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DIANNE'S JOURNAL


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


ONE OR TWO OF THE WOMEN always rose early to make coffee. Under the patio cover the aluminum pot bubbled and the aroma streamed out into the cool, damp dawn.  After a mug and a strip of jerky, Jack and his three son-in-laws shouldered their rifles, pocketed walkie-talkies and water, moved quietly across the church property behind their compound to the stand of woods. The hunters separated in different directions after an agreement on a time to meet back at the edge of the forest. In order to be out of firing range of each other, they walked as straight a line as possible, on their chosen path at least five minutes. It was early and just a touch of sun filtered through the thick overhead canopy of leaves.  

Each man sought out a position. Jack felt lucky to have the three capable men in the family, over the past months they had more than proved themselves to be strong and loyal.

Jason, the husband of Jack's middle daughter had been in the military when things went all crazy. He made a tough decision to get his family to safety and not return to his base. He had loaded his whole family in the old station wagon and made it to the home of his wife Dianne's parents. Jack was thankful for that decision. Jason had served three tours of duty in the middle east, he did more than his duty for the country and was now doing his duty to his family. Leaned against a tree, the former soldier waited, focused on the chore at hand.

Eric, the spouse of Trish, found his place to wait and watch. Turned out, he was a pretty sure shot. He told Jack just recently,  “Who would've ever thought, that my two little girls being able to eat would depend on my hunting skills?” Jack's youngest son-in-law settled in.

Jack watched as Lee, the husband of his oldest daughter Lynn, moved forward. He was sure that the damp made the man's war injury in his leg ache, but he knew the man was strong, could concentrate, he would move straight and silent. He was former Army and trained with military weapons, had received his injury while serving in Afghanistan. The injury didn't diminish one bit, the invaluable asset he became to the group of survivors. His marriage to the oldest sister Lynn had cemented his acceptance as part of the family in the compound.

As he watched the light sprinkle around him Jack thought, life is funny. In all the chaos of the disaster, his family actually grew and the sport that he had always enjoyed so much became a very necessary job for that family's survival.

He had brought along a small folding stool, sat silently in his position. The edge of the patch of woods and the open meadow beyond, fell barely within his view. An owl hooted somewhere in the trees. In the morning quiet, he thought he heard something else. Is that voices? Muffled and distant, it did sound like voices. He moved a little closer to where the woods opened up into the meadow.

The grasses grew tall, still golden brown, the early Spring hadn't greened up the wild growth. Coming across the meadow, a male and female high-stepped. They held hands, near enough now for him to see them better. The male was heavily tattooed. The female's lank and dirty hair spilled down her back. They stopped, smiled and kissed. The two dropped down into the grass, no longer visible but the familiar sounds of laughter and lovemaking were easily recognized. The slim stalks swept around them. Jack remained still and after a while a puff of smoke rose. The two, a little breathless, talked again. Their voices could be heard in the muted morning.

The male voice spoke, “Remember, I told you I saw some smoke coming from those houses on the other side of the church lot?”

“Yeah, you think there are people in there?” said the female.

The man said between inhale—-exhale, “Oh, there's someone in there, aw-right”.

“But, I thought the military cleared that place out not long ago,” she said.

“They did, I have seen all the X's on the doors. Somebody didn't go or has moved in.”

“Are you gonna tell your brother and the others?”

Another wisp of smoke floated up, “Don't know,” he said.

A bony female hand raked across the tops of the grass. Her voice a little lower, “Well, I think you should keep your mouth shut. You know the military took anything useful. Something else, some of us saw those bodies dumped on the far side of the church and they didn't look like the first ones. We don't know where they came from. Those people in the division are probably not defenseless. If you go blabbing on about the place there will be questions asked. Like what were we doing around there.”

Nothing said, for a bit. The male said, “You might be right. Anyways, we're set up good over there where we are. The military never raided that area. Those big ole' fancy houses still have plenty of goodies. Them that gave us trouble, we took care of, didn't we Babe?” There was more laughter and the two got up and dusted off the grass. He slapped her butt and they moved away.

Jack had learned some things in his many years. He said to himself, “You damn sure can't trust, what only your eyes can see. Sometimes the evil and depravity of humans is upholstered in the most normal looking skins.”

He looked beyond them to where they headed. A gated development of very large and expensive homes began where the open meadow ended. From the eavesdropped conversation he gathered that a group of survivors had taken up residence there. Not a threat right then, that could change in a blink. It would probably be a smart move to do a little re-con and try to find out how many people made up this group. He needed to let the others know what he learned. There was a quick movement a few feet behind him. He turned in time to see a doe as it leaped along, no time to get a shot at her. Shortly, he heard a shot and turned back to the meadow. The two lovebirds stopped for a moment and listened, then jogged on towards the luxury homes.

