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A Café on Main Street

“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 of it, felt our hand on their backs, shoving our way into every aspect of their lives, faiths, even their very existence... we were hated. God, were we hated. In retrospect, I can feel no real 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 had been 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 off 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 found a way to live on... in a world where ghosts haunt us and memories whisper in our ears. Life goes on, 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

“Drink it slow,” an unfamiliar face in the crowd swam into focus.

The woman’s face was prematurely aged, her brown hair streaked liberally with gray. Her brown eyes crinkled at the edges as she smiled at Jess. Jess blinked and accepted the steaming mug offered. She was sitting in a café, at a battered little table right across the street from Banks Grocers. It had been the last place she had stood before being ripped from Belton some seventeen months earlier. She couldn’t see it right now; too many people were blocking the way, staring in through the window, staring at her. Some looked vaguely familiar, but most were strangers. The café, dimly lit and packed full of the mayor, Mr. Banks, and far too many others, was charged with excitement. Jess’s fingers nervously traced the cracked Formica top of the table and tried to will away the rising anxiety. She hadn’t seen this many people in a long time. God, they were close, so close; she could barely breathe.

Tina had scrambled under a table and buried her face in David’s leg as he stood awkwardly. The little girl was shaking like a leaf. It had been a very long time since Tina had seen this many people in one place. David, his dark hair disheveled, a smudge of dirt on his cheek, wasn’t doing much better. He kept attempting to move closer to Jess, seeking some amount of space between this overwhelming mass of strangers and him. Quincy stood at attention, glued to Jess’s side, eyeing the crowd warily.

Another mug appeared before David, who sat down awkwardly, his sister wrapped around his leg, clinging to him with a tenacity that would rival that of a lamprey eel.

The same woman who had spoken to Jess lightly touched his shoulder. “Would the little girl like anything? I might have a packet of hot chocolate here somewhere.”

David shook his head. “No thank you, ma’am. I’ll just try to get her to drink out of my cup in a minute or two.”

The woman nodded and smiled again before slipping back behind the counter, giving up the space to Todd Stevens, the militia leader, Mayor Farley, and old Mr. Banks, who had, after all, been the one to discover them in the first place.

Jacob mouthed a hard, dense biscuit.

Madge had shown Jess how to make them, pointing out their uses, saying, “They are good for traveling, since they never go bad, and when Mi’-da-in-ga begins teething, they will give him something to chew on.” She had winked at Jess. “Believe me, Mi’-na, they are worth the trouble to make.”

As with everything else she had taught them along the way, she had been right about this. The biscuits had provided countless boosts of energy, propelling Jess, David, and Tina down miles of road and kept Jacob from fussing. One tooth nub was finally poking through his little gums, with a second not far behind, and the edge of the sling was now dingy and encrusted with biscuit slime.

Mayor Farley and Mr. Banks had sat down in chairs around the small table. Jess thought that Mr. Banks looked much older than she remembered him. His hair was a shock of white and hadn’t been cut in a while. The mayor, who had once been obese and shaped like a big round ball with skinny legs and possessing an overly large red nose, was now rather lanky, the extra skin hung in folds, but his nose was as red and large as ever. As she looked around the room, Jess couldn’t see anyone who was overly large. The mayor spoke first.

“Now, you are, hmm, Angelica?”

Jess shook her head and Thurman Banks spoke up, “This here is Jessie, Michael and Julie’s daughter.” He said, correcting Mayor Farley’s mistake, “You remember Julie baked bread, taught classes, and helped organize the farmer’s market. Before the...” He looked distinctly uncomfortable, “Well... you know.”

Jess could see by the slightly blank look on the mayor’s face, who she still thought of as the president of Commerce Bank, where Mom and Dad had had all of their accounts, that he didn’t remember her mother at all.

“Of course, Ang... err... Jessie,” he smiled at her broadly, before turning his attention to David and Tina, “But who are these children? And this baby there?”

“This is my son, Jacob,” Jess answered without any further explanation on that topic. “This is David and Tina Farnsworth. They are from Clinton.”

“Your son?” The mayor blinked, looking scandalized. “And the father of the child?”

Jess felt a quiver of anger run through her. “He has none.”

“I see.” The mayor’s voice definitely held a tone of disapproval now.

