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Dogs Of War 
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Rumors have it that the war closes in around us. To the east and west, cities and towns are falling into darkness. The news tells us that there is no hope. No end. 

We can hear the jets and the bombs in the distance. It is like the distant sound of thunder. New wisps of smoke appear in the distance to show us where the armies fight. To the south. To the north. To the east and west.

But our town is so peaceful. So calm. So pretty. I hope it remains this way forever. Well, maybe not. Forever is a long time.

The trees all have leaves. Flowers are all in bloom. And I have my friends Becka and Sam. I suppose that is all that matters.

Becka. I have been her friend ever since I can remember. Mama says we were born on the same day and that made it where our fate was to be friends. I don't know, though. I just know that Becka and I have been friends forever.

Sam moved to town a month ago. We were instant friends. He is the only boy I like. Not sure why.

Mama says my name is Cristina. I am supposedly named after my grandma who I have never met. Mama says she died the night I was born. I haven't met grandpa. But I haven't ever met my Pawpaw or Grammie, Papa's mama and daddy either. Mama says that they quit talking to us when she and papa got married. Something to do with them being what was called 'interracial'. Whatever that means.

Papa says he is Native American. Mama is African American. Not sure what either are but apparently it was enough to keep pawpaw, Grammie, grandma and grandpa from coming to see us. Now, from what mama says, there is no way for anyone to come from the outside. Most of the cities are rumored to be in turmoil. 

But here, it is calm and peaceful. Out there seems so far away. Almost like it doesn't exist. Perhaps mama and papa are wrong about it all.

I am sure everything will still be the same tomorrow. It hasn't changed yet. I guess I am glad. I am not sure.

There is so much going on. Even in our safe little town. Some of our neighbors are leaving. But not Sam or Becka. Not yet.

Bobbi's family has already left. Her daddy said something about there being safety in the west. Toni's family has left too. And Mary's. And Joe's.

But even at that, others have moved in to fill the empty houses. Many of those are new faces. People I do not know. Some scare me. Others, merely seem to not notice me. I am not sure what is going on.

***
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MAMA JUST WOKE ME UP. Outside, sounds like thunder in the distance. But it follows loud whistles. We are running for the basement door. Mama is whispering for me to hurry.

It seems like forever as we remain in the basement. Mama and papa know we aren't safe. But they seem intent on trying to keep us alive and safe. 

"One hit and we're all dead," I hear papa say.

"Shhh! You'll scare Crissy!" Mama sounds cross.

But I am already scared. All the Whistling thunder has done that. Papa's words aren't making anything worse. They don't make it any better either. 

We are still in the basement when the first rays of light come through. The thunder has stopped. For now. But for how long?

I am advanced for my age. Mama and papa have taught me how to read. They were getting me ready for Kindergarten next year. I had been in head start, but I passed.

While I wait for papa to give us the all-clear, I go to the bookcase in the corner and find a book I want to read. I take it to my little corner opposite and begin to read. I lose myself in the book. Then, the lights flicker and go off.

My little ‘me-time’ is over. Papa comes back down the steps.

“All clear,” he announces.

Mama and I follow him back upstairs. I look out the window. Everything looks as it did yesterday. Except the streets are deserted. And smoke rises from unseen fires beyond the town.

The only thing bothering me is the lack of lights. I hate the dark. There are things that hide in the dark that aren’t there in the light. Bad things.

Things I don’t want to see. Things I don’t want to hear. And they terrify me. But mama tells me it is just my imagination.

But Johnnie says otherwise. He’s my friend too. But only I can see him. Mama says he doesn’t exist either. But he does.

Right now, he is behind me. He is just as scared of the dark as I am. He says that was how he died. Something happened to him when he was sleeping. I don’t question him.

He says that bad people are coming. They aren’t living. They aren’t dead. I dare not tell mama. She’ll say that I am making things up. 

He tells me that the things I am seeing are called Demons. They are evil. They seek to harm people. He says he was sent to keep me safe.

I believe him. Bad things are taking place. Someone said that the country has been torn apart. A war has broken out between the two sides. Any who are caught between them will be killed. I am scared. 

Shadows move. I press against mama’s leg. I don’t like this. Something is in the house with us.

The lights come back on, and the shadows vanish. At least the bad ones do. Our neighbors slowly look out their doors. Papa goes outside and is gone for a while. 

It seems like forever until he returns. He smiles. “You can go out and play, Munchkin.” He pats me on the head as I run past him and out into the open air. “Be back before dark,” he admonishes.

He has never had to tell me to be back before dark. I don’t know why he said that. How strange. I shrug it off. But I know it will come back to haunt me later.

