
  
  
     Jill asks, “Care to come over for a glass of wine?” 
     Wine? Baby, the End Times are upon us, and I’m supposed to come drink wine? “Sure,” I answer. “Why not?”
     We sit on their back porch. Most of the dogs have calmed down. New sounds I don’t hear in the city surround me. The susurration of wind in the leaves. The soft groan of a tree as it flexes. A whir of bat wings as they hunt for insects. I allow the wine to do its job, and for a moment the darkness seems benign. Fred and Jill are in their own worlds. 
     Fred breaks my reverie. “What happens now?”
     Jill answers for me. “Things go to hell.”
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   PART I


APOCALYPSE

SUMMER










  
  CHAPTER 1


At three in the morning, something wakes me up. At least I think it’s three in the morning. My iPhone is dead. The house is warm. No hum of a/c running. I flip on the light switch…nothing. What the hell? I quickly glance out the window. No porch lights. No street lights. Dammit! The faint illumination of the plug-in ‘come on when the electricity goes off’ lanterns light the way as I head down the stairs. In the kitchen, I flip on the coffee maker. At least I can get something hot in me. Or not. Electricity off means electricity is off everywhere in the house.  
     My landline phone is battery charged. I punch in my neighbor’s number. No dial tone. Misery loves company. It’s black as the ace of spades. Dead quiet except for dogs howling. I’m sweating, but it’s not from the house’s temperature. I feel a vague dread. A sense that something bad has happened. Or maybe is about to. 
     Grabbing a small flashlight, I head back upstairs into my office. No need to panic. I reach for my shoulder holster that hangs on the office door’s doorknob, shove a clip in its 9mm, chamber a round, and set the safety. Shorts and sandals, and I’m outside.
     Now there are voices. Mostly low. No one panicking. Just sounding worried. I tuck the pistol behind me, turn off the light, and walk toward Fred Aston’s house. I like Fred, even if he is from California and leans way too left. He’s not keen on owning a firearm. However, over a few beers, he’s let loose on not trusting Big Brother – now there’s a term from the past. He’s kept an eye on my place when I had a business trip – when I had a job – and doesn’t ask any questions on why me and the missus split the sheets. Not that it’s any of his business anyway, but in this burg, everyone thinks you owe them some of your life history for the privilege of living here.
     "Hey, Dalton."  A disembodied voice addresses me. "That you moving out there?"
     I inch through the grass toward his voice. "Fred. What’s going on, you think?"
     "Damned if I know."  He leans on my chain link fence. I point the light toward the ground and turn it back on.
     Jill, his wife, tucks in behind him. "Hey, Dalton."
     "Hey, Jill." She’s in a t-shirt and short-shorts. No bra. No makeup either. I’m tempted to turn the penlight directly toward her. Maybe get a glimpse of her amazing breasts. Instead, I switch the light off. 
     "Listen," Jill whispers. 
     Fred and I, we listen. 
     Nothing. I mean absolutely nothing. Except for a few neighbors and the dogs howling, nothing. No hissing of cars out on the highway. No emergency vehicles. 
     It’s too quiet. Fred starts to say something, then stops. A low rumble seems to push through the night air, through us, and then it’s gone.
     "What was that?" 
     "I don’t know." It wasn’t like a breeze. In fact, the air is calm. The quiet returns, except now neighborhood dogs are going crazy. 
     "Our phones don’t work, Dalton. Computers are dead. A/C not working. This is highly unusual." 
     It sure is.
     "EMP." The letters come out of my mouth before the thought propelling them is completely formed.
     "Emp?" Fred asks.
     "No, E. M. P. Electromagnetic pulse."
     I’m not expecting him to understand, and he doesn’t. He doesn’t have to. Jill is an IT engineer. She knows what I’m talking about.
     "Oh shit," she says.
     Oh shit, indeed.






  
  CHAPTER 2


“You warned us, didn’t you?” 
     Jill almost sounds contrite. In the dark, I can’t help myself. I grin, thinking, I told you so. I swallow the glee at getting something right. “Jill, even a stopped watch is right a couple of times a day.” Someone said that about Winston Churchill. I stole it. 
     Fred makes a grunting noise. He’s probably heard the saying and isn’t too impressed with my attempt at humor. I’ve been after the two of them to step up, take some precautions. He knows I’m gloating.  We stand in the dark. More flickers of the neighbors’ flashlights. People out of their houses. They’re getting uncomfortable now. Several knock on adjacent house doors. Do any of these folks know what just happened? Not many, I’ll bet.  
     Jill asks, “Care to come over for a glass of wine?”
     Wine? Baby, the End Times are upon us, and I’m supposed to come drink wine? “Sure,” I answer. “Why not?”
     We sit on their back porch. Most of the dogs have calmed down. New sounds I don’t hear in the city surround me. The susurration of wind in the leaves. The soft groan of a tree as it flexes. A whir of bat wings as they hunt for insects. I allow the wine to do its job, and for a moment the darkness seems benign. Fred and Jill are in their own worlds. 
     Fred breaks my reverie. “What happens now?”
     Jill answers for me. “Things go to hell.”
     Besides an awesome rack and legs that seem endless, this woman has her shit together. Which is why I am really turned on by her. And probably why she does her best to keep me at arms-length. She’s caught me staring at her as she gardens. The return look was withering and a clear signal. “Ain’t gonna happen. Not now. Not ever.”
     Like I said, she’s got her shit together. 
     Fred asks about EMPs. Rather than trying to recreate Wikipedia’s description, I tell him, “Go start your car.”
     He obliges. I hear the back screen door open, then slap shut. He curses. “Garage door opener doesn’t work.” Then, “Oh, yeah.” He enters the garage, releases the emergency latch and pushes up the metal door. His Beamer’s doors won’t open. Now, it’s starting to sink in. 
     Jill’s does a voice-over as Fred rattles keys, trying to insert the physical key into the car door lock assembly. “Anything with an electronic brain has probably been fried. That includes any reasonably recent cars. Phones. Computers. The whole shebang.”
     Fred’s weight settles back in a lawn chair. “So, Dalton, since you’ve been warning us. What do we need to do?”
     “Immediately? Fire up your barbeque pit and cook every piece of meat in your refrigerator and freezer. It’s not going to keep. What you can’t get cooked, slice thin, salt, rig a rack in the back yard, and start drying it.” 
     “Anything else?”
     “Got any firearms?”
     “Not that again. Dalton, we don’t believe in firearms.” He pauses, then sounds pissed when Jill doesn’t back him up. “Too many guns in the U.S. now. We’ve discussed this several times.”
     I’m beginning to think Fred is a fucking idiot. “Just a precaution. People may start worrying about food and shelter.”
     I hold my wine glass out in the dark and thank them. I feel Jill reach for it, touching my fingers in the process. Normally, I’d wonder whether the touch is accidental, or if there’s more to it. Now, I’m thinking about getting back into the safety of my house.
     I switch on the flashlight and the two walk me to the gate. Jill touches my arm. “Do you think it’d be a good idea if we team up until this is over with?”
     I have to think about it. Right now, great tits and long legs are nice, but unless she can bring something to the table that’ll help me survive, she’s just a liability.