Mr. Banks, who understood far better than Mayor Farley, put a hand on Jess’s thin shoulder. He could feel her bones sticking sharply through the fabric, and he suppressed a surge of fury at the mayor’s lack of tact. Here was one of their lost children, who had gone through God knows what, returning to find only disappointment and misunderstanding.

“One of our own, everyone, Jessica and her family have traveled a long way to return home again.” He said it loudly, so it would carry to the crowd outside, and he emphasized the words “family” and “home.” He had long suspected the mayor was an officious, small-minded fool, and Farley was proving him right by leaps and bounds.

“What Jess and the kids need right now is food, a safe place to rest, and some time to settle in.”

He ignored the mayor, who was trying to hush him and muttering something about the two younger kids not belonging.

He looked around at the crowd expectantly, “I think we can give them a good home-cooked meal while Todd goes and scouts out the Aaronson house to see what shape it’s in.”

Todd Stevens, who had been watching this whole exchange, nodded and stood up. “I’ll go and do that right now. What’s the address?”

Jess found herself stumped at such a simple request. Her address? When was the last time someone had asked for that? She closed her eyes at the memory of those tents, the group of men sorting the prisoners.

Name? Family?

But even they hadn’t asked for an address. It seemed so immensely mundane, so normal, that her mind just went blank for several long seconds before memory kicked in. She rattled it off to him and he nodded, gave her a small encouraging smile, and slipped away through the crowd.

They could hear Sarah, the woman who had given Jess and David the steaming mugs of tea, talking in the kitchen of the small café, issuing directions to a young woman a year or two younger than Jess. Wonderful, mouth-watering smells began to waft their way and the kids’ stomachs began to rumble painfully. Jess was so grateful for old Mr. Banks’s intercession that she could barely speak. And then, of course, she remembered Allen and his visit to Tent Five, the first and last time she had ever seen him since she had left Belton.

She turned to the old man, leaning close so that the others could not hear, and said, “About Allen, Mr. Banks.”

He set a large, callused hand over hers and shook his grizzled head, “Not now, Jessie. Later. You tell me later, all right?”

He could see from the look on her face that it was unlikely his grandson would ever return home. Despite wanting to know, even if the details hurt, he couldn’t bear it in front of such a large crowd. Better to keep his grief close and to care for the living. The girl had obviously been through terrible trauma. And from the wary look on the boy’s face, he and his sister had as well.

“Right now, we need to get you all fed, and a place set up to sleep for the night. I’m assuming you all want to stay together?” Jess and David nodded.

“Okay, I’ll see what I can do.”

Farley, who had been quiet far too long, felt the need to intercede.

“Now Ang... I mean Jessica, where exactly have you been all this time? In Clinton?”

“No sir, Clinton is in ruins, although there continues to be a lot of fighting and different troops moving through there,” Jess answered. “I was held by the Western Front until a year ago. I escaped with Erin McGowen, discovered David and Tina in Clinton, where Jacob was born, and we over-wintered in a cave near Truman Lake before heading back through Clinton and up Highway 71.”

“A cave? You lived in a cave?” The mayor looked incredulous.

He would have said more, but at that moment, the food arrived. Two large plates were set in front of Jess and David. There were eggs, thick slices of homemade bread with butter and a dollop of homemade jam, and slices of bacon still sizzling.

Jess winced as her empty stomach rolled ominously, reminding her of how she had just been sick not an hour before, and also that she hadn’t had such rich food in a long while. Sarah Turner stood near her, her brown eyes soft and kind.

“Is the food too much for you, dear? Do you need something simpler?” David had already inhaled nearly half of the plate before remembering to offer a slice of bacon to his sister, who had folded herself neatly under his chair.

“I, um,” Jess didn’t want to be rude, but she felt exhausted. From hunger, from stress, and from the fear that her stomach would not be able to hold down anything she put into it right now.

Sarah patted Jess on the shoulder. “Don’t you worry, honey. I’ll scrounge up some oatmeal for you that should settle your stomach.”

She bustled off and Jess slid her plate toward David and Tina. The offer of a slice of bacon had been enough to lure the little girl from under her brother’s chair and a grubby set of fingers snatched at a piece of the toast while David eagerly cut into the eggs. Quincy whined once, licking Jess’s fingers, and she offered the dog a piece of her bacon.