I go in search of Becka and Sam. We will have fun when I find them. I only hope I can find them. And soon.
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Under Pressure
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I feel something on the air. Something dark. Something evil. I am not sure what it is, but it scares me.

It is still far away. But it will be here soon. How soon, I do not know. Johnnie says it will be here quicker than I know. I believe him.

I see tiny blinking lights and hear the far-off thunder again. Strange. The lightnings do not leave the ground. And that whistling. It is back.

“Run!!!” It is Johnnie’s voice in my ear. Make for the house. Quick!!!”

Of course, no one else hears him. “Becka! Sam! Run!”

The whistling grows louder and louder. We run as fast as our little legs can carry us. Our parents meet us in front of my house. I do not get to watch as Becka and Sam are hurried away to their own homes. Mama and papa push me inside and toward the basement steps. 

We rush down into our false sense of security. I know, as does papa. But he wants us to feel safe. So we come here to the basement to wait out the horrors outside. At least papa brought the camping lantern down and set it up in case the lights go out again.

“Papa?” I look up into his eyes.

“Yes, Crissy?” He smiles down at me, caringly.

“What is going on?” My curiosity is getting the best of me.

“I believe the war has finally reached our town, baby-doll.” He winks. I can see the worry set in on his face.

“God, keep us safe,” I whisper.

Hours pass and it begins to grow dark. Again, the whistles and the thunder surrounds our town. This time, the sounds grow louder. More frequent. 

It has started to shake the house and the ground. It isn’t bad enough to cause anything to break...yet. Still, I am afraid. I don’t like it.

***
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MY SLEEP HAS BEEN INTERRUPTED at best. Every time the thunder gets close, I wake up. I am worried about Becka and Sam. Are they ok? Or have they been taken from me? I whisper a little prayer for their safety.

I fade in and out of sleep. Waking at the loudness, then falling back to sleep with each lull. Tomorrow, I will not be able to play much.

“Turn on the lantern and let her sleep,” I hear mama say, then all goes silent.

I awake at what I can only guess as being mid-day. The light outside is bright and yet, there is no sound from the outside. No thunder. No whistle. No playing. 

I rush upstairs to see what is wrong. Becka and Sam are waiting for me. We sit down for lunch, what there is to eat of it. The food from the store has been rationed out ever since the thunder drew close enough to town to be heard. I think the adults knew then that there would be no more food coming into our little town. Whatever the reason, they have been careful not to give too much. 

Meat, which had been an everyday meal for us just days ago, is now a luxury. My favorite, beef jerky, is now used as meat for soups and stews. Nothing goes to waste. Even dogs and cats are caught and eaten. If we can’t catch them, there are always mice, rabbits, and squirrels. Birds are a more difficult source of food to get.

The adults are too afraid to fire guns in town. Afraid that those at war will come and execute us all. So Marshal Healy’s slingshot has become the weapon of choice in hunting birds. But bird eggs aren’t like regular eggs. They are so small. And it takes so many to make the same amount of scrambled eggs.

We have begun to plant our own vegetables. And whatever else might grow and feed us. I look at this new thing as an adventure. I learn rapidly how to make work fun. Especially now that it means the difference between life and death.

“Papa?” I am curious again.

“Yes, Princess?” He smiles down at me.

“Why does it thunder every night? And why is there that whistle before each thunder?” I can no longer take the mystery.

“That isn’t thunder, Honey. It is mortars and bombs going off. The whistle is the bombs falling from the sky. At least there are no missiles being used, yet. The main fighting is still a ways off, or you would also hear the ratta-tat of the machine guns. Of course, you would also hear the rattle of the tank tracks and the loud ugly booms from their cannons.”

“What started the fighting?” I am still curious.

“Baby, there was a disagreement in Washington on policy. The two political parties declared war on each other and our beautiful country. Greed and corruption has a lot to do with it. And plus, there were a small group who were itching for this from the word go.” His face has taken on a grim look. 

“Why are people so mean?” It is more of a question I really don't want answered, but it slips out.

“Because they can’t seem to learn from history, my child.” He leaves it at that.

I remain quiet. No more questions for now. Perhaps I might have a few later. But for now, no more. I need no other assurance.

***
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EVERY NIGHT, WE ARE driven back into our basements. Even though they do not offer real safety, we still go. We have no choice. We have no safer places available to us. No abandoned mines. No storm shelters. No Bomb shelters. None of those things papa called bunkers.

Mama keeps mumbling about this being the end. I am not sure what she means, but I am willing to agree with her. I am able to do less playing outdoors than before. I am not sure what will happen to us after this is
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