  
  CHAPTER 3


I quit my job at the Post Office a month ago, cashed in my measly retirement. Went to the local pawn shop here in Elmhurst and bought six ounces of pure gold. I hope it’s real gold, anyway. Spent a lot of time surfing television channels. All pretty much had the same reports: The Middle East gone to shit. Iran’s attempt at delivering a cruise missile loaded with a nuclear warhead to Israel didn’t work. Israel’s response did. Towelheads claimed thousands of lives lost, including women and children. Pictures on lefty CNN indicated they’re telling the truth – at least about that. Fox News said those rascals were lying, but even it admitted there’d been some ‘collateral damage.’ Straits of Hormuz blocked by mines, oil tankers being grabbed by Iran. American drone strikes on Persian military units causing untold casualties and lifetimes of anger toward the West. 
     Europe, and mostly Germany, tried to play referee. France interjected its version of a ‘reasonable’ resolution. But, hey, it’s France. No one seriously cared what the Frogs had to say. They’ve sold out so many times.
     In all this hubbub, life seemed to go on in Elmhurst pretty much as it always has. The grocery store remained open, its shelves stocked reasonably well. Gasoline prices doubled but was still available. The weather was the weather. Hot some days. Cooler on others. Kids still went to school. The courts still sent out jury summonses. My notice for next week is sitting in a pile of unopened mail. I haven’t taken time to throw it out with the rest of the trash.
     To most, what was the big deal? Humanity had dealt with this craziness before. Would deal with it again. 
     I wasn’t betting on it.
     The spare bedroom floor is host to my various firearms: an AK47 made in what was once Yugoslavia, a semi-automatic AR15, pump 12-gauge, three hunting rifles – all scoped, a 9 mm Glock automatic, and a .357 revolver.  An assortment of ammunition acquired over the years, just not lately. I used to order all I wanted online. The feds stopped that awhile back. Rumor is that they were stockpiling it. Rumor also was that our government didn’t want people like me to have too much of the stuff if ‘civilized society’ broke down. Which is exactly the reason why I bought all I could lay my hands on. Working as a postal clerk, you learn what the Postal Inspectors are on the lookout for. That knowledge made it easier to get stuff through the mail that wasn’t necessarily legal. Like dum dum rounds and +P cartridges with additional powder and punch. Figured if I was going to spend money, might as well get more bangs for the buck. That’s a joke.
     Where was I? Oh, yeah. Weapons oiled. Those with cases, cased. Ammo separated and stowed. 
     The flashlight flickers. I turn it off to save battery power. I’ll wait until daylight to assess what I need to do. I figure if things go bad, it’ll be bad only so long. After all, this is the good old US of A. Lots of redundancies. Lots of ‘can do’ attitudes. 
     I don’t sleep well. Haven’t for years. Sometimes it’s too much booze and the ensuing headache and guilt. Sometimes it’s the aches and pains from old college football injuries. Lately, both reasons have been aggravated by news broadcasts filled with talking heads warning of the possibility of war. 
     I crack open the upstairs bedroom window. Another recent change – jimmying open long-ago painted shut windows, anticipating no air conditioning. I smile, pleased with myself. Then I utter a silent oath. This little accomplishment doesn’t amount to a hill of beans. 
     I strip to my shorts and lie on top of the bedspread. It’s only a couple hours until dawn. Sleep eludes me. There’s too much to do. I re-holster the 9 mm, turn the flashlight back on and go downstairs. Double check all the window locks. Its doubtful things will get bad immediately, but no streetlights are an invitation for some to see what they can steal. No sense in making it easy for them. I don’t reach for the light switch in the dining room. Instincts are already saying that it’s wasted motion. 
     Got on Amazon awhile back. Bought something called a ‘food dehydrator.’ The outside freezer is darned near empty as I’ve been drying the hell out of everything in there. Bagging it and stacking it. MREs? At first, I kind of forgot about the necessity of food if the electricity shuts off. Fortunately, I know a stocker at the local grocery store. For a fifty percent mark-up, he’s sold me cases of ramen noodles and freeze-dried veggies. The dining room table is stacked high with the stuff. Enough for a couple of months anyway. For me. No family nearby so I don’t fret sharing with them. Share with my neighbors? Jill and Fred are as close as I’ve got to friends. 
     They don’t need to know about this stash. Not yet. Maybe not ever. 