Quincy pulled it gently from her fingers and gratefully swallowed the delectable meat, staring at her mistress with a hopeful look, hoping for more. She wasn’t disappointed. David slipped a triangle of toast under the table to the hungry hound.

Farley looked even more disapproving. Jess was surprised this was even possible.

“Dogs use up limited resources.”

Her spine straightened and Jess stared the mayor square in the eye and said, “Quincy hunts for her own meals. Squirrels, rodents, sometimes a bird.” She broke a piece of bacon in half and handed it to her dog, “She’s helped feed us and she’s protected us too.”

Mr. Banks interceded again; he was sitting nearest to the dog, “Sounds like a fine hound, well worth keeping.”

The corners of Mayor Farley’s mouth turned down, but he said nothing. After all, he thought, if the girl was fool enough to get herself knocked up, and take on more mouths to feed along her journey home, there really wasn’t much point in talking sense to her. Was there?

A bowl of oatmeal was set down in front of Jess and Mr. Banks introduced Sarah to Jess.

“Jessie, this here is Sarah Turner, one of our newest residents. She hails from back east, here with her two young ’uns for goin’ on a year now. They were caught in a tussle between the Western Front and the Washington Guard; barely made it out of St. Louis. And Sarah makes the best lemon meringue pie I’ve had since my wife passed on. God rest her soul.”

Sarah beamed with pride. “Not that we see many lemons these days, but I do manage to make a few each time we see a trader come from the Southern routes.” She turned her warm brown eyes on Jess, who had managed a bite of the oatmeal. “Is that better, dear?”

Jess swallowed, her stomach settling some and said, “Yes ma’am, thank you.”

“Call me Sarah.” She reached out and petted the top of Jacob’s head and then turned to look at David and Tina, both of whom had finished the food before them and were now running fingers along the plate to catch the last of the egg. Not a crumb had gone to waste.

“I would give you more, but that’s a lot of food to eat after not eating much for so long. You take it easy, now.” David nodded and thanked her.

Between bites of oatmeal, several in the crowd asked Jess questions about missing friends and loved ones. She shook her head no too many times to count. No, there was no one else she remembered seeing. Only Allen and Erin, but Erin and her family were dead, and she wasn’t going to speak of Allen publicly. That would wait for a private moment with Mr. Banks. He deserved to know what little she knew—but in private, away from all of these eyes and questions. Jess found herself wondering if coming here was a good idea. No Mom, no Dad, no Chris. And the way that stuffed shirt, that bank president turned mayor, Jonathan Farley, kept eyeing Jacob—it made her angry. As if she had asked to have a baby. As if she could have stopped it.

Jacob began to fuss then, turning and nuzzling her shirt, picking up on her emotions and wanting reassurance, wanting food. He was just a baby, innocent and sweet. As her body responded to his need, the milk rushing into her breasts, she was filled with love for him. Never mind how he had been conceived, or the dark thoughts she had had about him while pregnant, walking those long miles with Erin. He was hers, and she loved him deeply. And wasn’t that as it should be?

Jacob pulled at her shirt, more insistent now, and Jess looked for an exit. She wasn’t going to breastfeed here, near this officious stuffed shirt and dozens of prying eyes. Her eyes met those of Sarah, who had seen the baby nuzzle at Jess’s shirt. Sarah slipped out from behind the counter and made a beeline for her.

“I think that Jess needs to rest a little, away from everyone,” she said diplomatically, “after such a difficult morning. There is a couch in the back, dear. Why don’t you and the baby go in there and relax for a few minutes?”

Jess nodded gratefully, stood up, and let Sarah lead the way, the crowd opening for them.

Mayor Farley looked decidedly out of sorts. He had been in the middle of pressing for details on Erin and wasn’t satisfied with Jess’s short answer that she had died outside of Clinton. Jess suppressed a wave of anger; he hadn’t even remembered Erin either, only Erin’s brother Toby, who had been an Eagle Scout and the valedictorian of his graduating class. The mayor looked as if he wanted to follow Jess out of the room. He was the type who wasn’t used to being told “no”—and his recent elevation to mayor had made him even more pigheaded than normal. Sarah Turner had quelled him with a stern look as he began to stand up and follow, and Farley suppressed a desire to push her out of the way. She wasn’t even from Belton. But at that moment, one of the townspeople had tugged on his sleeve and suggested he update the crowd outside. The mayor’s attention was successfully diverted to one of his favorite tasks: speaking authoritatively to crowds.

