Jess heard a woman screaming, no, at least two, and the unmistakable sounds of sex. Oh God. Oh God, oh God, oh God. Her heart pounded faster. She stood stock still, listening to the sounds and realizing... knowing what kind of place Tent 5 was.  

The soldier holding her arm felt her stiffen beside him, looked over at her and likely read the spark of fear on her face, the understanding in her eyes. He waited a moment, even loosened his grip slightly... the half-smile on his lips betrayed his dark amusement.  

Seconds ticked by, three, four, and on the fifth second, she pulled hard and jabbed left with her elbow, backpedaling to make a run for it. Her elbow jab missed. He expected it. The soldier kicked her legs out from under her with one ruthlessly efficient maneuver. He sneered down at her; and Jess felt stupid. He had known she would try, and he had even let her try to escape, just so this very thing could happen. The mud was cold and slid up her shirt. She tried to hit him and that earned her a powerful punch, which he delivered to her nose before her body had even hit the ground. Her head thudded on the ground and Jess fell limp. 

What the soldier had not prepared for was the knife that had mysteriously appeared in her hand. She had grabbed it from the sheath as she fell. Her eyes snapped open, and she slashed the back of his right knee, cutting deep as he fell to the ground. Bitch! She turned onto her belly, scrambling from him, stumbling to her feet, blood streaming from her nose from his punch, and ran... straight into the arms of two soldiers heading into the tent.  

This time, when they knocked her to the ground, she stayed there. The wounded soldier levered himself close enough and attempted to choke her with his hands.  

The other men laughed as they pulled him off of her, “You’ll get your chance to get her back, Robbie, you dumb bastard, just as soon as you get patched up!”  

And with that, the medics arrived and helped him limp away, and Jess lay on the ground, afraid to get up, bleeding from her nose and mouth now, and listening to his furious howls as they headed for the hospital tent. The soldier kicked her in the ribs, hard, and she gasped in pain.

“That’s for Robbie. Now you stay there until we say you can move, bitch.” She only had a view of his boots, but Jess was sure he was grinning.  

A third set of feet approached from deep inside the tent. “Who do we have here, Cooper dear?” the voice was neither male nor female, it defied placement. Jess was tempted to turn and look up at who had spoken but she feared the sadistic bastard standing over her would give her another kick.

Cooper was tall with jet black hair and pale blue eyes. “A new whore for you Carmen,” he replied, “And she’s a feisty one.” He reached down and hauled her to her feet effortlessly. Her head pounded in pain as saw that Carmen still defied description. Man, woman—the creature defied identification. And their expression was utterly heartless as well.

“Hm... rather dirty, aren’t you? Didn’t your mummy and daddy teach you not to roll around in the mud?” Carmen looked down his/her nose, vaguely amused. “Strip her clothes off, Cooper.”

The soldier holding her grinned and pulled her closer against him, groping her breast, squeezing it painfully. The second man unsheathed a long hunting knife. Jess accepted the hopelessness of her situation. If she struggled, she doubted they would stop from cutting her with the vicious thing. As it was, they made quick work of it; Lieutenant Cooper looked disappointed at her lack of struggle. They took it all off, and Jess stood there shivering in the cold air. Without clothes, she couldn’t leave the tent. If she provoked them, they would rape her right here, maybe even beat her some more, even kill her.

Stay alive. Wait for the moment. All this, ALL THIS will pass—she counseled herself silently—she held back the tears, and endured their taunts. They would grow bored, want someone more entertaining. Wait. Wait. Wait for the moment. And before she knew it, the Carmen creature dragged her towards crude showers.

Her composure was brittle. It survived the ice cold water being dunked over her head; the brush scraped roughly against her rapidly bruising skin. Carmen’s long nails cut into her skin as she dragged Jess dripping down a short hall, through a curtain, and into a room with a filthy bed in it. It did not survive, however, what happened next.  

Carmen was strong. They shoved Jess to the bed and before she could fight back or jump up, Carmen grabbed one wrist and secured Jess to the bed frame with a pair of handcuffs. Lieutenant Cooper was the first one through the door, brushing past and already pulling off his belt as Carmen exited and announced, “She’s all yours, boys!”

And hours later, when the men had used her violently, laughed at her tears, and came inside her with satisfied grunts, one after another after another—she lay there in shock. She had blood on her thighs, bruises on her arms and legs. She ached from deep inside in her bones and wondered if Hell could be worse.

