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Chapter One

Tyler Johns

There was a steady boom, Go-Go-Go! from the packed stands as Tyler ran towards the end zone.  His stocky and powerful legs pumped and his chest felt like it would explode, he held on with damp fingers and everything he had, to the football. The young halfback was determined to run right through anybody that got in his way because he was going to make this touchdown. His team mates did their job well and SCORE!

The clock was out, in seconds Tyler rode on the excited shoulders of his team mates. The stadium erupted into shouts and whistles and the drums of the high school band blasted out a song of victory. His small town football team had won the Texas class 3AAA state championship. He allowed himself to be completely swept up in the celebration, wanted to bask in every moment. This would probably be his very last time to play in an organized football competition.

The young man's size would prohibit a scholarship to a major college or eventually pro ball. In the super fit and sometimes performance enhanced world of football these days, a five foot nine, one hundred sixty pound athlete, no matter how fast and agile had pretty much no chance of competing. Tyler had a very good chance of a scholarship to a junior college. In the past couple of weeks that possibility had become unlikely, too.  He already had a long visit with a US Marine recruiter.

For the last three years he had been in love with a schoolmate, Jerri Jane. It was pretty certain, though not absolute yet, that they would be parents in the upcoming months. They had already been talking about marriage for the last year.  She insisted that they could make it with him attending Jr. College, he knew better. Even with a scholarship he would barely be able to afford to stay in school, much less take care of her and a child.  Neither of them came from homes with much income, just average folks.  Her parents were divorced, her mother struggling and he was the son of a single mother.  These last few days away from Janie, with some distance between them to let him think, his decision was made.

If he joined the Marines they would have income and medical care.  Later, he might even be able to go back to school with the military benefits.  She would argue and feel like crap but he did love her. Thanks to the grandfather that he admired and his participation in sports from a very young age, he had a strong set of values and ethics.  He had to do what was right.

As he joined in the revelry, took all the congratulations and hugs from the few students and parents that had been able to make the four hundred mile trip for the championship game, he wished he could see Janie's face right now and hold her. He wished she was here and they could talk about their plans. She, like most of the small town wasn't able to make the trip. Only part of the band, the cheerleaders and some town folks could afford or raised the funds to attend.  

In the jubilant crowd, one of the coaches handed him a cell phone. Somebody said, sh-sh-shush and tried to quiet the fans a bit.  He said, “Hello?”  

Janie's voice crackled in his ear, “Hey, babe.  Oh my god, it's great! I'm so proud of you.”

“It's amazing, isn't it? The State Champs...” There was a loud outburst of hoo-rahs and applause and a few hey Janie shouts.

“Can't wait until you're home. Everybody is waiting to celebrate Christmas until you guys have returned. Have fun. I love you Tyler,” said Janie

It was loud again and he let his voice rise, “That sounds good. Janie—-I love you.” He didn't know if she heard before they were cut off.

Thirty minutes later, he and his team left the field house and moved towards the bus. Boy, he was looking forward to that steak dinner they had been promised.  He could see the beams of head lights as the spectators slowly trickled away from the big stadium. At first, he thought that the stadium lights had been doused.  He stood many a night following a game, re-playing the game on the field in his mind until the lights went black.  When he turned back, he saw no lights at all, no car lights, no street lights, no lights in distant windows of houses or tall buildings.  What the Hell? He looked up to see if a storm brewed, stars twinkled in a sky that was crystal clear now that the artificial lights were extinguished.

The laughter and jokes quit and questions blared, “What is it, Coach. What happened?” and loud chatter buzzed in the dark.

A flashlight came on and their coach said, “Okay—-okay, settle down.  Just load up on the bus and we'll find out soon enough.” The coach hustled everyone onto the big yellow transport.  

“We're hungry, are we still going to get dinner?” said a surprisingly whiny voice from a figure that hulked behind the young hero of the game.

Tyler had proved to be a natural leader, he knew the coach counted on him to keep some sort of order with the team. He said, “C'mon man, get on the bus. You know you're going to eat.” He patted the broad shoulder that rose above him and pushed the whiner forward. The tired players flopped down in the bench seats, cracked the windows down to let in some air and waited.