The back room was obviously where Sarah and her family lived. There was a large living and sleeping area and a candle gave them a dim light. Jacob was fussing, pulling at Jess’s shirt, insisting on being fed. Jess sat down on the couch, eased her shirt up, and allowed the hungry infant to latch on. He made satisfied little grunts as he greedily sucked.

“Thank you, Sarah,” Jess said. “How did you know?”

Sarah just smiled, moving a small box with the letters SAP carved into it, and put it out of view.

“How did I know the crowd was too much, or that you needed to nurse? Women’s intuition, I guess.” She busied herself clearing a chair free of books before adding, “That Mayor Farley is a real butthead. Don’t you worry one second about what he thinks. He treated me the same when I showed up with two kids and ‘no man to care for me,’ is how he put it.” She rolled her eyes. “As I hear it, they let him be mayor just to shut him up. He was carrying on so about how we needed ‘structure and organization in this time of chaos.’” She grimaced. “I think it was because he just wanted to be able to tell others what to do.” She winked at Jess. “And get out of serving on regular patrol in the town militia, like the rest of us have to do. They even look to me to participate in the patrols, now that I’ve been here long enough to be trusted.”

Jess smiled in return and relaxed for the first time since returning to her hometown. Belton was the same cozy little town she remembered, yet different. But then again, wasn’t everything? Everything had changed. Jess wondered if her home still stood, and whether they could go there, right away, because she wasn’t used to this, the people, the questions, the judgment. Not from everyone, obviously. Sarah was nice, and so was Mr. Banks. The militia leader, Todd Stevens, was young, maybe in his mid-20s, and he had seemed okay. Belton was organized, well-defended now, which was more than she could say for any of the other towns she had traveled near since this whole conflict began. Jess sighed. Perhaps, just perhaps, they were truly home and safe.

She closed her eyes and melted back into the couch, switched Jacob to the other breast, and barely cracked an eyelid open when Sarah led David and Tina in. They had been walking since daybreak, in the cold, with nothing but the hard biscuits to eat. But that wasn’t what pushed Jess into an exhausted sleep. It was all the people, the questions, and the prying looks. There was that and the black disappointment—after all this, all the running, all the struggles—her dream of returning to her family, to her Mom, Dad, and Chris; to learn they had never returned was overwhelming. If they weren’t here, if they hadn’t made it back by now, then they really were all gone. That was the last thought she had as she succumbed to sleep, and it would be the first thought she had when she woke up two hours later.
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What Happens Now?

“Sitting there, with so many people surrounding me. Knowing Mom, Dad, and Chris weren’t there. That after all this time, they must be dead and that I was alone now—just Jacob, David, and Tina. I wanted to stand up and walk away from it all. Start down another road, to search for a place that the war hadn’t touched and where no one would look at me with suspicious eyes, or pity, or disgust. But I sat there, I ignored their stares, and I kept telling myself, ‘Here is where I belong. Here is where I need to be.’ It didn’t get any easier, not for a long while, but, eventually, I think I accepted it, and was accepted, by those who counted most.”—Jess’s Journal

“Hey Jess,” a hand shook her shoulder lightly, rousing her. Sarah’s warm brown eyes were smiling down at hers. “Todd is back from checking out your house. He says it needs work, but you can stay in it tonight if you would like. Or we can find you lodgings at some of the nearby houses if you would prefer.”

A soft dog tongue licked her fingers, and she could feel Quincy’s soft, warm weight against one leg. Jess shook off the fog of sleep. “How long was I asleep?”

“A couple of hours,” the reply came from David. He was standing nearby, his arms full of a large box filled with cans of food and a large bag of oatmeal. “It’s mid-afternoon, and they rounded up a cart and horse to take us over there. How far is it, anyway?”

Jess sat up, Jacob squirming in his wrap against her, also waking up. “Oh, about a 25-minute walk. By horse? Something less; I’m not totally sure.” She changed Jacob’s diaper, which was a cloth diaper lined with moss and sweet grass. She gingerly pulled a sodden wad out of the diaper, then added more of the dry mix before pinning it on the wiggling, and now fully awake, baby.