  
  CHAPTER 4


I pass through the kitchen and into the garage. Too early for what’s left in the refrigerator and freezer to go bad. I walk around the Chevy – it’s of no use to me right now. On the other side under a blue plastic cover is a 1965 BMW R60 motorcycle with sidecar. After my wife and I split the sheets, I bought this baby with twenty-three thousand dollars I’d hid from her. She got the elevator and I got the shaft in the divorce, so I didn’t spend much time agonizing about lying on the asset sheets the lawyers exchanged.  
     The bike is a 600cc gem. The sidecar has a windscreen and fender skirt. Spare tire mounted on the back. The boxer engine runs as quietly as a sewing machine. I’ve had it out on the road a few times, but only after the ex moved out of the county. My lawyer cost me a chunk, and I wasn’t interested in ponying up any more money if Gail – just mentioning her name gives me the willies – found I’d been playing cute with her on the property settlement. Out of spite, she’d have taken me back to court. 
     I wipe down the BMW’s black surfaces. It’s a thing of beauty. It’s just gotten more beautiful. With a magneto and carburetor, it’s not affected by the EMP. I think. I pull up the garage door a few feet and prop it open, then climb onto the bike’s seat, check to ensure it’s in neutral, and twist on the ignition switch. Glorious! No need to advertise this baby’s presence, so the BMW is re-covered, and the garage locked up tight.
     As the sun rises, windows are opened and lawn chairs set under trees. Ice chests are dragged out and loaded with various foods. Adults ride around on bicycles. Some of the two-wheelers are small and look like they’ve been cadged from children. 
     I spend most of the day rummaging through my tools, trying to decide which are more likely to be needed the most. They go in a soft sided tool bag, along with duct tape, zip ties, and baling wire. I’m interrupted frequently. Most ask the same questions – What just happened? I try explaining about EMPs. I’m no expert, and it shows. When will things get back to normal? That I can’t answer. Maybe I’m afraid to even think about it.
     The afternoon torpor is broken by the sound of an old truck. It drives up and down the town’s streets. Its presence is an assurance of civilization’s continuity, and people act as if nearing it will bestow some gift. A fireman with a bullhorn older than the BMW barks out announcements. The town’s water supply is off, but those that can are urged to bring containers to one of its wells where an aging gasoline engine is driving the pumps. Questions are shouted to the truck’s occupants, but there are no answers. The driver and the bullhorn operator look exhausted and confused. 
     I secure the house and thump the side of a two-thousand-gallon fiberglass water tank that catches rainwater from the house gutters. Nearly full. The tank lid and valves are locked.  One last check of the garage.  It is two miles to City Hall. I open a small shed and wheel out my bicycle and pedal down Main Street. City Hall’s doors are propped open. I carry the bicycle up the steps – I don’t want it disappearing – and nod at the knot of people reading handwritten signs taped to the glass. Someone has been able to communicate with the state’s Readiness Command. I’m guessing it’s with a vacuum tube HAM radio set. Although electromagnetic pulse isn’t mentioned, we are assured that "our nation’s government is still functioning and is doing all it can to restore services." 
     Our nation’s government? I am supposed to be relieved. Instead, I feel panic. Just how bad is the situation? Does it extend to Washington, D.C.? Clearly, I’ve thought about what will happen if things go to shit. It looks like I’ve not been too good at it. If I was a Syrian, or a Libyan, or maybe Cambodian, I’d have some genetic imprinting of man-made disasters, such as ethnic cleansing and such, and how to deal with them. As an American, I’m winging it. The whacko survivalists I’ve ignored all my adult life are starting to look not-so-whacko. So is Robert Heinlein. Great science fiction, but he didn’t write ‘how-to’ manuals to deal with day-to-day challenges without starving, or dying of thirst, or getting murdered.
     Obtaining my prepper stuff has been kind of fun. Beats the reality of my mundane existence. Maybe something’ll happen and I’ll "rise above" my mediocrity. Maybe even convince the ex that I’ve got some redeeming qualities that she’s overlooked. Maybe not. I wipe that fantasy away with the sweat beading on my forehead.
     So, what would happen if something ‘happens?’ Lots of chatter about it at the coffee shop, and I’ve enjoyed playing the devil’s advocate with the seven or eight regulars. Most haven’t seemed to care. The consensus has been that they’re too old to care. Besides, ‘we’ve all got guns, and we’ll shoot the first (insert race or social status here) motherfuckers that try to come through the door.’  Are you keeping the coffee shop scene?
     A young mother pushes through the crowd and into City Hall. She’s been crying. "I’ve got a sick baby girl and I need to get her to a hospital." The city administrator puts his arm around her, looking ashamed. I sense why. There’s no one he can muster up than can help her or the child. He looks imploringly to the crowd as if to ask if there’s someone who has transportation. There are hospitals twenty miles away. Some probably have emergency diesel generators. Some of those may actually be running and providing power. 
     An older man steps up and says something about an ‘old pickup’ to the administrator. Relieved, the young mother turns and follows him.
     I’m relieved too. Relieved the old man has come to the child’s rescue. I’m not prepared for dealing with this. If I’m going to get through this alive, I’m not about to be Mister Nice Guy. I don’t need the burden of people asking for favors. I carry the bicycle down the steps and to the street. 
     Ten minutes later, I am in the house and away from imploring eyes seeking help.