Luke, Tyler's best friend since the first grade, stood and motioned for the “hulk” to trade seats with him. He slid his tall, rail thin form into the seat beside his friend. His hair was erratic in wild brown spikes and he leaned into Tyler, peered over dark framed thick glasses. “It's doomsday—-THE END—-you know,” he said in a low voice.

Laughter burst out from the companion, “Oh s—t, man. It's not the end of the world. I don't know what it is but it'll get fixed.”

Not athletic in the least, Luke was manager of the football team. Tyler envied him his easy intelligence. He himself,  had to work hard to keep up his grades and stay qualified for athletics.

“Listen to me, I've been telling you about these possibilities. Storms don't kill all the cars. Look out there. I guarantee you the only lights you see are on generators, maybe at the hospital. Something spectacular has happened. We better start thinking about what we're going to do,” said Luke.

Then Tyler did feel his stomach turn over a flip and a vision of Jerri Jane crossed his mind. Damnit, could old nerd-face be right?

Over an hour had passed. Some of the players slept and some had dug around in the cooler, found gatorade and some cheese crackers and munched.  Luke's steady whispered patter about EMP's, solar flares, apocalypse was digging into his skin like little needles, “Shut up, would you?” he snapped.  

Outside, several flashlights now flickered around. From the bus window, Tyler could see that several of the parents had returned to the bus and the cheerleader sponsor and band director had left the other bus. All the adults stood around in serious conversation.  Finally, the coach entered the bus and stood at the front.

“Listen up.  We don't know exactly what the problem is, at this time. The bus might be functional but there are massive traffic jams and nothing is moving.  I'm going to call some names and I want you guys to join your parents.”

Luke was among those that rose to leave. “C'mon, let's go,” he said to his friend, because at his home, Tyler was as welcome as family.

The young man looked around at the twenty or so remaining team mates and at his coach, “Thanks bud, think I'll hang in for a while.”

“Some of us are going to go down to the concession stand and see what we can find to eat. You can all stretch your legs and go to the can at the field house,” said the coach and he looked at Tyler.

“I got it, Coach,” he said. He took a flashlight from his duffel bag and started herding the team toward the field house.  

***

Two days had passed and the third night at the stadium approached. No one seemed to know what to do, the adults did a lot of discussing and arguing.  They ate cold wienies on buns that first night, slowly progressed to candy, pickles and chips with cold canned cheese sauce on them. Someone finally suggested a fire and some hamburger patties that they weren't positive were safe, but smelled okay were cooked.  

Tyler realized that Luke had been right, something big had happened.  He made the second huge decision he had made in the last few days, I've got to get home, get out of here. Several of the players tossed the football around on the field.  What the hell are they thinking? Just waiting for rescue. What do they think they're going to eat? Nothing had changed, no help had been offered. He was disappointed that his coach hadn't come up with some plan. Last night, he heard some pretty disturbing noises, maybe even gunfire from not far away.  He didn't think he could leave out in the dark, he wasn't familiar with the city.  As soon as he saw any hint of light, he was out of here.  

In his bag, which he could use like a backpack, he had a couple of t-shirts, another pair of jeans, underwear, socks and some basic toiletries.  In his small town, you could still carry a pocket knife, just not on the school grounds. It was a bit of a game as to where you could secret away a knife and get away with it, on this trip.  His pocket knife, the one that his grandpa gave him lived in a deodorant container that really had nothing in the base. He had his LED flashlight, a christmas gift from Janie. That was about it. Not much. He detested the thought but he was going to have to try to scavenge in the deserted autos for some more supplies.  There were definitely deserted vehicles, lots of people had abandoned the cars and left on foot.  Gathering up empty juice and water bottles, he started washing them out and filling them with water, testing how heavy the bag had become.

A football sailed into his back, “Hey hero! Go for the point,” the guys laughed.