Sarah watched her, one eyebrow raised. Jess smiled at Sarah’s dubious expression. “It helps absorb, and means I need to wash the diaper itself less often.” Sarah just shrugged and looked thoughtful. She knew of several families who might try this out; one of the women had been complaining non-stop that there were no disposables left in the town stores. Of course, she also deemed cloth diapers disgusting so Sarah wondered how badly she would react to the moss and sweet grass. Not well at all, to be sure. Others might be amenable, though. She made a mental note to ask Jess more about it later.

They headed out of the tiny little apartment behind the café and into the crowd. The faces were different, but it was just as packed and just as curious. Jess saw several familiar faces and nodded to them. One of them had been her teacher at Kentucky Trails Elementary when she was a kid. Jess could see how much was changed in Belton. Many of the buildings were gone, especially those that bordered along Highway 71, which ran through the middle of the town, the old side to the west and the new side of town on the east of the highway. The town had never been large by city standards. There were three sets of exit ramps and overpasses, another to the south, halfway to Peculiar, and all of them were now blown up and gone.

Todd explained this to them as they followed Y under one of the ruined overpasses and the horses plodded on through a maze of concrete rubble and twisted rebar. “What the troops didn’t destroy, we did. And then we put up rows of concrete barriers at the borders—on 155th and Highway 58 exits. Any single vehicles can usually make it at a crawl, but a big unit would be stopped in their tracks. Well, at least, that’s what we hope will happen.” He changed the subject quickly, not wanting to get into the long and steady arguments in the militia headquarters of why that was such a bad idea, considering they didn’t have the sheer numbers of militia fighters they would need to defend against another major incursion. “Looks like the herd’s been moved over toward your neck of the woods.”

A large herd of cattle, some 100 strong by the looks of it, were lounging on each side of 163rd Street. Two of the town militia members were standing near a tall fence that stretched in each direction, north and south, until the ends disappeared into the trees. The militia wasn’t just in charge of town security, but also the cow herd, Todd said with a grin, “Which means we handle the distribution rights when it’s butchering time.” He went on to explain that the herd had ambled in from Raymore one day, walking just as nice as you please down Highway 58. They had investigated the tags, driven through Raymore and south to just outside Peculiar, and found devastation wherever they looked. “If anyone had survived the massacre, they were long gone,” Todd explained.

The cattle herd, along with about two hundred goats and literally thousands of chickens, had been the only things untouched by the rampage. “They killed the farmer and took what they could scavenge,” Todd told them, “but the fools missed the huge corral and chicken house behind a stand of trees. We had gotten hit hard here in Belton. Raymore had pretty much been wiped off the map. We would have starved that winter if it hadn’t been for all of those animals.”

They approached the fence and one of the militia men approached, nodding at Todd, and casting a long, curious glance at Jess and the kids, before noticing Sarah and her kids and nodding again. He undid the chain and opened a section of the fence for them to pass through. The horse and cart proceeded through, and Jess heard the gate close behind her. It made her a bit nervous. They were being locked in?

Todd noticed her discomfort. “It’s only for the cattle, you understand. We have several sets of gates and fencing systems in the area. And you and the others can come and go as you wish with no restrictions.” Jess just nodded, feeling the fears rise up. This wasn’t Tent Five, she reminded herself. I have nothing to worry about here. This is my home.

The surrounding landscape was both recognizable and not. She saw ruin where houses used to be. Some were still standing and showed signs of fire, along with broken windows. Others were water-filled pits, the houses gone and only the rain-filled basements remained. The devastation was widespread.

“It wasn’t just the troops,” Todd said quietly. “There was also a bad storm last year. Straight-line winds; some even reported seeing a small funnel cloud. But the lightning was what did several of these houses in. And it was summer, as well, and it had been dry for weeks. The lightning started fires, which spread to several of the houses and, before we knew it, a good part of the neighborhood was on fire. Your street had some damage, but your house is fine.”

And with that pronouncement, they turned the corner, and she was on her street. Most of the houses were gutted and empty. After a year on the road, she could usually tell in a glance which was occupied and which wasn’t. It was as if they had a certain presence, one that declared that they existed for a purpose, that of sheltering a family within. Seeing the surrounding devastation left her full of dread, and Jess stared in dismay at the state of her family’s home.