  
  CHAPTER 5


For the hardcore Bible thumpers, this last week has been a letdown. There’s been no sign that God is coming. No one’s seen the Four Horsemen or any other harbinger of doom. Nobody’s died from radiation poisoning – at least not around here. No comet or meteor spotted that will guarantee a quick death and – if you believe that sort of stuff – a reckoning with the big guy in the sky.  
     Instead, life is grinding to a halt. I roam the house trying to envision different scenarios that’ll require quick reactions. Break-ins. Fire. Those sorts of things. That leaves plenty of spare time to bicycle around the town. Mostly, I just watch. Lots of patched up two wheelers. Plenty of scroungers. Even more who like me, aren’t interested in spending daytime hours in sweltering houses. 
     Garbage pickup doesn’t occur. Rotting food is first loaded into Elmhurst’s garbage bins and dragged to the street. Where it sits, stinking and drawing dogs, nocturnal varmints, and swarms of flies. The bins soon overload and garbage is set next to the bins. No garbage trucks are coming, but people try to get the stench away from their homes. Summer’s scorching heat ensures this is unsuccessful. 
     South of town, a farmer with an ancient D4 Caterpillar tractor has cleaned out a dried-out earthen stock tank and is offering to bury any garbage. For a fee. The price is negotiable but he’s not accepting paper money. Silver, gold, food items can be exchanged. Take it or leave it. A few hardy folks use wheelbarrows and hand pulled carts to lug stuff out there. But not many. It’s too damned hot. Personally, I think the goofy bastard needs to save the diesel in his farm tanks. Then again, he may not have anything he’ll be able to use it with before the fuel starts going bad.
     I spot little things. Trousers crudely cut into shorts. Shirts with dirty collars. We’re all starting to look a little frayed. Kids of all ages sit in the shade of trees wondering what to do with themselves. With no video games and cell phones, the little fuckers look clueless.
     I pedal across the north-south highway, locally dubbed Colorado Street, barely pausing to check for traffic. There isn’t any. Weaving around the dropped arms of the non-functioning railroad crossing, and I’m literally on the "wrong side of the tracks." My side of town has a pretty reasonable representative mix of races. On this side of Elmhurst, all you see are poor folks of color, about fifty-fifty Hispanic and African-American.  Even the trailer trash whites avoid the area, preferring the mobile home park on the Northside. Not so much because of crime, but because the housing is, well, poor. 
     There are some half-hearted waves and acknowledgments, as the bicycle winds back and forth through the narrow streets. Some folks I recognize. Mostly, the adults have staked out patches of shade and just stare. Funny. Well not "funny," but the poor kids on this side of town are adapting better than the richer ones in my neighborhood. Three of the kids climb a tree and nail boards across some limbs to construct a tree house. It hits me. Their parents couldn’t afford expensive video games. The kids’ imagination centers haven’t been lobotomized.  
     A breeze carries a smoky whiff of cooking meats, which overwhelms for a moment, the stench of garbage. My mouth starts to salivate. Turning onto Apple Street, I see the reason. Ike Belton and Lupe Aguilar stand over an oil-drum barbeque pit. They look like two surgeons in the middle of open-heart surgery. Given their well-known cooking skills, the analogy isn’t far off.
     "Hey, Dalton. Que pasa?"
     Braking, I turn the bike into Ike’s driveway. "Nada, amigo." I gesture toward the pit. "Except this."
     Ike chimes in. "Gotta get this meat cooked." A quick glance shows three briskets, their fat slowly rendering. He mops on some sort of sauce. 
     Several of the two friends’ families walk up. No one seems especially glad that I’m staring at their supper. I shake hands with Ike and Lupe and turn back toward my bicycle. An afro-haired teenager is riding it down the street. The kid glances back to make sure I see him and shoots me the bird. Got to be real careful here. Can’t call after the little shit – not here and not now. 
     "Hey, I don’t want to trouble you, but one of the kids took off with my bicycle."
     Ike doesn’t appear concerned. "One of my nephews. He’ll come back. He’s gotta eat." He walks around the side of the clapboard house and comes back with a can of beer. It’s very cold. "Here. To cool you off while you wait."
     He watches me think. How in hell did this beer get iced down? 
     With a grin he says, "I’ll show you, bro." I follow him to a tub full of ice and beer cans. Ike points to a Reddi-Ice delivery truck backed under overgrown ligustrums. "Still cold inside. Might as well use the ice while we got it." He pops the top, takes several swallows, and burps. "Damn. That’s good."
     I stare at the ice truck longingly. A few days since the EMP and all I’ve got left is warm Samuel Adams. 
     "Don’t even think about it, bro. Lupe’s got kin that worked for the company. Truck stopped dead over at the SacNPac." He gestures toward the highway. "You know how us blacks and browns are, bro. Lots of family. We pushed this beast over here. You might say we’re "rationing a valuable commodity." He reaches down and hands me a beer. 
     "Thanks. Much appreciated." Beer never tasted this good.
     The nephew rides up with a smirk on his face. About fifteen, his look challenges me with a look that says "You want a piece of me, white man? You’re on my side of the tracks." He drops the bike on the ground and ambles over to the barbeque pit. 
     "Mmmm, Uncle Ike. Sho can’t wait for a slice of that meat." 
     Ike doesn’t even look at the boy. Instead, his right hand catches the teenager across the face, and he is sent sprawling over two lawn chairs.
     Lupe helps the boy up, and then tries to straighten a collapsed armrest. 
     "Come here, nephew." 
     The little shit isn’t looking so tough now. 
     "You apologize to this man." He gestures towards me. "Then you pick up his bicycle and set it against the fence."
     Snot runs down the kid’s face, and he does what he’s told. Ike turns to me. "You finished with your beer?"
     I nod and hand him the empty can. He hands it to Lupe and shakes my hand. "Best you be leaving now. That boy, there’s plenty like him. No sense tempting fate, is there?" Ike’s six feet and five inches tall. He’s always spoken with a soft voice, letting his size imply any force necessary. Been that way since high school. He stands close to me. Too close. Lupe’s off to one side, the goofus’ head moving like a cheap bobble doll.
     Ike doesn’t expect an answer. He expects I’ll leave his neighborhood. Now. I comply. If I cross the tracks again.  Next time I’ll carry a gun. 