In the very late night hours, when pink tinted the horizon, Tyler put his bag on his back and quietly left the bus. A moment of hesitation made him pause at the bottom of the steps, then he moved out of the parking area by the stadium. He tapped on the back window of the long cadillac that Luke and his parents had been living in for the last couple of days, “Luke—-Luke, wake up.”

His friend unfolded from the wide back seat, tried to get his glasses adjusted. His hair was no longer standing in prickly spires, it lay flat on his head and gave him the appearance of a tall gangly elf. “What cha' doing, dude?”  He got his eyes focused and saw the big bag on Tyler's back.  “Hey-y, you buggin' out?”

“Buggin' out?” They moved away from the car.

“Yeah, you know—-gettin' out of here, leaving.  

“Yes, I'm getting away from here. I've got to get home,” said Tyler.

“Home is four hundred miles from here. You know that before the cell phones all cratered, we found out this same s—t is happening there.”

Tyler made a motion for his friend to speak quieter and said, “I know, that is why I've got to get home. I've got to get to Janie.”

“Well, I'm coming with you. Let me get a thing or two,” said Luke.

The young man loved his friend like the brother he didn't have, but he knew that he didn't need him along.  As valuable as Luke's smarts would be, he couldn't worry about whether he could take care of him.  Hell, I don't know if I can even take care of myself, can't have the responsibility for him.

He said, “I really wish that you could, bud.  But—-your parents, you can't leave them. They need you.  I'll see you back at home, right?”

Luke looked at the luxury car in the dim first light and then back at his friend, “You're right. I can't leave them.” For a moment, his hands stuck in his jean's pockets, then he put both hands on Tyler's shoulders, “It's already getting extreme out there, going to be real dangerous. People are getting hungry and desperate.  Don't trust anybody, Tyler.  Avoid all the contact you possibly can.”

“I will, I got it.” He grabbed his friend in a hug. Neither young man was ashamed of the tears in their eyes.  Luke particularly, because he was much more aware of what his friend was venturing into and he didn't know if he would ever see him again.

“Gotta move,” said Tyler. Before the knot of doubt in his gut got any bigger, he moved away. Refusing to look back, afraid he would get cold feet, he began to check out the dead cars.  A few people, especially the folks from his hometown, still slept in their locked vehicles.  Some vehicles looked completely vandalized and some just abandoned.

Certain that no-one would come chasing after him but also sure that he needed to get a good distance away from the stadium and buses as quickly as he could, he kept on the move for about thirty minutes. Luke would be thoroughly interrogated, for sure. The friend would have nothing to tell other than he was gone.  Familiar people from home were no where in sight now. He spotted one other man across several autos, the man like himself just skulked away and peered in car windows.  He looked around and finally stopped at an empty car, pulled on the door handle. It was open and it didn't look like it had been torn apart inside. He was no practiced thief, still television was a pretty good teacher, both good and bad. Like he had seen many times, he rummaged through the console, the car pocket, pulled down the visors and carefully ran his hand under the seats. He pulled his hand out with some kind of unidentifiable gook on it. Yuck-k, he rubbed his hand across the fabric seat cover. The most useful things he found were a Texas road map—-he hadn't even thought how handy a map would be—-a bottle of Tylenol, a small container of aspirin.  

Staying on the move, he checked out about three more vehicles with very little luck.  Just the normal minutia that we carry around in our autos; catsup packages, cds, pens, insurance cards, children's toys, trash and a single shoe.  He spotted the fancy new model pick-up truck. Not having a car of his own yet, thought, Cheez-us, that must have been hard to walk away from. The door wasn't even closed good. No one near, he climbed up in the big double cab and started his search. Something dark splotched on the seat—-was that blood?  Nervously he scanned the area again. Then he saw a booted foot extended behind a tire several feet away, sticking straight up and not moving. Oh god, was someone attacked, murdered? Avoiding the stains, he went through his routine.  Under the driver's seat, his hand hit something hard and cold.  Very cautiously he pulled out a .38 pistol.  This guy must have been taken without warning to not have used this.  