He moved back deeper into the woods, took out his walkie-talkie, “Jason, was that your shot, did you take down the doe?”

“Yeah, I got her. Will you come over and help me field dress her. I'll tell Eric to go get the mower and trailer. We can haul her back to the compound”.

“Sure, be there shortly.”

Jack had always been meticulous about the way he did the field dressing of a deer. When it was done right, very little of a gamey taste remained. He passed along his tips to the other men and they became quite competent at dressing out a kill so that the family had good tasting meat. The day was still young, however, it would take a good part of it to load and haul the kill and get it butchered and wrapped. By noon, a large pot on the cooker held some of the fresh meat and simmered away. Later, when it slow cooked to tenderness, Beth would add onions grown in the garden. She made brown gravy from a dried mix to smother the meat & onions in, with rice and some canned vegetables it would be a hearty meal.

Jack walked by and sniffed the large pot, “Smells great,” he kissed his wife's cheek.  Protein, other than beans was welcomed by all.
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THE BOARDED UP WINDOW in Dianne and Jason's bedroom meant she had to use a small flashlight to locate what she searched for. She rummaged through several open shelves, looked for a new empty notebook. Thank heavens, her mother stocked up dozens and dozens of batteries of various sizes. She paused for a moment, let the beam of light flow around the room. It's not that anyone really thought that her mother, Beth was a nut case. It's just that everything inside you refuses to think about or believe that your world can change in a flash. The affectionate kidding of her mother and her “shit hits the fan” preparations, ended with the reality a year ago.

“There—-” she balanced the light on the edge of the shelf, fanned through blank pages and made sure the notebook was unused.

Another stream of light flashed down the hall, her sister Lynn peeked her head around the corner and said, “Hey, you coming over to the common room? It's such a rainy, dreary day. I think I'll do a little sketching if I can find some decent light.”

“Yeah, I'll be over in a while, I need to find a new notebook. Where's Trish?” said Dianne.

Lynn laughed, “Oh, she's already over there. You know, she counts, she plans, she makes the schedules...”

Dianne smiled and said, “That's our baby sister.”

“See you over at the house,” said Lynn and walked down the hall and out across the back yard.

Dianne opened the journal, now filled with a year of notes, used the flashlight to read the first few pages. Her writing told of an unexplained event, recorded the sudden failure of the power grid, all electrical and computer systems, at least 90 percent of transportation, planes, trains and automobiles that in a blink went dead and still. With little information, the best guess was an EMP, an electro magnetic pulse occurrence. Possibly a very high altitude explosion that didn't nuke the whole planet but caused electrical failures world wide. The responsibility for that happening hadn't been evident. She ended one of the pages with, Certainly, America has enemies and world leaders that are crazy enough to carry out activities without concern for the consequences.

The bedrooms of the daughters and their husbands had become their sanctuaries. In a communal family style living environment even a small private space is appreciated. When Dianne and her family left their home she only had a short amount of time. She managed to throw some treasured things in a large trash bag, things such as family pictures and albums. The photos lined up there on a shelf along one wall. One of her sister Lynn's framed drawings hung above the bed. A watercolor of a longhorn steer, with a Texas flag in the background, Bluebonnets dotted the ground. She and Jason pushed their two roll away beds together and tied the legs, that actually created a king size bed. A navy and white comforter spread across the bed and red pillow cases covered their pillows. Two mismatched, but comfortable upholstered chairs, sat beside a small round table, an oil lantern and candles on the table. A shaggy red area rug stretched between the bed and the small sitting area. The younger men rigged up a battery operated fan for each of the sleeping rooms, the weather would soon demand it's use. For now, it sat on the shelf. There was a generous closet in the room and a multi shelf unit down one side. The shelves held bins and baskets of clothing and everything else that they possessed.

She took the fresh notebook and walked over to the original home of her parents. Within a week of the mysterious happening, Dianne's whole family managed to come together at the home Jack and Beth. As a year slid by with no change, they took in the abandoned house next door. The combined back yards were now enclosed with six foot privacy fencing topped with barb wire and in both houses the windows and doors outside of the fence perimeter were boarded up. From dusk to dawn every night, a trio of them in four hour shifts guarded those boundaries. They all referred to the combined enclosure as the compound, eventually the second house became Casa Dos. The good consequence was once they were all united, they made a great team and the compound became a small fortress.