  
  CHAPTER 6


My stomach’s still knotted up as I ride past City Hall. That sorry motherfucker’s intimidation is embarrassing. He was smooth. I’ll give him that. But he made it clear I’m not welcome. I’m mad at myself. I’ve been predicting that the social order would change. It was inevitable. What did I expect? Hugs and kisses? I’m still pissed when I come up on Police Chief Larry Pettibone. On a horse, for God’s sake.  
     "What the hey, Chief?"
     Pettibone is narrow shouldered and heavyset. He’s sweating like a mule pulling a plow. He’s joined the coffee crowd on occasion and hasn’t been too pleased with my suggestions that law enforcement won’t be able to deal with civil unrest in certain situations. Like this one.
     "Hello, Mr. Kirby. I’m surprised you aren’t packing a gun."
     After what just happened across the tracks, I am too, but keep my counsel. "Where’d the horse come from?"
     "Citizens have donated them. So we can patrol. Keep the peace."
     I haven’t heard of any seriously bad stuff. "It seems to be working, Chief."
     "So far." He leaves it at that and shifts his pear-like body uncomfortably in the saddle. He’s got a wife fighting cancer.  He ought to be home doing what I’m doing. Taking care of Number One. I have to admire Pettibone for staying with the job. I wouldn’t. 
     Pettibone sweeps a hand around, as if encompassing the town. "Looks like you made the right call."
     I know.
     "Dalton, how are you set up?"
     Dalton? We’re on a first name basis again? He’s fishing for a favor. "I’m doing okay. Hanging in here like the rest of the town."
     Pettibone knows I’ve done some prepping. "We’re starting a citizen’s police assistance force. Nothing real formal. Just some folks willing to walk their neighborhoods and make sure no one gets broken into. I’d take it as a personal favor if you’d help out."
     "How many have taken you up on it, Chief?" I’m trying to act interested. 
     Pettibone mentions a number and some names. "We’re going to divide the town up into patrol sectors. Nobody armed."
     He loses me there. No way in hell I’m "patrolling" without a firearm. I shake my head. "Ike Belton one of your "patrolmen?"
     Apparently not. "What’d Ike do?" Pettibone eyes close to slits. 
     "More like what he’s doing right now." Remembering Ike’s nephew sprawled ass over teakettle, I say, "Ike probably doesn’t think he needs any patrolling. I’m betting he won’t appreciate someone not from the ‘hood walking any streets near where he lives."
     "How do you know that?"
     I’m not about to tell Pettibone how I know. "Something I sensed."
     The Chief coughs, and spits phlegm into the asphalt. He winces and rubs his chest.  "Just what I need. Someone staking out his own territory."
     Uh huh. I wonder how many more Ikes there are doing the same. We live in a small town. My imagination suggests big cities are already going south. "What about the National Guard?"
     That provokes a laugh. "Hell, the Weekend Warriors’ve got families to take care of. Besides, what passes for government right now in the capital and in Washington hasn’t seen fit to give anyone specific orders on what they’re supposed to be protecting. You haven’t seen any around here, have you?"
     No, no one’s spotted any military of any kind. "Aren’t you getting any information, from anyone in government?"
     Pettibone groans, checks to ensure his foot’s in the stirrup, and dismounts. I take the horses’ reins and walk it over to the shade of a large live oak that borders the back of City Hall. The Chief acts like he just got off a fishing trawler, swaying as he follows. 
     "We’re getting reports, Dalton. Anson Gutierrez rigged up car batteries and an old tube HAM radio. Lots of atmospheric skips, but basically, whatever happened here has happened over quite a bit of the country." Pettibone removes his Stetson. "Honestly, I don’t know who’s in charge. We’re getting bits and pieces of rioting in some cities. I’m surprised we haven’t seen people coming this way from Lincoln City. Some stuff from hams - nasty confrontations with the police. Shelters running out of food."
     "The governor’s office is asking for calm. Promising Washington is on top of things. I don’t know who’s in charge either, but have no doubt it’s going to get a whole lot worse."
     Promising to think about his offer, I pedal off. 
     Jill is in her backyard, gloves on, grubbing holes in the sunbaked earth. She looks up, waves, and continues attacking the soil. Sweat stains soak her t-shirt. No bra. Jesus Christ. The woman’s magnificent.
     "Hey, Dalton."
     I’m halfway in the back door when Jill walks toward the fence and motions me over. Any hope that she’s interested in my charm is quickly put to rest. "Fred and I need a favor."
     It’s obvious she’s not enjoying asking me for a favor. "Sure, Jill. Anything." Not really anything, but I’ll listen.
     "We wonder if we could get some water from you." She motions toward my 1500 gallon rain trapment tank. "The line’s an hour long for a five gallon jug refill at the city facility. With this heat, there have been some fights.  As you can see," she uses a gloved hand to sweep across her t-shirt and shorts, "We’re getting pretty rank. Can you spare some?"
     I knew this was going to happen. Inwardly grimacing, I ask, "How much do you two need right now?"  My fiberglass tank is full, but it hasn’t rained in two weeks and we’re in the dog days of summer.
     Jill lifts the t-shirt slightly and uses it as a fan. She laughs. "How much do I need to take a long shower?"
     My eyes are no longer on her face. Damn, woman. A screen door slaps shut, and Fred appears. 
     "Will twenty gallons keep you guys for a while?" I have no idea what the two want. Fred hears my offer. If he was a dog, his tail would be going crazy right now. 
     "Thanks, Dalton. It’s really appreciated." 
     That’s Fred. There’s a small smirk of triumph on Jill’s face as she turns back toward her garden. First Ike, now Jill. Everyone seems to be honing their survival skills.






  
  CHAPTER 7


Two days later, a trickle of bedraggled humanity begins to show. It’s noticeable by the haggard faces not seen before in Elmhurst. First, a few houses have additional occupants, as families take in members. Most come from the state capital, Lincoln City, thirty-five miles up the highway. Lines grow longer at the City’s water point. More fights erupt as the heat and uncertainty begin eating on nerves.  
     By the end of the week, the trickle grows into a steady stream. Many of the new arrivals are without a local contact. Tents sprout in the City Park and cemetery. Pettibone’s officers make no effort to push people out. From the desperate looks, it wouldn’t do any good if they tried. Any attempt will be met with resistance. 
     I wake up Friday morning and spot a tent being erected in the large lot behind my house. I have to decide which battles to fight. It’s behind the garage and other outbuildings, but too close for comfort. Its occupants appear to be a mother and father and two small children. 
     The 9 mm goes in my belt behind my back as I close the back door. "Howdy."
     The heavily tatted, father – I assume he’s the kids’ father – reaches into the tent. I pull my 9mm and hold it to my side. "Whoa. If you’re going for a weapon, don’t."
     The man steps away and I peek inside the fabric door. A hand-made club rests on a sleeping bag. Reaching in, I grab the clumsy object and toss it aside. 
     "Name?"
     "Josh," he says.
     "Josh who?"
     "Josh Cerveny." Cerveny is red headed and built like a weightlifter. I surmise he can handle himself.  A defeated look passes over him. "I’m just looking for some shade and a place for my wife and kids." 
     When I don’t say anything, he introduces them. The woman looks older than Cerveny, but it may be she’s just worn down. The two children, a boy and a girl, hide behind their mother. 
     "Where’re you from, and why’re you in my back yard?"
     Before Josh can answer, the woman begins to cry. "We’re about give out, mister. We’re close to out of food. Please…" She lets her eyes finish the plea.
     "How’d you get here? Walk?"
     Josh nods and points to a gardener’s wagon with inflatable tires. "Pulled the kids and what little else we could take in that thing."
     "Are things that bad?" Referring to Lincoln City.
     Rather than answer, the woman introduces herself simply. "I’m Elsie, Josh’s wife." She calls to the children, who huddle behind her. Elsie introduces them as David and Sarah, and tells me they are six and five, respectively.  The two extend hands to be shaken. I’m taken by their maturity. Shyly, they retreat. I’m not an immediate threat so they wander off. 
     After David and Sarah leave, Elsie nods. "We were renting a mobile home on the south side near the Interstate. Things are…" Again, she lets her eyes finish the sentence. An annoying habit, but it’s effective. 
     The best course of action is to kick these trespassers off the property. With the numbers drifting into Elmhurst, that may just be postponing the inevitable. "What’d you do for a living, Josh?"
     "Welder."
     "Any criminal record?"
     "One DWI five years ago. Been clean and sober since." 
     He could be lying. There’s no way to tell. He looks like he’s not. He just looks desperate. I make a snap decision.
     "Tell you what, Josh Cerveny. You and your family are welcome here on my property. But here are the conditions." Cerveny doesn’t hesitate to agree when I list them. 
     Ike, Jill, and now me. We’re all just making adjustments to our new living situation.