​
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Time to Go

“There are moments when all of it is too much, too painful to remember. Yet then I look around at those who I love and realize I would not be here, with these people who I love and who love me, if those awful things had not happened to me. How do you reconcile that?”—Jess’s Journal

It was time to go.

Mom and Dad weren’t there. Chris wasn’t either. No kind words from any familiar face, only the soldiers, young, old, smelling like they’d never showered, hairy, smooth-skinned—all of them on her, using her.

After a while, her body had grown used to it, even if her soul could not. The soldiers, those who laughed at her fear and pain, they now bored with her lack of response and chose other girls. The same men who sought out the newly caught girls or ones who never learned to deal with the abuse—these men were the worst. They took an evil joy out of it; while many of the others came only for the simple release of sex. Some of the men might even have been nice. One or two she even caught herself thinking that she would have dated them, been interested... but never in these circumstances.

She’d tried to be brave, but the first days had hurt so damn much. Some of them laughed at her tears or, like that awful Lieutenant Cooper, found a perverse pleasure in her fear and pain. He visited her day after day, taking his time to hurt her in new and unimaginable ways. Cooper was a regular at Tent 5. He seemed to prefer blue-eyed blonde girls and Carmen, the gravel-voiced, angular, androgynous director of Tent 5, seemed eager to give him whatever he wanted. 

After all, he was moving up in the ranks. Cooper recently came to Granger’s attention and been made second lieutenant. Giving him what he wanted meant he would keep Carmen well supplied with coke, meth, whatever the Western Front troops managed to turn up on their raids.

Jess submitted to all of them. She did not resist, not at all, not after those first few days. Getting punched or kicked hurt like hell, so she did her best to avoid it. She let her eyes go dead and her body limp. As the days passed, most of her bruises faded and disappeared. They watched her close at first, especially that awful creature, Carmen, waiting for her to try to escape again.  

“Keep myself fed, so I’m strong. Find clothing. Find a weapon.”

She ate everything they gave her, but slowly, so it would seem as if she did not have much of an appetite. That wasn’t hard to fake. The food was terrible and on many days she felt sure she would die in this awful place. Many girls did, some due to abuse, but usually by their own hand. Twice in the last month she had seen the soldiers pull girls out in the morning, past the others, their bodies stiff and eyes fixed and staring, having figured out how to escape the camp by some ingenious method of suicide. 

In a way, she envied them. It seemed easier somehow, instead of dealing with each day’s new horrors. A month ago, as the camp moved through a new area, devastating some new town and rounding up the residents. They sorted through them much as the residents of Belton, Jess’s hometown, were sorted through. 

One of them, a young teenage girl, fought back. She had actually managed to kill one of her rapists, her hidden knife sinking home high in his leg, the femoral artery, and he bled out in seconds. They  spent the next five days raping her. Afterward, they cut her throat and left her naked body lying there on the icy ground as the camp moved on. 

Twice the camp moved, marched for days on end. Twice Jess watched carefully for an opportunity for escape. Two other girls had tried; bullets tore through them before they made it fifty yards. It was a good lesson - fail to escape, and you did not get another chance.  

Jess stared with dead eyes at the landscape of the encampment as she slowly ate her food. Each day, she would sit at the table from a different angle, studying the details without moving. She did this with little movement and no obvious curiosity. To anyone watching her, it would appear as if she did not really notice her surroundings. Tent 5 was close to the center of the camp. The mess tent just a short walk away. The men’s showers sat to the north, but they saw little use since it was been far too cold. The latrines sat to the south this time. Thank goodness for that. In the last camp, a couple of idiots by the name of Easter and Burton had dug them to the west of camp and the wind had blown their foul stench over the entire camp for several miserable weeks until the camp moved on.

Jess knew what she needed to do. She didn’t question it, didn’t mull over it, one way or the other. She was going to live... or kill as many of the soldiers as she could before dying.

After weeks had become months, they had stopped watching her as closely. One of her ‘visitors’ had dropped a knife, a tiny Muela still in its sheath. He had never visited again, nor reported the loss, most likely because he had died in a raid two days later. The knife was small, and fit in Jess’s hand as if it were made for it. 

As she lay on the bed, listening to the stirrings of the surrounding camp in the pre-dawn darkness, Jess resolved that it would have to be at night, and soon. The moon was new and the darkness would help hide them.  