Tyler was no practiced marksman.  He did have two rifles and a pistol, in a locked case under his bed at home. They had belonged to his grandpa and he had taught his grandson how to clean them, handle them safely and taken him hunting a few times.  He wasn't completely ignorant of guns, he looked out again at the distant foot...I'm damn sure taking it with me.  Continuing, he found a holster and some ammunition under the passenger seat.  He made sure the gun was loaded, put it in the holster and secured it at his waist, pulled his t-shirt over it. The visible danger sharpened him a bit, he dug around and took his pocket knife from it's hiding place and put it in his pocket.  He had found a throw away lighter, it still fired, he added it to his bag.  

It was after noon now, he was getting very hungry.  All he had been able to get away from the stadium with was some peanuts and a couple of granola bars.  In the truck, he found two packages of beef jerky.  This would have to do, he knew he better concentrate on finding food.  More people were roaming the streets now and the retail stores, convenience, grocery, drug stores were steadily being looted.  Doors were open, windows broken, goods scattered in the stores and the street, people were coming in and out with loaded bags. Where are the police? It seemed that people were just intent on getting what they could and so far, weren't engaging each other.  Tyler thought, that will change as soon as this stuff runs out.

This was the main and central part of the city.  He decided that he didn't want to still be around this area when night fell. Chewing on a piece of jerky, he took a big gulp of water and kept walking, planned to get away from the downtown and as far out into the suburbs as he could.  He remained alert to what was around him, even though people seemed to be totally involved in looting, finding food. The streets were clogged with vehicles that just two nights before were humming along, bumper to bumper.  The vehicles hadn't escaped the scavenging and were still being invaded.  He gave up on checking out any more cars, the more chaos that surrounded him, the faster he tried to move away.

With the pistol under his shirt, the bag on his back, Tyler moved in slightly less than a jog and didn't make eye contact with anyone.  Like a prey trying to escape it's predator, he darted in and out and desperately tried to find safety.

***

It wouldn't be long until dark, he had covered quite a bit of ground and was more or less on the edge of the last suburb of the city.  The map that he was very thankful for, indicated that it would be about thirty miles to the next town.  Away from the bigger city, he felt a little better, though he was really tired and needed to find a place to rest for a few hours.  He stopped, lifted the bag from his back and surveyed his surroundings.  He stood in front of what seemed to be the last big gas and convenience store for a long time.  Up ahead, he did see an older store with a couple of gas pumps in front. The door was chained and boarded up.  Scattered across the fields were several small frame houses and in one area, about a half dozen older mobile homes lined up. The area looked neat, not trashy, merely old and weathered.

Someone had dropped a bottle of water and a bag of cookies, probably on the run. He picked them up, slid down and leaned against a gas pump under the high roof. He thought, up ahead at the old country store might be better. After he rested a minute, he would move.  The bag that sat beside him was jerked away and he instantly jumped to his feet. The first blow to his head sent him to his knees. He was then being kicked and hit with what felt like a baseball bat. He was still conscious, managed to get his hand on his gun and just shot wildly. Streaming blood burned his eyes, he caught just a blur of his three attackers running away, his bag in tow. One of them limped along, he'd got a lucky shot into the thug's foot.  First, to his hands and knees and then with all his effort, he rose to his feet. He stumbled towards the country store like it was that end zone he so determinedly ran for, days ago. The last of the light faded as he reached the old store, dropped to the ground and his lights faded.  

His eyes nearly swollen shut, he caught just a glimmer of light and a face swam in and out of his vision.  He wished he could jump up and run but his battered body wasn't going to co-operate. A female voice, strong but a bit scratchy penetrated his fog, “Son, can you stand up?”

Tyler moaned when he barely moved and he tried to open his eyes wider. Busted lips felt like balloons and they were so dry.  A soft trickle of cool water crossed them, he attempted to swallow.  “Just try hard to sit up,” the voice said.