*****


     The Cerveny kids wave at me as I pedal toward town. Their dad is busy unbolting a manhole cover on my property’s side street. With no running water for a functioning sewer system, the system’s pipe is still better than a slit trench. Maybe a rain will sluice some of the waste at least partly away. He’s stacked old plywood and two-by-fours for an outhouse that will sit in the middle of the street.  That’s one of my conditions. He turns and nods as I point toward the house. He understands it’s his responsibility to make sure no one breaks into it or steals anything from my property. That’s another condition.
     Pedaling up the highway to the edge of Elmhurst, several locals are watching a thin line of humanity moving south from Lincoln City. Sam Nelson, a truck driver who raises ‘free range’ chickens on the side, spots me. "Dalton, we’re fixing to get overrun with people from the big city. What the hell are we going to do about it?"
     Short of starting an armed militia, there doesn’t seem much that anyone can do, and I tell Sam that. It’s not the answer he’s looking for. Sam’s not the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he’s got a point. Some of the men in the group nod, and there’s muttering about it. Sam doesn’t have enough leadership skills to lead anything, but someone will eventually take that role. Just not me.
     I head back toward City Hall. An ahoogah sounds. George Hixson rolls down the street in a 1917 Ford Model T truck. He grins like a shit-eating possum as he squeezes the rubber bulb. Ahoogah. 
     I stop and he pulls over. "I knew I’d have a reason to hang onto this beauty." George slaps the small driver’s side door and blows a kiss toward the antique’s hood. "Hot damn, Dalton. I’ve got the road to myself."
     George is a right wing nut case. He’s collected several old vehicles. He dislikes Elmhurst and is showing off. He is inordinately pleased with himself. 
     I decide to take him down a notch. "George, you see all these people?" I motion toward bicycle riders and people on foot. "You keep ahoogahing and their going to shove this buggy’s tail pipe up your ass."
     George acts surprised. He’s highly intelligent so I don’t buy it. "Get this off the streets, go home, and take care of your wife and livestock. Oh, that’s right. You’re wife had enough of your crackpot politics and left you awhile back, didn’t she?"
     "Pot calling the kettle black, Dalton. Least mine left because of my politics. Yours. She decided to find someone with a dick bigger than a pinkie finger. You always were an asshole. Just for that, I’m not going to offer you a ride home." 
     Ahoogah. He knows I wouldn’t take him up on the offer anyway. The Model T makes a quick turn. George shoots me the bird and heads back toward his small ranch. 
     I’ve rained on his parade. Fuck him. I’ve done him a favor. The less people know about your mobility, the better. His showing off will attract predators and may get him killed. 
     At City Hall, my ex-brother in law Billy Kaufman is reading taped up notices. Hoping he won’t notice, I pull my baseball cap down lower and pedal faster. No luck.
     "Dalton! Hey, Dalton! I see you! Need to talk to you!"
     Shit. 
     I brake and turn back. "What’s up, Billy?" 
     Billy glances at the people nearby and points with his head toward a pecan tree that offers shade and privacy. As I walk the bike over, he limps after me. Billy almost lost a leg in a motorcycle accident in his early twenties, and has been on disability ever since. "We need your help, Dalton."
     "Who’s we?"
     The family he tells me. The Kaufmans collectively have made it clear they’ve no use for me since Gail and I split up, and I tell him that.
     "Momma and Daddy, they’re as stove up as I am." He points to his gimp leg. "We got enough food for right now, but the three of us don’t exactly get around."
     True. My former mother- and father-in-law are up in age and suffer from arthritis. Still, there’s no way they’d ask me for any assistance. They’ve got a large garden and larger pride. 
     Billy grabs me by the upper arm. "Dalton. It isn’t Momma and Daddy that need you. Gail’s in Lincoln City. She’s sick and we need someone to go get her out of that place."
     "Sick with what? Meanness?" 
     Billy looks down at the ground, red faced. 
     "Sorry, I apologize." Billy’s a gentle soul and doesn’t need to hear me badmouth his sister "What kind of sickness, Billy?"  The question comes out with great reluctance, because I don’t want to know any more about Gail, her illness, or anything that takes me away from getting through the next days, weeks and months here in Elmhurst. 
     "She sent a note. Said she’s trying to get back from Lincoln City. Says her condition keeps her from getting here."
     I stare down Main Street. Gail is tough. Tougher than most of the people straggling into Elmhurst. There’s no way she couldn’t walk the thirty-five miles. I tell Billy that.
     He shakes his head ‘no.’ "She told someone that was leaving that she wasn’t able to get out of the city. That she’d been too sick. Said she’d get down here in a week after she got better. Then, we get this." He holds out a note.
     I recoil like it’s a rattlesnake, and he pushes it into my hand. Written on notebook paper, Gail’s handwriting reaches toward me like an accusatory finger.






  
  CHAPTER 8


Billy stands there like the big oaf he is. He’s expecting an answer from me, but he’s not going to get one. Not now. Not ever. I hand the letter back to him and he refuses to take it.  
     "It’s for you, Dalton. She wanted me to give it to you."
     I have trouble with this concept. "You know where I live. Why didn’t you just walk over there if that was the case. You don’t seem to be in too much of a hurry to help your sister when I see you staring at notices on the bulletin board."
     Billy pushes my hand away. "I did go by your place. Just now. You weren’t there. Some guy with lotsa tattoos ran me off. Said he was protecting your place from troublemakers and told me to get away from there." Billy can’t be making this up. He looks down at his feet, still refusing the crumpled note. Reminds me of something out of an old movie, A Christmas Carol, where the ghost is pointing accusingly at Scrooge. 
     I’ve got some choices. I can walk away, but knowing Billy, he’ll make a scene. Not by being an asshole, but by being pitiful. In front of a lot of people. Or, I can take the damned letter. If I take it, he’s gonna make me promise to read it. No. He’s going to make me do something about its contents. I choose the lesser of the two evils, which I think will turn out to be the worst decision I’ll make. I know I’m going to regret it.
     "I’ll read it, Billy." 
     As expected, that’s not sufficient. "You gotta promise you’ll help Gail out, Dalton." Fucking puppy dog eyes. Some hangers-on have drifted near our conversation. Billy could have been a good car salesman. He gives me that hang dog, ‘I’m so pitiful you have to love me and help me’ look. Three people, all locals, hear his plea and look to me expectantly. What is this? A goddamned Greek chorus?
     I need to get out of here. And now. "I promise, Billy. I’ll see what I can do for your sister."
     Satisfied, Billy’s ad hoc supporting cast nods in unison and drifts off. I stuff the paper in a pocket and turn away. Billy has one more arrow in his quiver.
     His eyes tear up. "Thanks. Dalton, I never had any bad feelings toward you. You’re the only brother-in-law I ever had. Thanks." He grabs my right hand with his and shakes it. Hard. He’s seals the deal with a handshake. As far as Billy is concerned, the handshake carries the weight of a Biblical covenant. 
     Sweet Jesus.
*****