Them... it was no longer just her that needed to escape. Her friend Erin was in Tent 5 as well. She knew which room Erin was in and how to get to her. She had almost let her composure slip when she saw her best friend hauled in two months ago. Erin had been with her family, visiting friends in Clinton, when the Western Front blasted through Belton. Jess  thought of her best friend often, hoped that she was safe, and wished she had gone with her on the trip. 

She showed no reaction to Erin’s calls to her, not even turned and looked in her direction. Instead, Jess sat at one of the battered tables with several of the other girls, and continued to chew on the half burned, half raw meat, and Jess’s long blond hair falling down in a tangled curtain around her face. She felt several sets of eyes on her as Erin screamed her name. 

Let them think she was catatonic. Let them think her so messed up inside that nothing affected her anymore. Let them think of her as a piece of furniture. Furniture does not think, it does not scheme, and it sure as hell does not even try to escape. Furniture is there to be used and then ignored until it comes in handy again. How she hoped that is what they thought of her now. Because if they did, then they would not know what was happening until it was too late.

Her lack of response seemed to satisfy the guard. He was tasked with watching the handful of girls eat their meal. The other girls looked over at her, barely interested, several of them glassy-eyed from drugs begged off of the men. Jess saw what the drugs did and alternated between coveting them and hating seeing what they did to the others. It took some of the pain away, made them not care about being violated every day. It also slowly transformed the girls. From what Jess saw, they were the walking dead, not her.

It had killed her to listen to Erin’s screams later that morning. She would have given anything not to hear her friend’s pain. She even prayed to an indifferent God to strike her deaf. It made no difference, and somehow she felt responsible. Somehow, she would get them out of there, both of them. 

The weather remained cold, sometimes bitterly so. The nights remained below freezing and Carmen forced to dole out clothing to keep the girls warm during the cold nights and days. Socks, but not shoes, were allotted. Jess contrived to steal an extra sock here or somehow ‘lose’ a shirt. She slowly worked at the hole in the bottom of her mattress until it was open just enough to hide the extra clothing. Without shoes to protect their feet, they would need as many layers of socks as they could squirrel away. The extra clothing would help keep them warm on the chilly nights.

Fortunately, the clothing was the same as the Western Front uniforms, an oversight on the part of Jess’s captors that might help her to be less conspicuous when she and Erin made a break for it. There was no way she would leave without her best friend. They would escape or die together. It was the least she could do.

The handcuffs had stopped Jess from escaping long ago. She had tried everything, bent paperclips, a nail, but nothing would budge the locking mechanism. The solution to that problem came in the form of a visit from Allen Banks.

Last evening, just before the camp settled in for the night, Allen had come to her room. Allen was a few years older, also from Belton; he had been in her brother’s grade. He used to visit their house often since his grandparents lived just a few blocks away. During the long summer months, he made a regular appearance every four or five days. 

He would arrive at the house, red and sweaty from pushing his grandpa’s old-fashioned lawnmower over his grandparent’s large lawn. Allen had always been a bit on the chunky side, and she barely recognized the slim brown-haired man who pushed aside the curtain flap and advanced toward the bed.

He came in, said nothing and neither had she, neither of their faces betraying any recognition. He climbed on top of her, and leaned in as if he were kissing her neck as he whispered in her ear, “Jessie, a big storm’s rolling in tomorrow, next day at the latest,” he pressed something into her hand, “Get the hell out of here. Head west. Chris is alive. We will join you if we can, but they watch us even closer than they watch you. When the time comes, you leave, and don’t you dare look back or wait for us. Got it?” 

She gave a small shudder in response, and he knew she had heard him. His lips brushed her cheek, hesitated for a long second, then pressed fiercely against hers for a moment. It startled her, just as much as the change in his tone did when he sat up and slapped her thigh. “This little bitch is the most boring piece of shit I’ve had in a long time. Carmen! Get me something that doesn’t lie here like some damn log!” 

Two other men passing by the open flap laughed as Allen strode out to join them. Jess snuck a peek at the piece of metal in her hand—an honest to god handcuff key! She quickly shoved it out of sight. Later, she hid the handcuff key in the hole in her mattress.

Chris was alive! She composed herself before her face gave her away. For the first time in months, she began to hope. Allen’s kiss still burned on her lips. The key would set them free.