Todd had been kind enough to do a quick fix on the front door.

“It had been hanging by a thread, mostly off its hinges,” he told her. “The fix won’t last forever, but it means you can at least open and shut the door for now. Maybe we can find a new one for you; there’s plenty of abandoned houses on the west side of town to choose from.”

She thanked him and walked into the house. It felt like a familiar stranger—someone she had known well and then lost touch with. Most of the nice touches, her mother’s touches, the things that had made the house feel like a home, were gone. What wasn’t gone was covered in thick dust and cobwebs. No wonder Sarah had insisted on bringing a broom.

Jess and the kids began by knocking down all the spider webs and sweeping what they could of the floor into the living room, kitchen, and front entry. Several of the townsfolk, including Todd Stevens, Mr. Banks, and Sarah, helped clear the house enough for Jess and the kids to sleep in the living room and had promised more help in the morning. Jess and the kids had met Sarah’s two children, Cody and Laura. Cody was two years younger than Jess and Laura was four years younger, just one year older than David. She was delighted with the baby and insisted on holding Jacob while Jess helped clear out trash and broken glass from the kitchen. The clearing of the living room and kitchen was a good start, and the rest would wait until morning.

Night had fallen, and the house was chilly. Unbelievably, the pot-bellied stove in the living room was still in place, although it looked as though scavengers had tried their best to move it. Deep grooves were cut into the wood floor where the stove had been dragged. One leg had actually broken through the floor and the scavengers and simply given up at this point. It took all of Mr. Banks’s, Todd’s, Sarah’s, and Jess’s strength combined to return it to its original position and then re-attach the vent. David and Jess had then built a fire in it and lit two candles.

The back sliding glass door in the kitchen was boarded up and, along with the newly fixed front door, provided safety from any larger marauding vermin. The windows of the house were intact for the most part, with only one window in the master bedroom shattered.

The others had left and Jess and her little family were now huddled together on the floor of the living room, which had been swept clear of broken glass, dirt, and blown-in leaves. Outside, the moon had risen in the sky. Just a crescent sliver, with a vast array of stars surrounding it—identical to the moon she remembered, and the home she had grown up in. They had eaten a small dinner—two cans of green beans and one of Vienna sausage—straight out of the cans, too tired to bother trying to heat them up.

Sarah had instructed them to just come and eat at her café in the morning, and Mayor Farley had grudgingly offered some of the community food stores to get them started. Other families had offered them a rotation of daily meals. No one had much, but many were willing to share what they could.

The house had been ransacked, and not just by the invading Western Front troops. Every canned good was gone, and so was most of the furniture, clothing, and what little jewelry Jess’s mother Julie had owned. Jess didn’t blame the townsfolk; after all, she had done the same while on the road. For that matter, so had David and Tina—you did what you had to do to survive.

Surprisingly, nearly all the books were still there. Jess’s mom had collected books the way some women collect shoes. The classics, science fiction and fantasy, some biographies, and stacks of antique books she had scouted from antique stores or inherited from her grandparents. Considering that most people had used books as kindling in the hard times, Jess was amazed to see most of the books right where they had been left, undamaged and untouched.

Mice had definitely moved in, along with spiders, and what appeared to be a nest of birds. The floors and walls were filthy and Jess suspected that, if she had been able to better see the extent of the damage and filth her family’s home had suffered in the gloom, she would have been unwilling to stay the night inside. Only Jacob was able to sleep. The rest were huddled close together, jumping at every creak and groan, straining to listen for the telltale scurry of vermin, and uneasy at the thought of one of the large spiders invading their bedding.

“What happens now?” David’s voice asked, just as Jess had begun to slip into an uneasy sleep. She jumped, and Jacob whined quietly and sucked on his fist.

Jess didn’t answer at first, and they both could hear the subtle scratching and scuttle of a mouse nearby. No doubt, it was distressed to find so many large predators within its comfortable and quiet home.

“We get some furniture, plant the garden, and...” Jess paused, stunned by the realization that her parents’ home and extensive gardens were now hers and, more importantly, her responsibility to care for. “We... survive, I guess. And... make this place our home—a place for all of us.”