     The ten-speed bicycle seems to have a mind of its own. Elmhurst’s small downtown area centers on the Lee County Courthouse, a late nineteenth century monstrosity of mansards, oval windows and a clock tower. The clock’s bell chimes. Startled, I glance up, and then remember. It’s an old pendulum mechanism. As long as someone remembers to reset the weights, the clock will run forever. The three bongs of the afternoon’s time are a distraction from the letter in my pocket. Three o’clock? Normally, I’d be interested. Time to go to the bank? Time for a beer? An appointment at that time with the doctor? Now, it only confirms there are several more hours of scorching sunlight.
     The letter crackles as my legs pump the pedals. Most of the businesses on the town square are closed up tight. A lawyer on the west side covered her large glass windows with plywood. Yeah, like anyone in their right mind is going to break into a lawyer’s office. Tents dot the lawn around the Lee County Courthouse. Someone owns a cassette deck and its tinny speakers blare out Rolling Stone’s Satisfaction. Families huddle under the pecan trees. A couple of long-haired punks still have the energy to skateboard on the wide streets. I’m starting to think hard about caloric intake, and wonder what any of us will do without enough of it.
     I’ve got someone watching my property, and don’t want to deal with Gail’s letter. Staying away for the rest of the afternoon is a no-brainer One of Pettibone’s officers rides on a bicycle down Commerce Street. I recognize Andres Lujan, a local boy who has had plenty of opportunities, pre-EMP, to work with a big city police department at three times the salary Elmhurst pays, but doesn’t for some reason. 
     He brakes and waves. "Hey, Dalton."
     "No protective vest?"
     His shirt is soaked. "I’ll chance a bullet before wearing that damned thing in this heat." He nods toward the south. "You been by the FoodMart?" 
     Not since a week ago, figuring it to be a madhouse. "How bad is it?" I guess the worst.
     Lujan surprises me and looks surprised himself. "Amazing so far, Dalton. Managers took it upon themselves to set up a rationing system for canned goods. Not charging folks anything. Let about ten people in the store at one time. Escort them around to make sure they’re playing by the rules, and escort them out. Almost all the food’s gone now. Gotta give Chief Pettibone credit. He got the managers to lock up all the beer and wine in the reefer. Padlocked it."
     "What about the liquor stores?" There are two in town, and several elsewhere in the county.
     Lujan shrugs. "Don’t know about the county." He snorts disparagingly. "Our illustrious sheriff couldn’t find his ass with both hands, so I doubt his people have done anything about it outside the town limits. But here…" He points down past the grocery store parking lot toward a ramshackle building with The Liquor Store painted over the entrance. At first glance, the establishment appears shut. Without electricity, every store looks shut. A closer look and I spy a heavy-set black male in his seventies. Lemuel Wilkins, the owner, as he escorts a woman carrying a bottle out of the store.
     "What the hell’s he packing?" I point toward a gun belt and holster drooping below the man’s gut. "That’s too big for a pistol."
     Lujan nods. "Sawed off shotgun. If the old rascal has to shoot someone, it’s anyone’s guess as to whether he’ll die from the recoil."
     Lemuel motions in a young black male, glancing around to ensure no one’s sneaking up on him, and closes and locks the glass door. No way the kid’s over twenty-one. 
     "What’s he trading booze for?" 
     Lujan shrugs. "I’m hearing it’s jewelry, food, stuff like that. Lemuel’s not taking any cash money. Says he’s not sure he’ll ever be able to use it."
     Lemuel may not have much of an imagination when it comes to naming his business, but Lemuel is a smart man.






  
  CHAPTER 9


The sun’s setting as I pedal back west toward my property. The Cerveny family gathers around a small propane stove. Elsie stirs a powder into a small pot. The two kids hardly look up when I ride by. The mid-street outhouse is impressive looking. Josh Cerveny catches me as I wheel the bike into the side door of the garage. 
     "Can I visit with you for a second?" 
     I secure the door’s lock. "Sure."
     "Don’t want to be a burden, but we need some water. Not much, but with no rain, we’ve run out." He nods toward my tank. "I tapped on that thing. Sounds nearly full. Appreciate it if you’d allot some of the water. To your worker." 
     Damn. Water’s precious. But, so’s someone willing to help protect the place. "Sure. Let’s work something out. Since you’re watching the place, I’ll let you all draw out ten gallons a day."
     Josh Cerveny smiles grimly. "Thanks." Acting like he’s entitled already. 
     "Unless we get some rain, the tank’s going to drop in a hurry." I hand him the keys. "We get some rain, I’ll be willing to adjust. Right now, though…. Think accordingly. No bathing. No donating any of the water to anyone." I think of Jill. Josh is a family man, but he’s not blind. He’ll react to her like I do. "Anyone."
     He laughs and motions to the adjacent property. Yep, he’s seen her.
****