Each night, before Carmen went to sleep, she made the rounds and made sure each girl’s handcuff was tight around one wrist and secured to the bed frame. By that time, the camp was dark and quiet, with guards posted and the rest asleep. Jess waited in the dark, eyes wide open and staring, body tensed, until she was sure anyone nearby was sound asleep. She fit the key into the lock, released her sore, scabbed wrist from its captivity and crept quietly through a hallway to reconnoiter. 

Two guards and a shift change every four hours. The entrance was the only way in or out of the tent. Unless... Jess thought of the knife she had squirreled away in her mattress. Would it be able to cut the tent fabric?

The hardest part of it all was putting the handcuffs back on that night and then lying down to face another day. If she were not ready, completely ready, it would mean failure. Failure meant death, and Jess was not ready to die, not just yet.

It was now late March. Spring and warmer weather were just around the corner. The camp was settling in for the night. No electricity combined with cold nights meant that, after sundown, activity slowed to a crawl. Jess had heard Carmen comment to one of the guards that there was bad weather headed their way. “Looks like there’s a hell of a storm brewing. It’s coming in from the West fast and hard. We’d best get all the girls secure now before it hits.” They turned away two soldiers who complained loudly until one soldier’s hat blew off his head and he ran after it. The lone soldier, with no companion to back him up, sulked away.

Night came early, with black storm clouds leading the way, blocking the weak afternoon sun. The wind was beginning to howl, tearing at the tents, forcing the soldiers to damp the campfires for fear of sparks. There was little visibility, and thunder boomed in the distance.

Jess closed her eyes, waiting for the sound of footsteps to die away and darkness to descend. If only they could get out and away before the light show rolled in. She waited long moments, her ears straining for any man-made sound above the wind and patter of rain on the tents. The canvas buckled and shook. It was noisy. That was good, better to hide any sounds she and Erin might make.

At last, when she had satisfied her fears that Carmen and the guards had settled for the night, she slipped the tiny key out of the hole in the mattress and it into the handcuffs. “One... two... three” [click] 

The handcuff came loose from her wrist. She sat up quietly, heart pounding, turned and reached for the other handcuff in the dark and quickly opened and removed it from the bed frame. It didn’t seem like much of a weapon, but who knew when it might come in handy. She slipped it into the pocket of the shirt she had ‘liberated’, reached again into the hole in the mattress, pulled out the three pairs of socks and slipped them over her feet. Three tiny, stale rolls of bread followed the handcuffs into her pocket. Food was food, and this bit was better than nothing.

Finally, she pulled the thin blanket off of the bed, taking a moment to fold and roll it into as small and easily transportable bundle as she could. As she stepped into the long corridor, Jess’s heart was beating so hard that it pulsed in her ears. Outside the tent, the rain had increased its tempo, the wind howling mournfully. She trembled as she stood in the narrow corridor. She had watched, listened, and she knew exactly where Erin was. She had counted the steps herself when they escorted her to the showers and back. “Just eighteen steps,” she counseled, “just eighteen steps, you can do this.” She forced herself to move forward, counting each step and knowing, even in the pitch blackness of the corridor, that if she reached out, her hand now extended directly into Erin’s room. 

Her eyes were straining for any light, but there was none, so Jess closed them and envisioned the cot and its placement and moved towards it from memory. “Just one more step,” and she felt the side of the bed against her left hip. Now for the tricky part—how to wake Erin without causing her to scream or make any noise that would wake the others?

She reached out with her left hand and felt for her friend in the dark. She touched hair and felt Erin rouse and begin to tense as she shook off the sleep and realized there was someone standing over her. Jess bent close, “Erie, it’s me,” she whispered, using her childhood nickname and hoping to God the storm was loud enough to ensure her voice didn’t carry to any others. 

Her friend began to shake and sob quietly, found Jess’s hand and grabbed it tightly. They hugged each other, both crying. It had been so hard for her to ignore her friend, to pretend to not see her. Erin released a small sob, “Shh, it’s okay, we’re getting out of here tonight,” Jess whispered in her friend’s ear and patted her friend’s back with her free arm. Once Erin had calmed down enough to let go of her hand, Jess quickly undid the handcuffs and freed her. 

She sat on the edge of the bed and carefully removed a pair of socks, pushed them into Erin’s hands to put on and stripped the bed of its two thin blankets. Then she crept over to the outer wall of the tent and waited for a loud gust of wind and accompanying thunder to begin stabbing the canvas with the little knife. It took a long time to tear a hole in the thick fabric despite the sharp blade, but the girls took turns as Jess explained in a whisper about Allen’s visit and the idea of using the storm as cover for their escape. 