A few moments passed, and Jess listened to Jacob’s and Tina’s steady, rhythmic breathing. David spoke again, his voice thick with exhaustion, “It’s... nice, Jess. I’m glad me and Tina came with you. It feels... safe.” And with that, his breathing deepened and Jess lay there for a few minutes before also succumbing to the oblivion of sleep. It had been a very long day.

​
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I Can’t Forget

“Two persons love in one another the future good which they aid one another to unfold.”—Margaret Fuller

Jeremy Deeds levered his body to a standing position, biting down on a scream. The bones in both legs had been put back together as best as possible, with their limited resources and the knowledge of a sixteen-year-old girl. And the left one was almost as good as new, some three months after the crash. The right leg, however, had been in worse shape, broken in three different places. Liza Perdue had done what she could, but it seemed that the leg was never going to be what it was. He would never run again, never serve on the town militia, and probably never marry. What good was he? He could barely get around.

He wasn’t sorry he had done it. Liza Perdue was alive and unharmed, and they had stopped the murdering bastards and saved another little girl from an unspeakable fate. But there were moments when he wondered how in the world he could ever be any good for anyone anymore.

When he had been able to get up and move around, albeit painfully, he hadn’t left the parsonage. The Methodist church was now home to a long-term care facility of sorts. Two elderly citizens of Tiptonville were there, along with Jeremy, mainly because none of them had a family to care for them. There were also the orphans, just a handful of them, but the kids sought him out regularly. And of course there was Reverend Thomas, who was growing more forgetful by the day.

Jeremy had never been much of a religious man, although his parents had been regular attendees of the Church of Christ nearby at 515 Church Street. That tiny church’s ruined, fire-blackened bricks still stood, but not much else. Something appealed to him about the Methodist church, however, especially after something that Reverend Thomas had said to him early on in Jeremy’s recovery.

The ward Jeremy was in currently held eight hospital beds, but only three of them were filled. Mr. Keenan silently rocked back and forth. The most recent stroke had robbed him of his speech. His wife, their only child, and all three grandchildren had died in the invasion by the Western Front nearly eighteen months before.

Mr. Asner, lost to dementia, was convinced that Jeremy was his old college buddy Jake, who had apparently died during Operation Speedy Express in Vietnam. At times, Mr. Asner seemed to think it was the end of their training at boot camp, other times it was after Jake’s funeral, and most of the time, he seemed stuck right in the middle of a firefight. It was a rare night when he didn’t scream at least once, “Get down in the foxhole, Jake! Them goddamn dinks have got us surrounded!”

Reverend Thomas had come into the main sleeping area the third week after Jeremy arrived. By then, the pain was bearable, at least when he lay still in the bed and didn’t shift the wrong way. He had asked the small group whether they had a preference for what part of the Bible he read from. Jeremy, in a fit of pique and self-pity, had said, “None, there isn’t any point to religion anymore.”

Reverend Thomas had just eyed Jeremy for a moment, then smiled. “Let me share something about religion, as you call it. You might appreciate this.” He winked and then said, “The Catholics say, ‘the Virgin Mary says...’, and the Baptists say, ‘the Bible says...’, and the Methodists say, ‘Well, it seems to me...’”

He paused for a moment, and said, “It seems to me that we should believe in others because God is within all of us. There are plenty of people left in this town that are worth believing in. So, perhaps, Mr. Deeds, that in and of itself may be the point of it all.”

Jeremy had been surprised by the reverend’s calm answer. No threats of hellfire and damnation or of “cavorting with the devil”—and later that week they had engaged in a long discussion on the merits of Elvis Presley and other late rock legends.

They saw each other daily, and soon Jeremy was seeking out the Reverend, or vice versa, for an animated discussion on history, religion, or philosophy. He was surprised to learn that Reverend Thomas had served in the Korean War, not as a man of the cloth, but as a soldier. Looking at the white-haired man in front of him, Jeremy had difficulty imagining Reverend Thomas at war, with a gun in his hand. That is until the old man’s face lit up with grim excitement as he described the fierce fighting during Operation Killer in late February 1951. It gave Jeremy a new respect for this man, who had seen war and yet turned to far more peaceful pursuits in the years since.