When this number of people lived together, of course, small dramas could be expected. Jack and Beth's family were no different from most. Disagreements and jealousies arose, some days tempers were short, they snipped and barked at each other. Survival made it necessary, however, to get over petty grievances. At these times, everyone just backed off and gave others their space. They truly needed the strength of the group, it was important to keep their priorities straight. A rainy day was a chance to retreat to more private spaces and thoughts.

Dianne took off her windbreaker and hung it outside on one of the hooks by the door, entered the house. She observed her mother as she fussed around, for a moment she forgot how much their world had changed, then the boarded up windows came into view. Her mother, Beth went to the desk by an uncovered window and lit the oil lantern. She patted the seat of the chair, “Morning honey, going to write in your journal?”

She saw Lynn, all folded up in front of the other open window with her sketchpad. Trish  banged cans around in the food storage area. The twins and the smaller children sat in the floor with various toys and coloring books. She asked where her daughter, Kat was.

Beth said, “She's washing out some clothes. Don't know where they're going to dry in this rain though. Those men might have to live with a clothesline in the garage, for a day or two,” she smiled.

This is our world now, Dianne thought. She sat down at the desk, opened her notebook and started a new page.
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THE COMPOUND WAS LIKE a small city. Jack and Beth's three daughters, their husbands and children lived within the barriers, in the two houses. Jack had befriended Lee and his nephew, Cody on the first day of the disaster. Later in the year, Lee married the oldest daughter, Lynn. After a scare with the military coming to take survivors to a government camp, the neighbor girl, Shawna and her brother were taken in. The number of residents grew to 21.

Constantly, the garage slash shop that sat a few feet from the main house filled with talk of current projects. The men of the family had plenty to do to keep the family functioning. Today, sheltered from the outside weather, the group discussed the possibility of penning some chickens and a rooster. No one seemed very enthusiastic about that endeavor. As one of the son-in-laws said,  “Chickens and chicken poop won't be a welcome addition in our close vicinity.”

“True, we'll have to do some more thinking about where we could pen them,” said Jack.  

The old station wagon that transported Dianne and her family to safety after the event  had been passed down to her daughter's husband, from his grandmother. The hood was up and one of the men has his head underneath, tinkering with the carburetor. Now the main mode of transportation for the family, it was nicknamed the War Wagon. The year's adventures had been hard on the heavy “tank” of a vehicle but it still ran. This was due, not only to Jack's practiced mechanical skills, the car's owner,Tate was also a competent mechanic.  

The rain poured down outside into rain catchers in the yard and the camaraderie in the shop continued. Jack related the story of what he observed on the hunt, the day before.

The men were concerned when they heard the report of possible trouble that lurked nearby. With the news that was relayed to them recently about a gang that operated in the northern part of the city, the danger was increasing and maybe closing in.

Later in the afternoon a family meeting was convened that included everyone in the compound. The women or even younger residents were never shielded from the threats that existed in this After world. Each and every one of them had to be aware of any threatening situations and be prepared to confront them.

Jack spoke to the gathered family, “There's a rumor of a large group, a mean and menacing gang ruling the far northern part of the city. Of course, such a gang presents a very dangerous threat.” There was a limited network of family groups, like minded survivors in the area, messages and alerts did circulate. The reality of the gang was one of the warnings that had been passed around.

Jason said, “A group like that hasn't survived by self sufficiency, their own preparedness. They don't plant gardens, etc. There's only one way for sociopath evil-doers to survive, that's by terrorizing and taking from the weaker. The compound won't be guaranteed immunity. Most likely, this gang will grow and spread.”

“So, at least for now, we're not going to venture into the city except out of dire need,” said Jack.

No one argued that suggestion. Truth was, they had quit going to the city long ago, death and disease still haunted the streets. The military removed many bodies and transported many survivors from the city, human and animal remains still peppered the deserted landscape. Perishable foods had decayed and rotted away, this meant disease. If they felt they had to go into the city for something, they always wore masks and often chemical protection suits. Another danger, even in their suburbia boundaries, were packs of dogs; these animals had gone wild to survive. This was a threat that anyone outside of the compound fences had to be aware of. In the city, much of the supplies not looted by the straggling survivors had been confiscated by the military. The family tried to venture out to smaller surrounding towns and rural communities to look for supplies, it was safer and often more productive.

“Added to the gang rumor,” said Jack, “is what I overheard when we were on the hunt yesterday.”  He told about the couple from the nearby subdivision that he had spied on.