The rain was now drumming down on the tent, causing various drips where there were holes or thin, worn areas in the thick canvas roof. The girls worked as quickly as they could, their wrists aching from the effort and their knees sore and cold from kneeling on the floor. They had to get out and as far away as possible so that their tracks were washed away by the rain.

Finally, the hole in the canvas was big enough to fit through. It would be a tight squeeze. Jess grabbed Erin’s hand and pulled her close, gave her another quick hug. “You ready?” she could barely hear her friend whisper yes over the now near-constant thunder, “Okay. Here is what we’re going to do. Climb through the hole and then head towards the right. That’s the closest cover, in the trees a few hundred yards away. Whatever happens, don’t stop and don’t let them take you, no matter what, okay?”

Erin simply hugged her back in response, and Jess could feel her head nod in agreement. She grabbed the blankets, gave one to Erin, and kept one for herself. She also handed Erin one of the sets of handcuffs, “Just in case,” and then pushed her way through the hole. 

The rain instantly drenched them both. It was intense now, and the lightning wasn’t too far off in the distance. They needed to hurry. Erin followed, her blanket clutched tightly in her hands. A quick survey around them showed nothing in the blackness. For all that either of them knew, a sentry could be standing next to them. Jess had a firm mental map of the camp; she had taken surreptitious glances each time the girls were marched to the mess tent for their two meager meals a day. 

She looked around, squinting through the water that poured from the sky, heavier than a shower, and ice cold. Where would they find Chris and Allen, which tent were they in? 

Allen’s words rang in her ears. “When the time comes, you leave, and don’t look back or wait for us.” Tears joined the rain on her face. “Oh God, Chris, what should I do?” Even Erin did not hear her words; they were lost in the violent downpour. She clutched at Jess’s arm, too frightened and disoriented to leave without her. Jess had to make a decision.

She grabbed Erin with her free hand and pulled her close, pointing to the line of trees. At that moment, the lightning came closer and lit up the sky to the west, showing the line of forest, the outlines of the tents and no one else in sight. They walked quickly. Jess fought the urge to run. They didn’t have much time, but she feared falling on the uneven ground and twisting an ankle. If they hurt themselves now, they would be able to manage a full-out run later.

Every part of them was soaked by the heavy rain and they shook, adrenaline coursing through them. They neared the edge of the camp and Jess caught a flicker of light as a tent flap opened and a sentry stepped out, holding a small penlight. She pulled Erin with her into the shadow of the tent, her heart beating fast and painful in her chest. The man was only a few steps away. He stood there in the rain, facing away from them, his head tilted to one side as if listening for something. 

The rain pelted him, rivulets running down his raincoat, and still he stood there. The pale yellow of the flashlight flicked lazily around, dimly lighting various dark corners of the camp. 

The girls clutched one another, hearts hammering in their chests, terrified the soldier might turn around. The lightning was now lighting up the sky above the camp. Finally, after what seemed like hours, instead of mere seconds, he grunted, turned the flashlight off, and slipped back into the tent. 

They crept past his tent and began to run towards the trees. Their focus was on safety, the cover of the trees, and they moved as fast as the thin socks on their feet would allow towards the line of forest in the distance. Once they reached the forest, their progress slowed, the dense, twisting floor of the forest slowing them considerably. At least they were out of sight of the camp now. Above, lightning flashed, striking a tree at one point just a few yards from them. Jess could feel her hair stand on end and her body thrum painfully as the current passed through the tree and into the surrounding ground. The simultaneous crack of thunder was ear-splitting.

If they hadn’t been so busy trying to put as much distance between themselves and the camp, the girls would have laughed at the irony. Running straight into a storm, a lightning storm, and nothing around them but trees! But at least they could see their way through the darkness and rain. The light show ensured that.

Jess would look later at her feet, bruised and scraped and swollen, and wonder how she had not felt a thing as they sprinted through the twists of the forests, falling, getting back up, and simply running with no clear goal except to put as much distance between them and the soldiers’ camp as possible. 