He painfully pushed himself to a sitting pose, his head swam.  After a moment and another drink, he brought into focus a small and very elderly woman. Her wrinkled skin the color of creamed coffee, snow white hair frizzled close to her head, large hoop earrings swung in pierced ears.  A bright colorful blouse topped loose fitting jeans and a pair of plain tennis shoes that looked like they would fit a child covered her feet. She leaned on a carved cane with splashes of color and fake stones decorating the shaft.  She just stood patiently for a few minutes.

“Looks like you ran right into a buzz saw, kid. Any better?”  He nodded his head and lied, yes. She pointed her cane behind her toward a tiny neat house.  “I live over there and I would like to help you. As you can see, you'll have to get up and walk, I'll be no support at all. Do you think you could make it over there?”

Feeling like he was talking with a mouthful of marbles, he said, “May-y-be.” To his hands and knees again, he pulled himself up by the handle of the boarded door. The woman was accustomed to moving slow. She eased along beside him, let him put his hand on top of hers on the cane and they both, step by step moved along the highway and up a lengthy dirt road to the small house.

With resting every few feet, it seemed to take an eternity. At least moving made Tyler think that perhaps nothing was broken, although, there was a sharp pain in his ribs.  At last, they stood in a cozy living room with curtains bellowing in two open windows.  The woman moved as fast as she was able, brought some sheets and a pillow to a long old sofa, spread them out and patted for the young man to sit. Through an open doorway, a kitchen was visible.  She moved to a big open sink and filled a bucket with cold water, opened a drawer and took several soft cloths. From another bucket of water, she took a mason jar of tea, returned to the young man on the sofa.

“Let me clean up your face a bit and then you drink some of this tea. Are you hungry?” The woman's voice was hoarse with age, yet precise and soothing. She began to gently dab away the blood from Tyler's face.  Her arthritic fingers probed a little. “Looks like the devil, I don't think there's any broken bones.”  

He took a drink of the tea, peachy flavored and not cold but cool. “Thanks,” he managed to mumble. “Can't eat—-think I'd barf.”  

She continued to clean and check out his wounds, bandaged and applied antiseptic to many places.  “Well, maybe later.  Oh yeah, I'm Clementine.”

“Tyler,” he said as he laid his head back on the soft couch.

Chapter Two

Clementine

Tyler's mind was much clearer by morning, his body felt exactly as expected, like he'd been beat with a baseball bat.  Clementine had given him one of her many canes and directed him to the small bathroom, the night before.  He made it on his own, though it was a chore.  A bucket of water sat by the toilet and a strong scent of bleach came from the bowl. She had explained there was a good well on her place.  As long as she had water to flush with, she had indoor facilities.

Pretty certain that a couple of ribs were fractured, nothing to do for that except let it heal. The previous evening, as she had carefully removed the pistol he managed to hang on to,  the one that might have saved his life, she said, “Know how to use this?”

He said, “My grandpa taught me.”

“Good,” she said as she wrapped his ribs with a some strips of sheets. “Our guns aren't going to be for just hunting rabbits, now.” His eyebrows just raised a bit.

“Oh, yes-sir, I've got guns. I've been taking care of myself for a long time.  Used to be good hunting back in the woods, too much development these last few years.” She talked on and he found it comforting and the kind woman to be interesting.

“My husband, he's been gone from me near forty years, he used to keep our freezer full of venison and game,” she sighed. “I was never really interested in finding another partner, I do fine. Only about seventy five folks here in the community, sometimes less. Culturally, we're a mixed bunch. We're all either damn old or accustomed to being self sufficient. Those that aren't—-well, they move into the city.”

She looked up at him, her dark eyes peered from under crinkled lids, “Would you be okay to slide off those jeans? I need to check out your legs and feet.”  He was a bit uncomfortable but she took off his tennis shoes and he slid the jeans off. Her inspection revealed just more bad bruises. She said, “Just sit tight a minute.”

Disappearing into the only other room in the house, she returned with a pair of soft gray sweatpants and a button up plaid shirt. “Not very cool—-isn't that what you say?—-think they'll fit and I'll get those bloody things washed out tomorrow. You rest now
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