When he looked back on those days of painful recuperation in the church’s infirmary, Jeremy was unable to explain how or why he decided to become a minister. Perhaps it was his way of paying back the reverend’s kindness and patience with him, or perhaps he just didn’t like to leave stories unfinished. A month into Jeremy’s convalescence, he had been listening to a familiar story, one of his mother’s favorites, the Book of Esther. Reverend Thomas had just gotten to the part where Mordecai learns of the impending slaughter of all Jews in the land when the reverend’s face went slack. Not wanting the reverend to feel embarrassed or to lose the thread of the story, he quickly spoke up, recounting how Mordecai gave a copy to Esther of the king’s decree, dooming the Jews. A few minutes later, the reverend snapped out of it and picked up the tale when Haman was being warned by his wife and friends to stop pursuing the death of Mordecai. Later, Reverend Thomas thanked Jeremy for his timeliness.

“I was diagnosed back in 2014 with it, and it has slowly been getting worse. Especially since there’s been no medication to be had these last few years,” the old man explained. They struck an unspoken deal of sorts: the reverend would share his sermons with Jeremy and, if he faltered, Jeremy would intercede, first with the kids’ Bible lessons and the stories the reverend shared with the men, and eventually with the weekly sermons. He learned to recognize other signs of the disease, which included confusion and mood swings, as the Alzheimer’s began to increasingly affect the reverend’s daily life.

Before the year was out, Jeremy was helping Reverend Thomas with all other factions of his work—coordinating weekly church meals, writing sermons, caring for the orphans and new patients in the infirmary, and visiting parishioners. It was this last duty that brought him back in contact with Grace Wilkes, who had withdrawn after her father’s death and the attack on the Wilkes farm. A visit to her mother from Jeremy and Reverend Thomas had revealed her mother’s concern.

“She won’t go much farther than the back porch there,” Karen Wilkes said, gesturing to the back of the house. Jeremy and the reverend could see Grace huddled on the bottom step, close to where they had buried her dog Danny. The devoted old Border collie had died defending her against the raiders. “And she won’t say nuthin’ but maybe a whisper in response to a direct question if she can’t find a way out of saying nothing at all.” Karen’s face twisted in pain, “I don’t know if she thinks Danny and her Daddy dying was her fault or what, but she just won’t talk at all nowadays. Barely eats; I just don’t know what to do, Reverend.”

Jeremy stared at the girl. She was small for her age, just thirteen, and small for her age. She looked eleven at the most. What she had escaped. He shook his head, remembering what Chris had told him about the man who had tried to take her and Liza. She was just a kid. He turned back to the reverend and Karen Wilkes, “Ma’am, we could use some help with the orphans, if you could spare Grace. We could come and get her a few days a week, get her out of the house and around others. The kids are all small, she’d be of use, and,” he paused, staring back at her silent unmoving form on the steps, “maybe it would help her snap out of it.”

Karen Wilkes had been leery at first, but as the weeks wore on and Grace continued with her silence and sadness, she had quietly arranged for her stepson Tommy to bring Grace with him on his way to serve militia duty. Tommy had come by the church, Grace following a distance behind, and handed a note to Jeremy. “Mom said to bring Grace here and give you this.” Tommy had been eight when his mother died and barely nine when Anthony had remarried and Karen moved in, giving birth a year later to Grace and then Victor just three years after that. Tommy was quiet, but his face bore the strain of filling his father’s shoes as he struggled to keep the Wilkes farm going with a grieving stepmother and two young half-siblings to care for.

The note was difficult to read, and Jeremy had been surprised it was given to him, although this would become a growing trend in the months to come as the residents of Tiptonville increasingly turned to Jeremy for the things they would normally have gone to Reverend Thomas for. The note from Karen, full of misspelling and obviously written with difficulty, asked Jeremy to please help Grace “wit her leters” and noted that Grace was very kind and “thoughtful” and would be good with the children. Essentially, it appeared that Karen wanted to send Grace into town every Monday, have her stay at the church with the orphans and then have Tommy pick her back up on Friday to spend the weekend at home.

Jeremy smiled at the girl and handed the note to Reverend Thomas. The reverend read it with difficulty, squinting at the scribbled words, then nodded and said, “Grace, there is a cot in the
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