The storm passed over them and moved east, and they continued to head west. Slowly, the rain relented. Hours later, dawn lit the tops of the trees, slowly filtering down into the damp forest below. By now, both of them were exhausted, filthy, scratched and bleeding. Fear had spurred them through the forest, deep into its core, but the light of the new day, cloudless and barely above freezing, seemed to leach all energy from them. Their run had slowed to a walk and finally to a slow stumble.

“I gotta stop Jess,” Erin panted raggedly. “Do you think it’s safe to stop for a little while?” Her hair was a mass of tangles, burrs, and twigs. Her face was scratched and there were countless scratches and even gashes on her legs, the blood smeared and dried, where she had fallen when running. Jess thought her friend looked like hell. But then again, she probably did too; she just didn’t have a mirror to gaze into. 

In front of them was a stream, high and rushing from the night’s rain, willow trees on the opposite bank, and solid ledges of limestone lining the east bank. A fallen tree had created a bridge across and there was a nook on the opposite bank, covered with leaves and moss. It looked as appealing as the softest satin covered bed the girls could imagine sleeping in. They both noticed it at the same time and nodded silently, too exhausted to waste their breath or energy on words—yes, it would suffice. They crossed over the stream to the soft, mossy nook.

They gulped fresh water, which had pooled in a crook of a bowl-shaped rock near their feet. Jess marveled at the realization that they had somehow managed to keep hold of the blankets during their panicked escape. Jess pulled one blanket into a semblance of a large pillow and they both sank down against it, lying close to each other and shivering in their damp clothes. The other blanket barely covered them. Minutes ticked by.

“Jessie? They killed my mom and dad.” Erin began to shudder, “And then they shot Toby ‘cause he tried to stop them from taking me.” Jess put her arms around her friend and held her close as the tears fell. 

“They’re all gone, Jessie, they just killed them and then they took me... and I saw you...” her voice broke, “and I called to you and you didn’t look at me, Jessie... not once.”

Jess was crying now as well. “Oh Erie, I wanted to! I wanted to stop them, to run then, but I was scared to. I’m so sorry Erie, I’m so sorry!” 

And they said no more; just hugged each other close and cried until they were too exhausted to cry anymore. And then the two girls slept. It would be late afternoon before either of them stirred.

​
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The Story of Allen

“It is the question, the unknown ending, which bothers me the most. When I reflect on the luck of our escape that night from the Western Front camp, that no one saw us or stopped us, I wonder how we did it when so many others failed. I marvel at how lucky Erin and I were, but the questions always haunt me. What happened to Chris? What about Allen? Did they manage to escape? Did they die trying? I hate not knowing. I keep thinking that somewhere out there, my parents might still be alive. That Chris and Allen might still alive. Some part of me is scared too. I’m scared to stop thinking about them. I guess I’m afraid that if I don’t keep them alive in my memories, it will be as if they never existed. And that consequently, a part of me will cease to exist as well.—Jess’s Journal

Allen was an only child, on the plump side for most of his eighteen years, with brown hair and kind brown eyes. He had never been outstanding in much of anything, but he was kind and considerate to family, friends, and strangers alike. His favorite person in the world was his grandfather, Thurman Banks, a soft-spoken man with a shock of white hair and brown eyes the same color as Allen’s. After old Thurman hurt his knee one spring, Allen had made it a habit to walk over to his grandparent’s house and mow the yard with Grandpa’s antique push mower. It took a while, but then he would cool off with a tall glass of blueberry lemonade, courtesy of Gram. Later, he incorporated stopping by at Chris’s house for a video game or a game of catch. 

He would never be as good as Chris at either activity, but his friend was always happy to see him and Mrs. Aaronson would hug him hello and usher him in the front door. She would give him a gentle push towards the basement where Chris and his friend Toby McGowen were usually hanging out. Chris was good-looking, blond and blue eyed. He was the star quarterback on the team and there was talk of a football scholarship, even in these bad times. Sometimes it seemed to Allen that Chris was everything that Allen was not - good looking, athletic, and popular. But Chris was also down to earth and personable. He looked out for everyone, and he had stuck up for Allen, defended him against snipes about his pudgy waist and poorly defined biceps. He had been an honest and true friend since grade school.

Allen would stay for hours, sometimes for dinner, sometimes the night if it was a Saturday. Eventually the phone would ring and it would be Gramps calling to give him a ride home. On the nights he stayed for dinner, he avoided looking at Chris’s little sister Jess. Her blond hair fell in waves around her shoulders. Her eyes were straight-out-of-the-Crayola-box blue and, like her brother, she was unfailingly kind. She never played the bratty little sister and would often join them in the basement with her best friend Erin, Toby’s sister. They would play endless video games or, in later years, when the power had failed, they would go for hikes and picnics in the nearby woods and parks. 