Beth spoke up, “These things certainly give me reason for worry. As long as there is no law out there, there will continue to be bad guys. They'll find each other and join together, it's like one evil person is a magnet for others. We know of many survivors who are only interested in sustaining themselves and their families, they don't wish any harm to anyone else. Our numbers here are small. There is Jack's old fireman friend, Joel, back behind us. The friends at the lake are too far away to be helpful. But, they told us about that group from their church, only about three miles from us. Remember, we bartered a little with them, a couple of months ago. I believe they have a few more folks in their group than we do.

Some fear laced chatter between all of the family followed. Beth continued, “My point is—-and believe me, I hate to say this—-it may become necessary to try and form some sort of militia. Even if we are only able to keep the thugs out beyond certain boundaries. I believe we need to band together for the good or the mayhem will eventually take over.”

Jack gave Beth a look that conveyed all of his unspoken words, Oh, God, I wish this conversation wasn't necessary and that I didn't have to see the fear in your eyes for this family. He gave her a small smile and said to everyone. “It's always smart for us to think ahead, try to head off any trouble. I'm proud of the job we've done to keep us safe, we'll continue that with perhaps a new determination. Meanwhile, I suggest we start to reach out to those we can trust and discuss this militia feasibility.

Lee said, “I think we should check out that nearby group. We need to get a handle on what we're up against. I'll plan a reconnaissance trip, figure out who and how many I'll need to help.”

“That sounds good, I appreciate you handling that.”

With the security concerns, not settled but at least all out on the table, Jack continued, “Trish, would you tell everyone what you talked to me about, yesterday.”

The family was perched on the sofa and chairs, the younger ones scattered around the rug covered floor. Trish stood up from her seat,  husband Eric patted her leg and leaned back.

“I told Daddy,” she said, “I remember a huge Walmart distribution plant about forty miles south. You know, it's a few miles out from Palville. That's the only city of any size, between us and there, not near as big as this one. It will be a chance, might not be a thing left inside, it might be burnt to the ground. There could be people inside, like at the warehouse. Just think though, about what possibly could be still there. In order to not go far out of our way, we'll have to go through that town or at least around the city loop. There is a U-haul rental place where you enter onto  the loop, we can pick up a trailer...”

Eric said, “We better take some bolt cutters and tools.”

“Does this sound like a good idea to everyone?” said Jack.

There was a unanimous, Yes.

“Great”, said Jack, “I think some of the women need to go along. They think of things that the guys don't. Beth and I will go. Trish, I need you to go, you are familiar with the layout and workings of a big warehouse.” Trish, the youngest daughter of Jack and Beth had managed a big distribution plant before the disaster.

“It's up to you two, your choice. I suggest, because you and Eric have the young girls, that he stays.” The parents of the youngest children had agreed early on, that both wouldn't go into risky situations at one time.

“Dianne and Jason, your kids aren't babies, you could come along. Dane and Cody are the oldest of the boys, I would like for you to go. That'll make seven of us. One of the boys will have to ride in the back of the War Wagon.”

No one raised an objection. “Lee, that leaves plenty of help here with security and you can be planning that re-con trip. If we leave right at dawn tomorrow we should be able to get back here before dark. I want to get this trip made while things seem pretty calm around the area. Lynn, I know you and Kat and Shawna can handle the work of the day. You'll have the boys to help. And Lynn...”

“I know, Daddy. Shoot first and ask questions later”.

Everyone laughed, but Lynn looked dead serious with her hand on her hip. When the big event was fresh she had a bad experience. She knew it had been fortunate for her and her girls, that her dad and Lee arrived when they did. She vowed to never let a dirt bag get close to her again.

End of meeting, back to their jobs. Dianne finished the notes in the journal, looked out the window. The welcomed moisture slowed now, only a trickle streamed from the eaves. The garden, recently planted would greatly benefit from the watering and that garden was of supreme importance. They doggedly managed and replenished their stores, all were aware that the plunder out there would eventually be non existent. It was important for the Walmart trip to be successful.

Her mom and Lynn walked by, the younger sister Trish close behind, they toted food to the patio to begin supper. Things didn't get cooked in a jiffy, microwaved these days, meals for twenty required an early start.

“Hey, I'm coming. What can I do?” said Dianne.

The day finished with the shared supper. The first watches had already begun, three of the family taking their four hour turn at walking the perimeters of the compound. Everyone else sifted away to their private spaces early, they had all learned to catch some sleep when they could.
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