     Sweat-stained, Gail’s letter is still legible. I pop the cap on a bottle of Sam Adams. It hasn’t fared well in the heat, and the hoppy brew spews out onto the patio table. I jam the bottle into my mouth – can’t waste the precious liquid. 
     Gail’s missive is short and to the point. "Dalton: I’m not in any condition to get out of Lincoln City on my own. I thought I’d have the strength to do it. I tried. It didn’t work. There’s no one here I trust to help me. You know Momma and Daddy and their situation. Billy’s first responsibility is to them. I doubt if you’ll honor this request, but I’d appreciate it if you could at least try to give this information some attention. The part of town I’m in will probably turn into a hellhole pretty quickly." It’s signed "Gail." No "sincerely." No "truly yours." No "your loving ex-wife." Nada. 
     I’m not feeling the least bit interested in doing anything for Gail. So far, things are going my way here in Elmhurst. I don’t need someone else’s issues to get in the way. Especially Gail’s. When we split the sheets, there wasn’t anyone with any sense who dared mention her name around me. No doubt, the feeling was reciprocal. After the final court hearing, my lawyer made sure we left the Lee County Courthouse by separate doors. That was mainly for my protection. The witch has red hair and an evil temper.
     Billy said Gail was sick. The letter says nothing about an illness. Also, nothing about her ‘condition.’ I want to pick up a telephone and ask her, "Hey, what’s the trouble? Cancer? Chickenpox? Herpes?"  I’m left to wonder. At the same time, no way would Gail ask a favor from me unless there was absolutely no one else she could ask, including the devil himself. 
     I’m settling in here in Elmhurst. Granted, the local food bank is depleted. There have been a few break-ins. The Ikes are trying to set up territories. Nonetheless, Elmhurst is still relatively peaceful. My neighbors are still civil with each other. There haven’t been shootings. No looting to speak of.
     So, what do I do? I pull out a bottle of Herradura tequila and work on it for about three hours. Then fall into a restless stupor. Four hours later, I’m awake with the grand ayatollah of headaches and a heart pounding like a trip hammer. I’m on the back side of drunk and the front side of a vicious hangover. Dammit. No hint of dawn so I have several hours to ride out the darkness of the soul that goes with the boozing. I’m draped over the recliner and have to piss. I pee in the yard. My smug attitude toward hoodwinking the ex has been scraped off by the booze’s poison in my system. Gail refused to give an inch in our relationship. With the tequila, there’s no doubt of her culpability. With the ensuing hangover, my share of the blame rears its ugly head.
     The night’s heat is oppressive. I’m having no luck shaking off the bad memories. The full moon’s glow displays a contrasting collection caused by the town’s houses. Eerily calm. It belies the reality of our life since the EMP. For a few minutes, I choose to believe the moonlight’s reality. Who am I kidding? Each dark structure holds lives struggling to overcome a situation no one really anticipated. Hell, if I’m honest, I’ll admit getting ‘ready’ was a fun way for me to show I’m smarter than the average Joe. I go inside, drink three glasses of filtered water, and lie back down. I drift off, then jerk awake. I try again, and again, sleep is interrupted by an undefined darkness that leaves me panting and afraid.
     Head throbbing, I surrender, and fire up a propane camp stove. Adding coffee crystals to the boiling water, I ponder Gail’s letter. Damn her. After eleven years of marriage, her presence haunts me. A dim glow on the horizon tells me it’s an hour until dawn.
     After turning off the propane valve, water stays hot enough for two strong cups of coffee. Not perked or dripped. Just the crystal stuff. Sugar spooned in from an airtight rubber container makes the stuff drinkable. 
*****

     Light streams in the porch windows. Somehow, I managed to find sleep. Someone pounds on the back door. Where in hell is Josh to warn this obnoxious fucker away?
     "Dalton, it’s Chief Pettibone. Come on out. I need to talk with you."
     What the fuck? My head throbs. My sweat smells rancid. I want to be left alone. Rolling over, I yell, "Go away. I need my sleep."
     The pounding on the backdoor continues. "Get up, Dalton. I need to talk with you."
     The bastard is persistent. One part of my mind gives me permission to shoot him between the eyes. The other part overrules it, at the same time pushing me toward consciousness. 
     "Goddammit! Leave me the fuck alone!"
     My back door continues to rattle with the strokes of a fist. Where is my new watchman, Josh?
     "Cerveny! Get rid of whoever’s is bothering me, dammit."
     Cerveny’s voice filters through my throbbing head. "I’m here, but this fellow says he’s the town police chief and wants to see you."
     I give up on sleep and angrily push away from my recliner. Pulling on a pair of worn-out shorts, I stumble out the back door. Curse words get caught in my throat. Pettibone looks at me. As do a dozen or more citizens of Elmhurst who are part of the new ‘citizens patrol.’
     My body can’t take another avoidance session with the booze. Responsibility is staring me in the face. "Get the hell off my property!"
     No one moves and I scream the invective-ladened threat again.
     Finally, Pettibone speaks. "I wasn’t kidding, Dalton. We need you to help us keep order." 
     I don’t respond because my head feels like it is about to explode with pain. Pettibone takes the pause in the tirade as an indication that I’m interested in what he has to say. "Lincoln City’s troubles are coming this way. Two different groups showed up during the night. Said there’re fires burning. Some areas, street gangs of various colors, cholos, Crips wannabes, peckerwoods, have had running gun battles with the cops." 
     Elmhust isn’t Lincoln City. This doesn’t concern me. I turn to go inside.
     "During the night, we had two houses burn down in Las Brisas." It’s a new subdivision of what realtors call starter homes. "Kids inside and one died. The other, the owner spotted who threw the Molotov cocktail and took a shot." He shakes his head. "Only problem is whoever threw the Molotov cocktail wasn’t the one he killed. The neighbor kid was just watching the fire. Homeowner’s white. Kid he shot’s black. We’ve got the white guy locked up in the basement of City Hall. Otherwise, they were going to lynch him."
     This is way more information that I need. "Get off my property, Pettibone." The demand seems weak, even to me. 
     Pettibone turns away in disgust. "I told you people this self-centered bastard wouldn’t help." It’s said more for my benefit than the group he’s brought with him.
     I slam the door, and then come back out. "Chief!" 
     Pettibone’s almost to the curb. He turns. "What?"
     "I’ve got something I have to take care of first. Then I’ll think about it."
     I’ve got something to I have to take care of first?  Where in hell did that come from? 
     Cerveny looks confused. Rather than try to explain, I growl at him and he gratefully retreats. I’m left with my thoughts. No doubt, aspirin will become as precious as gold. I’ve got to clear my mind so dry swallow six 350 mg tablets, at the same time wondering how much one will be valued at in a few months. 
     The sun brings wet heat but no hint of rain. With no water hoses or sprinkler systems to alleviate the summer drought, the subtle hues of greenery and lawns are quickly changing to harsher distinctions. Grayish brown means plants are dead. Lighter browns and beiges mean grass and shrubberies are merely dying. 
     Years before, an old country church was torn down on the east side of Lee County. Inside were hundreds of leftover cardboard fans. Gail bought a dozen at a silent auction as novelty pieces and set them around the patio, more for conversation pieces than anything else. There certainly was no need from them with three ceiling fans and a