In a way, Allen had always been in love with Jess. She was cute, sweet, and didn’t seem to notice that he wasn’t as good-looking or athletic as the other guys. She gave him her friendship, and thanks to the sobering fact that she was too darned pretty for him to even dare to ask out, he nurtured his little crush quietly and didn’t seek to make it any more than that. He didn’t have the nerve to risk rejection, and she was Chris’s little sister, after all. He was certain she was oblivious to his feelings, anyway.

Those endless summer nights in Belton seemed so impossibly far away. What he didn’t want to remember were the last few hours he had spent in the town of his birth. The soldiers and guns, the fires set to homes, and everywhere people screaming. He still had nightmares of Mrs. Brown crying in the street over the lifeless body of her husband and one of the kids from a block up wailing for his parents. 

He had seen his 10th grade Honors English teacher, Mrs. Grady, with half her face burned. She had run from her house as the flames licked up the walls and consumed her roof, only to be cut down in the street by a bullet. She had stood there after the shot rang out with a startled expression on her face. The red stain widened on her white blouse, and she had slowly crumpled to the ground. 

Others had been shot when they tried to return to rescue pets, other family members, or possessions. Half of the town had seemed to be on fire, and he didn’t argue with the soldiers as they aimed their weapons at him. He put his arms up, submitted to them as they shoved him to the ground and did a rough search of his pockets for weapons. The soldier searching Allen found his wallet, pulled out the cash inside and punched him, hard, when he raised his head to object. 

The wallet, now empty of cash, was thrown to one side. His hands were bound in front of him with zip-tie and he was shoved into a large group of terrified residents.

It was the stuff of nightmares, watching your home destroyed, not knowing whether your parents were alive or dead, and that most of what you loved, what you understood of the world, had been changed irredeemably. Jess’s parents were among the same group of prisoners as Allen was. Mr. Aaronson stayed relatively calm, struggling to ease his wife’s fears, and Mrs. Aaronson was nearly hysterical, worrying about Jess and Chris. She had sent Jess to the store and Chris had taken off early in the day to visit a friend. She didn’t know where. The three of them had huddled together as they were marched from town, south on Y, for miles. There were other groups of prisoners, mainly young men and women. The children were sometimes left behind if they caused trouble for the soldiers. This included moving too slowly or crying too loud. By the end of the second day, most of the adults had exhausted themselves trying to carry the children along and avoid a confrontation with the soldiers. 

Already, several older men and women had been shot when they fell behind. Rumors flew thick and fast. Someone reported that they had seen the soldiers set fire to the old folk’s home and laugh as its aged residents tried to escape, taking potshots at them and those who ran to help. It was brutal, unbelievable, and Allen wondered at what had happened to the soldiers’ humanity. They weren’t in a foreign land, where the people looked different or spoke a different language. The soldiers were shooting people who looked like their mothers and fathers, their grandparents. 

Allen was witness to both of the Aaronson’s end on the third day. One of the soldiers, obviously in command of the others, had had enough of the stragglers. When the man pushed his jet-black hair away from his ice-blue eyes, Allen couldn’t see a trace of humanity within. Lieutenant Cooper ordered the adults holding the children to put them down and for everyone to start marching. The children were exhausted. They literally couldn’t walk any further, and as they fell behind Julie and then Michael both tried to break ranks and help them. The gap between the group of prisoners and the children was widening and the smaller ones began to wail in fear. Allen watched helplessly as the raven-haired, blue-eyed devil shot Jess and Chris’s parents. He felt frozen in time and space and the world felt hollow. A skinny, foul-smelling soldier gave him a good shove with his rifle. To help them meant to join them in their fate and try as he might, he wasn’t ready to die. He turned away from the bodies, away from the small children grouped there on the road, and allowed the soldiers to herd him away with the other prisoners.

As he marched away, Allen thought to himself, “This is what war does to us. War takes the best part of us away and makes us into something else.” He watched those with some speck of humanity left in them turn away as innocents were slaughtered. 

The desire for survival is a strong one. And in the end, even kind-hearted Allen valued life more than the moral high ground. What Allen did in
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